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Chapter 1

The desolation was complete. It looked like God had reached out a hand and flattened the entire village. Building walls were toppled, roofs were broken, and the usual structure of their daily life had been totally destroyed. It would’ve been impossible to determine from the current scene that only a short number of hours before this it had been a village of over 4000 people. One teeming with the normal activity of a small village.

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

How could have come to this?

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

How could it have come to this?

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

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

Her dark thoughts were rudely interrupted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

<<<>>>

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

<<You can obviously feel it.>>

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

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

<<<>>>

It had not been a restful night for either Zhanna or Dascha. Not wanting to upset her grandmother, Zhanna hadn’t talked much about the village or the situation after she got home the previous night. Instead, she made sure that her grandmother ate and played for a short period of time with the children that were camped out with their mother in the small parlor of Zhanna’s home.

It was actually her grandmother’s home, the place that her father had been born and raised, the place that she had come to as a small child when her parents had died. She didn’t remember much about them. Their faces and other details were lost in time and her childish memory. The only vision of her parents that she still had were really impressions. The black, sweet-smelling hair and soft hands of her mother, and the hearty laugh of her father rumbling low tones of ticklish energy up and down her spine. When she been much younger, Zhanna had mourned deeply for the loss of connection with her parents. She was lucky though to have had more family. Her grandmother had been both mother and father to Zhanna and her brother, Igor. It could not have been easy acquiring two small children to raise at the advanced age of her grandmother. But Bolormaa had never complained.

Once, when Zhanna was in her early teenage years, she asked her grandmother what it was like to suddenly acquire a young family? Her grandmother had just laughed and said that it had been a blessing, although not one without struggles.” The young witch wasn’t sure if she truly understood that answer even yet.

Her Baba’s response had been on her mind as she headed for the village school. The school building had been spared during the strange twister weather, and the children had been kept safely there, huddled in the school gym. After a night of tossing and turning, Zhanna had somehow known that there were important lessons and vital information that she had to touch or see around town. Her subconscious had pushed her to go to the school first. Without another alternative to focus on, the young witch decided to do what her intuition was pushing her to do and go visit the children at school.

The village didn’t have a lot of youngsters. Like other villages across Russia, many of the younger people were gravitating to the larger cities. There was more work there, or chances for jobs and stability, more places to go and see things. It had never drawn Zhanna. There is plenty to do in her town, and she felt like she would be abandoning her village, her heritage, and her grandmother if she left.

She could hear the students and the teachers talking as she walked into the small building. There were four classrooms, split into groups that were similar in abilities. Zhanna stopped beside the first open door and peeked in. Whether by subconscious wish or the luck of the draw, the first group that she saw was the oldest in the school. This contained students that were of the age that most of the women in the village stopped going to school. In rural areas, and small villages, marriage was the fate of many a young girl anywhere from age 14 through 16. In fact, Zhanna was a bit of an oddity. Her grandmother had steadfastly refused to consider offers of marriage for her, choosing instead to tell Zhanna that she needed to learn skills and a purpose of her own.

When Zhanna was a young girl, she resented this terribly. It meant that she didn’t share some of the attitudes or concerns of her friends and for school age children that is deadly. You either fit in everything, or you don’t fit in anything. School was the ultimate test of conformity and that had not been something that either Igor or Zhanna had ever done particularly well.

There were signs that it had been a rough time over the last few days in the wear and tear on the students and teachers. There were two teachers in this class, one an austere teacher that focused on mathematics and science, and who never seem to really get close to the students. The other teacher was gentle and nurturing. She was the one that soothed injuries and cheered up spirits. While the one was considered a tough old woman, the gentle one was only a couple years younger. The impression in the village was that the young one was loving, nurturing, and kind. Personally, Zhanna didn’t know if she agreed with that classification. She had never really spent the time to find out.

The older teacher noticed when Zhanna stopped by and peeked in the door. Without interrupting the test that was going on, the teacher cocked an eyebrow in inquiry and tilted her head. Zhanna shook her head in negation and with a little wave backed out of the room.

Walking around the rooms, Zhanna at first didn’t notice anything that was off. She muttered to Dascha, “I wish I knew what was so important that I see here. It’s like being told to do something that you have to see, but no one can tell you what it looks like.”

Dascha had been following along with Zhanna the entire time she’d been walking. The dark cat had blended in so well with Zhanna’s long skirt and boots that no one else in the school or village had been aware of her. The cat stopped abruptly, forcing Zhanna to also stop. <<Are there really only these few children in the village?>>

<<I don’t really know. I guess I’ll have to check around.>>

They both left the school in a thoughtful daze.
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Chapter 2

There was a knock on the door. The sound seemed to echo through the small home like a harbinger of doom. Even the cheerfully ticking clock became muted. Zhanna and her grandmother looked quickly up to stare at the door and glanced at each other. It was fairly late at night, and they hadn’t expected anyone to stop by. It was a strange feeling to realize that they were isolated. The twisters had taken out both of their closest neighbors, leaving their small house alone on the hillside, some 15 minutes from the center of the town.

The pounding on the door happened again. This time it was a little harder, a little bit faster. It didn’t sound urgent, but Zhanna found herself sweating. Her hands were trembling slightly, and her skin felt clammy. She could feel the rush of blood through her veins and a flush growing on her face. There was a hint of stars in the corner of her eyes. Like the framework of a picture that you couldn’t quite see. That had been happening more to her lately. She kept promising herself that she look into it later, but that time, that later, as yet had not been convenient.

Now she wished that she had done that investigation, done that exploration of possible power. Her grandmother, her Baba, had gone almost colorless in the face. The old woman’s expression was frozen. Staring at her grandmother, Zhanna was frightened for her. The possibility of horrendous grief was sitting on a knife edge held apart from them by the slimmest of threads, that of her grandmother’s expression.

Zhanna let out the breath that she been holding. She heaved herself to her feet and set off toward the front door. As she left the table, the young witch noticed her grandmother had made an abortive movement with her hands. When Zhanna stopped in response, the hands dropped to the table, and her grandmother slumped forward and closed her eyes.

<<Dascha, please watch Baba. I don’t know what’s going on, but she does not look well.>>

<<I will, Zhanna. But be careful, please.>>

Zhanna realized that even her familiar was feeling unsure. That was not comforting at all.

It only took Zhanna 20 steps to get to the front door. Her Baba’s house was small, just the kitchen, a parlor, and a few bedrooms. Nothing palatial, nothing fancy. Just a warm home and a loving heart for two little orphaned children.

The knocker had been quiet as Zhanna walked to the door. Steeling herself, she opened the door just in time to almost catch a blow in the face as the older man waiting on her doorstep started to knock again.

“Sorry, Zhanna! I didn’t know if you were sleeping and I thought it better to knock a little more loudly.”

“Stefan Alexandrovich, what are you doing knocking on our door this late at night?”

“I need to talk to you and your Baba. Zhanna, may I please come in.”

“Of course,” Zhanna responded, “Would you like a cup of tea, Baba and I were just having some.”

Looking terribly uncomfortable, Stefan did not answer. Uncharacteristically he hung back and let Zhanna lead the way.

Escorting him back into the kitchen, Zhanna was totally surprised to see her familiar sitting in the lap of her grandmother. The cat was purring loudly, rubbing its jawline against the old woman’s hands and occasionally against her chin. If anything, the older woman went even paler and grayer when she saw who it was that had come to the door. Zhanna was amazed to see her grandmother’s mouth form what look like the word ‘no’ and tears start pouring down her face. Stefan came to an abrupt halt just inside the door. He looked at the old woman and said, “Bolormaa, seer, you have seen?”

Zhanna stared in uncomprehending confusion as her grandmother jerkily nodded her head and then placed her face against the cat’s soft fur. Glancing between Stefan, who was terribly uncomfortable and shifting foot to foot, to the shaking form of her grandmother, Zhanna was quick to lay a soft hand on her grandmother’s back. Feeling the strength of the sobs that were shaking the old woman’s body, Zhanna looked at Stefan and demanded angrily, “What on earth has happened? Can’t you see you are upsetting her terribly?”

Both of the others ignored Zhanna. About to again angrily demand the source of her grandmother’s discomfort, Zhanna was totally flabbergasted to hear her grandmother ask, “How did he die?”

The feeling of impending doom’s settled down in a crash around Zhanna’s shoulders. For a split second, she couldn’t breathe. Her throat was tight, her lungs are frozen, everything was hot then everything was cold. There was only one he, only one he that they didn’t see all the time in her world and her Baba’s world. It was her brother. But how could Igor be dead?

Yes, he was a mercenary, but far gentler than most. Not for him the major battles and the convoluted agreements. For Igor was the only man in the village that all the animals flocked to, the only one that all the children climbed over. Her gentle brother had always taken assignments that were protective in nature. Ones that kept him out of immediate danger. What could’ve happened?

Opening her mouth to demand more information, Zhanna stood up to give her demand more authority. The sudden movement sent her head into a spin. It was as if she was caught in the twisters of a few days ago. Spinning around and around where nothing made sense, where the light was gone, and her brother was dead! This wasn’t real, this wasn’t legitimate! Her head pounding in her chest, her eyes losing focus, for the first time in her entire life, Zhanna fainted.

<<<>>>

Zhanna’s escape from the harsh realities of her suddenly broken world was only momentary. It could not have been very long that she was out because the bruises from her fall to the floor were still smarting. Stefan and her grandmother had hold of her and were trying to lift her up. She could feel their hands on her, she could hear their voices, but she couldn’t understand what they were saying. It was like her brain had frozen, reality and wishful thinking colliding in her fore-brain, sending echoes along her skin and exploding out through her fingers and toes. This was not possible, he could not be dead.

In her numb state, Zhanna was easy to chivvy into a chair. Her grandmother kept patting the younger woman’s hands, and Stefan stumbled around in their small kitchen to get her a glass of water. Everything that she saw was filtered through thick glass. It was not real, they look like actors on a stage, like performers in the television. They weren’t real, because that horrible thought, the horrible, horrible possibility, could not be true. Her brother could not be dead.

Zhanna heard her grandmother asking again, “How did he die?”

The crash of fracturing glass, the tinkle of chiming broken bits seem to hang in the air. All the denial, the separation that Zhanna had hastily created to protect herself was gone. Her brother was dead. Drawing a painfully deep breath, Zhanna asked around the fire of unshed tears in her eyes and throat, “How did my brother die?”

Quietly, gently, the shaking hands of the two women touched and clung to each other tightly, as if the pure physical contact would somehow get them through the wave of crushing pain that was about to descend. It was no cushion from the sharpness of grief as Stefan explained.

Igor, the brother of Zhanna and grandson of Bolormaa, had been killed while on assignment. His main assignment was to protect a teenage young woman when she went on a field trip with her schoolmates. He was not the only mage bodyguard in that group. The schoolchildren came from a private academy. There were many privileged youths in that school, and five of those bodyguards were on the same trip. In fact, the mercenaries on bodyguard duty took turns covering some of the off shifts.

The field trip had been to one of the national parks in the United States. It was seen as a good place for this type of trip since it had lots of opportunities for activities. Lessons could be taught on the history and the features of the park itself, which made it a good educational opportunity. The trip was in its fourth day when disaster struck. All of the students were in bed, and two of the bodyguards were on duty when the building began to shake, and horrible rumblings could be heard. The contract for protection was quite explicit. The bodyguards were required to ensure the health and safety of their client above all else. Igor was on the shift when the earthquake hit. He had immediately created a protection zone around his client and demanded that she get dressed. The young woman threw on her clothes, but then grabbed two of her friends close to her so that he could protect them also. Igor never would have dreamed of objecting. Zhanna knew he was a kind man, a good man, and abandoning people to danger was not in his nature.

There were several rounds of earthquake tremors. Almost nothing happened to any of the buildings or to specifically endanger the students. However, all of the bodyguards felt uneasy. In their opinion, the field trip needed to be ended and the students removed from the area. If it had been one person, one opinion, the trip’s organizers might have overruled the bodyguard. But with five of them all in agreement, steps were taken to cut the trip short and get the children out of the area as soon as it was full light.

Igor had insisted that his client and her two friends change rooms. He was uneasy with the situation of the rooms and did not like some undefinable aspect of it. Overstressed, the hotel did not have any other rooms to accommodate the request. As much as Igor pushed on the manager, the hotel was simply unable to rearrange rooms enough to move the three students. Finally, his client told him that was only for a few more hours, and it wasn’t worth getting fussy about. Reluctantly, he agreed.

It turned out to be a bad mistake. Only an hour later, the earthquake returned in higher intensity. The rumbling heard before increased, and the sound and shaking of the ground continued on and on. The other bodyguards grabbed their clients and ran. After all, their contract was to save the client and not worry about anybody else. All of the mercenary contracts are written that way. What was in the contract was exactly what was done. No more, no less. This was seen as the right way, the only way.

Igor was trying to protect his client and her two friends. He got them moving out of the hotel and was close to the vehicle waiting to take them away. They were making good progress and in the lobby, the girls toting their own suitcases so that Igor’s arms were free. The rest of the bodyguards and their clients were about 40 feet ahead of them. It seemed like they were all going to make it out alive. And then disaster struck.

The rumbling had been that of the mountainside above them cracking. The earthquake had loosened up an entire face of the cliff, and the last shaking had broken it free. The only thing holding it there was the soil, and in this case, dirt wasn’t strong enough to hold the rock up.

With a grinding crashing roar that sounded like a huge freight train, the entire cliff face started to accelerate down in an avalanche of huge boulders and sharp shale. It gathered additional components as it moved forward, sweeping in trees, dirt, and other rocks. The thunder of its approach was loud enough that it was impossible to talk over it. Grabbing their client’s arms, each of the other bodyguards teleported out. Abandoning all the rest of the people to their fate.

Igor was different. First of all, he couldn’t abandon the two girls that were friends with his client to their fate, and none of the mages were strong enough to teleport more than one person with themselves. Yelling at the girls to drop their suitcases and to crawl under a table, Igor turned toward the approaching weight of a mountain and threw up a shield wall.

Zhanna heard her grandmother take a deep, sharp breath when Stefan explained this. Glancing at her grandmother and holding her hands tightly Zhanna was inundated with the vision of a building she had never seen, and the resolved face of her brother. She could hear the roar of the approaching stone. She could feel the crashing of the avalanches as they neared. Screams of frightened people assaulted her ears, and her heart was torn asunder by the desperation of her brother’s last moments. She felt him burn out and die. But not before he had stopped the avalanche.

<<<>>>

Stefan had done what he could to comfort the two women, which was not very much. There was no facility in their town for helping people, no Red Cross, no comforting factors. The village priest had been killed in the twister attack, so there wasn’t even a representative of organized religion to help them. Once Stefan had taken his sad and distressed face out of their home, the two women surrendered to their joint grief. Clinging to each other, the sister and the grandmother of an unacknowledged hero drew what solace that they could from each other and from their pride in the young man’s actions.

It wasn’t enough, but it was all they had. Dascha crawled between them, purring her message of caring as loudly as she could. The time of tears and sadness seemed to draw on forever. But like all feelings of high intensity, the body and psyche limit the ability to continue to experience even heartrending sorrow. Eventually, Zhanna’s rent heart stopped throbbing just enough for her to realize how pale and drawn her grandmother looked.

Galvanized by the thought of her grandmother’s comfort and health, Zhanna got up and poured her Baba a glass of water. Then she stood over her, bullying her Baba into drinking it. It was about all she could manage at that moment.

Holding the empty glass in her hand, Bolormaa appeared to be studying the glass itself. Startling both Dascha and Zhanna, Bolormaa started to speak.

“You might not know that I was born and raised in Mongolia, of the Mokshas. We live closely with our horses and with our hearts. I never thought to leave the steppes, never thought to leave my family. But your grandfather happened. He was on some sort of diplomatic mission, one that he never fully explained even after we got married. He appeared like a hero out of the dark one night in company with a woman vampire and two other witches. The two were volkhvy, those that ruled. They had been looking for my teacher, the visionary of our tribe. She was the one with the strong skills and the wide vision. Everyone that was concerned with major plans or activities in our part of the world sooner or later would come to her. I was simply there as her apprentice.

My people have always been smaller, with darker skin, and darker spirits. We are fierce in battle but do not seek to conquer others. We frequently hosted meetings for those that wish to talk rather than fight and my mistress, the seer Dochin, would be in the midst of it. It was an exciting time, a great time and I loved every second of what I was learning. But then he came.

He was like the sun God to me. Deep golden hair and blue, almost purple eyes. I was stricken, I was obsessed, I was lost. And miracles on miracles he seemed to be just as lost.

He had such a strong will, so much determination. In many ways, Zhanna, you remind me of him. I think that just like your grandpa, you will not let go of the things that you think are right. No matter what the cost, no matter what else has to happen. He had honor, a bright and shiny honor. No taint to him, no clouding of what was right and what was wrong. He would know intuitively what the pathway of that honor meant, and he would not be deterred from it. And this is what ultimately got him killed.

At the time that we met, none of us had any foreshadowing of that future. My mistress knew that we had an important meeting to host and that her skills would be needed. She knew that I would have a future different from hers but still important. None of us were aware of what shape that would take, so all of us were surprised when the man in charge of the mission approached my father and my mistress about my hand in marriage.

In my culture, that’s not how it’s done. Your grandfather was trying to do me honor, and barely avoided a challenge for insult. The idea that a woman wouldn’t be in control of her own fate has never occurred to my people. Our Seers, our wise women, are equal in importance with any of the chiefs, even with the world leaders. Without the seer visions, my people would not have survived.

“Baba, you did marry him.”

“Yes, I did, but it was not right away. I needed to finish my training, and I was not yet sure of my own mind. My body was singing for him, but my brain had to be in agreement. There was also the issue of my talent. Seers are not easy to assimilate into new family groups. We see too much, and we frighten most people. Almost no one in this village still remembers that I scry or that I have visions. It’s far more comfortable for them to pretend that I don’t.

He came back for me three times before I agreed to go with him. I had seen my life here by then, seen that I would be giving up some things and gaining others. I traded the exhilaration of riding and the openness of the plains, the comfort of my kin, and the exercise of my craft, all away for the life I foresaw with your grandfather. His future, I knew would be cut short. The thought of him going away without my having shared part of my life with him was ultimately what made me say yes. My mistress told me to follow my head and my heart, and I did. She agreed that it was right for me but mourned what I was giving up.”

“Baba, did you resent us, did you regret it?”

“I have never regretted it although I have mourned the passing of your grandfather and your parents, just like I will mourn the passing of our golden boy.”

Zhanna bowed her head over their joined hands and let her tears wash away some portion of the pain.
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Chapter 3

Crying and grief always takes a toll on the body. Zhanna’s eyes hurt, her nose ached from being stuffed up. Every time she turned around, she would see something small that reminded her of Igor. Her brother’s spirit was throughout their entire house, his presence everywhere. She tripped over his shoes, smelled his cologne in the small bathroom, saw his toothbrush on the tiny shelf. Each reminder of him drew an echo of fresh grief.

It was as if her nerves were all abraded. Hypersensitive and reactive, everything led to more tears. Her brother had been there for as long as she could remember. He was only a year older, but he had defended her, protected her, and mentored her, like all good brothers do. It was as if a part of her was missing. At some level, she expected him to come through the front door, calling out his usual greeting, “Where are my lovely ladies? The man of the house is home!”

Bolormaa had not slept well the night before. Zhanna had awakened multiple times during the evening, each time to hear her grandmother moving about the small house. Sometimes crying, sometimes just moving, there had not been a lot of sleeping going on last night. Zhanna decided that she would cook her grandmother a breakfast, hoping that the comfort of food would provide some relief, however temporary.

Standing in the middle of the kitchen, Zhanna was reminded of another worry, another problem that had to be dealt with. There was almost no food in the kitchen. The tiny, old refrigerator, wheezing in lonely splendor in the corner, held only a partially empty bottle of milk and a couple wedges of cheese.

Warmth and caring flooded her mind, as Dascha comforted her witch, <<It will work out, Zhanna. Just focus on one thing at a time.>>

Resolving to worry about it at another time, Zhanna proceeded to make her grandmother a warm breakfast. She would provide what support she could, and let her tired and grieving brain rest for just a little while longer.

<<<>>>

There was another knock on the door. The sudden clench of fright that tightened her throat and set her heart pounding rapidly was the clearest indication of exactly how rattled and how disoriented she was. Zhanna sought to calm her breathing as she walked purposely toward the front door. She had not gotten more than four or five steps when the door was pounded again. Such impatience meant that it was not one of the villagers. The young witch stifled her irritation and open the door.

Standing in front of her was the last person in the world that she really wanted to see today. It was Krava, once a fearsome classmate, now one of the top billing mercenaries from their village. He was an imposing man. Tall and broad-shouldered, with a shock of almost white gold hair. Still dressed in his normal mercenary garb, a cross between mages robes and tailored suits, he looked like a recruiting poster for the successful mercenary.

Zhanna detested him with every iota of her heart. He’d been a bully in grade school, he was a notorious bully now. He seemed to delight in the pain and embarrassment of others. Zhanna had worried when she had heard that he was leading the mercenary group that Igor had joined. But Igor had been confident that Krava would never really interact with him. They were diametrically opposed, with Igor looking for protection assignments and Krava looking to fight. The young witch had avoided Krava to the best of her ability the entire time that she had known him. Something about him made her skin crawl whenever he was close. In fact, the hair on her arms and the back of her neck were stirring uneasily, and her stomach felt tightened and painful.

“Well, aren’t you going to invite me in?” asked Krava.

“I am sorry, Krava, but my grandmother and I are grieving and really do not want to have visitors.”

“That doesn’t seem to be very hospitable considering that I am carrying your brother’s effects for you and that I have his last paycheck to turn over.”

Zhanna looked at Krava, refusing to allow him to intimidate her into setting foot inside of their home. To her knowledge, he had never been allowed inside the threshold, and she didn’t want to set a precedence now. Some part of her warned her that to invite him in once was an irrevocable act. She had learned the hard way to listen to that part of her intuition.

Krava waited for a few more seconds, and when she didn’t invite them in, he shrugged his shoulders and said, with a wry twist to his mouth, “Here are all of the things that were in his room. Also, there is an envelope in there that contains his last paycheck. Of course, the fact that he was unable to complete the contract has been deducted from his payment.”

“What do you mean? He was killed while out on contract!”

“He was stupid. Instead of doing exactly what he was supposed to, per the contract, he tried to protect everyone. He was not being paid for that, and he still extended his efforts. We had to get another to take over his contract and fulfill it, and that person needs to be paid.”

Zhanna just looked at the poorly concealed smirk on Krava’s mouth and refused to be baited. Holding her hand out toward Krava was one of the hardest things she had ever done. He seemed somewhat taken aback.

“No protests? No attempt to justify his idiot behavior? I would have thought you, if anyone, would have tried to explain to me how he really was such a wonderful and good person that he couldn’t help himself.”

Zhanna continued to hold her silence, looking pointedly at the sack that he clutched in his one hand. She could hear her familiar’s growl of rising fury in the back of her head and willed the cat not to intrude.

“Oh well, I guess even you have to admit that he was an idiot. I would think…”

“That will be enough of that, young man!” a new voice contributed to the conversation. It was Zhanna’s grandmother, standing in a fury beside Zhanna. Neither the grieving sister or the now openly grinning bully had noticed when she’d come up. She was just there, fully dressed, sparkling in the hard diamond heat of her anger and exuding a powerful aura that surprised Zhanna and seemed to take Krava aback.

“Turn over the items that you’re going to give us, boy. Then get away from here. We grieve someone who was loved, which is something you will never understand. So get thee hence.”

“You can’t talk to me like that old witch!”

“I said get thee hence. And in case you didn’t catch it the first two times, I will say it once more. GET THEE HENCE!”

Krava shuddered, his whole body frame seeming to shake. He tossed the bag at Zhanna, who caught it clumsily against her chest. Not turning his back on them, Krava took two steps backward and reached inside of his tunic. “This came the day after his death. Apparently, he wanted a present for his little sister. Wear it in health, and I hope that you all get what you deserve.”

With that, he turned his hand to show her a box, wrapped in a beautiful gift paper and tied with a brightly cheerful silvery bow. With another of his trademark smirks, Krava tossed it so that the package fell short of her, landing in the dirt at her feet with a puff of dust.

Zhanna and her grandmother watched as Krava walked outside of their small yard. Once past the gate, he turned to look at them, raising his voice to be clearly heard. “I’m surprised how nicely you have grown up, Zhanna. I just may have to come courting one of these days.”

Before Zhanna or Bolormaa could react in the outraged manner that they both wished, Krava was striding down the street. Only the echo of his laughter remained to remind them of his poisonous intrusion on their loss.

Shaking in reaction, Zhanna bent to retrieve the last gift she would ever get from her beloved brother. The eight-inch package was a poignant reminder of the cheer and love that was forever gone from her life, and tears clouded her vision and fell like rain on the shining gift. Blindly, the young woman jammed the package into the bag of Igor’s possessions and turned to help her grandmother into the house.

<<<>>>

There had been more grieving, more tears, when they removed the contents of the sack. All of Igor’s clothing, books, and other possessions were there. There was no body to mourn since mercenaries were seldom brought home for burial. It was just too expensive. Zhanna and Bolormaa had not thought that the mercenary group would transport Igor back. They knew from the description of the accident that there probably wasn’t much left of his body after his death. Some of the possessions were still bloodstained and stood as mute witness to Igor’s passing. The casual cruelty of that lack of care stabbed Zhanna to the heart.

She had absolutely no luck in understanding how someone could be so disdainful of the feelings of others. The numbness of the grief from Igor’s death was now being interrupted by spikes of anger. That great pall, that fog of sadness, was being stabbed and rent by growing anger over the injustice of his lonely death and the callous disregard for their family’s mourning.

<<Where was the honor in this?>> she wondered.

Dascha replied in a purring voice in her head, <<There is no honor in this situation, Zhanna, other than Igor’s. Everyone has to find their own honor, and some never do.>>

<<Then they’re obviously not looking for it.>>

<<Perhaps they just don’t understand what it is at all, which makes it pretty hard to go look for it. Don’t let your grief and anger make you arrogant, girl.>>

Zhanna bowed her head at the appropriateness of that response and began to sort through her brother’s death belongings. Bolormaa had remained silent since Krava had left. Only now was that silence entering Zhanna’s awareness. Looking at her grandmother, she noticed that Bolormaa was staring at each of the items in the sack. Some she touched gently with shaking hands, some she left strictly alone. There didn’t seem to be a rhyme or reason to the ones that her grandmother touched or didn’t touch. And so Zhanna did what she has had always done, which is to observe until she understood what was going on and could contribute or act. It wasn’t time for that yet. Right now, she was just observing.

<<<>>>

The rest of the day had gone more normally for Zhanna and Bolormaa. Some of the other women of the village had come in to bring food and to share reminiscence of Igor’s life. None of them had mentioned anything about the desperate straits that now faced his surviving family. It was simply a way of life in the village. The men went out as mercenaries to earn money, while the women and children stayed home and tried to make do with little. Zhanna never realized before exactly how horrible it would be to lose your breadwinner. They had just been so happy when Igor was accepted in the mercenaries that they had not thought about the ramifications.

When the last of the villagers had gone home, Zhanna made sure the Bolormaa had eaten something and lovingly tucked her grandmother into bed. Straightening up the small kitchen had taken very few minutes. Zhanna’s mind bounced around inside of her head, flitting from thought to thought. Unable to decide on a specific action for that evening, Zhanna decided to go to bed. Crawling onto the bed and pulling her blankets over her shoulder, Zhanna quickly fell into a deep well of exhausted slumber. As she slipped down that slippery hill into the Lord of Dreams’ arms, she thought muzzily, <<At least things will be quiet now for a few minutes, maybe a few hours.>>

The next thing Zhanna knew was the sound of that thought echoing again and again in her head. It reverberated along her nerve pathways and seemed to bounce against her eyeballs. Her eyes felt like they were going to cry from pain like something was ripping out of her. Drawing a tortured breath, she held it and exhaled. Mentally, she closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she found herself standing on a featureless plane. There was a six-way crossroad that stretched out around her, radiating equally with her as the center.

<<Where and why and how did I get here?>> she thought to herself.

When a voice answered her, Zhanna jumped and spun around.

“You are in the astral plane, and you brought yourself here,” said a male baritone voice. It was an older man, perhaps 35 years old. He was a tall and large man with the very blonde hair of a Cossack. Broad shouldered and neatly dressed, he reminded her a little bit of the pictures she had seen from her grandfather’s time. She would’ve been frightened, but at this point, she was beyond fright. Wonder was the predominant emotion that she had, and since the man did not appear to be threatening, she felt no need to react defensively.

He had waited while she stared at him and seemed to understand when she was ready to hear more words. “In this plane, you decide where you want to go and who you want to see. If they’re available and are open to communicating with you, you will find yourself talking to them.”

“Thank you, sir, for the information. Are there any other words of advice you might give me?”

“Only to listen to both gods and spirits and think before you react. Even though this is the spirit plane, you can still die here.”

Zhanna nodded in acknowledgment and looked in the direction that she seemed to be drawn. When she looked back at the man, she saw that he had started to walk away. Embarrassed at her lapse of manners, Zhanna called out, “Thank you again, sir. My name is Zhanna. Do you have a name that you would like to be called?”

His laughing voice carried back to her, as if it were born on the wings of a large bird, “You can call me Ilia, girl. And give my warmest regards to your grandmother.”

Zhanna was about to ask him more information, but his form rapidly shrank in size and suddenly seemed to be a long distance away from her. She took two steps toward his retreating form when she was stopped short by a tug on her garments. Looking down, Zhanna almost jumped out of her skin. The creature that had been pulling on her skirt was the strangest thing she’d ever seen. It looked like a wizened old woman if the woman in question had four-inch fangs and claw-like nails.

The creature was small, ugly, and somewhat frightening but it was not attacking her, and instead, it’s body language was friendly. Zhanna wasn’t sure whether to pet it, run from it, or just talk. The decision was settled for her when a surprisingly melodious voice addressed her. “Gold man says to protect. Petra will protect the witchy girl. See sometimes, no see sometimes.”

She was still parsing the sentence when the creature disappeared. What on earth was this place that she had wandered into? Did she belong here?

<<Of course, you belong here you silly woman!>> A familiar voice said in her head.

<<Dascha! Where have you been?>>

The answer was vague and evasive, <<Oh, around. Now, remember, no screaming. Screaming really hurts my ears.>>

<<Why on earth would I scream? And…>>

It was a good thing that Dascha had told her not to scream. As it was, Zhanna had a terrible time preventing irrational and primal sounds of fear from clawing their way out of her throat. Where she had expected to see her small beautiful cat, she instead saw a feline of a totally different order.

Standing in magnificent splendor in front of her was the largest cat she’d ever seen. Its head was as high as her shoulder. She could see some echo of Dascha’s coloring in the animal because it was primarily a bluish gray dappled with stripes of black. The subtle variation was the same sort of camouflage that Dascha had for her skulking around, but on an animal this large, Zhanna was aware of every nuance, every small variation in the striping patterns. Increased to this size, it was almost as if the cat was covered with writing. Lines of text, or lines of color, Zhanna didn’t know. Her astonishment did not stop with the size that Dascha had on this plane. Not only was the cat tall, but it was massive. Measuring at least 12 feet from head to the tip of the tail, Dascha was well muscled and extremely dangerous looking. Protruding, elongated fangs showed that this was a predator, not a scavenger. The sharp, large claws were another validation of the deadly nature of the form that her familiar had been hiding.

When Zhanna didn’t continue speaking, Dascha helpfully filled in some information.

<<This is my alternate form. All familiars have more than one form, and my physical body normally is the cat that you have seen. It was the one I was born with. This is the alternate form, the other shape of my soul. And of course, I’m gorgeous.>>

<<Of course.>>
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Chapter 4

With a little help from Dascha the night before, Zhanna had learned how to return to her body from the astral plane. She still was surprised and amazed at the fact that she had managed to get there at all. The young witch wondered what had kicked off that ability and resolved to ask her grandmother about it at a later time. Right now, she had something else she had decided to do.

Trying to analyze their situation, Zhanna thought perhaps that her best option would be for her to train for and possibly join a mercenary unit to provide money for her grandmother. The first problem was that none of the women in their village belonged to the mercenary groups. Zhanna had a faint memory of someone mentioning that her great-grandmother used to be part of a mercenary group and so she thought that it might not just be usual, but it might be possible for her to gain some training and be able to earn some money.

While Igor was alive, she could be the one who stayed home to take care of their aging grandmother while he went out and earned. His insistence on only doing work that he thought was right had meant that Igor did not have steady employment with the mercenaries. Instead, he picked and chose which assignments he would accept or not, much to the disgust of the other mercenaries. Alienated from the people that he worked with, Igor had been very much of a standalone operator.

Now she needed to be the breadwinner. It was the time that she learned to use the magic that she could feel. After all, only mages got familiars, and she had Dascha.

Buoyed by her decision to finally do something, Zhanna took off to the village ready to find a trainer. Her first thought had been to talk to the older Merc that had brought them the news of Igor’s death. He was someone that had been friendly to her family for a very long time, and she thought that he would be helpful. After some searching, she found him by one of the half destroyed bridges, a fishing pole in the water and his back against the sun-warmed brick.

“Stefan! Just the person that I wanted to find.”

The fisherman turned to regard her with caution. Stefan had not expected anyone to come find him because he was between assignments. He was enjoying one of his few days off and felt a flush of resentment that it was being interrupted.

“Zhanna, what is it that you need?”

“Stefan, I have decided that I’m going to need to train as a mercenary. Will you teach me? Or is there someone else I need to approach?”

The older man laughed so hard that he dropped his fishing pole into the water. He was still laughing as he dragged the now sodden rod and reel out and laid them on the ground next to him. Wiping the back of his hand across his eyes to mop up tears, he looked at Zhanna and said, “What a strange and funny idea you have taken into your head. Women don’t have the necessary strength or power to make good mercenaries. You don’t have the will, the sheer magical power that is necessary.”

“Stefan, you know that’s not true. I’m the only witch in our village that has a familiar, and that’s an indication of power.”

“Everyone knows that familiars are attracted to witches of power, but that doesn’t mean that all witches with familiars are powerful. You have had effectively no training except in things that relate to your grandmother’s skills. You’re not making a living at this, period. And who knows what familiars and female witches mean. After all, you are women!”

“That is ridiculous, Stefan. Many of the volkhvy were female, and they were all very powerful. How can you say that women are weaker?”

“Well, maybe if there were fewer women and more men, the deaths would not have been so many.”

When Zhanna opened her mouth to continue the argument, Stefan threw a hand up to close her off. He said, “It’s a meaningless point because we don’t field women in our mercenary groups. We would have to spend too much time protecting you. We are not willing to do that. So go back to your grandmother, girl, and figure out your options. Do what women have always done to survive, figure out what poor man that you’re going to marry.”

Zhanna was incandescent with fury. The pounding of her throat felt like it should be audible to the man standing six feet away from her. The rush of blood to her head felt like it was going to burst out of her ears and nose. She could tell even through the red-tinged vision that she had very little possibility of changing his mind. Taking a deep breath, Zhanna released the anger that his words and attitude had brought to her.

Spinning on her heel and heading off toward the village, she resolved not to speak with him or any of the men at the village on the subject again. They had made their decisions, she was still making hers.”

Still fuming Zhanna entered the small square of the village. She just didn’t know where to go, but she was determined to learn. Seeing a group of women sitting in a rough circle in the sun and doing some form of handwork, Zhanna made her way across the square, carefully avoiding running children and the fruit carts of the daily market.

“Zhanna, it’s nice to see you. We are so sorry about your brother,” a middle-aged woman called out.

It was Marina, the mother of one of Zhanna’s former schoolmates. A pleasant and calm woman, Marina had lost three sons to mercenary dangers and had two daughters that have been married out of the village. Her surviving two boys and the one daughter that still lived at home had become the whole focus of her life. Zhanna was pretty sure that Marina wouldn’t be able to provide her with the information she needed, but she was willing to try.

“I was just talking to Stefan, and he said that women can not be mercenaries. Marina, is that true?”

“Well, we haven’t had any female mercenaries for quite a few years. Although there were many in my grandfather’s day, there are so few jobs that the men get first rights.”

“Oh! I didn’t realize that Stefan would see another mercenary as competition for the jobs that he needs for his family. That puts a whole new complexion on it.”

Marina responded, “Yes. All of the men in the village will see that as competition. Plus which, mixed units are more expensive to field. Separate quarters, a different distribution of duties, and different views on what contracts are to be accepted.”

This last comment brought Zhanna up short. “What do you mean about the types of contracts accepted?”

One of the other women, a widow named Yana with two sons that were part of the mercenary group chimed in, “The mercenary groups have to agree on the contracts. Women have a different viewpoint and different expectations when it comes to what is or is not acceptable. This bothers some of the men, and so they don’t want to deal with the arguments that can ensue.”

Marina added, “Women have a different sense of honor. In some ways I think men never outgrow their sense of playing with toy soldiers. They don’t see most of the people in conflict as real. The lack of sympathy has changed the contracts that our men accept because it becomes a pure business deal. Like a merchant who sells you blue beads but not red beads. Like a storekeeper that sells you 1 pound of peas. This way they have a defined size of the engagement, and they agree on how much it will cost. They don’t let the needs of real people, even the practical sense of the situation, to intrude.”

Zhanna said musingly, “Oh, so without the ability to see the real people involved, contracts are enforced strictly, and no extra effort or service is ever done. It is a method, a way of working, that shows how far we have fallen. This seems to me to be a system without honor, without even common sense.”

“I don’t think that strictly true, Zhanna,” interjected Yana, “Say instead that all they have is a shade of honor.”

“Do you mean a shadow of honor, a reflection of what should be there?”

The older woman responded, sadly, “No, it is a shade of honor. To get a shadow, one must have a good understanding of what is going to cast a shadow. At this point, all we have is the ghosts, the shades of our previous life to go on. Less substantial than a shadow, a shade holds our best guess.”

“I know where you can find someone to train you!” one of the other women interjected. It was a former classmate of Zhanna’s, a young wife by the name of Kseniya. “One of the traders that came to the town six months ago was talking about this woman mercenary and how she got a huge bonus and bought a bunch of his goods. She was from the village of Kalizov, and that’s only 12 miles away.”

“That’s right! I’ve forgotten about that,” contributed Marina. “I had heard about several female mercenaries from that village. Perhaps, Zhanna, you can get one of them to train you. At least they know that women can be mercenaries.”

“Then I think that’s where I need to go. Thank you, thank you all.”

A chorus of idi s Bogom, or go with God, followed Zhanna as she hurried back to tell her grandmother what she had planned.

<<<>>>

Zhanna waited until the following morning before setting off for Kalizov. The 12-mile walk was tiring, but for a village girl like Zhanna traveling a long distance by foot was nothing new. It would have been far more boring, and possibly more dangerous, but Dascha kept an animated discussion of strange details, animals and reminisces going the whole way. Despite a very early morning departure, it was almost noon when Zhanna arrived at Kalizov. Bolormaa had packed a lunch for Zhanna, and the weary woman sat down next to the fountain to eat it.

She had not even gotten through half of her food before a group of three came over to confront her. The slightly taller woman in the front was obviously the leader. She had that aura of self-assurance, the underlying attitude that everybody will listen to her, that Zhanna had seen in most of the people in authority in her life.

Glaring at Zhanna, the woman demanded, “Why are you here, witch? We have no room in our village for those such as you.”

Zhanna carefully put her food down next to her and managed a respectful nod of the head toward the woman. “A good day to you, head woman,” she started. “I am from Yarorbash village, and it was suggested that I come here to find if there might be one of your female mercenaries that would be willing to teach me.”

She was surprised to see not even a trace of welcome or interest in the woman’s face. Lashing out with her right foot, the woman sent Zhanna’s meager meal into the dirt. “I say to you again, we have no room for anyone like you here.”

Concealing her anger and upset at this treatment, Zhanna rose to her feet. Before she could do or say anything, the trio followed up with an unexpected set of magical attacks. Small darting arrows of heat and light peppered Zhanna with burning injuries, waves of exhaustion slammed into her as one of the women pushed sleep at her again and again. Intuitively, Zhanna raised magical hands in front of her, trying to protect her face and chest.

Zhanna was already tired, exhausted from the long walk to the village, disheartened by the antagonistic reception. The attacks did not seem to be letting up, and Zhanna could feel her muscles starting to tremble and her makeshift shield starting to thin out. The third woman was trying to maneuver to get to Zhanna’s back when Dascha appeared, hissing and snarling. The battle had now changed. Zhanna finally had an ally.

With the familiar at her side, Zhanna was holding her own. Still tired, still operating on intuition, Zhanna found that maintaining the protection was easier now that Dascha was close to her. There would be no help for Zhanna here. She had no idea what had caused the reaction in the village, but she didn’t like how they conducted their business. The bullying of the women and the unprovoked attack felt wrong. Leaving and going home was obviously the best choice she could make. However, when she tried to leave, the three witches increased their attacks. The level was high enough that it was now difficult for even Dascha to protect her. In a moving battle, Zhanna was at a disadvantage. She had no way of protecting her back effectively, and she had to move to get out of the village. It seemed like she was stuck.

The air was rent by the screech of an unknown creature. The strange form of Petra was suddenly in the middle of the combatants. Reaching out unimaginably long arms, Petra grabbed two of the witches and slammed their heads together, dropping them onto the ground. Jumping over the top of Zhanna’s head to intersperse her body between the remaining attacker and Zhanna, Petra yelled back to Zhanna, “Go, go! I will take care of them here.”

That interruption was just the thing that Zhanna needed to turn and flee. The last glimpse that Zhanna had of the Kalizov Square was of Petra dunking the leader of her attackers head first into the fountain.

That amusing and satisfying sight created the energy for speedy steps in a strategic withdrawal. Zhanna would go back home and figure out what to do next. If she couldn’t find somebody to train her, she would have to learn by herself.
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Chapter 5

All that Zhanna could hear in the stunned silence was the dripping of water. Water dripping everywhere. Plunk, plunk, plunk. Her hair was plastered to her face, and she reached up a hand to clear her vision. The cavern was now decorated with dripping water, fragments of vegetation, and one very pissed off familiar.

<<Oh, oh! This is going to be bad,>> she thought to herself.

The usually elegant Russian Blue cat looked like a skinny black drowned rat. Her eyes seem to have doubled in size, glaring beams of green flame at the sodden witch. Slowly, ever so slowly, the cat raised first one front paw and shook it, and then the other. A sharp ripping sound started to emanate from its chest, and the familiar appeared to grow in size.

A nimbus of green flame had surrounded the form of the feline before a swirl of invisible wind encircled it. Instead of a 15 pound, normal-looking cat, the creature that stretched and arched its back before deliberately pacing over toward Zhanna was the size of a cat seen last on the Earth a millennium before.

If sabertooth tigers had come in black, this is what they would’ve looked like. Dascha had totally transformed into her alternate shape. Her dense coat had a subtle striping to it with blue, black, and dark gray forming stripes that ran along the body. Easily measuring 12 feet from her nose to the end of her tail, Dascha’s head now came up to Zhanna’s shoulder. What had been a very upset small cat now was a whole lot more infuriated feline.

At last, Dascha found her voice, producing a thundering roar in Zhanna’s head and an earsplitting caterwaul that echoed around the cavern.

<<What on earth were you thinking of? That was not the spell that you were going to try!>>

<<I just wanted to see if it would work. It seemed like it would be a logical thing to do after the spells we been practicing all morning.>>

<<If your goal was to trans-locate a large body of water up onto that walls, rip vegetation apart, and assaulted me with water, the spell worked. Otherwise, I would say it was some sort of epic failure.>>

<<I am truly sorry, Dascha. I knew I was tired and just wanted to try one more thing.>>

The cat looked around the cavern, noting broken stalactites, trans-located fish that were gasping their last breath, and the continued dripping of water. Pinning her green-eyed gaze on her witch, the familiar summed up her opinion succinctly, <<I would say that this one counts as a failure.>>

Softening both her mental tone and audible snarling, the familiar continued,<<Let’s go home, Zhanna. You’re tired, and we will continue another day. After all, such learning is hard to do by yourself.>>

<<<>>>

Zhanna had arrived back home, soaked, discouraged and tired. Expecting to see her grandmother waiting for her, the weary witch was concerned when the house had an unoccupied feeling.

Galvanized, Zhanna hurried through the small rooms looking for her grandmother. She finally found her in the seldom-used parlor, bent over a luminous bowl of what appeared to be glass.

It was a bowl that Zhanna had never seen before. In a small home with people with few possessions that was unusual. There was a discarded wrapping sitting next to her grandmother. Zhanna could see that it appeared to be a soft plush fabric. That was probably what had concealed the bowl before now.

Her grandmother appeared to be deep in thought, stirring at the bowl intently. The old woman’s hands sent the swirl of water around and around in a soothing and comforting motion. Zhanna leaned over to see what was holding her grandmother’s attention.

She saw a confusing kaleidoscope of different pictures in the reflective water in the bowl. Random isolated images of her doing things, of her brother as a baby, Zhanna as an old woman, a strange man, two large horses, and a building that showed up again and again with the glow of magic surrounding it.

Zhanna jerked her head back to dispel the images, frightened by the rapidity of them and some of the things she saw herself doing in a few. Where on earth did she have these thoughts coming from? How on earth could her subconscious have ever come up with some like that?

She closed her eyes and shook her head, trying to clear her brain, but the images were stuck, refusing to go away. She took a deep breath and opened her eyes only to find her grandmother staring at her.

The old woman looked sad and proud all at the same time. Reaching her hand out, she gently pressed Zhanna to sit next to her. Paying no attention to Zhanna’s damp clothing or to those small pieces of dying vegetation that seemed to be stuck everywhere, Bolormaa asked, “Are you all right? I saw your difficulties, but I have also seen you overcome them.”

Zhanna looked at the woman who had loved her, raised her, untangled her hair, and nursed her through a variety of childhood illnesses. That woman was very different from the wise seer that gazed at her from ageless eyes right now. There were so many questions she wanted to ask her grandmother, but she did not know where to start. The younger witch decided to answer instead.

“I am making progress, Baba. It is hard work, but I think I’m doing well. I just wish that we had more teachers for me.”

“It will come, child. I have seen it, and I know it to be true.”

<<<>>>

Zhanna had sought her bed early exhausted from her attempts at controlling her magic and her aching grief. She had thought to sort through her dead brother’s items so that she and her grandmother could gift those still usable items that might benefit someone of the village but the more she had touched Igor’s things, the more she had cried. Finally, she put them away. As she placed them on the small chest of drawers in the room that used to be his, a small box had slipped out and hit the floor with a clatter. It was the box that Krava had tossed to her as he was leaving. The one that he said contained a gift for her that had arrived the day after her brother died.

She had forgotten all about it, but now she was filled with curiosity. What on earth would Igor have bought for her? When she opened the box, she saw a delicate and beautiful belt. It was exquisite. Zhanna’s tears started to flow again. Just before he left, Igor had been teasing her about her poor taste in belt accessories. When she had snapped that there was no money for such frivolous things, he had gotten serious and apologetic. That argument had seemed so important at the time and so unimportant now. How could she have let that be the last thing they had done before he went away?

She took the belt out of the box and put it around her waist. It was made from an extremely soft and unusual leather, with intricate, layered designs and beautiful colors. Gorgeous it was, but Zhanna felt a little strange wearing it. <<I guess I’m just so used to a braided rope that I don’t know what to do with a real belt.>>

Figuring it would feel more normal the more she wore it, Zhanna left it on for the rest of the evening. She even forgot about it and wore it to bed. She needed the comfort of her brother’s presence right now, and if that meant wearing a belt to bed, she could deal with it.

It seemed like just a few seconds, between when she lay down in her bed, and her presence on the spirit plane. Standing at those crossroads looking around, she thought, <<At least this time I’m not so startled.>>

There were six paths that led from the position that Zhanna was standing. Fairly evenly divided, they radiated out into different directions. One of the paths seemed to have a subtle glow to it, a partially felt ‘welcome here’ message. She didn’t know whether that was a good thing or bad thing, but on the spur of the moment, she decided to take that path. As soon as she had walked on it for a few feet, all of the other paths disappeared.

Spinning in place, she looked back at the way she had come. The path ended right behind where she was standing. There were no crossroads in the distance, nothing but the path that she was walking on. <<I guess my decision is made for right now,>> she thought to herself. Drawing a deep breath, she went to explore what this new lesson on the spirit plane was going to bring.

It felt like she had just walked a few minutes, but the terrain was very different around her. Instead of a flat, featureless plane, there were small rolling hills and what appeared to be trees on either side of the road. Just ahead, there was a building, huge double doors open and a welcome and comforting flickering illumination that shown out the doors and partially down the path.

Zhanna walked into the temple, for that’s what it was. She could see to the left where a chamber for listening to speakers was located. Filled with rows of benches and perfumed with the smell of burnt spice, the room reminded her of every house of worship she’d ever seen.

The golden path continued past that room into another toward the back of the building. This chamber was huge. This one was not filled with seats. Instead, there was a circle of fancy chairs, each on their own raised platform. Most of them were empty. Only three of them had beings seated there, and a fourth showed some signs of recent occupancy. Zhanna’s eyes were immediately drawn to the woman in the black chair. She was old, very old. Black hair, purple-blue eyes that seemed to glow on their own, blood red lips. A slight form inside a heavy cloak spoke to her age, but the intensity of her gaze spoke to her power.

Some inner part of Zhanna yearned toward the woman. Power radiated off a dimly seen gray Nimbus that surrounded the back of her shoulders, her arthritic looking hands gently cradled a small glowing sphere. Zhanna just stared at the woman who stared just as intently back.

“Yes, yes, yes. Now that you have seen each other, the rest of us can get moving.”

Zhanna ripped her gaze away from the old woman by a tremendous force of will. Turning her attention to the new speaker, who had continued to talk, Zhanna managed to catch the end of his sentence, “Mazza, I’m sure you guys can do whatever talking you’re going to do or whatever later. What I want to know is if she going to cooperate?”

The speaker was not one of the three that were seated. He walked to the fourth seat that showed signs of his occupation as he continued to talk to the old crone. Settling himself casually into the huge chair, he stared challengingly at Zhanna. When she didn’t answer, he continued, “What are you going to do in exchange for help?”

Zhanna was astounded, staring in stunned incomprehension at the man. Trying to make sense out of what he had said, she began to notice some aspects of his appearance. Broad-shouldered and tall, he had an overwhelming presence.

He wore a garment similar to what the men in her village wore as mercenaries, but his clothing was in dark colors and with a sinuous trail of complex images that wended their way from his right mid-shoulder across his chest and down to the hem of his left pant leg. He was swarthier in coloring than the woman, with dark skin that appeared weathered and worn. His hair seemed to be an interesting mixture of black shot with silver and white. Thick and fairly short, it had a slight curl that drooped over his forehead. He glistened a little, almost as if he had a slight scale to his skin.

Zhanna couldn’t see this clearly because the light in the room was not strong. She probably would’ve continued to study him, but the rest of the occupants chose that moment to join the conversation.

“Roz, give the girl a chance to catch her breath. It looks like she does not know the faintest idea what you’re talking about, so how about if you give some explanation before you issue demanding questions.” The speaker was another man, smaller in form, yet with even a more powerful aura.

“Men! Obviously, someone is going to have to explain things to Zhanna, or we are going to be here forever.”

This fourth speaker was totally different than the others in the chamber. For one thing, she was beautiful. Secondly, she actually looked friendly. At this point, Zhanna was just pleased to see an even semi-friendly face although she wasn’t willing to trust anybody right now. To Zhanna’s appreciation, the woman continued.

“What Roz was asking about is if you are willing to repair what the death of the Volkhvy broke. When they all died, witches all over Russia quit worshiping the gods of their traditions. This chaotic and rudderless milling around has caused problems all over your world and ours. What we want to know is if you are willing to try to fix this?”

Cautiously, Zhanna responded, “It is not that I am unwilling, but that I am trying to find someone to train me. Until I know what I can do, how can I make a promise to you? That would not be a fair or honorable act.”

“Khorosho! That is good! Finally, someone who speaks plainly and without deception. We can work with that. The first thing is that you need to learn to control your magic. Once you have control, acquiring powers is not difficult. We can send teachers to help you, but before we do, I want your promise that you will do what you can with the abilities that you develop to fix what is broken.”

The air seemed saturated with a slight smell of ozone as the smaller man finished speaking. Zhanna noticed out of the corner of her eye that the other three listened respectfully as the smaller man spoke. She decided to be even more respectful than she had been, to this one, because if the other obviously powerful beings treated him with this much respect, then there was far more to him than met the eye.

“Honored one, I can with a full heart promise that I will make every effort to repair what is broken. No matter what the level of my magic turns out to be, I will try this and do what I can. But what if I turn out not to have much magic?”

All four of the beings in the room roared with laughter. Laughing with the sound of delicate bells, the beautiful woman answered for all of them when she said, “Mazza and Roz know their own, so don’t worry about not having any magic, child. And Perun knows your relatives quite well. Magic you will have, power you will control. The question has always been if you had the honor to come to an agreement. And apparently, the answer is yes.”

The relief that Zhanna felt was immense. She noticed in surprise that her hands were shaking badly. Now if she could just figure out how to get out of the room and get home she could start making plans.

No sooner had she thought about getting out of the room then she felt the warmth of another body close to her. Glancing to her left, she saw the gentleman that had helped her on her first trip to the dream plane here. He was looking at her with concern, and asked, “What is draining you so badly, child? This did not occur the last time you were here. Are you wearing anything strange on your body in the physical world? Because something is draining all of your energy from you, something probably given to you recently by an enemy.”

Looking up at the smaller man in the large chair, the helpful gentleman said, “Perun, I need to get her back home. With your leave, I will do so.”

Perun gestured his agreement and said, “Ilia, go ahead. After all, you know how to take care of the family.”

Taking Zhanna firmly by the elbow, Ilia pulled her from the room and across the floor to the outside.
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Chapter 6

Zhanna became aware of her surroundings in a rush of sensory input. Strange aches resonated throughout her bones, strumming her nerves like over-tightened balalaika strings. The intense rush of returning feeling was hard for her to process. It formed a wall of information that filtered out other senses and other concerns. It was only a few seconds, but it felt like an eternity before she realized that the sound she heard was her grandmother calling her name and sobbing. Assembling her scattered wits, Zhanna forced her eyes open.

Her grandmother was bent over Zhanna’s body, clutching her shoulders and calling her name. Tears ran down the old woman’s face and dropped onto Zhanna’s soaked shirt. The naked grief in her Baba’s face was more than Zhanna could tolerate. The need to comfort forced sound out of a dry and aching throat. “Baba, please don’t cry.”

At the sound of the younger woman’s voice, Bolormaa let out a small shriek and threw her body over her granddaughter’s, clutching the younger woman convulsively to her chest.

“Slava Bogu! Thanks be to God! You are back!! Don’t you ever frighten me like that again!”

<<It wasn’t just your grandmother that was frightened. I thought you were going to take me with you when you went places, especially places like that,>> said Dascha. The familiar’s mental voice was strange. Zhanna realized that she had frightened both her familiar and her grandmother terribly. Once again attempting speech, Zhanna managed to say, “I didn’t mean to frighten you both. I’m sorry. I just found myself in the dream plane, and things went weird from there.”

Feeling slightly more alert, Zhanna decided it was time for her to sit up. The effort was almost more than she could manage, which surprised her terribly. For a fit and active woman to be this exhausted and feeble was unusual. She felt like all of her bones and muscles had become aged, fragile and easily broken. It was unpleasant, to say the least.

Before Zhanna could ask any questions or offer any explanations, an area to her left shimmered briefly, and Petra appeared. Absence had not improved the creature’s appearance. Bolormaa shrieked in surprise and tried to intersperse her body between Petra and Zhanna. Dascha, who had seen Petra’s defense of her witch during the battle at Kalisov, was calmer, although the sudden puff of standing fur was an indicator of just how startled the familiar had been.

Before things could escalate any further, Zhanna laid a hand on her grandmother and addressed Petra.

“Thank you so much for your help at the village, Petra. I would have had a lot of problems trying to get out of there without you.”

Petra responded, “Promised the man that I would watch over the child. The danger was passed, sorry. More danger approaches.”

Shrugging off the appearance of a strange creature that apparently had been involved in her granddaughter’s life without her knowledge, Bolormaa latched on to the important part of Petra’s speech.

“What danger?”

Petra directly addressed the older witch, “Drain killing girl, Petra promised to protect. Man not happy with Petra. Not good to anger man. Need to fix and Mala to help.”

Bolormaa half rose from her chair, “What did you call me? Where did you hear that name?”

Petra performed a complicated little shrug of her shoulders and answered, “Man says hi, need to fix girl, soon.”

“We will come back to talk about this.”

Petra’s only response was a wide smile which turned serious as her gaze shifted to Zhanna.

Hoping to postpone whatever complication was growing between her grandmother and Petra, Zhanna tried to explain the strange draining that she was feeling in the astral plane. She also added that she was still exhausted, tired, and achy now that she had wakened.

Bolormaa excused herself and left the room, returning just a few moments later with a fabric-wrapped bundle in her hands. Sitting down next to Zhanna’s bed, Bolormaa carefully unwrapped the glass bowl that Zhanna had seen the previous day. Ceremoniously, Bolormaa pulled a small stoppered crystal bottle from inside her garments, carefully worked the stopper out, and poured a small amount of the liquid into the bowl.

Zhanna knew that tiny amount of liquid wasn’t enough to fill the bowl. She watched in amazement as her Baba picked the bowl up and started to move it in a swirling pattern. The gesture was old and well-practiced that much was obvious. Bolormaa did it with the ease and comfortable performance that only something that has been done thousands of times can produce. Once the tablespoon of liquid had somehow grown into a big enough pool to fill the bowl, the pattern of Bolormaa’s swirling change.

The Seer gazed intently into the bowl. After only a few seconds, she cried out in horror, and her face blanched white. Carefully, gently, Bolormaa placed the scoring bowl on the small table that was next to Zhanna’s bed. Only when she had taken care of the bowl did she turned her granddaughter and say, “It’s the belt. You have to take the belt off.”

Zhanna startlement was easy to see. Rushing, tumbling words spilled out of her mouth.

“But this is Igor’s last gift to me. How can it be something evil?. Are you sure that it’s this belt that’s a problem?

“I have seen the making of this belt. The leather, it is human. The stones and designs they are made to drain you and eventually kill you. I have also seen that this was not the original gift from your brother. It was Krava’s sick and evil plan to drain your energy for his own. He pulled out the beautiful metal belt your brother had bought for you and substituted this disgusting, perverted item.”

Dascha let out a hiss like an outraged teakettle. <<There’s some sort of magical cord, and it’s pulsing as it sucks at her, I can see it now, but it’s not there to my claws or my teeth.>>

Petra put her contribution in, “Girl has to cut it herself, no one else can do so.”

Zhanna was both frightened and confused, she could feel her energy being pulled out of her piece by little piece. There didn’t seem to be a way of stopping it, no method to plug the drain. Now she knew why she had been slightly uneasy putting the belt on. It had not been from her brother. At some level, she must have known that it was from Krava rather than Igor. Knowing that now at a more conscious level, her skin crawled, and nausea pushed bile up in her throat.

She grabbed the belt buckle and flipped it open, flinging the belt across the room to smash into the wall. Immediately, she felt a lessening of the pull. The relief of that change allowed her to take a deep breath and try to bring her intellect in on the decision rather than just react like a wounded animal.

With a lower energy drain, some of the urgency was reduced. The women took stock and quickly discussed options. All but Zhanna were in agreement that the connection would be best severed on the astral plane. Although Zhanna was frightened to return there, the others were all convinced and had persuaded her of the necessity of this step.

<<<>>>

Once again, there was very little perceived time between closing her eyes to sleep and Zhanna’s emergence on the astral plane. Once again the young witch found herself at the crossroads.

However, this time she was not alone. Waiting for her there were two figures. One was the man that had helped her before, the man called Ilia. The other was the fascinating and frightening witch from the chamber of thrones. Seeing her this closely, Zhanna was even more surprised by the sense of power that radiated off the slender and unprepossessing woman.

All of that power was in her gaze as she firmly turned Zhanna around to examine something on her back left shoulder. Zhanna could not see what they were looking at because the location was an awkward one for viewing.

<<In order to see that clearly, you’d have to be double-jointed, or like a snake.>> was Dascha’s contribution. <<And I would think I would notice if you had suddenly become a reptile. After all, I am your familiar.>>

The comfort of her companion’s dry tone let Zhanna stand a little straighter, little taller before she turned slightly to meet the gaze of what could only be an extremely powerful witch.

An unfamiliar spirit voice resounded in Zhanna’s head, carrying echoes of birth cries and screams of the dying in its undertones. <<It is nice to see a witch and her familiar grow together. However, remember that you both have a lot to learn both in general and from each other. While this can be a discussion for a later day, right now there is necessary magic that screams to be performed.>>

Looking directly into Zhanna’s eyes with the laser-like attention of a raptor, the crone continued audibly, “You have a decision to make, little witch. One that every witch makes every time a spell is cast, whether they acknowledge it or not. Are you willing to pay the price to complete the spell? Are you willing to sacrifice what is necessary to bring that spell to fruition?”

There was no condemnation, no expectation in the elder’s eyes. Zhanna realized that this is a real question, one that she had a myriad of responses for and every one of them would’ve been listened to at this moment, by this woman.

“I understand that there will be a cost. But the anathema of a drain of my abilities and energy, something against my will and without my understanding, should not be allowed to exist unchallenged. Since it is a threat that only I can answer, then I am the only one who should pay the price.”

“Whatever the price may be?”

“Yes. I will not have someone else paying the price for something of my need.”

The old woman turned to the man who had been silently watching and listening intently. A strange grimace disturbed the mask of the woman’s face. It took Zhanna a split second to realize that it was supposed to be a smile. It sat strangely on the woman’s face but looked like it was real, not assumed. There was even a slight chuckle in the old witch’s tone when she addressed the man directly, “Ilia, I definitely know my own. This one will not start with cantrips and easy spells. The needs of her honor drive her. Spells forged by that fire are always difficult.”

Ilia smiled approvingly at Zhanna. He answered the older woman, “Mazza, which of the spirit daggers must she forge? Can it be the lesser?”

There was regret in the old woman’s voice when she answered, “No, Ilia. This type of spell is difficult since it must sever a bond. When it is cast against a bond built with such intense stores of pain and suffering, anything less than the greater spell will leave her open to reattachment.”

Ilia sighed in disappointment before turning to face Zhanna. “And that is the spell we need for you to learn. Take my hand and let us see how quickly you can learn the ritual to save your life.”

He held his hand out toward her, palm side up and waited. Zhanna looked at Mazza and then turned to consider Ilia. She knew that this was her decision and that there would be a price, possibly a large price. However, she would pay it since there was no other honorable choice. Placing her right hand into his turned-up palm caused a ripple of strangeness to flash through her body.

The contact of their skin sent a huge thrumming resonating throughout Zhanna’s body. This was not the harmonic of sexual attraction. It was something totally different. It was a deep level connection, a network of people and places that somehow, somewhere, they shared. Before she realized it, Zhanna found herself in a mage’s personal workshop. Etched in the floor, set indelibly into the fabric of the building itself, was a protective series of circles.

<<What a totally cool idea, and why didn’t we think of this?>> interjected Dascha. Zhanna just shrugged her shoulders.

With a wave of his hand, Ilia set the candles around the room alight. He motioned Dascha into one small inscribed circle and pointed to a larger one for Zhanna. Obedient to his wishes, the familiar and her witch took their places.

What followed next was nothing short of a master class on spirit protections and cleansing. At times, Zhanna felt that her head would explode. She was quite sure at one point their brains had spilled all over the floor. In fact, she had made a humorous comment to Dascha about it, saying that she was the one that normally had little or no patience.

<<Sacrifices have to be made, Zhanna. To learn what you need to survive, you are going to be paying in exhaustion and effort. This is something that I know you can do, absolutely know that you have the ability for it.>>

<<Dascha, this is very difficult. I’m pretty much sure this is a very high-level spell, and I haven’t even learned the low-level ones. What if I mess this up?>>

<<What happens is that if you do it correctly, you get to live, and I do too. If you fail, we both die. The results are pretty simple when you look at it from that perspective.>>

<<I will do my best, but I’m not sure that my ability or my powers are up to the spell.>>

<<You have more strength and more talent than you think, Zhanna. You are not some sort of special snowflake that will melt when the path gets rough, or the climb gets steep.>>

Acknowledging the hit, Zhanna once again remembered the uselessness of arguing with a familiar. Instead, she focused even harder on what Ilia was managing to teach her.

<<<>>>

Zhanna’s head was throbbing, and she felt like she would either scream or cry at any moment. She was beyond exhausted. She felt like she had been working solidly for days, desperately trying to learn the spell and do what she had to do to preserve her own life. Mazza and Ilia had both been right. This was hard, and there were prices to be paid.

In a moment of grim humor, Zhanna thought to herself, <<one of the prices that I have paid is going for what feels like days without bathing, without combing my hair. That is a peculiar price to pay.>>

Adding a little snark, Dascha added, <<Just stay upwind.>>

The concentration required to learn so much in such a short time blinded Zhanna to the activities around her. Food, drink, and rest were foreign concepts driven by the need to survive. The whole world could have changed around her, so tight was the young witch’s focus. Each time that Zhanna looked up from her work, something was changed, as others contributed what they could to her efforts. At one such break point, Zhanna realized that Mazza and Petra had joined them.

The sight of the dark-clad crone on her knees carefully inscribing an additional layer of protection around the largest spell circle shocked Zhanna into disbelieving silence. The incongruity of such a powerful witch performing the irksome chore to help her intensified the seriousness of the situation and drove the young witch back to her task.

Other vignettes stuck in her mind, to be reviewed and investigated at a later time. The memory of Dascha and Petra, heads close together in conversation, filled Zhanna with a sense of foreboding. Again, something to worry about later.

In contrast, when Zhanna had at last straightened from the last of her preparations, ready to start the first spell, the sight of her four companions filled her with a sense of confidence. Dascha was leaning against Ilia’s leg, while Petra sat at Mazza’s feet. All of them watching Zhanna, all of them being supportive.

Staring at them for a moment, Zhanna thought of her path to this place, this step. She could see how each event, every decision, had led her here. For the first time, she was going to cast a major spell, one of creation.

The magical fabrication of a witch’s athame was a particularly intimate ceremony. The blade itself was an expression of the witch’s inner force and focus made visible to the world. The handle would come into being ready for her hand. Forged by her essence into a tool that was peculiarly her own, the aspects of the athame would tell Zhanna, and the world, what her chosen future would be.

It was frightening and daunting. The witch knew that delaying would only make it worse, so she said to her friends and companions, “I am ready.”

Zhanna stepped into the inner circle and touched the table set in its center. A wall of shimmering light rose around the edges of that circle, closing her off from the rest. Each of the other concentric circles raised their curtains of force in response, with the outer circle slamming from floor to ceiling in a blast of light at Mazza’s gesture.

Focusing on her center, calming herself and anchoring to the floor, Zhanna reached for the herbs laid out in front of her. Taking a handful of the carefully prepared leaves, she cast them in the brazier, sending clouds of sweet-smelling smoke swirling above her head.

She drew a breath of that smoke deeply into her lungs and held it. Reaching her right hand out to hover over the metal rods on the table, the young witch flung her left hand straight up into the air and shouted a word of power. The shape of the word seemed to hang in the air, hovering in front of Zhanna until she ripped the second word out of her throat to form a demanding question.

The answer came in the shape of a bolt of magenta lightning, slamming into Zhanna with the force of a charging bull. It swept through her body, freezing her feet to the floor and exploding out of her right palm. Steam rose from the metal pile, obscuring the vision of the anxious watchers. Three times, Zhanna shouted out words of command, three more times the lightning answered. Clouds of metallic, glinting fog had risen, filling the inner circle with a concealing mask.

Then the cloud started to dissipate, the circle protections began to subside. Zhanna had completed the first step, the athame, and everyone in the room waited with bated breath to see the result.

Zhanna sagged in weariness over the small table. She stared at the results of this massive effort. That she had an athame was cause for rejoicing. That she had made this one, would take some getting used to.

The effort that she had gone through had created a solid object, at least here on the astral plane. It sat on the surface of the worktable, throbbing in time with her beating heart. It was a dagger. Some might call it in athame, the personal dagger of a high-level witch. Forged out of precious metals and quenched in a witch’s own blood, the blade had a peculiar silvery tone and a slight oil sheen. Built from subconscious ideals and the conscious control of the witch, the form of the blade was indicative of many things.

Zhanna’s athame was about 16 inches long. The handle had formed out of a swirling cloud of lightning and thunder that had appeared during the middle of her spell ritual. Zhanna had no idea where that part of the form had come from, although it apparently was significant to Ilia and Mazza. They just hadn’t shared why with Zhanna or Dascha yet. The young witch had decided to question them about it later, especially after she had seen them exchanging astounded looks and little head shakes while she was completing the spell.

The blade of the dagger was also unusual. Instead of the usual shiny, simple metal, Zhanna’s blade had a slightly oily look to it. It also was not silver but instead was an almost luminescent gray. Nothing in anything that Zhanna had read or seen led her to expect this form of spirit dagger.

The unusual nature of the dagger extended to the rest of its appearance. Where most witch’s daggers were simple to the point of austerity, Zhanna’s was ornate. A complex mixture of design elements, the dagger showed a fairly smooth and slightly rippled gripping surface on the handle. Very fine, braided wires had been inlaid to add extra traction. Dascha seemed to think that that would make it less likely to slip out of her hand if her hand was wet. Like with blood. The pommel and the cross piece were heavily carved and figured. Some form of complex design was partially visible on the pommel. Another set of carvings were present on the cross piece which swirled slightly on the ends. Overall, it was an extremely fancy dagger and one that most witches would not recognize as an athame. But Zhanna could feel the hum of its power, the leashed intent, and energy

Mazza and Ilya seemed very pleased with Zhanna, although she was totally and completely exhausted at this point. She knew that she would have to carry out the next step of the spell very, very soon. She could feel that the slow drain had not stopped. It eased when she had pulled the belt off but the transfer of her energy continued, and the thought of some unknown person sucking her lifeblood out of her was an unspoken but constant outrage.

Zhanna drew a deep breath and stood up abruptly. Her rapid movement drew the eyes of the others in the room. Ilia had been consulting with Mazza about something while Dascha and Petra had been watching from the other side of the room. Zhanna looked at Ilia and Mazza, saying, “I believe it’s time. I’m not going to get any more energy, and if the spell goes awry and I die, at least I won’t die totally drained and defenseless. So let’s do it.”

With those words, the atmosphere in the room changed immediately. There was a sense of anticipation, like a hunting dog on a leash, straining to get free and to run. There was also a colder wind edge in the air. This was the icy breath of risk and reward where decisions are balanced on the knife edge of determination, skill, and luck.

It was time.

<<<>>>

There was not much more to do to set the stage for the main spell. Zhanna quickly cleaned up their working space, providing the hands needed under Ilia’s direction. Mazza settled herself back in her chair and was flanked by both Petra and Dascha. Dascha stood at the old woman’s knee watching intently as Zhanna finished her preparations.

As the young witch walked around her area one last time before stepping into the casting circle, she made sure to stop by Ilia and Mazza to say thank you. She also made sure that Petra knew how much Zhanna had appreciated everything she had done. When she stopped by Dascha, the conversation was different. The witch looked at her familiar and felt their bond hum along the psychic lines. She looked at the one constant comforting factor in her whole life and simply said, “I love you.”

<<Stop making me weepy, you know I hate wet fur! Go in there, cast the spell and kick whichever slimeball is sucking you dry to the curb. We can clean them up with the rest of the trash later but for right now just get loose!>>

From the smiles on everyone’s faces, Zhanna knew that Dascha had broadcast her answer. It somehow seemed appropriate that she would begin the most difficult spell of her whole life buoyed by the sarcastic wit and shared amusement of her acquaintances and friends.

Zhanna began the spell. Raising the circle in a protective arc, Zhanna made sure that whatever the outcome, any adverse effects would be contained. Pointing her hand at the dagger, the young witch spoke the first word of the incantation. It was a poem for life and a poem for death. It was birth and death and rebirth all in one word. It hung in the air above the dagger like a motionless raptor waiting for prey.

The next word of the incantation ripped out of her chest like a cough of the north wind. That word encapsulated everything there was to say about icy fog and the sharpness of crystals. The words swirled around the room building a peculiar pearlescent and almost bubbly fog that slid caressingly over every exposed skin surface. It became very difficult to see across the room as the fog thickened, and movement was restricted by the fog’s icy grip.

When Zhanna had practiced this part of the spell, the fog had not been this thick nor this intense. It had felt slightly chilly but nothing like the vicious bite of this cold, the weight of this fog.

Someone walking into the room would have had to stop immediately, unable to go on due to lack of visibility. Zhanna had no such problems. Even though the thick fog obscured many details, she seemed to know the location of everything important.

Reaching down to the table in front of her, Zhanna picked up two small handfuls of different herbs. In rapid succession, she threw each of them in the air and muttered her third and fourth words of the spell. Exploding through the fog like tiny homing pigeons, the two herbs formed a skin that clearly showed a pulsing tentacle that attached to Zhanna’s shoulder and disappeared out the door. Here was the shape of the attack, here was the reach of the enemy.

Without further hesitation or pause, Zhanna grabbed the athame and slashed across her palm. Blood had coated the blade before it flew through the air, merging with the waiting raptor component of the spell.

The merged spell dove toward the pulsating conduit and slashed it. So thick was the tentacle that it required more than one blow. Once, twice, thrice. As each cut was made, some of the floating herbs dove into the conduit like an avenging arrow of bees and disappeared like arrows shot in battle. Each slash of the dagger drew a bigger group of the herbs to travel the conduit.

On the third blow, the tentacle was severed, but the spell was not done. There was still that piece embedded in Zhanna shoulder. A possible weak spot that could not be allowed to exist. The final gesture and word would complete the spell, and Zhanna gathered her flagging energy for one last effort.

Bringing both of her hands up into the air, she grasped a handful of fog in the still bleeding palm of her left hand. Catching a few of the herbs that still remained in the air with her right hand, Zhanna pulled her two hands together forcing the herbs and the fog into the still open cut.

There was an explosion of wind that whipped through the room. The remnant of the spirit drain the still remained on Zhanna shoulder was exploded away from the inside of Zhanna’s body, blasting it outward.

Lightning struck in rapid succession around the room and thunder filled the senses, slamming the witch’s ears again and again and again. Six times the lightning struck, and the thunder answered.

Zhanna dropped unconscious to the ground.
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Chapter 7

The elderly seer swirled the bowl repetitively. The oft-repeated pattern was soothing. She knew that this was not her battle, but she couldn’t help but want to see what was going on. She watched as her granddaughter built her spell, layer by layer. Only the resonance that she had with the child of her child made it possible for her to see anything.

Breathless with anticipation and fear, Bolormaa watched as the power of Zhanna’s spell echoed through the astral plane. She knew that witches everywhere would be able to feel that slight trembling, that announcement of a new presence.

Would Zhanna be able to handle the ramifications? Bolormaa didn’t know, but she knew her granddaughter would not back down. Proud of her, but frightened for her at the same time, the seer wished that she could have seen the companions in the room with Zhanna. But only Zhanna appeared to her vision.

Zhanna finished the spell. The draining connection was severed. Desperately. The seer tried to keep the focus on her granddaughter, but the universe had different plans. Instead, Bolormaa was drawn through the conduit, dragged along by the little arrows of retribution that Zhanna had crafted and released.

Bolormaa felt and saw the rush of those arrows toward the originator of the drain. As the first arrow hit, the seer got an impression of male and evil. As the second arrow of retribution hit, Bolormaa saw flashes of a rich-looking and well-decorated room. One that had the lower part of a bloodstained leg sprawled motionless on the floor. She also felt that second arrow hit and the mage scream in pain.

Catching her breath for just an instant, the seer evened out the swirling of the bowl and focused strongly. No matter what else happened, she wanted to see who this villain was, the evil one who had thought to drain her granddaughter.

As the third and last overwhelming bolt of retribution hit the chest of the attacking mage, Bolormaa had two things engraved into her memory with the power of lightning and the role of rumbling thunder. The evil one was a blood mage.

It was Krava.

<<<>>>

As Zhanna slowly regained consciousness, emerging from the depths of sleep, she found herself luxuriating in a feeling of wellness. The tiredness and drain of the last two days were gone. She still had some lingering aches and pains, bruises from hitting the floor, and an itchy ache in the palm of her left hand. The usual discomforts of life.

Somehow, this struck her as very amusing. Since when had usual life involved life challenging spells and self-mutilation? She really needed to examine some of her life choices!

<<Now that you’re awake, perhaps you can get up and start moving. Some of us have things to do. Even if you appear to want to take a vacation and stay in bed.>> Dascha sounded both amused and relieved. The usual snarky quality of her voice wasn’t present, although Zhanna could tell that her familiar was chewing over something in her brain. Just like a normal cat, Dascha like to play with her ideas before she eviscerated them. Sometimes it infuriated Zhanna, but most of the time it was just a cat being a cat.

Stretching so that she could hear the bones in her neck and back and arms all snapping into alignment Zhanna finally opened her eyes. It was strange, almost lonely, waking up in a room with nobody crying over her, shaking her body, or otherwise doing something to her as she regained consciousness. Maybe that could become the new normal again.

She must’ve made some sort of noise when she stretched, or Dascha had told her grandmother, because Bolormaa’s voice came through the closed door, saying, “Zhanna, are you awake? I have breakfast ready for you if you are.”

“Yes, Baba, I will be right there.”

Zhanna swung her feet over the side of the bed and sat up. Expecting nothing out of the ordinary, she jerked in startlement when her feet touched a cold metallic object on the floor. Quickly glancing down, Zhanna was astonished to see the spirit dagger she had created. Reaching down with a trembling hand, she picked up the dagger. It was the same one. In theory, she knew that spirit daggers did not transfer to the physical world. How had it gotten there? What did this mean?

Dascha was suddenly there, fur fluffed in suppressed reaction mode, claws extended, ready to defend her witch. <<What’s the matter? What frightened you?>>

Dumbly, Zhanna pointed to the dagger. Dascha saw the dagger, arched her back, hissed, spat, and teleported out of the room.

Zhanna thought to herself, <<Well, that didn’t go well.>>

<<<>>>

Fifteen minutes later, Zhanna walked into the small kitchen where Bolormaa had laid out breakfast on the kitchen table. Seating herself carefully down at the table, Zhanna and her grandmother had a quiet, but comfortable breakfast. Bolormaa allowed the relaxation in the quiet to go on for short period of time after the meal but finally recalled Zhanna’s attention and asked her point blank, “Dascha tells me that there’s been an interesting development. Would you care to tell me about it?”

Without a word, Zhanna brought a sack-covered object out from under the table. Pulling the cover off, Bolormaa saw the dagger. Drawing her breath in a sharp implosion of air, the seer said, “Oh dear, what on Earth has happened?”

Zhanna said quietly, “I don’t know, Baba. It was just there when I woke up. I don’t know what it means because my teachers thought that they always stayed on the astral plane. Now I have one here. And it is the same dagger. Grandma, I can feel it.”

The two women stared at the dagger, each occupied with their own thoughts.

<<<>>>

Zhanna was out in the small garden plot in the back of the house. She had changed into work clothes and was busy ferociously weeding the garden. The small garden provided many of the fresh foods that she and her grandmother ate over the year. It was an important part of their livelihood, but today it was the target of Zhanna’s confusion and fury. The young witch worked ferociously, ripping the weeds out as if they were the enemy, restoring order between the rows of vegetables as if it was a way of reclaiming her life.

Her brother was dead that much is not changeable. But perhaps, just perhaps, she might be able to find some modicum of calm and organization in her life. It would be a haven from all of the rest of the chaotic events that were occurring right now. She desperately needed some safe and ordered point in her life, or she felt that she would go mad.

Too many people, too much change, too much grief. Zhanna’s life had turned upside down, and she did not know how to fix it. She knew she had to do something, but she wasn’t sure what. She hated spinning in place. Like a top that would go around and around and around until it fell over from sheer exhaustion, Zhanna was spinning.

Stopping for a moment, Zhanna was standing in the semi-shade watching as Dascha stalked a butterfly. Smiling in amusement at the sight of her dignified cat acting like a kitten, Zhanna was not aware of her grandmother’s approach. Easing into Zhanna’s area of awareness, Bolormaa handed her granddaughter a glass of cool tea. Smiling sadly at Zhanna, her grandmother said, “I think we probably need to talk, dear. Why don’t we go sit over in the shade a bit and have a discussion you really don’t want to have.”

Reluctantly, dragging her feet like a petulant five-year-old, Zhanna followed her grandmother and plopped down on the grass. She hated the sound of whining in her voice when she said, “But Baba I don’t know where to go for training.”

Bolormaa answered, “but I do know where to send you for training, even though I know you are not going to like it. In fact, I’m fairly sure that you are going to fuss at me, get frustrated, and maybe even stalk around in a rage.”

“Where am I going to get this training, Baba? I tried to get one of the mercenaries to teach me, and they see me as competition even though I’m untrained. I tried to go to a different village to get the training, and they attacked me. There’s no formal magic school in all of Russia, and we can’t afford for me to go someplace else. What am I supposed to do?”

Zhanna was almost in tears. She felt like she was in a corner and there was no place to go. What possibly could her grandmother tell her that would get her out of this dilemma?

“I think you have to go to the place where most of the old witches learned. I think you have to go to the city of the Volkhvy, Blagogarsk. That is where all of the strong witches used to go to be trained. It the only place I can think of that you have a possibility of finding information that will help you train yourself.”

Zhanna was shocked, totally astounded and taken aback by such an unexpected suggestion. It was as if her grandmother had told her that up was no longer up. Ever since Zhanna had been able to understand spoken language, she had heard that the Volkhvy were dead and that their city was forbidden. Around the fires of late-night gatherings, there have been horror stories of those that had tried to loot the unoccupied city.

The retribution of the spirits of the Volkhvy was said to be horrendous. The recounting of the imaginative and long-lasting torments that would be visited upon those that were foolish enough to try to steal from the Volkhvy even after death gave thousands of children nightmares all across Russia.

“You have to be kidding me. It’s a death sentence to go there and try to take anything out of the city. I’ve heard that for my whole life. How can you think to send me there with the idea that I need to take things out of the city?”

“I have scryed until I have a pounding headache, all to try to find something that will help you. I have seen many options for you and most of them show you succeeding. However, there is very little I can do at this point that will help. It will all have to come from you. It will be your ethics, your honor, that will carry you through. I don’t believe there will be a curse or retribution against you. Just a strong sense that you will survive and triumph.”

“What is it that I have to do? At least if I know what I have to do, I can make some plans, Then I can take the things I’m going to need and say the right things and…”

Smiling slightly at a point of inner amusement, the seer continued, “You will know at the right time what to say. You will know what to do because it comes from the essence of you. So you should just get ready to go. It’s as simple as that. Get. Ready. To. Go.”

“Zhanna jumped to her feet, “This is ridiculous! How can I go all that distance when I haven’t ever been far from our village? How can I possibly know what to do and what to say and even what to eat? This is an impossible thing, and I can’t believe you suggested that I do this!”

With that, Zhanna stamped off back to her weeding, muttering the entire time. Bolormaa and Dascha could hear her cursing and grumbling as she started once again to pull weeds. The words “stupid” and “impossible” were tossed around randomly in the young witch’s monologue.

Dascha looked over at the seer and said, <<Fussing at you?>>

“Check.”

<<Frustration?>>

“Double check.”

<<Stalking off in a rage?>>

“Triple check.”

<<Then I guess we had better get her packed because we are obviously going.>>

Bolormaa’s nod of agreement was soundless but amused.

<<<>>>

It had been a quiet day overall. Zhanna had been lost in her thoughts most of the afternoon. Her grandmother had continued to work on household tasks, creating a dinner that would be comfortable for both of them. She left Zhanna to think things through. She knew from experience that trying to push the young woman was a guaranteed way of making everything more difficult. Especially for her.

The evening meal had been completed, and the two women were soundlessly cleaning up the kitchen. As if there had been no temper display, no disagreement earlier in the day, Zhanna initiated conversation with a simple statement, “I will go tomorrow.”

The older woman responded, “Good. Most of the packing is done.”

<<It’s about damn time! Let’s go do something active, something where we are not just reacting to someone else’s idiocy or attack. Come on girl, take charge of your life for a change!>>

Zhanna looked at her grandmother with a wry twist to her face, “Cats! Can’t live without them, can never get rid of all the fur.”

<<I heard that! Just you wait until it’s shedding time! You will really know all the places the fur can get.>>

Bolormaa and Zhanna both dissolved into helpless laughter. The tension of the day and the roughness between grandmother and granddaughter had just been diffused.

Catching their breath after the needed break of amusement, Bolormaa asked Zhanna, “What else do you need for your trip?”

“Baba, I have no idea what I’m going to need. First of all, I don’t know how long it’s going to take to travel to get there, and I don’t know what’s between here and there to be able to plan. At this point, it is a leap of faith. I’m willing to try, but there are so many things that are unknown that it’s very scary.”

“I know, sladkiy, my dearest. But if you can trust in the visions of your grandmother, this is what you must do.”

<<<>>>

The discussions were done, and the planning was complete. All that remained was for Zhanna to go to bed and rest in preparation for departure on the following morning. Bolormaa was puttering around in the kitchen when she realized that there was a candle lit in their front parlor. Walking quietly to the doorway, she peered in. Zhanna was sitting there, staring at a picture of her mother and father on their wedding day. It brought a tear to Bolormaa’s eye when she looked at the image of her daughter, Fedosia, and that long ago picture.

She remembered that day. How Fedosia had been so excited and so nervous. Artyr was such a good man. A good mage and an honorable person. He had adored Fedosia, and it showed in everything he had done. Their wedding day had been magical. The joy of that day still set echoes of sadness and joy through the mother who had never stopped grieving for them.

When first Igor was born and then Zhanna, Fedosia had been full of joy and full of foreboding. While she had never had the training that her mother had, Fedosia had a touch of the seer talent. One that she had obviously passed on to her daughter. Both Artyr and Fedosia had reveled in every new smile, every new skill of their children.

Whether that was the first time they crawled or the first time they walked, it was a time for rejoicing. Bolormaa hoped that somewhere Artyr and Fedosia were looking down and rejoicing in the daughter that they had birthed. She hoped they were proud of her.

Making sure that the tears were wiped from her face, Zhanna’s Baba walked into the room. Assuming a smile that she didn’t really feel, she said, “It is late, and you are looking sad. What are you thinking tonight, my dear? You should be in bed, resting up for tomorrow, not sitting up.”

“I will go to bed soon, Baba. I just wanted to look at Mama and Papa one more time. I think that Igor is with them now, and someday I’ll join them. And no, I’m not sad about that. At least not right now. Instead, I was thinking about Papa and Mama and how they’ve always been described as honorable people. What is honor, Baba? What makes one person honorable and another not?”

“That is a complicated question, my love. A good part of it is doing what you say you are going to do. That is keeping honor with another person. It is also how people these days measure what little honor they have. The creation of contracts and the adherence to the contract is what they see as honorable. However, there’s another aspect to honor that some out there have forgotten. Perhaps it died with the Volkhvy.”

“Does that have to do with following the little voice inside of you that says something is right and it must be done? Is that following the path of honor?” Zhanna turned and looked at her grandmother, and Bolormaa was surprised at the seriousness displayed on her face.

It was not the face of a child anymore. This was a young woman and one that was making decisions that affected not only herself but many others. This was the face of responsibility, of adulthood and maturity.

“For many, that voice just tells them to do the things that will benefit them. It does not stand for an ideal, for a dream. Their little voices lead them to excess of pride and to prey on others.”

“So the ideal, the standard, is important. Caring for those weaker and building the greater good can be seen as the path of honor? Is that how my parents were?”

“Your parents put the good of all over their own personal needs and wants. Only that difficult decision would ever have pulled them away from you. They stayed true to their honor and their faith.”

Unable to speak any longer, Bolormaa stood up a little unsteadily and walked out of the room. Entering her own bedroom, she sat on the edge of the bed that she had shared for years with her beloved husband. She just sat there her hands in her lap as she listened to her granddaughter whisper, “Good night Mama, good night Papa. Please hug Igor and tell him how much I miss him.” Then she heard Zhanna go to bed through the veil of her own tears.
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Chapter 8

The morning was bright and cheerful, a great day to start a trip. Zhanna had been very efficient in her preparations, so she and Dascha had been on the road before full light. The preparation the night before had been enough to give Zhanna a sketchy map, showing her the roads that had to be taken to get to Blagogarsk, the main city of the Volkhvy. It would be a multiple day trip, perhaps three or four days. She hoped she had good weather because traveling in the mud was always a pain.

Bolormaa had waved goodbye to her, determinedly cheerful. Zhanna worried about her grandmother being left by herself. Knowing that it would do no good to talk to her Baba, the young witch had asked Stefan and one of his other merc friends to check in on her grandmother every day or so. She also mentioned to Marina that her grandma might need a little bit of help. She had done as much as she could and now was the time to focus on her journey.

Dascha walked beside her, flipping her tail occasionally and once even dropping her dignity long enough to chase a tempting butterfly. Zhanna smiled and relaxed just the smallest amount as the rhythm of the road, and the soft warmth of the sun cheered her on.

<<I feel like we are on an adventure, like an explorer tackling the unknown.>>

<<Enjoy this while you can, girl. We will have rain, or blisters, or some other form of torture soon enough. You have never read about an explorer that had a good time. Just keep that in mind, and stay tough!>>

<<You are such a pain, Dascha!>>

<<Just doing my job.>>

Zhanna laughed, letting the crystalline bell sound of her amusement echo through the quiet morning countryside.

<<<>>>

Bolormaa smiled as she watched her granddaughter move down the road. The scrying bowl felt heavy this morning, some undefinable weight making it heavy in the seer’s hands. She hadn’t planned on looking for Zhanna this early in the trip, but a sense of foreboding had pushed her to look for her granddaughter within a couple hours of her departure.

Pleased that the trip was going well, the old woman was going to put the bowl away when suddenly she was caught up in a strong current of dark visions. Only once before had she been trapped in the sight, pulled along helplessly to witness things that she had never wanted to see.

Dragged into a maelstrom of fragmented images and the sounds of undefinable emotion, Bolormaa prayed that she would not be seeing a massive death this time. She prayed she would see her granddaughter healthy and alive.

The visions slammed into her one by one, overwhelming impressions of battle and danger. Zhanna wearing the clothes that she was traveling in, in a broken down shelter, trying to pull desperately away from a strange woman. Scattered sparkles of the air, transformed into Zhanna as an older woman holding onto the body of a man, slender of build, and with red hair. Her baby, her grandchild, crying over his corpse.

The current lessened and became less horrific. Now Bolormaa saw Zhanna meeting up with Stefan and his friend Mikail, looking through large sacks of items. She smiled at that, relieved that Zhanna would survive.

The visions had just left her when the pain of a massive blow slammed her to the ground. Curling instinctively around her bowl, the seer dropped heavily. A rough hand grabbed the back of her hair and dragged her upright. It was Krava, tinged in a red aura and with the smell of rotting meat around him.

“See what good your banishment did, you old bitch. You do not have enough power to keep me out when I truly wish to be here. But I didn’t really come for you. Where is that granddaughter of yours? Where is that bitch?”

Her eyes watering from the pain of the grip on her hair, Bolormaa answered him, refusing to be cowed. “She’s not here.”

“I can see that. She cost me power! After being so tempting a target, she escaped me. She was just there, ripe for the plucking and somehow she’s escaped. Just for the problems she’s caused me, she will suffer and you will too!”

The powerful man grabbed the old woman’s arm. Twisting it painfully, he forced her back down to her knees. Shoving his face into hers, he demanded, “Where is she? Tell me now, and perhaps I’ll let you live.”

Bolormaa stared defiantly back at him and refused to speak. Wrenching the frail old woman to her feet, Krava shook her hard and demanded in a louder voice, “Where is she? She is mine. Mine to use and mine to control.”

Somehow Bolormaa kept hold of her bowl, pressing it against her chest with the arm that was not being twisted. Years of training had taught her that the bowl was worth more than her life. The seer clutched her lifelong possession against her and bravely defended the most precious thing in her universe. She refused to answer the spitting, frothing man causing her so much pain.

“I will teach you what your defiance brings. And I will enjoy every second of it!”

Bolormaa braced herself as she saw Krava pull a knife from his waist. She knew that what would come next would make all the pain that she’d ever suffered seem like a minor problem. In that split second, she saw her own death and accepted it.

“Hold now! What do you think you’re doing, Krava?”

It was Stefan, who had come to check on Bolormaa. When Zhanna had requested that he and Mikail would look in on her grandmother while she was gone, Stefan thought he would do it once every few days. But some intuition had told him that perhaps this was a good day to check with her.

He and Mikail were planning on doing some practice exercises like all off-duty mercs tend to do. They each had their staff and sword with them, on the way to the practice area and thought to swing past the old woman’s cottage to make sure that she was well. The situation that they had interrupted alarmed them and set them into battle mode.

Krava snarled in fury and threw the old woman into the corner. Spinning to confront the two others from his mercenary band, the mage no longer looked totally sane. The odor of rotting meat was stronger around him, and the body posture was of a berserker about to jump.

Without a word, Stefan and Mikail spread further apart. Their hands automatically dropped to their weapons, and each drew their sword and staff. It was Mikail who chose to speak next.

“Krava, what the hell are you doing? This is one of our own, a respected elder. Have you gone mad?”

Krava snarled at them, more foam appearing on his mouth. “She’s keeping something of mine, and I will have it. She won’t answer, and if she doesn’t answer, she dies.”

Mikail continued to talk to the maddened mage while Stefan tried to inch his way into a position between the unconscious seer and Krava. Taking a conciliatory tone, Mikail said, “Just calm down, and we can figure what’s going on. I’m sure she didn’t mean to steal anything from you.”

Maddened by the interruption of his interrogation of Bolormaa, Krava attacked without a word of warning. Diving for Mikail, the blood mage used his large build to slam the smaller man off his feet and onto the ground. Roaring with frustrated rage, Krava ran through the doorway and disappeared.

Stefan dropped to his knees by Bolormaa and checked her gently for damage. The seer started to regain consciousness, muttering in pain and trembling with reaction. Throwing a protective circle around her, Stefan stood up. He and Mikail checked out the remainder of the small home and the surrounding yard. Krava was nowhere to be seen.

By the time they came back into the cottage, Bolormaa had managed to sit up and had seated herself at the table, righting the chair that had been dumped during her struggle. Her scrying bowl was once again wrapped carefully in its protective covering but still sat in the middle of the table.

“What the hell happened, Bolormaa? We have never seen Krava like that.”

The seer explained what it happened and the demands that Krava had made of her. She told the two mercenaries that she had refused to tell him where her granddaughter was or where she was going. She also told them that she thought that Krava was a blood mage. The two men were shocked. Neither of them had suspected what was going on although thinking back at some of their assignments, previously unexplained occurrences and behaviors made more sense when viewed in this new light.

“Bolormaa, we need to stand watch here and protect you. He might come back, and you are very vulnerable, isolated this far from the village center.”

“Stefan, while I appreciate that, it still won’t be safe. The two of you will leave on assignment soon because you have to feed your families. Spending all that effort and time on one old woman is not the best for you.”

Mikail added, “We have to do something, Bolormaa. It is unconscionable that he would attack someone of our village. This conversion is not something that we want to be known about us nor should we have it known about our troop.”

While Bolormaa agreed, she did not want them trying to wrap her in protective cotton. Instead, she suggested that they might escort her to a place where she knew she would be safe. If they then still had energy and time, and if they really wanted to do something to make her feel better, they could go after Zhanna and help her along the way.

After some discussion, the two mercenaries agreed that they would take Bolormaa where she wanted to go and then follow Zhanna to the city of the Volkhvy. Bolormaa was pleased but realized that she needed to get moving soon. Her determination to keep active and to keep her granddaughter safe was taking a toll on her body. If she did not get to a safe place soon, she was not going to be able to protect either herself or those she cared for.

She told the two men that she be ready to go in five minutes. Stefan was amazed. “Don’t you have to pack or something?”

“No. The safe place has been waiting for me for a long time. It is in readiness, and I will go there and be safe until it’s time for me to come back.”

<<<>>>

She was as good as her word. It wasn’t quite five minutes before Bolormaa was back in the kitchen with a small bag of belongings, her scrying bowl, and a walking staff. She allowed one of the mercenaries to hold her bag of possessions, but she refused to let anyone touch the scrying bowl.

They took off toward the deeper part of the woods, a place where most of the people in the village never traveled. Only a few brave hunters and those that gathered mushrooms would head in that direction. Only in the day and only in a party.

This seer’s feet knew the pathway. Bolormaa felt the target with the strength of the pull of her heart. She unerringly led them through the forest and onto the dimly seen paths.

The party had not traveled for more than an hour when they came upon a small clearing. It appeared to be empty but when Bolormaa stood on the edge and said a couple of soft words that neither mage could hear clearly, the appearance of the glade changed.

Instead of an empty meadow, there was a small cottage surrounded by a bramble fence. The cottage looked occupied, door open and a tendril of smoke coming from the chimney. Stefan put a hand out to stop Bolormaa.

“Careful! Looks like someone’s already there. The old woman smiled at the large mercenary. “It’s been waiting for me. I would know if someone else was there. No one is.”

Stefan and Mikail stared each other for a moment. Although the village had known that Bolormaa was a seer of great power, they had never really understood how strong she truly was. It was so much easier to pretend that she was just an old woman. The idea that someone with great power lived in their village was not comfortable for either the men. But they had said that they would deliver her to where she wanted to go, and they kept their promises.

Glancing around warily, they escorted Bolormaa to the doorway. She looked neither right nor left but marched determinedly to the cabin. She stepped over the threshold and turned to the two men. Thank you so much for bringing me here. I will be safe, and you will not have to worry about me. But please, please, go after Zhanna. I saw where you would catch up with her and I know she will need you. Promise me.”

The two mercenaries promised her and then turned to leave. Stefan was still uneasy about leaving such an old woman, such a frail old woman, alone in the forest. He had thought of another argument before they had gone more than 15 feet away. Putting his hand out to stop Mikail from moving, he turned to call back to Bolormaa but stopped. The clearing was there, as was the bramble fence. But there was no cottage. There was no scent of smoke in the air, and there was no sign that the cottage had ever been there.

Without a word, the two men left to go home.
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Chapter 9

Zhanna’s trip was going well. The weather had continued to be good, and they had not encountered any problems along the way. Even for someone used to working and walking all day, this was a long trip. She was starting to get tired and began to think about where she was going to spend the evening. It had not occurred to her that she would need to take shelter with her, which she now knew was naïve.

<<Dascha, I am not too sure what to do. Perhaps we should look for someplace that might let us stay for the night.>>

<<Zhanna, I’m sorry I didn’t think of that either. I’m not used to thinking about somebody as fragile as a human.>> Her familiar’s mental voice was a little embarrassed as she continued<<If it gets really bad, we can always crawl into a nice pile of leaves and cuddle up together to stay warm. That’s what we would do if you were a cat.>>

Zhanna laughed, relieved and comforted by the acerbic practicality of her familiar.

They had not traveled more than an hour longer when they saw a small clearing, off to the side of the pathway, one with the unmistakable signs of a building. Zhanna could hear the rush of a stream someplace close by and the combination of a moving waterway and the straight lines of a cottage gave her hope that they might meet someone friendly that would let her sleep in the barn or by a fire.

Dascha had gone ahead to explore and soon came back. Her tail was twitching, which Zhanna knew was the sign of indecision usually mixed with irritation. She waited for Dascha to tell her what the issue was.

<<Zhanna, there is both good things and bad things about what we’re going to find ahead. The bad is that the farm is long abandoned and fallen into disrepair. However, it is offset to the good by the presence of a nice stream and enough of the building still standing that will provide shelter for the night.>>

<<I can tell that something is the matter, Dascha. What are you not telling me?>>

<<I have a strange feeling. I am not sure what it is, but the shelter is almost too clean, too pleasant. I could not see or smell any indication that it was a trap, but I am uneasy.>>

<<Let us go look at it, at least. If there’s something that seems very wrong with it, then we will bypass it and sleep in the woods. It is just that I would love to have someplace where there was protection for my back for part of the night. I know you will protect me, but I feel so ignorant, so stupid. I just wish I was better and smarter.>>

The two continued in silence as they walked up to the cottage. There would be time enough later to decide. For right now, they would just gather information.

<<<>>>

The cottage once had been lovely. The traces of good construction could be seen still in the standing walls and the remnants of the roof. The door had long ago gone the way of nature, reduced to tinder by the ravages of time and the elements. Without attention, most man-made structures in this part of the world were quickly reclaimed by the wild. Only vigilance and effort kept the village’s cottages dry and weather-tight. This building had no such care.

Zhanna wondered what the original builder of the house would have thought if he or she had seen what it come to. Shutters hanging by one strap, decayed door hanging to be clattered by the wind. It made Zhanna sad to see what had once been something so lovely abandoned like this.

Approaching cautiously, Zhanna and Dascha examined the building and what used to be a farmyard. There is no sign of the barn, but Dascha had found rotted fence posts that probably had marked a corral or pen. It didn’t seem that there had been anyone living there recently. All of the signs were old.

Zhanna gathered some sweet boughs for bedding. The bed box was still there, but the mattress had long ago been chewed apart and used by the wild animals for their nests. It was easy for her to sweep out the box and put in the boughs. It would make a comfortable bed for her and Dascha, and she could feel her bones yearning for the rest.

Unsure of the chimney condition, Zhanna made a small fire outside and heated up a little bit of porridge. The warmth of the small meal was just enough to relax her and make her even more ready for bed.

Unable to go to sleep when she knew that there were dirty dishes, Dascha went to the stream to pull up a bucket of water. She planned on heating the water so that she could do the dishes and hopefully have a little bit left over for her cleanup also.

Dipping into the stream with the bucket, she straightened up and then reared back in surprise. The brown eyes and blond hair of the woman standing in the stream were startling. Zhanna had heard no sound, seen no sign of anyone else. But here was a woman, soaked to the skin and in a tattered dress standing in the middle of an ice cold stream.

“Oh, my goodness! You poor thing. You must be freezing. I have a small fire, so come with me, and we will warm you up.”

The woman looked at her strangely, and said, “What are you doing here? The people who lived here are all dead. No one stays here because they’re afraid, afraid that punishment will land on them also.”

“It would not make any sense for someone to punish me. I am just traveling through here and stopped for the night. We can talk of punishment, and perhaps you can tell me the story but should we really get you warmed up. You look frozen.”

“You must have an easy conscience, traveler. You have no sign of fear, and you do not seem startled by someone dressed as I, appearing in front of you.”

“Of course, I’m startled. But my surprise doesn’t cover over my concern that you might need assistance. Won’t you come sit by the fire and tell me your story?”

The woman stepped out of the river. Her tattered skirt only concealed her legs down to her ankles, revealing that she was wearing no shoes. Her skin was pale and gray although her eyes were lit with a dangerous light.

<<Be very careful, Zhanna. That is a Rusalka, the ghost of a woman who drowned herself after betrayal. They are extremely dangerous and extremely strong.>>

<<I will be, Dascha. But she looks abandoned and abused. I can’t just leave her alone.>>

Zhanna could hear her familiar sighing mentally with exasperation. The tone was so annoyed that the young witch was not surprised when her familiar strolled up to her side and sat down, watching the spirit with a predatory gaze.

The Rusalka drew in a sharp breath when she saw the familiar. Glancing quickly between the cat and Zhanna, she said, “You’re a witch! I thought all of them had died. I felt many of their deaths, and then none of them came by anymore. It has been such a long time, and they have not kept their promises.”

“What promises? The Volkhvy would not have broken faith with you if they had still been alive. All of them died trying to save our people. My grandfather and my parents were some of those that died.”

The spirit girl thought about that for a few minutes. There was a flash of some intense emotion across her face, animating it for a brief second before disappearing into the cold and dead expression that she had worn before. She began, “I fear that means that you are not here to maintain their promise? I had hoped that you had come to renew the favors between your kind and mine.”

Zhanna was too familiar with bargaining in the marketplace not to hear that note in the spirit’s voice. Settling down to what she hoped would be an interesting haggling session, Zhanna responded with, “What exactly would this exchange of favors be? Without an understanding of what it was before, I cannot say if I am willing to try to renew or repair that agreement.” She could feel her familiar’s amusement sitting in the back of her brain. Inwardly, she smiled. What a surprise that even the spirits haggle.

<<<>>>

The bargaining session had been long and filled with the usual emotion and playacting. Each of the negotiators had threatened to walk away at several points. Each of them had been adamant about maintaining important rights and requirements.

It all boiled down to the fact that the Volkhvy had built up a network of intertwined obligations with the hidden folk of the land. In exchange for services that were difficult for those folk to perform, the Volkhvy had the right to call on them as needed.

When the Volkhvy were killed in the demon battle sacrifice, the impact of that spell had been felt around the land, but there had been no one to tell the hidden folk exactly what had happened.

The Rusalka was amazed and disturbed that those she had dealt with for decades were no more. Her upset and the need to not leave another sentient being in distress drove Zhanna to relate all the information she had about the battle and its aftermath once their negotiations were complete.

Zhanna had agreed to take on the obligation of the Volkhvy for the Rusalka’s stream. The spirit pledged to assist Zhanna should the need arise, and her capabilities suffice. Both parties had ended the negotiation sessions pleased with what they had won. Then Zhanna started to tell her all about the happenings of the last few years.

As she told her story, she noticed that there were other eyes peering from the bushes. After a while, some of those beings crept out to be closer to the storytelling. There were all sorts of hidden folk come to visit.

The shy faces and slender limbs of the tree folk were represented, as were the glistening heads of the river nymphs peering from the banks. Some of the little sprites of the forest and even the household ones were sitting close to the fire staring with open eyes at Zhanna as she told her story.

<<The news should be all over the land by morning, you know. The only group faster at spreading gossip than the old ladies in the village are the hidden folk. Not only is it a survival requirement but it’s an activity everyone enjoys.>> Dascha’s interruption of her thoughts momentarily startled Zhanna.

Thinking about it, she said in return <<I suspect that’s true, but I can’t really resent it. It would save me a lot of trouble if this were already known without my having to say it every time we meet up with a new group or a new person of the hidden folk.>>

<<That is true. Just continue to be careful around this one.>>

<<I will, Dascha. I promise.>>

The Rusalka stood up settling her tattered skirts around her. Gazing challengingly at Zhanna, the spirit woman said, “It is time, witchy woman, to demonstrate that you understand the obligations.”

“What is it that needs my assistance?” responded Zhanna.

The Rusalka explained that one of the small feeder creeks was blocked and needed clearing. Since that was far less onerous than Zhanna had thought that she would be called on to provide, she agreed to look at it immediately, and even though the dark of night had fallen.

Traveling to the blockage in the dark was an experience of which Zhanna wasn’t terribly fond. She kept stumbling and banging her shins on rocks and branches but kept up a cheerful chatter to the silent Rusalka at her side. It was either that or fall into uncontrollable giggles. Dascha’s comments were coming through loud and clear, the acerbic wit of her familiar making it very difficult for her to stay respectful and coherent.

<<We are having a parade. We have you in the front with the grumpy frayed leader, otherwise known as the Rusalka. Escorting you on either side are clouds of little people, big people, and very strange animals. The hidden folk are watching carefully, and every time you even stretch your muscles they all unconsciously mimic you.>>

<<Dascha, you are not helping anything at all right now. Please stop trying to make me laugh because if I do she won’t understand it all. She is a very serious spirit.>>

<<All right. Although you know you’re not any fun. Will you just do one little thing for me?>>

Zhanna asked warily, <<What is it that you want me to do?>>

<<Act like a chicken and see if everyone mimics you. I want to just see everybody cluck and wave their arms.>>

Zhanna was forced to stop and bend over coughing as if she had inhaled something that was causing a problem. It was the only thing she could think of to conceal the outright laughter that bubbled up into her throat. Recovering, she vowed not to listen to her familiar for the next few minutes.

<<We’ll see how that works,>> purred Dascha.

When they got to the blockage, Zhanna was relieved to see that it was a smaller problem than she thought it would be. A small portion of the bank had caved in dropping enough rock and other debris into the stream to cause a dam. The stream by itself was not very large, but the Rusalka was quite concerned about it.

Hiking her skirt up and pulling her shoes and socks off, Zhanna waded into the stream. It was icy cold, and she could feel her toes and feet starting to go numb. Quickly, she started to move the rocks.

The Rusalka was stammering, incoherent. So Zhanna ignored her in favor of quickly moving the rocks. She did not want to be standing in that stream when she lost all feeling in her lower limbs. That would be just asking for a more severe accident.

As she moved the last blocking piece of stone, the pent-up power of the stream was released. What had looked like a small stream was suddenly a much bigger one, rushing and roaring down the hillside. Zhanna was pulled down by the force of the water, her skirt weighted with enough liquid to have drowned her. As she started to go under the water a cold but strong hand grabbed her forearm and yanked hard. It was the Rusalka, looking surprised and somehow strangely satisfied.

Lifting Zhanna to the bank without any apparent effort, the Rusalka continued to stare at the witch’s face as Zhanna tried to wring out some of the water from her skirt.

Finally, the Rusalka spoke, “I expected you to use magic. Why did you not?

“Sometimes the best answer is not magic. And I said that I would help you, I just didn’t say I would only help you if it involved magic.”

“What if it had been beyond your strength to do this? What would you have done then?”

“I would’ve done my best. And I would’ve kept trying. I had promised on my honor to help you, and that effort, that dedication to your well-being is as binding on me as any family oath would be. It touches on my honor. My personal honor.”

The Rusalka kept staring at the young witch. She seemed to be thinking about something that was very important. Zhanna left her to her thoughts, continuing to wring the water out. One of the very shy hidden folk, a small figure about a foot high, crept out and held out a small towel to her. Her murmur of thanks sent the little creature darting back into the underbrush, a pleased little bounce to its step.

Her attention was drawn back to the Rusalka by the motion of the spirit’s arm. The cold hand was holding something toward Zhanna. With a quizzical lift of her eyebrow, the witch put out her hand in response, palm up. Then almost dropped the object that landed in her hand with amazement. It was an intricately braided token of hair. Braided of the same hair that the Rusalka kept flowing down her body, and further crafted into a knot.

“Here. This is for you. I have never met a human with honor. Not the way you define it. How can I do less than you offer me, bargain or no bargain? This is my token. It is no longer a simple bargain between us. Now we have a shared honor, and this will allow you to call me should you have a need.”

Zhanna could feel the power of the charm and knew that it was a personal gift from the spirit. She was stunned. Of all the possible outcomes, this was not anywhere close to what she had expected. She looked at the Rusalka, and said, “You did not have to do this. I would’ve come to your aid anywhere, at any time. I thank you for it, and I will guard it carefully.”

The Rusalka slipped into the rushing stream, her voice echoing in the air even after Zhanna and Dascha could not see her any longer.

“My name is, Lyuba.”

<<<>>>

Clutching the Rusalka’s token, Dascha and Zhanna made their way back to the camp. It no longer seemed so dark to Zhanna. Her tripping and crashing were almost nonexistent, and her bruises thanked her for it. It seemed as if there was more illumination, lighting the ground at her feet so she could see where she was walking.

She caught whispers in the wind, little voices that were muttering her name. It was a strange experience. The feel of the Rusalka’s hair, of Lyuba’s hair, gave Zhanna a feeling of aliveness from the spirit that hadn’t been there when she looked at her. The appearance of the Rusalka was a dead and drowned woman. Not terribly beautiful but attractive in a macabre way.

The feel of the hair, however, carried a different impression. Sparkles of light on the outside of her vision were distracting Zhanna. She kept having flashes of a woman of the Rusalka’s height and general appearance but with a smiling face and dancing eyes. Flashes of the woman dancing and shopping and preparing meals.

<<I really need to figure out what’s going on, Dascha. Maybe I’m going insane.>>

<<No, my witch, I think it’s worse than that.>>

<<What could be worse than insanity?>>

<<The emergence of a Seer talent.>>
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Chapter 10

Zhanna and Dascha left early the next morning. Zhanna had a troubled sleep, threaded with a vague sense of danger and flashing images of her grandmother in the village. The previous day had been traumatic for Zhanna. Alone overnight for the first time ever, she was also away from her normal shelter and support system. She’d never camped out, never spent a night anywhere but her own bed.

Dascha thought that her witch was doing particularly well considering how inexperienced she was. Zhanna was one of the bravest people that Dascha had ever encountered. Even though the cat knew that the woman was terrified at many points, the young witch never let that stop her.

When the familiar bond had snapped tight, pulling her to a witch, Dascha was at first angry and resentful. She was long past that and had grown to not only respect but love the young woman that had chosen to walk such a difficult path.

Their life together would be interesting, no matter how long it was. The waves of resentment and anger had drained away, leaving behind it a bond that was so strong that at times Dascha could see it. She could feel the power humming along the tether, waiting to be unleashed. She hoped that their will and their focus were up to it.

Zhanna knew that this was not going to be a day where she would walk as long as she had the day before. She hurt in all sorts of different places. Places she didn’t even know she had.

The traveling of the day before was bad enough, but now she was just one big collection of bruises. Every root she had tripped over, every bush she got tangled with the night before had left their mark on her. Her skin was scratched, and her bruises ached abominably. At times, all she wanted to do was just cry. But…but... She had decided on the traveling the path. No one had made her, it was all her own doing. Once decided, she would stick with that path until the end. She could do no less.

It was midmorning, and her dark thoughts were interrupted by the caws of a large bird. Looking up she saw three big blackbirds at the top of a tree. They seem to be looking at her and making rude jokes. Actually, how was she supposed to know that they weren’t making weird jokes? It seemed like every animal, and its mate could talk. Just a matter of her not understanding the language. She greeted them politely, “Good day to you feathered ones. May your day be full of bright and shiny things and good food to eat.”

Neither Dascha nor Zhanna expected the birds to answer so when a voice suddenly responded both of them jumped and spun around looking for another person.

At first, neither of the travelers saw him. He was standing close to the edge of the forest, just inside the tree line. He was magnificent. A tall man, large chest glistening with sweat, brawny arms and massive thighs. A male designed to make any woman feel petite.

Zhanna stopped, her jaw dropping open unnoticed. He was so astounding that she didn’t even recognize him as a person. He was simply male personified. She was so stunned that even when Dascha reached a paw up and patted the witch’s mouth closed, Zhanna didn’t object.

Finally, the primal rumble of his voice started making sense as words rather than some sort of bizarre mating music. He was asking her, for apparently not the first time, a question. “Are you the new witch that walks in honor?” he asked, “Are you the witch, Zhanna?”

Zhanna shook her head slightly to reorder wits trying to get them back in their proper place. Deciding not to address part of his speech she instead said, “I am Zhanna, and yes I am a witch. How can I help you, Sir?”

He glanced appraisingly at her for a moment before he said, “The others have said that you are trying to repair the bargains and contracts that have been let lapse in the land. Is that your intention?”

Zhanna opened her mouth to speak when her familiar’s urgent thought slammed into her brain, <<Careful, Zhanna. This one is far more powerful than the drowned girl from yesterday. Be careful as to what you say and mean exactly what you say.>>

Nodding her head so that her familiar would know that she had heard, Zhanna answered the man, “I am on my way to Blagogarsk. It is my hope to learn more of the Volkhvy and to find something that will help me train my talent. As best I can, I am willing to try to redress the lapsed agreements. However, I am not very powerful at this time, and I don’t truly know how powerful I will ever become. If you are willing to accept me and my abilities as they are and will be, I will endeavor to reestablish the agreements that held the land together and made it strong.”

The man threw his head up, exposing the large column of his throat. An intriguing path of chest hair traced his bones and disappeared down below his open shirt.

Zhanna’s flushed face and trembling hands told her that thinking rationally was going to be increasingly difficult. She never felt like this before, and it confused her. Made her unsure of herself and made her long for things that she didn’t know a thing about.

Danger signals all, but oh what a sweet danger.

He smiled like he knew what he was doing to her, as if he could feel the blood pounding in her veins and the heat of her cheeks. Goosebumps began to rise on her arms, and she could feel them elsewhere too. It was a strange feeling for an otherwise chaste young woman.

“Ow! That hurt!” Seeing the danger to her witch, Dascha had bitten her. The cat had picked the fleshy part of the woman’s thigh and nipped it. Holding her hand to the stinging wound, Zhanna glared at her familiar, <<What was that for?>>

<<That was to keep you out of heat, girl. Next thing you would have known, you would be rolling in the catnip with your butt in the air.>>

<<Dascha! How could you say something like that to me?>>

The snarky voice of her familiar pierced the rest of the pheromone-induced fog and cleared Zhanna’s mind. <<I have a nose, and I know how to use it.>>

<<<>>>

Once Zhanna had calmed down a little bit, she sat down and talked with the man, who said his name was Volos. He seemed more than a little amused with Dascha’s insistence on sitting between her witch and him but didn’t seem inclined to do anything about it.

He spoke with Zhanna for a while about the problems that had arisen when the Volkhvy had died. They had been responsible for rituals in the fields to increase the fertility of the animals and to increase the yield of the crops. Without that ceremony, each year the crops were little worse, the food a little less.

It was much easier to talk to him than the Rusalka. Zhanna retained enough of her reasoning power to know this made him more dangerous, not less so. Therefore, she was extra careful to get an understanding from him of what the field blessing ceremony involved.

She’d been worried that the ceremony for the fields would involve dancing around skyclad and possibly ritual mating. When she heard that it was something far less involved, she was relieved. Yes, definitely relieved. Absolutely. Maybe.

Volos insisted on bringing her lunch, saying that it was the least he could do. While he was gone for a short while, Zhanna and Dascha speculated on who he possibly could be. Dascha said she had not heard of anyone like him, but there were many spirits of the forest and fields that none of them knew anything about. Zhanna carefully avoided making any comments about Volos’ physical appearance or how easy he was to talk to. She knew that Dascha was just waiting for her to say something before unleashing a truly horrendous amount of teasing. The witch just didn’t want to give her familiar a chance to elaborate.

When Volos returned, he was carrying a small bucket of berries and some very nice stew. They had a companionable meal, sharing the food that he had brought back and Zhanna found herself relaxing more and more in his presence. She saw that Dascha was watching the man like she observed a mouse. Quiet, watchful, ready to spring at any moment.

Zhanna felt as if she hadn’t contributed to the meal. Reaching into the bag of her possessions, she found the partial wheel of cheese that she had packed the night before last and brought it out. She was worried that it and the bread that she had tucked into the same bag were stale. Amazingly enough, even though she had remembered them being stale and a bit dusty, both the bread and cheese were fresh, almost as if they had just finished baking and being cut.

The young witch was glad that she had remembered what food she had to offer when Volos’ eyes lit up with pleasure. She told him, “I’m sorry that they aren’t fresher, but I’ve been traveling for a couple of days.”

“The taste is wonderful, and they seem very fresh to me,” responded Volos. “It is not very often that I get to eat food that tastes this good, especially in the company of a charming woman.”

<<I think I feel a hairball coming on,>> interjected Dascha, <<Smarmy compliments always affect me that way.>>

It was clear from Volos’ expression that he had also heard the cat. Zhanna’s mortified blush was intense and bright, so bright that the man seemed unable to avoid lifting a hand and touching one finger to Zhanna’s cheek.

Letting out a spitting sound of disgust, Dascha jumped up, and head butted her witch. <<Let’s get this spell over with and continue on. We have a city to get to!>>

Obediently, Zhanna got up without a word. When Volos politely rose to his feet also, she was surprised to see that he had a rather peculiarly curved stick in his hand. He handed that to Zhanna, with the explanation that it would need to be planted in the field as she completed her spell.

This was a bit of a surprise because she hadn’t really planned on how she was going to complete the spell that he described. Neither she nor Dascha could think of anything terribly dangerous in the spell. It was at the same time both a blessing and a nurturing of the field. Using the spell, this particular field was symbolic for all the fields around the area, and for all the farms.

Supposedly, her performing the spell in this one field would take care of all of the fields and all of the farm animals. Hopefully, it would be true.

It seemed like a rather neat and efficient way to go about taking care of a large area. Nothing that Dascha knew and neither of their feelings warned them against doing this ceremony. Zhanna just hoped that she wasn’t making a terrible mistake. She didn’t think so, but only time and testing would tell.

The three of them walked to the center of the field. It was a dry and dusty field with no young plants growing and not even weed cover. Zhanna realized that she had seen fields like it everywhere on her trip. Even around her home village, where there were people working all the time in the fields, there was a shared aspect of despair and disuse.

<<Enough introspection! Let’s get this show on the road,>> Dascha grumbled.

Zhanna sighed with reluctance. It seemed like it would have been a much nicer day to just be lazy for a little bit, perhaps not needing to rush off. But that was not the way it was going to be. Instead, she brought out her athame, laid down her pack, and prepared to cast the spell.

This spell seemed to come more easily than the others that she had done. Where before she had to work hard at pulling the energy in herself before she could transform it with her will, this time the energy came readily to her hand. The magenta color of her magic filtered through her hand, spilling out and falling to the parched ground.

Zhanna allowed the preparation of the spell to build, creating small puddles or pools of energy around her. Slowly, she raised both hands cupping some unseen, but felt, liquid, frothing over in the air and dropping to the thirsty soil. Zhanna allowed it to continue for a few seconds, watching how the spell supported and enhanced the network of tiny lights that covered the field.

She could almost see the connectivity of all the living or semi-alive components in the fields whether they were the mice in their burrows or the grasshoppers jumping. This airy, finely-knotted network of living things was like a visual map that she could use to plant Volos’staff.

Standing straight and tall in the middle of the field, Zhanna spoke the beginning words of her spell. These two words hung like waiting lightning and thunder in the air, one minute causing a shadow, the next an eerie, glistening light. The temperature around them dropped. A glistening of ice crystals formed on Zhanna’s eyelashes but melted immediately. The touch of the cold was all that she needed to determine when the next phase of the spell would start. As soon as that indefinable moment had arrived, Zhanna once again slashed her palm and stuck her bloody hand into the frothing cup.

The response from the pool of magic was instantaneous. A geyser of frothing foam rose up in a huge gout. The magenta cloud that rose from Zhanna’s hands was impressive, shooting up to just over 12 feet. The young witch watched wide-eyed as lightning pierced the clouds of fog and steam. Even over the crashing thunder and the crack of lightning, she could hear Volos murmur his surprise and amazement. Just as the energy of the spell started to reduce, Zhanna took the staff that Volos had given her and planted it firmly in the soil of the field. Immediately stepping back, Zhanna spoke the words that completed the spell. The frothy air was immediately sucked into the staff as it stayed in the field.

There was an audible click, and the sound of the birds and animals seem to cease for a split second. When the sound came back, there was a new one added to the mix. It was a softer grumble that kept getting louder. Just when Zhanna thought that her ears would burst from the sheer power of the noise, everything went silent. Everything, except for a softer rumbling sound.

The young witch looked around in confusion. She saw Volos and Dascha standing by the side of the field where they had eaten lunch. Unsure of why they had moved from the field beside her to the edge of the field, Zhanna picked her pack up and still carrying her athame openly, started to move rapidly to join them.

<<You had better hurry, girl. Otherwise, you’re going to get really soaked.>>

<<I’m hurrying, Dascha. Where’s the water coming from?>>

<<If anyone knew, that would be you.>>

<<Oh!>>
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Chapter 11

It had been exhilarating to have done so much good for the field. Rather than being exhausted at the end the spell, Zhanna had felt energized and ready for pretty much anything. Dascha had kept a close eye on her witch, making sure that there was no wandering off and that they got back on the road as quickly as possible. Every time that Zhanna started to look like she was going to begin to respond to Volos, Dascha would mutter, <<Catnip!>>

It hadn’t been more than another hour before the witch and cat duo were back on the road and traveling once again toward Blagogarsk. There were occasional squelching sounds from Zhanna’s damp boots that provided a comic element to the seriousness of their journey. The water that had come out of the staff had been incredibly fast and far-reaching. Zhanna, Dascha, and Volos had watched in amazement as the dry dusty-looking field had been hit by a wave of greenery. Plants appeared and grew, small flowers opened up, and the smell of dry dirt and the sterile environment had changed almost instantaneously to that of the vital odor of green, growing things.

Volos had been very appreciative. He insisted on giving Zhanna an amulet as a sign of his gratitude. He told her that if she needed him that he would be most pleased to return the favor and come to her aid. His conversation with Zhanna had started to extend longer than Dascha was comfortable with, so the cat finally resorted to grabbing the edge of Zhanna’s cloak and yanking her toward the road.

Laughingly, Zhanna had waved goodbye to Volos and started making her damp escape. Dascha’s only comment at that point had been an extremely acerbic, <<Witches! If they can spell worth a damn, you can’t get them to shut up.>>

Since it was early afternoon, there didn’t seem to be much reason to take another break or stop. Zhanna was feeling energized and was walking quite quickly. At times, Dascha would leap up on top of her shoulder and ride for a little while. Letting her witch carry the load for 10 minutes or so didn’t seem to be too big of a favor to ask. Especially since the small cat was far more tired than her witch.

They had walked another couple of hours and decided to take a very short break by a stream that they could see ahead. As they approached the stream, Dascha had stiffened on Zhanna’s shoulder and let out a low hiss. <<There is something waiting ahead, and in the bushes on the right.>>

Zhanna slowed down and finally stopped. Looking toward the bushes that Dascha had mentioned, she called out in a soft voice, “I know you’re there. Do you need something?”

A tiny head with tufted ears peeked out underneath the lowest branch of the bush by the road. Big brown eyes set in a triangular furred face stared at her in fear. Zhanna immediately dropped to her knees to put her head more level with the creature. “I won’t hurt you. Please tell me what it is that you need.”

A tiny trembling figure darted out from underneath the bush and ran over to cling to Zhanna’s leg. A piping little voice told her, “Some of the big ones said that you would help me. He’s trapped, and I can’t get the trap loose. It hurts him. It hurts him a lot.”

Dascha let out an exasperated sigh. She knew that her witch was hooked. She also knew that they were not going to make Blagogarsk tonight.

When Zhanna straightened up, she was holding the creature cradled in her arms. It was bipedal and lightly furred with the soft cushioning texture of thick brown, gray-dappled coloring. In some ways, it looked like a picture that Zhanna had seen of something called a “monkey.” But it had no long tail, and it appeared to be as comfortable standing on two legs as it would on four.

“Where is your friend? Let’s go there and see what we can do to help him.”

The small one gave her directions in its tiny, hard-to-hear voice. As she came up to each branch point in the path that led off the main road, the little creature would tell her which way to go. It wasn’t unintelligent. It understood her limitations and mentioned when she had to watch her footing or be careful of knocking her head.

Suddenly Dascha crouched down on Zhanna’s shoulder and started to growl.

<<What is wrong, Dascha? What do you hear, or would you see?>>

There is no answer from the familiar. Zhanna could feel the back of her head being whacked from the twitching of Dascha’s tail. She could sense the tension in the cat’s body by the way the claws dug unheeded into her shoulder. There was something definitely there, and it wasn’t right.

A flash of movement, a whisper of fur against Zhanna’s chin, and the small creature disappeared into the neckline of her blouse. It tickled so badly that the young witch had to fight back a spurt of laughter. She followed Dascha’s gaze with her own, hoping to see what had aroused the instincts of the cat. The familiar was staring intently at a deep-shadowed area in the forest mast.

For a mere instant, two pale, large eyes stared back at her. A wave of lethargic despair wash over Zhanna. Depression, fright, and soured anger slammed into her with blows that shook her soul. The young woman dug deep and held her ground. Knowing that the emotion was not coming from inside of her, she put her stubborn will to work. Picturing hooks that dug deeply into the ground attached to chains that wrapped around her waist, she felt the earth energy renewing her through the soles of her feet. It was enough to give her a breath of fresh air, a minor relief from what she now knew was a very dangerous spirit.

Drawing a second, deep breath, Zhanna pictured a column of protective air rising around her. She had never asked Mazza what the spell was that the older woman had cast around the circle on the spirit plane. She knew she wasn’t up to Mazza’s capabilities, but she pictured something that looked just like what the more experienced witch had performed. The young woman was hoping that it would protect her as much as the circle had protected everyone else when she was spellcasting that night.

The push of someone else’s will against hers abruptly stopped. Zhanna was positive that it had come from the creature in the shadows. She was equally sure that it was evil. A screeching, frustrated cry blasted out of the shadows and assailed Zhanna’s ears. She could feel Dascha’s trembling form on her shoulder, the cat dug so deeply into her clothing that the extended claws had also sunk into the flesh of Zhanna’s shoulder. It was minor in comparison to the sense of danger and the fear that were just short of overwhelming.

Separately, both the witch and the familiar would have run. Together, they were a different story. Each reinforced the other, each supported the other. They were stronger together, and these withstood the aural assault just like they had survived the mental one.

The ice disappeared. When no new attack came at them for several minutes, Zhanna started to relax. She could feel Dascha’s trembling starting to slow, and the claws were slowly retracted from her shoulder, leaving just a trickle of blood down her chest as a reminder of the danger they had survived.

A small furry head peeked out of Zhanna’s cleavage. The creature inched its way up higher and higher to look at the ground. Apparently convinced that the danger was past, it crawled up to Zhanna’s other shoulder and wordlessly pointed its small arm in the direction that they should go.

Zhanna continued on. They had traveled another hundred yards when the small one sprang from Zhanna’s shoulder and darted off down to the stream. Zhanna could see a huddled shape close to the water.

As they drew closer, both Zhanna and Dascha were startled as the tiny creature ran fearlessly up to the larger one piping something in excited tones. The sleeping shape roused and began to stand, only to be brought up short by the trap around his leg. The creature was huge. Taller than the tallest man in the village and far broader in the shoulder chest and stomach, it dwarfed Zhanna. It had two arms, two legs, and two eyes, but it didn’t look human. Instead of skin, it had bark. Instead of arms and hands, the appendages looked more like tree limbs and twigs.

Dascha warned Zhanna, <<Zhanna, I think that this is a Borovoi, one of the Lords of the forest. They’re very honorable, but they don’t much like humans. Be careful, very careful.>>

<<Oh, I will be, Dascha. I remember my Baba tell me stories about them. I wonder how he got caught in the trap?>>

Dascha could feel her witch thinking, quickly and hard. She couldn’t hear what was going on, but she trusted Zhanna’s judgment. At least when the human head been reminded of how dangerous certain things or beings could be.

Zhanna stopped about 10 feet away from the trapped creature. She said, “Your friend came to find us and brought us back. It was a very brave thing to do, and I am hoping you will trust him, and me when I say that I will help you and not harm you.”

In a voice like the creaking of branches in a strong wind, the creature replied, “Thank you for the assistance, young witch. It is being said that you are a being of honor and one that is interested in doing the right thing. I am hoping that you will assist me since my strength and my friend is not strong enough to get me out of this trap.”

“I would be honored to help you, Lord of the forest.”

Zhanna couldn’t tell, but the lessening of the tension in his posture led her to believe that her comment had been the right one. With a slightly trembling arm, the Borovoi motioned her forward. The young witch came closer, moving cautiously until she caught sight of the mangled, bleeding leg. The trap had obviously been damaging, and she knew the pain was incredibly high.

“Oh, you poor thing! How could someone do something so terrible? Please, please, sit down. Let me see what I can do to get that off your leg, and we can get you feeling more comfortable. In that instant, Zhanna lost all self-consciousness. She stopped seeing the Borovoi as a dangerous being. Instead, he became a hurt person in need of help. Something in her responded, reaching out in an attempt to help.

Bustling about, Zhanna soon had the trap open and the wound cleaned and bandaged. Even though her ministrations must have caused pain, the creature never complained, never hissed or snapped. Instead, he watched the young witch was an unwavering gaze. Seemingly bemused by her, he obediently moved where she directed him and assumed the postures she requested. Dascha carefully kept her thoughts from reaching her witch. She didn’t think that Zhanna would appreciate the mental picture that would go with the comment, nor did she think that the young woman would be amused at being likened to a chicken leading a bull by a string.

<<<>>>

It had taken almost an hour and a half to dress the damages that the trap had inflicted on the Borovoi. Once Zhanna was convinced that she had done as much she could to bandage the wounds and comfort the patient, she sat down next to him with a sigh. The little creature that had come to find her immediately jumped into her lap and swarmed up her body to wrap its little arms around her neck. The fierce grip of its arms was a marked contrast to the small and frail body. It muttered into her hair, “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

Petting the creature, Zhanna said, “You are very welcome, little one. It was very brave of you to come get me when there were so many scary things on the road. I hope your friend knows how brave you were.”

The Borovoi answered her, “It was incredibly brave of him. I never truly expected to see him again alive since the Nocnitsa was slowly killing me. It had drained me three times, and I didn’t think I was going to survive many more attacks.

“Who, or what, is a Nocnitsa?” asked Zhanna.

“It is an evil spirit of the forest, one that drains energy from its victims. Usually, it doesn’t kill them right away, preferring to slowly drain their energy and to cause as much pain and suffering as possible. Now that I am better, I will have an improved chance of getting rid of it. It has damaged many of the animals in this part of the forest. Even humans traveling to this area have been drained and killed.”

“My powers are not very large right now, but what I have I will pledge to support you in your fight against it. In all honor, I can do no less.”

“That is a kind and generous offer, but one that is very dangerous for you. The Nocnitsa will weaken and slowly drain one such as I but you humans have very little protection. If once you come under her attention in direct combat, she will never stop pursuing you. Hopefully, she will never even get a good look at you.”

Zhanna remembered the sense of evil and the glowing eyes. “I think it’s too late.”

Straightening up abruptly, the Borovoi insisted on hearing about the earlier encounter. Zhanna and Dascha took turns explaining to him how they had felt and where the Nocnitsa had been. The small one added his commentary in a rapid, fluting language that none of the rest of them understood.

The Borovoi listened to all of it, exclaiming at some of the aspects of her summoning that he had not caught before in the middle of his pain and exhaustion. Pulling himself out of the discussion with the sudden awareness of the sun making its way toward the horizon, the forest Lord exclaimed, “Oh dear. We have been talking for so long that I have forgotten my wisdom. It would be best if you were out of the forest before nightfall comes since that is the Nocnitsa’s hunting time. I can protect myself and my friend here but protecting you two is beyond my capability right now.”

She nodded her agreement and immediately started to reassemble her pack. Slinging the bag over her shoulder, she bent to give the little one a hug. No one was more amazed than she was when the small furred one sang into her ear, “My thanks to you, big human. My friend will be safe now, and things are better. You be safe also and come visit Tiroi again.” Realizing the great honor that he had just given her, she gave him a slight hug in response and stood up.

The Borovoi stepped toward her. Extending his huge hand out toward her he dropped an unusual token in her hand. It appeared to be a small golden leaf strung through with a loop of vine. The large, solemn creature gifted her with a small sweet smile, and said, “This will help to protect you, Zhanna. It is a small thing, I would do more if I could. Know that you also have my thanks to keep you company on the road.”

Zhanna was quite overcome with both the beauty of the token and the fact that he would thank her for doing something that she would have done anyway. She simply could not leave someone or something in torment when she had any way of helping. That attitude had gotten her in trouble more than one time during her childhood. It seemed like adulthood had different rules.

Waving goodbye to the Borovoi and to his small friend, Tiroi, Dascha and Zhanna were quickly on their way. They had miles to go before they dared to sleep and they truly wanted to be out of the borders of the forest before nightfall fell.
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Chapter 12

The last three hours had gone by quickly. Zhanna was not conscious of the passage of time in the depths of her drive to be out of the forest and away from the Nocnitsa. Both she and Dascha had plenty to think about, so the conversation had been minimal. The familiar had restricted her activities to watching for danger, ensconced on her witch’s shoulder. Zhanna had concentrated on moving quickly and smoothly along the pathway.

They had made good progress and could see the edge of the forest from their place in the path. It would not be too many more minutes before they were out of the forest. There still had been no sign of the Nocnitsa. Zhanna didn’t know whether to be pleased or worried. She felt like there was a storm approaching and no matter what she did, she would be unprepared when it hit.

Tension ratcheted up higher the closer they got to the edge of the forest. The light difference between the two sides of the border was considerable. The deepening gloom of the forest was almost relaxing to the eye against the bright sunlight of the land still in the fiery glow of a sun attempting to plunge below the horizon.

Finally, Zhanna and her familiar stepped from the forest gloom into bright light. Nothing had happened. Zhanna’s cranked up nerves and reflexes finally started to release. However, something inside told Zhanna that she didn’t dare totally relax yet. She kept pushing, setting one foot in front of the other and looking for a place to spend the night.

The shape of the land had changed also. Before they got into the forest area, the relatively flat fields of the area around Zhanna’s home village had seemed normal. The forest area had been very slightly hilly, with few open areas and no rough terrain. This land was different. It had hills and gullies, long sweeps of uphill and downhill. Walking quickly, Zhanna had maintained a rapid pace on the roadway since the entire path was relatively unbroken and easy to walk quickly on.

Coming over the top of the hill Zhanna stopped, frozen in amazement. Where their trip up to this point had been dominated by the hills and nature, off in the distance was the unmistakable footprint of humankind. It was the skyline of Blagogarsk. Even knowing that the town of the Volkhvy was deserted, Zhanna still found it an amazing sight. From this distance, she could see the outlines of the onion domes, the city wall, and some of the buildings. It was small in the distance, and Zhanna knew it would be quite a while before she actually got there.

Dascha chose that moment to break her silence, <<I think we have no choice but to stop for the evening. If we don’t, we will be walking stupid and become prey to something. Let’s find a place to spend the night before we get too tired. We can gather wood and make a good fire and at least be safe and warm for a bit.>>

<<That sounds like an absolutely wonderful idea. It even looks like there might be a place to stay about a mile or so ahead of us.>>

<<<>>>

They had been lucky. Traveling only another couple of miles, they’d found an abandoned farmhouse. It was in much better repair than one that they had stayed at the first night. This one had doors and shutters and even a working fireplace. Zhanna was thrilled. Finally, they could sleep in a protected place and hopefully get a good night’s rest. She wanted to be fresh when she got into Blagogarsk in the morning.

It was only the work of a few minutes for Zhanna to get a fire going in the small fireplace and set a pot to boil with the ingredients for quick soup. Her Baba had sent her with packets of spices tied into individual bundles. It really helped to have someone pack for a trip that knew how to travel.

Zhanna wondered what her Baba had done to be so experienced in travel and so many other things. She realized that her grandmother hadn’t really talked much about her own family background. Instead, she had concentrated on talking about her grandfather’s. Thinking about it for a while, she muttered to herself, “I really need to ask grandma about her side of the family. I wonder why I never noticed that she didn’t talk about them?”

Dascha replied, <<Mostly because she didn’t want you to ask, I think. There has to be a really interesting story behind all of that. You never noticed, but the entire village treats your grandma carefully. Think about that.>>

The rest of the evening preparations for bed were made in complete silence.

<<<>>>

It had been a restless night so far. Tossing and turning in her effort to get to sleep, Zhanna had felt itchy and unsettled. Every time she started to nod off, something would happen to make her come back to full wakefulness. One time, it had been a mouse skidding across the floor. Dascha had gone from total sleep to a flying fur-covered predator. One second a warm presence against Zhanna’s side, the next a dark dappled engine of death. Dascha 1, Mice 0. It was funny, but it reminded Zhanna that she and her cat were alone, far from home and that the choices of weapons that she had for defense were small. Thinking that it was better than nothing, she got out of bed and went to her pack. Grabbing her athame, Zhanna closed her pack up and crawled into bed. She carefully tucked the blade under her pillow, feeling a tiny bit safer.

Zhanna had finally slid into the throes of at least a shallow sleep when she was assailed by chaotic visions. She had no idea why she was seeing all sorts of snapshots of the schoolchildren that had been present when she and Dascha had visited the village school. Some of the pictures were of children crying, others were more horrific images that made no sense. One boy lying still and pale, obviously dead. Another of a teacher, shielding a little boy from an oncoming blow. Each time Zhanna had yanked herself awake, pulled away from those horrible dreams.

Pictures of Krava, face suffused with rage, raising a knife to strike someone. Pictures of her grandmother holding her scrying bowl against her chest. None of these made any sense. The confusion of the senseless dreams and the sheer terror and hatefulness that she felt as she was trapped in them left her bruised in spirit and unable to sleep. She lay there in the dark, listening to Dascha’s quiet purring, and thinking quietly of the day.

At first, she thought the soft sound was another mouse or other household pest exploring the cottage. But something about the sound didn’t bring a small creature to mind. Instead, Zhanna felt a growing sense of despair and depression. She recognized that feeling.

<<Dascha! Wake up but be quiet. I think the demon, the Nocnitsa is here.>>

Zhanna felt more than heard her familiar wake and prepare herself. <<I smell her. Just a faint smell, like she just got here.>>

Easing her hand up under her pillow, Zhanna took a firm grip on her athame. She didn’t know what to do. She was not a fighter, she was barely even a witch. “Great,” she thought to herself, “just another area that I need more education.” Even the split second that that took was a mistake. Because in that instant, the young witch found herself fighting for her life.

The Nocnitsa flung itself onto Zhanna’s body, the cold bite of its flesh raising the hair on the back of the young woman’s neck. It was heavier, far heavier than Zhanna, easily pinning her to the bed. Immediately, the witch felt a drain of energy. It was as if someone had put a straw into her heart and was sucking the lifeblood out of her. A pall of depression and lassitude dragged down on her limbs and clouded her mind.

Dimly she heard the yowl of her familiar as Dascha attacked. The evil cackle of the Nocnitsa and the slam of a small body hitting the opposite wall told Zhanna that she had to summon her will and fight this on her own. Her concern for her familiar and her own stubborn will drove her to twist and stab up into the form that was sitting on her chest and pinning her to the bed.

Holding firmly onto her blade and slashing with inexpert, clumsy motions, Zhanna was not too sure what good she was going to do. However, she was going to try and if that trying brought her death, then so be it.

One of her blows connected. The athame burst into a furious explosion of bluish-white awareness. In the strength of that light, the full form of the Nocnitsa could be seen. It was the stuff of nightmares.

The demon spirit took the form of an old, deformed woman, built on the scale of an ogre. Hunched and snaggle-toothed, its straggly hair was twisted and full of filth. What teeth it had were long and sharp. Long talons, some broken, showed the dried blood of many victims. Its hands were curved into claws of rage. Shielding its face from the strength of the light with a crooked arm, the hag once more leaped toward Zhanna.

The witch knew that she couldn’t take much more slamming from that large body. As the Nocnitsa jumped toward her, Zhanna threw another of those intuitive shields up. This time the strength of her revulsion and her concern about her familiar combined to make something was not simply a defensive wall. This defensive wall had teeth of its own.

Two feet away from Zhanna the jumping demon was slammed to a halt. A faint shimmer in the air showed where Zhanna’s wall had risen. It looked like a glass of thin fog, fragile and insubstantial. However, it held up easily to the force of the attack. A small amount of that force was transmitted to Zhanna, so she felt as if someone had given her mild thump. But her protection wall didn’t give, and Zhanna was not flung off the bed.

The witch’s ears were assaulted by a high, shrill screech of pure rage as the Nocnitsa scrabbled with her claws against the wall. Unable to see where it was, the enraged demon was reduced to smashing against it, again and again, trying to get it to break or to find a way around it. Momentarily thwarted, the Nocnitsa spun around, obviously looking for something else.

Zhanna saw the exact instant when the demon spirit located the unmoving form of her familiar. As it began to scuttle toward Dascha’s body, Zhanna’s lethargy broke like a dam smashed under the force of an unrelenting river.

“No!” Was all that the witch managed to scream before she flung her body through her own protective wall and onto the back of the Nocnitsa. Slamming down with the full force of her hysterical rage, Zhanna’s athame easily penetrated the back neck of the Nocnitsa. The same bluish glow that had driven the darkness away when Zhanna had first drawn the athame shot like an arrow flung through the night into the body of the Nocnitsa.

The demon could not handle the touch of the light. It began convulsing, flinging its body around, smashing into the furniture, and against the walls of the cottage. Zhanna, attached like a leech to the back of the demon spirit, went with it. The smashing death throes of the Nocnitsa battered the smaller woman, bruising and rending her flesh even as earlier the demon spirit had bruised her mind.

Not realizing that she had struck a death blow to the night hag, Zhanna ripped herself free of the flailing demon. Scrambling on knees and bruised hands, Zhanna dove for her familiar’s body. Catching it up from the floor, she spun placing her back to the wall. Athame in one hand, familiar clutched to her chest by the other arm, Zhanna waited for the next attack.

There was no next attack. Slowly sinking to the floor of the cottage, the Nocnitsa slipped into unconsciousness and death. It’s pale, gray flesh began to disintegrate, and a foul odor tainted the air with memories of battle and corruption. For a moment, there was no sound in the room, other than the harsh panting of Zhanna’s breath. The battle was over, and she had won, but at what cost?

<<<>>>

It was a quiet and subdued witch and familiar that were on the road at first light. After the hag been killed, Dascha had slowly recovered consciousness. Both she and Zhanna were bruised and moving slowly. The frantic movements of the night battle had left Zhanna with strained and aching muscles, impressive bruises, and a desire to leave the cottage as soon as possible. She had not been able to force her body back into the bed.

Even though Zhanna had managed to drag the Nocnitsa out of the cottage, the odor of the demon lingered. Between the smell and the ache, Zhanna knew that she would not be able to sleep any more that evening, so she had built up the fire and set a chair along side of it. She simply rested a bit and held Dascha. She knew that it was important to wake people with concussions every few hours to make sure that they were alright, but she had no knowledge if that was appropriate for cats. She didn’t care. Periodically during the rest of the night, she awakened the irritable feline who even went so far as to claw her the fourth time that she was awakened.

<<Stop poking me! I have enough bruises without you doing that! Can’t a cat get some sleep around here?>>

<<I’m just worried about you.>>

<<Worry without poking me. Worry about not waking me. Worry you’re going to get clawed! Leave me alone.>>

Zhanna just smiled, pleased that Dascha was recovering.

Watching her cat fall back to sleep, Zhanna slipped into a dozing rest. Once again, she was assailed by unsettling visions. Children in the village, her grandmother in strange places, even some of the mercenaries from the group. Why would she think of Stefan and Mikail? Why on earth would she think of Krava?

The feeling of danger that had started with earlier dreams had not gone away. The feel of a threatening storm cloud reminded her of the feel right before the twisters had attacked the village. She was filled with an urgency to return home. An unformed, cloudy mixture of fear and concern for those of ‘home’ and family pressed on her mind and made the teeth in the back of her mouth itch.

She was so close to Blagogarsk. Turning back now would not be wise. There was a reason that she had come here, and that reason had not gotten less important. Instead, it was now more critical than ever that she get help in training her talents. Her vulnerability to the night hag was just one case in point. She had to find a trainer or training material.

She slipped a little deeper into a restless sleep, waking as soon as sleepy birds began to welcome the dawn. She and Dascha were on the road before full light, anxious to be away from the memory of the night hag. As fast as they moved, however, they couldn’t escape Zhanna’s shadowed feelings about approaching danger and the concern she felt for her grandmother.
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Chapter 13

The city was beautiful. The golden glow of the morning sun shone kindly on it, turning its surviving windows and doors to glittering gems and cheerfully painted metal. The first impression was of something that had been left for just a moment, someplace whose owners would be returning any second. They would be ready to pick up the threads of their lives and go on. But Zhanna knew that there was no life there to go on. The same event that had torn her parents and grandfather from her had destroyed those of the city also. Many of the Volkhvy had once called Blagogarsk home. They lived there, taught there, learned there. The city itself was not large, but it had been the seat of the Volkhvy Council for hundreds of years.

This is where the witches of Russia had looked for guidance, for discipline, and a code of conduct. The city, or more accurately the people of the city, had held the blend of the Russian culture and its code of honor and conduct in high regard. They were the defenders of that unique mixture of applied passion. The wholehearted enthusiasm of the Russian people for life had been braided with a determination to do what was right, irrespective of cost.

With all of the deaths from the great Russian sacrifice, the willing sacrifice, or dobrovol’naya zhertva, the witches of Russia had lost their heart. The destruction of the keepers of honor meant that they had misplaced their community’s pool of wisdom and code of honor. Zhanna refused to think that those qualities had been lost. It was just inconceivable to her that those essential parts of what had made the Volkhvy a force to be reckoned with could be irreparably mislaid or gone.

<<Are you through with thinking those high and mighty thoughts yet?>> snarked Dascha.

<<If you’re asking if I’m ready to keep going, Dascha, the answer is yes. If you’re asking if I finished considering what brought us to this moment, the answer is of course not. Either way, you knew the answer already.>>

<<Well, then let’s go, girl! We have the city to explore, trouble to get in and loot to be carried away.>>

Zhanna chuckled quietly to herself. There is no better way of telling her that Dascha was feeling better. She only was snarky when she was happy.

After all, her familiar was correct. They had an exploration to do, and they certainly were going to try to carry off some loot. Hopefully, the third part would be true also, since she was not too sure how much good she was going to be getting out of trouble today.

<<<>>>

Zhanna was having an awesome time. They had explored six of the building so far, and she was beside herself with excitement on what they were finding. When they had first come into the city, they had seen some evidence of looters. A couple of broken windows, a door that had been kicked in, that sort of thing. That was all on the edge of the city.

Once Zhanna and Dascha had traveled further into the city, all signs of disturbance had ended. Doors were still closed, windows were still shut. Even the amount of dust and dirt in the middle of the city was limited. In fact, the general street appearance was better than any other place Zhanna had ever seen.

The young woman was practically humming with the energy and euphoria of discovery. At this point, they had been mostly looking. Zhanna had picked up very little. She knew from a discussion with her grandmother that grabbing all sorts of things on the way in was a recipe for disaster. First of all, her hands would be occupied which was not good on the defensive front. For another reason, it would be silly to pick things up only to put them down again when she found something that was newer and more interesting.

Their seventh building had a very plain front and no windows. Zhanna thought it looked interesting and promising while Dascha wasn’t so convinced.

<<I suppose that this one is another boring office building. Why can’t we just go into the really good places to find stuff? This is like a hunt with no mice at the end of it.>>

<<Be patient, Dascha. We will get there, and I wanted to make sure that we understood the organization of the buildings and to see if there was anything that spoke to us on a trip inward.>>

<<You don’t fool me, witchling. You’re just having fun poking around.>>

<<Guilty as charged!>>

As Zhanna approached the door of the building, she felt a stab of surprise. It brought her to a full halt because the feeling wasn’t hers. It seemed to come from someplace outside of her, but close by. Looking around, she noticed that Dascha was already surveying the area. The tip of the cat’s tail was twitching, and her familiar was obviously on the hunt.

There didn’t appear to be anybody moving in the area, and they had seen no sign of footsteps or other passage of human beings or even any of the creature. But the stab of awareness and its startlement had been real, not something that happened a long time ago. Whoever, or whatever, had been surprised was here, now.

A feeling of being watched started to press on Zhanna. She could tell that Dascha already felt it by the crouching posture of her familiar. Moving carefully forward, the young witch opened the door to the building. Nothing jumped out at her, nothing exploded. Zhanna breathed a sigh of relief. She had been braced for the sort of scary things that the elders talked about around vodka and tea in the evenings. But in this case, all was quiet.

The press of additional eyes had continued to grow. How could so many watchers be there and neither she nor Dascha could see them? Zhanna didn’t know, but there didn’t seem to be anything that she could do about the watchers. Rather than spin in indecision, she decided to move forward. Resolutely, the young woman advanced into the room.

“Dorogoy Bog, dear God!” escaped Zhanna’s mouth involuntarily. Even Dascha was quiet in stunned amazement.

It was a bookstore. A bookstore larger than any Zhanna could have dreamed or imagined. It was huge. Beyond huge. Looking around the room, she could see cases and cases of books. Behind low counters with elaborate cash registers, she could also see locked cases that contained scrolls and sealed tubes.

Sparkles tease the edge of her gaze, and every inch of her exposed skin felt bathed in warmth. Bemused, she turned around in a full circle, seeing the sparkles from the corner of her eye on every counter, every bookshelf, every cabinet. Somehow, she had just walked into a place where magic was bought and sold.

It was amazing. Even the irrepressible Dascha was silent. Eerily silent until Zhanna had pivoted a full circle and came face-to-face with a ghost, floating only a few inches away from her.

“EEKKH!” screeched Zhanna as she jumped back several feet. The apparition just floated there. The ghost looked like a bad picture of a man in his late 50s, early 60s. He had the slim build of a scholar and a slightly suspicious look on his face. He said, “Who are you and what are you doing here? The store is not open.”

The sheer normalness of that question surprised Zhanna. Here she was in an abandoned city having a conversation with a timekeeping ghost that had just complained about her being in a store, decades after its operating hours had changed. The desire to laugh was becoming overwhelming. Instead, the young witch cleared her throat rather noisily before responding, “I am here to explore. I’m also here to see if there’s anything that can help me with my training.”

The ghost seemed to be both surprised and somewhat disappointed when she answered coherently. He opened his insubstantial mouth to reply again when he was rudely interrupted.

“Of course, she’s here to find material to help her training. I told you, Oleg, that someone had to come here and pick up materials to train themselves or others. What else can they do?”

“That is no excuse, as you very well know Pavel. Operating hours are there for a purpose, and this young woman has ignored that purpose. I think she should be thrown out and not permitted to come back in.”

The second ghost just laughed. He was a much jolly looking man. Slightly rounded shape, his full beard was a style that pretty much screamed Russian. He reminded Zhanna of one of the Orthodox priests that had come by years before. The man had exactly the same sort of manner and cheerful benevolence. She found herself smiling back at him, even without thinking about it.

“Come over here child and sit down. I’m afraid we have very little hospitality to offer you since our current state doesn’t require food or drink. You and your familiar are the first visitors we’ve seen in a very long time. What is going on in the world and how can we help?”

The combination of everything that had gone on over the last few days came crashing through onto Zhanna at once. The spells that she cast that were so much more advanced than her knowledge, the battles, deaths, and blood, all of these went into the big pot of her emotions. The tension she felt now, the feeling of impending doom, and her underlying feeling of helplessness to deal with all of this complexity was more than her control could handle. Sitting down at the table, placing her backpack on the floor by her feet, Zhanna burst into tears.

<<<>>>

Zhanna had sobbed her eyes raw. It was an ugly cry, one that left the nose clogged, skin blotchy, and a truly impressive headache pending. At the same time, it had felt good to let it out. She was sure that her incoherent explanation had been difficult for the ghosts to piece together. It was not how she normally explain things, but Oleg and Pavel seemed to understand what was she was trying to say.

They had been joined by other ghosts. In another situation and time, Zhanna would have been frightened when she looked up and saw a two-deep circle of insubstantial forms around her as she sobbed out her news and her heartbreak to the two dead mages. Instead, she just accepted their presence and kept on. Crying and explaining, crying and explaining.

Finally, she wore out. Her throat was sore from talking for so long, and her eyes felt like they had grit in them. She still felt better than she had for weeks. Weeks of unsurety, weeks of desperate effort. Even if all that the ghosts could do was to listen to her, the young witch felt better.

“It sounds like there several things going on,” a melodious voice said.

At the first beautiful note of the voice, Zhanna had looked up quickly. The ghost was the first female that Zhanna had seen inside the city. The spirit’s gossamer hair was perfectly done, the short robes of a working mage were arranged flawlessly. Despite that, Zhanna did not feel intimidated by the woman. Instead, there was a sense of relief, a sense of thankfulness at her presence.

The woman continued, “It will take us a while to understand the ramifications of everything you had said, Zhanna. But one thing that is very clear to me at least is that you have a series of emerging talents and that all of those talents are untrained. The emergence of talent lines is something that has to happen at its own speed, but training the talents that you know about and developing your skills in those areas, that something we can definitely give some guidance on.”

Another voice joined the conversation, this one older and more frail sounding. Noticing the respect that the other ghosts displayed, Zhanna paid careful attention to the ancient-looking woman that was suddenly seated at the table next to her. In a slightly quavering voice that resonated like the sound of the deep, bone-breaking drums, the old woman said, “You cannot keep her here, Irina. She has things that she must do before she can come for a longer study here.”

Turning to Zhanna, the old woman continued in a singsong of ritual, “I see you, Zhanna Artyrofna, granddaughter of Bolormaa, the Farsighted of the Steppes and Ilia Stepanovich, granddaughter of Yakov Igorovich and Olesya Vadimovna, daughter of Artyr and Fedosia. May your visions bring you clarity and your powers grow straight and strong in honor.”

Zhanna had no idea what to say. She could tell that this was a ritual and she felt the trembling in the air as if the universe waited for her to say the right thing. The expectant gazes of the spirits in the room were like ghostly feathers on her skin. Trembling lest she make a grave error. She could feel a persistent shaking in her limbs and at the pit of her stomach. What on earth should she say? What should she do? The young witch had no idea.

<<Dascha! What should I say?>>

There was a pause before the familiar respondent in an equally confused way, <<…thanks?>>

The uncharacteristic response from her imperturbable familiar caused Zhanna to choke down totally inappropriate laughter. Trying desperately to control her shaking voice, Zhanna responded from her heart, “Thank you. I am afraid that I have no idea how to respond appropriately. I wish I did because I would like to offer you the honors that you are due. Unfortunately, I am lost without a guide on what I have to do or what I should be saying.”

The specter of the old woman smiled, and there was a frisson of ghostly sighs that skittered around the room. She replied, “I can feel your intent, and it comes from a desire to acknowledge respect and thanks. I know that you are untrained. Your visions will be different than those of your grandmother because your heritage and training are different. Bolormaa nursed on the milk of a different land, and her visions ride that wild horse through the winds of sight. Yours will be different. When you come back this way again, we will speak more of this.”

With a faint popping sound, the ghost of the old mage disappeared. Where she had been sitting, the glint of metal caught Zhanna’s eye. Leaning forward, the young woman saw a delicate chain with a small pendant lying on the chair.

“She meant you to have it,” said Irina. “I’m not sure you realize how greatly you’ve been honored. I truly hope to see you again because that would mean that Nastia Ochistit’ Glaza will finally train someone.”

Solemnly, Zhanna picked the necklace up and placed it over her head and tucked into her blouse.
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Chapter 14

Feeling overwhelmed, Zhanna had struggled to pull herself together. The ghosts cooperated by flitting around the store making recommendations and explanations about the different things she might take to help with her training. There were too many of the specters for her to get to know them by name or to even keep track of them individually. Wherever she went, they were there in groups. Some talking, others listening.

Dascha was kept in a constant state of alertness, fur fluffed out and claws half sheathed. Zhanna was pulled from area to area, each with its ghostly advocate. It was tiring and exciting.

The young witch agreed with her guides in that she wanted to take only those things that would help her at the current stage of her training. She was paranoid that somehow the information that she was taking outside of the city would fall into the wrong hands. Zhanna wanted to make sure that everything that she took would be something that she could learn from now.

When she completed this group of lessons, she would come back for another set of texts. The city and the specters were better able to protect the irreplaceable books than she. To her, it made a lot of sense that she would borrow only the books that she needed at one time. She would return to drop those off and pick up another set as her skills and her learning continued.

After exhaustive discussion and comparison, Zhanna ended up with eight texts and two scrolls. It seemed to be the right amount to Zhanna. Pavel and Oleg agreed.

Happily stowing her “loot” into her pack, Zhanna looked around for Dascha. Her familiar had disappeared a while back, murmuring something about going to see something with Irina. Zhanna had been busy at the time, so she had not really paid attention to where they were going or why.

The buzz in the back of Zhanna’s head that maintained the witch-familiar bond was usually just a gentle reassurance that all was well. However, as Zhanna closed the last strap on her pack, a sharp stab of alarm poked into Zhanna’s brain. Springing to her feet, Zhanna spun to around to face Pavel. Forgetting in her distress that he was not in a physical form, Zhanna attempted to grab him by the arm as she urgently asked, “Where did Irina and Dascha go? Somethings wrong!”

When neither Oleg nor Pavel could answer right away, Zhanna turned and ran toward the door. So great was the urgency, so strong was her desire to get to Dascha, that she ignored Pavel’s yelled reminder to take a weapon. The terror echoing down the familiar bond overrode any consideration for her own safety, driven by her need to protect Dascha.

Running as fast as she could, hampered by her bruised and tired body, Zhanna ran unerringly to a small building about 300 yards away. As she got closer, she could hear Irina yelling and cursing. She could feel her familiar’s terror and an echo of pain. Something had hurt Dascha! They would pay!

Zhanna crashed through the door at a full run. Trapped in a corner, surrounded by a pair of floating swords were Dascha and Irina. Irina was trying to protect the cat with her body. Even though the ghost didn’t have a physical body to do any actual blocking, she was darting in and out. It seemed to be confusing whoever, or whatever was wielding the swords.

Dascha was crouched down on the ground in a small ball. Zhanna could see blood splatter on the ground and knew that it was her familiar’s. Slamming through the air where she pictured a fighter holding a blade would be, Zhanna felt for an instant an insubstantial shape. Taller than she, broader than she was, and definitely more muscular. The young woman grabbed the sword as she came through the incorporeal body of the ghost, clutching the weapon to her chest.

Grabbing a sword at high speed and immobilizing it against your body is not normally a recipe for success. It certainly wasn’t totally successful in this instance. Zhanna felt the edge of the blade cut into her shoulder slightly, and blood started to trickle down her chest. She ignored it, shoving that problem to the back of her mind. There is no time to worry about small injuries. At this point, she needed to worry about survival.

As Zhanna spun to confront the other wielded sword, her ears finally caught up with what Irina had been screaming.

“They have permission to be here, you idiot! Stop attacking them, Vadim! Nastia even approved of her! I’m telling you, you have to stop!”

Zhanna could not hear any articulate response. Instead, she had to rely on her eyes. What she saw was the specter of a huge man, heavily muscled. What she heard was the bestial snarl of frustrated anger. He had the blade in his hands and was wielding it with accuracy and a casual style that told Zhanna that this is a man who knew swords.

This was not a dispassionate swordsman. The intensity of his gaze and the grimace crippled by rage that she saw on his ghostly face told her that here was someone who would not be swayed by logic or speech. This man was a split second away from berserker mode.

A voice, a human voice, yelled from outside, “Zhanna? Where are you?” The incongruity of that voice in this location almost sent Zhanna into a tailspin. Once again caught short by confusion in the middle of a fight, only a wrenching dive to the side prevented Zhanna from being skewered by a mighty blow. Her scream of fright and effort was enough to tell the others where she was.

First Stefan and then Mikail entered the store at a run. The presence of two armed mages in his store sent the ghostly shopkeeper into a protective crouch, his back turned toward Zhanna. Ignoring the obviously weaker invader, the bladesmith specter concentrated on the greater threats.

Spreading apart to force their opponent into dividing his attention, Stefan moved to the left and Mikail moved to the right. After a very quick glance to check on Zhanna, Stefan focused his attention on the fighter mage. The storekeeper chose that moment to attack. Darting at Mikail first, then spinning to attack Stefan, the fighter-mage presented a symphony of elegant death. All the hours of practice paid off in that one moment as both of the men from Zhanna’s village managed to deflect the blows. They managed, but they also knew that they were outclassed.

This was a master bladesmith, a mage that knew how to wield and craft weapons, magical and mundane. The best they could hope for was that one of them could get Zhanna out of the store. Neither of them expected to live through the experience. That evaluation and commitment took only a small instant. Such a short time to recognize the place that they would die and to accept the consequences of their efforts and commitment.

Zhanna recognized the moment when they decided to sacrifice themselves for her. The point where they decided that she was unable to take care of herself and that they would have to give up their lives for hers. Snarling in a rejection of her own limitations, Zhanna lurched to her feet. Pulling her athame from her belt and refusing to take the time to think, she flung herself at the back of the bladesmith, wrapping her left arm around his neck and her legs around his waist. Her bloodied right arm held her athame close to his neck she snarled her fury into his ear.

“You attacked my cat, you addlepated cretin! Irina brought her here, and you didn’t even think that it was not an attack. You just wanted a chance to fight. It’s been what? Too long since you saw any action? So, you had to pick a fight? I thought you were an adult, perhaps even a respectable mage. But no, you have to pick on little cats and women that have never had any blade training.”

There was dead silence in the room. Even Stefan and Mikail were holding their breath. The ghostly bladesmith was holding very still. Zhanna could see Irina’s shocked face from the corner of her eye but gave it no attention whatsoever. Her frustration and fury were driving her. She continued her diatribe, saying, “Where is your sense of decency, of honor? Did you abandon that because you’re dead? Put your blasted blade down, or I’m going to slit your throat myself.”

The sword dropped to the ground as the ghostly fighter mage lost the focus of his rage. He said nothing. He just stood there.

Zhanna could see Irina’s mouth opening and closing, but there was no sound coming out. There were other spectators to this drama now. Oleg and Pavel were in the forefront of the group from the bookstore. All of them staring at Zhanna. All of them quiet.

“Stefan, pick up the blade and move it away from him. Mikail, check on Dascha. She’s been hurt.” The commands were sharp and crisp. Something had happened inside of Zhanna that had removed the “pleases” and the “if you woulds” from her vocabulary for the moment. Riding the runaway horse of rage and determination, the young witch gathered the reins of control.

Zhanna slipped from the back of the bladesmith. He turned quickly to confront her with his hands spread in front of him. Zhanna stabbed him with a glance, “Yes, I know you can break me in half with your hands. Big strong man, small woman. So what? You’ve proved that you are bigger and stronger than I am? There was never any question of that. You’ve proved that you’re stronger than an 11-pound cat? Of course, you are.”

Ignoring the indrawn breaths around her, Zhanna stalked up to the immense man, jumping up, and grabbing his beard. With all of her strength, the young witch yanked his face down to hers and said, “If you are going to attack me, you had better kill me immediately. Because otherwise, I will find a way of ripping your guts out through your nose and hang you with them.”

Releasing his beard, the young woman continued in a fury, “You acted with no honor. You are a disgrace to your teachers. I will not tolerate this behavior.” Her statements came out like blows. With each one, the ghostly fighter mage dropped his head further down toward his chest.

The spectators watched in amazement as the greatest fighter among them was reduced in spirit to an embarrassed little boy with a hangdog expression.

Zhanna was not quite done yet. Still in a flaming fury, she turned to Irina. “I can guess that you and Dascha were trying to find me a blade to wield. While I appreciate that, it will have to be from a different store. I will not use these knives or swords. A smith puts part of himself into everything that he creates, especially a mage smith. I will not fight with a blade that has been forged without honor.”

With that, Zhanna carefully picked up her cat and walked out of the building. No one said a word as she left. No one dared.
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Chapter 15

The chime of bells and the rushing sound of the wind through the grass made a familiar background to the low murmur of voices in the ger. It had been such a long time since she last had lived in the ‘home of melodies,’ the traditional hut of the Mongols. The ribs of its construction rising toward the crown, or toono were festooned with small bells. The ever-present winds over the steppes stirred them into singing their song of loneliness endured, and serenity found.

The sounds and smells of her childhood and young adulthood seeped into Bolormaa’s bones, easing the strain that she had not noticed before. When she had stepped out of the cave in the standing rocks, she had not expected to be met. She should’ve known. Her mistress had always been ahead of her in vision, always knowing important events sooner. They had made a good pair, one with the quick vision and one with the long.

It would be good to see her again. Taste familiar foods, be soothed by the cadence of childhood voices. Those sounds, smells, and tastes of childhood help to form the people. Helped to form the culture and the attitude.

This would never be totally home again, Bolormaa knew. She would never abandon her granddaughter and move back here. But for her weary and pained body, this is where she needed to be. She was safe from the marauding Krava and could not be used as a pawn against her granddaughter.

As soon as she was safe in the tents of her tribe, she would check on Zhanna. Hopefully, everything was going well although the waves of intense fear and anguish keep touching her sight and she feared for the last of her children. There had been a small group of three horsemen waiting for her. Dressed in traditional garb, their eyes widened when she stepped out of the cave. One of them moved toward her, his bowlegged, sturdy frame a match to her own.

“Hovhey, sister. Welcome back. The seer told us that you would be here and we thought to give you an escort. We even brought a bag of clothing for you to change into. Something a little more suited…” The man stumbled to silence and confusion. Not wanting to insult her, and finding no way out of the trap that he had built for himself, he simply quit talking.

Bolormaa, the Farsighted of the Steppes, was back in the area of the world where she was most comfortable. She was home. She laughed, free to be herself for the first time in decades.

<<<>>>

The explosion of people had finally quieted and left her alone. Bolormaa could not remember feeling this crowded in the years before she had left. So many people wanting to greet her. So many wanting to see what she had turned out like.

Dochin had been waiting for her, looking a little bit older, a little bit more weathered. It was amazing that when she was a young girl first apprenticed to the seer, she thought the woman old and had constantly worried about the stress and strain of her position carrying the old woman off on a death ride. First, because she had desperately wanted training and then because she had grown to love her irascible mistress.

Now an old woman herself, she realized that Dochin looked the same now as she had then. Like she had never aged.

She wondered if that would happen to her.

It was time to check on Zhanna. The servants of this seer’s tent had done their job unobtrusively and very well. Grandchildren of those that had served her in her youth, they were well trained and inconspicuous. The table was perfectly placed, the cushions ideally suited for the rigors of a farseeing. Bolormaa unwrapped her scrying bowl and dropped the waters of sight into the bottom of it. Swirling it in a pattern drilled into her muscles and bones, the Farseer slipped into her vision trance.

Visions upon visions, layers over layers. Bolormaa was inundated with messages and portents that had been waiting since the last time she was on the steppes. It would have been overwhelming for a less powerful or well-trained seer. But Bolormaa had trained under the foremost seer of her nation. Under that direction, the promise of her childhood talents had seen her capacity and resiliency honed by stringent challenges.

Doggedly she worked her way through the layers, sorting them out and touching them to make sure that they were not of urgent nature or of modern times.

She sorted through the visions of old friends dying, of the sister who had died in childbirth, of ceremonies and celebrations, funerals and laments. The concentrated news of the time that she had spent away burned through her body like acid eating through her veins. The pain of assimilation seemed to go on and on, although it would have looked like just a few moments to someone else.

She had been trained well, discipline to the forefront, responsibility backing it up. She had done her duty to her people, and now she was free to address her own personal concerns. Her granddaughter. She needed and wanted to see how her granddaughter did.

Diving back into the maelstrom of visions, Bolormaa searched for the child of her child, her family. And came up empty. No trace of her to be caught by the worried seer. After searching for an hour, Bolormaa was shaking in exhaustion. There would be no comforting visions of her granddaughter tonight. No ease to her worry for a young one on her first test.

One hot tear escaped the seer’s iron control. It burned its way down her cheek and dropped into the scrying bowl unnoticed. Neither she nor the two servants that came to help her stand and assisted her to bed noticed anything strange in the room. The image and scent of the Russian pasque flowers that Zhanna loved touched the air with a loving hand before fading into the darkness of the night.

<<<>>>

Zhanna refused to travel the next day. Dascha was healing, helped by the bond with her witch. However, Zhanna absolutely refused to take the bruised and traumatized cat on the road without another day of recovery. With the detailed assistance of the insubstantial ghosts, Zhanna had stitched up a wound in the cat’s side that had barely missed killing Dascha.

It had been a traumatic end to a very intense day, and Zhanna was shaking in reaction. Tucking her familiar into a bed of soft blankets and a heated brick, Zhanna refused to leave her familiar’s side.

She was preoccupied, or she would’ve noticed that Stefan and Mikail were uneasy around her. Bound by their promise to Bolormaa, the two men were obligated not to tell Zhanna what had happened between Krava and Bolormaa, or even where her grandmother had gone. They did, however, explain to Zhanna why they had followed her.

The fact that her grandmother had sent them reconciled the young witch to their presence. She had to admit that they had been essential to the resolution of the battle. But she had not forgiven Stefan for his amused discounting of her value to the mercenary group.

Stefan was feeling equally confused. He had thought that Zhanna was a pleasant and biddable young woman. Her daring attack on the bladesmith did not fit this vision. And the power of her voice and the strength of her command presence came as a rude shock. He was forced to re-examine his attitude in reaction to her, and he was not liking where his thoughts were leading him.

<<<>>>

Zhanna had slept the sleep of the truly exhausted. Curled around her familiar, the young witch had dropped into a deep pool of slumber seconds after lying down on the bed. Her rest had been untroubled by visions or premonitions. No attacks, no invasions for the whole night. It was a break that Zhanna desperately needed. Until this trip, she had never had to deal with life-threatening attacks or rapid decision-making. As she prepared to spend an extra day in exploration, Zhanna was contemplating the changes that happened in such a short period of time. She couldn’t wait to get back and tell her grandmother about them. Hopefully, by then, her muscles would stop aching, and Dascha’s hair would grow back.

Her familiar was not happy with being left behind this morning. Even though Zhanna would be less than a mile away, Dascha was fretting. The wrappings on the cat’s side were bothering her, and she kept biting at them.

<<Step chewing on them silly. You know that they’re there for an important reason, so leave it alone. When it heals a little bit more we will take the bandages off and leave them off.>>

<<It itches. Things only itch when they are healing. It feels like it ought to come off.>>

<<It’s only been part of the day and even you don’t heal that fast. However, if it will make you feel better, we can unwrap it. I will clean it a little bit and wrap it up again. Maybe the new bandages won’t itch as much.>>

<<Okay, but please do that before you leave. It really itches. Really, really itches.>>

Preparing to change the dressings, Zhanna laid out the ointment and bandages that one of the ghosts had helped her find. Carefully removing the old bandages, Zhanna steeled herself to lift up the pad over the incision. Hoping that she had not messed up the stitches or find any sign of infection, the witch was so surprised at seeing the wound site that she dropped the scissors in reaction.

Dascha who had been resolutely not staring at her side whipped her head around at the clatter of the scissors hitting the floor. Zhanna was staring down at the stitches she had put in the cat, her mouth slightly agape. The familiar looked at her side, bending over to sniff each of the stitches. A rusty purr started, warming the air and their bond.

<<I told you it was healing.>>

Zhanna had nothing to say. The wound looked like it was weeks old rather than less than a day. Without another word, the young woman started to remove the stitches carefully, clipping them and pulling them loose. There was no tenderness, no seepage, just clean wound healing.

There was absolutely nothing to say.

<<<>>>

Stefan noticed that Zhanna was slightly preoccupied when she joined them. He couldn’t think of any good way of asking her what the problem was, so he decided to simply to watch her and respond if she opened the subject. Mikail was chatting happily with Irina. The ghost of the female mage was pleasant and had a melodious voice. Zhanna quite liked her, and it was obvious that Mikail also did.

Irina had brought another ghost with her. The shy slip of a ghost who went by the name of Galina.

When Zhanna inquired as to why Galina was coming along, Irina said that Galina was one of the artisan mages of Blagogarsk and might be helpful in finding some small but useful things for them to take back with them. Since Zhanna had been concerned about the weight they were carrying and how to find things that were appropriate for them to be using, this seemed like a good solution.

The party of five, three of them alive and two in ghost form, set off for a short walk. Their ultimate goal for the day was the building of two towers that was only a 15-minute walk away from the bookstore.

It was a pleasant day for a stroll, a mild sun overhead and a temperature that was pleasant. Zhanna knew that if she wouldn’t have been so worried that she would have thoroughly enjoyed the day. Despite Stefan’s reticence, the overall conversation was pleasant and her companions amusing.

Zhanna’s biggest problem was that she couldn’t shake the feeling of impending doom. It was one of those situations where she felt like she had all the clues but could not put the puzzle together. Something was going to happen, and she wasn’t sure that she would be ready to deal with it. From the massive sense of dread that she was experiencing, it was going to be horrible. Not something that was conducive to quick actions.

Then and there she resolved that they would be spending that day in the city but early the next morning she was going to head back home. She needed to see her grandmother, she needed to start training.

<<<>>>

Zhanna and the two mercenaries didn’t know where to look. Their entry into the building had been somewhat unusual. Prompted by Galina, Zhanna had pressed a confusing mixture of little squares on the wall next to the doorway. Apparently, it was some type of magical lock that even those without a spell could use. Zhanna saw Mikail making notes on a dirty scrap of paper, obviously considering how the spell could be duplicated. It seems pretty useful to Zhanna also, and she hoped that he would figure it out. And then that he could be persuaded to teach it to her.

Entering the building, they found themselves in a large chamber. Scattered around the room were a variety of glass cases. Most of them had some form of opaque shield over them, obviously spelled and some of them emanating that cold, clammy feeling of death magic that anyone familiar with magic could detect. The cases were very well protected.

Galina took them through that room and down a short featureless hall that led into an even bigger chamber. This room was filled with shelves. Arcane markings and labels were attached to each of the shelves. It was easy enough to see that this was a storage facility where useful items could be found. Looking around the room, Zhanna could see Stefan and Mikail calculating the wealth that was represented here. What a prize this would be for someone like Krava who wanted power above everything else.

Galina took them first to the section that contained an assortment of cases. Each of them picked out two to hold the items that they would choose to take home. The two mercenaries chose large cases. Zhanna wasn’t sure how they were planning on carrying them all the way back to the village, but that wasn’t her problem. She chose differently. Focusing on small things gave her the ability to be more agile, and to ensure that what she was carrying could be adequately handled by her strength. She did not want to have them rescue her again.

Zhanna came down the long aisle from one last trip through the warehouse to see if there was anything that caught her eye. She overheard Mikail asking Galina and Irina, “Do we get to choose from the items in the other room?”

Irina laughed, responding, “Only if you are favored by the gods!”

Galina chimed in, “Everyone tries to find out if they are favored by the gods. Even you can try it. We go to the room then walk over to the dull gray stone in the middle of the floor. Tales say that if the gods wish to give you something that the stone will glow and one of the cabinets will open. Who knows, maybe that’s true.”

Laughing at the thought of it, Zhanna said, “I think it’s time for us to go back to the bookstore. I know that William was going to go over some of the maps with Stefan and Mikail and I want to check on Dascha.”

With that, Zhanna turned and led the way out of the back room toward the main chamber.

She had traveled about halfway down the hallway headed back to the main room when she came to an abrupt stop. Turning around, she looked at Galina and asked her, “When we came in this way there were no doors in this hallway. Where did these doors come from?”

The sharply indrawn breaths from the rest of her party told her that they had not noticed the sudden appearance of six doors in the hallway that it only been 6 feet long before. The hallway itself appeared to have quadrupled in length.

Galina responded hesitantly, “I don’t know, I’m sorry. To my knowledge, this has never happened before.”

With a cocked eyebrow, Stefan inquired wordlessly if Zhanna wanted him to lead the way. Since she was effectively unarmed, she agreed. The older mercenary approached the door that they thought led to the main chamber carefully. Peering through the doorway, he looked around and use the tip of his sword to break the plane of the door. When nothing happened, he glanced back at Zhanna, nodded his head, and stepped through. The others soon followed him with Mikail bringing up the rear. The front chamber was unchanged. No new doorways, no strange lights, nothing different. Zhanna was relieved. The last thing they needed was to have some sort of bizarre area spell go off and zap them someplace else.

It was hard enough dealing with the here and now without throwing additional complications into it. Zhanna was headed for the outside door when Mikail said, “Zhanna! Wait a moment. We need to take our chances with the gods here. After all, how many other times in our lives are we going to get the chance to see if the gods want to give us a gift?”

It was impossible really to stay angry at Mikail. He loved life just too much to stay annoyed with him, plus which he was cheerfully willing to share anything that he had. He was a good team player and a loyal friend.

Zhanna gave in gracefully. “Of course, Mikail, you and Stefan need to go over there and see what the gods have left you.”

“No, lady, you’re not getting out of it. You have to do it also. All three of us are on this adventure together.”

In the face of such cheerful camaraderie and with the strength of the first acknowledgment of her value and acceptance as an adult, Zhanna agreed. After all, she thought to herself, what harm could it do?

Stefan went first. Walking over to the plain gray block of stone set in the middle of the room, the older mercenary put his hands flat on the block and waited. Nothing happened. After about 30 seconds of standing there with his hands in position, Stefan shrugged his shoulders and returned to the others saying, “I guess it wasn’t my day to get gifts.”

Most of them laughed heartily. Or at least Mikail and Irina did. Zhanna didn’t feel much like laughing although she was amused and little Galina had a strange look on her face and kept sniffing the air. As Mikail headed over to the block for his turn, Zhanna asked Galina in a low tone what she was smelling. The little ghost answered her, saying, “I keep thinking I’m smelling flowers, which doesn’t make any sense.”

Mikail also laid his hands flat on the stone. Once again he stood there for half a minute waiting patiently. Shrugging his shoulders, he said in a mock disappointed voice, “I guess it’s not my day for gifts either!”

Zhanna would’ve turned and left the room except that Mikail insisted that she take her turn. Grumbling about the waste of time, Zhanna walked to the middle of the chamber. She laid both hands in the middle of the gray block. The very instant that she did, light exploded from the block and flashed in a crazy circling spin from case to case around the room. All of the people in the room, even the ghosts, covered their eyes in pain as the intensity of the light tried to sear through to their brains. Luckily for their eyesight, the flash of light was short-lived. Seconds in duration, it ceased abruptly leaving only the afterimages to interfere with vision.

“Well, that was certainly exciting!” ventured Zhanna. She looked down on the block and saw nothing. Turning back to the rest of her group she said in a bright tone, “No gifts left on the block. I guess it wasn’t my day for presents either.”

She had expected some response but heard nothing. Looking at them more carefully she saw that they were staring past her. She turned to see that two of the cabinets had opened.

Before the light show, all of the cabinets had been covered by shield walls and obviously bespelled. Now, a small cabinet to the left of the room and a slightly taller one directly to its right had open doors. From where the others stood, they could not see into the cabinets but Zhanna could. She saw a hand-sized object sitting in the smaller of the two cabinets. The other cabinet had something suspended from the center. Something long and slender and she couldn’t focus on it well enough to see what it was.

“What do I do?” she asked the others. Irina spoke for all of them, “None of us have any idea. If the gods are trying to give you something, you probably should go over and pick up the gifts.”

Drawing a deep breath to steady her nerves, Zhanna walked over to the smaller of the two cabinets. It was as she suspected. There was a small object a little bit smaller than the palm of her hand. It lay in the bottom of the cabinet wrapped in a soft cloth. The young witch reached down and picked it up, noticing in passing how badly her hand was shaking.

Zhanna unwrapped it, catching her breath in surprise and with the force of memory. It was a hair clip just like the one that she had seen her mother wearing in the wedding picture that her grandmother kept in the parlor. Just like her mother, Zhanna wore her hair long. Normally, it was secured up from Zhanna’s neck and out of her way. She did not want it to interfere with her daily activities, but she just loved the sheer sensual nature of the long hair and how it felt to brush.

She had avoided cutting it for years. Both in memory of her mother and to please herself. Looking once more at the beautiful design of the flower and the hummingbird and the sturdy, carved stick that would secure it in her hair, Zhanna made a lightning decision and picked the clip up. She then took one more quick breath and placed it in her hair.

When nothing miraculous happened, Zhanna felt relieved. It was just a beautiful clip, something that a thoughtful person would give her. Murmuring a heartfelt thank you, Zhanna turned her attention to the next cabinet. The long slender item that she had seen from across the room turned out to be a sword sheath hanging from a clip in the cabinet. The young woman could see that it actually looked like two sheaths, one long and slender and the another shorter and wider made for a 16-inch blade.

The long sheath was filled with a slender sword. This was not what caused a strange chill to run up and down Zhanna’s spine. It was the realizations that the second sheath looked like it would fit her athame exactly. Reaching out with hands that shook badly, Zhanna unhooked the sword belt. Holding the weapon in her hand, she took two steps backward. When her foot hit the ground on the second step, the two doors on the cabinets slammed shut. A wash of shadow swirled around the room and when it lifted the two cabinets were once again concealed behind their protective walls.

More rattled than she wanted to let on, Zhanna made a beeline for the door. Stopping only long enough to grab her two packs off the ground, she practically ran out of the building and into the street. This had been enough strangeness for one day for.

It was time to go home.

<<<>>>

Bolormaa leaned her head forward against her folded hands in distress. She had tried three more times to see Zhanna. Each time it was like something was blocking her. She simply couldn’t get through. This had never happened to her before. The strength of her vision had always been something that she could rely on. Why now, why her granddaughter?

With teary eyes in the face of defeat, the seer reached to put her scrying bowl away only to pause in amazement. Where before there had been no vision in the bowl, now there was a clear image of Dascha, Zhanna’s familiar. The cat was calmly cleaning itself and grooming a healed incision on its side. Bolormaa leaned closer to see more clearly what was going on. As if the cat could feel the weight of the seer’s gaze, Dascha turned her head and stared straight across time and space at the beloved grandmother of her witch. Pausing briefly to stare meaningfully at the old woman, the cat turned and resumed its grooming.

That image was whisked away by a swirling light that disturbed the surface of the scrying bowl. Growing like flowers out of the swirling surface, a series of six symbols came and went. The seer had never seen them before but knew that they were going to be engraved in her memory. If it dealt with her granddaughter, she would figure it out. She waited longer, but no other sounds or visions appeared. Satisfied that Dascha would not be so calm if something had happened to her witch, the seer rang for the servant to help her go to bed. At least for the moment, Zhanna was safe. With that, she had to be content.
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Chapter 16

It felt like déjà vu. There was a stunned silence in the cavern and the steady sound of dripping water and falling rock. Zhanna was soaked to the skin and cold. To be honest, she couldn’t even really feel her fingertips and her toes. There was something about the cavern and her tendency to lose control of her magic. Instinctually, she felt that the cave had been used for many other learning sessions since she always felt safer, somehow more protected when she was in there.

Many of her spells had backfired as she was learning them. But the damage had never managed to leave the cavern. Something in the quality of the walls or some long-ago protective spell kept her learning endeavors from spilling over onto others. It was a relief to Zhanna since she felt an obligation to protect others from her erratic spell results.

Zhanna had been practicing her magic every day, trying to both apply the lessons that she read in the books from Blagogarsk and to fill the empty void that was left by her grandmother’s absence. She wished she knew where her grandmother had gone and why but nobody was telling her.

Perhaps the worry and the loneliness were responsible for the depression she was feeling, or it could simply be that she was discouraged about the slowness of her extended learning curve.

<< It looks so easy when someone else does it! Either they are really good at making it look easy, or I’m just slow and stupid. I can’t seem to get this right! Dascha, am I really this bad? >>

Dascha slowly straightened up from where she had been lying on a sunny but protected area of the cave mouth. Just as Zhanna would practice her spells in the cavern, so Dascha practiced changing between her normal shape and size and her alternate ones. The black sabertooth tiger was Dascha’s favorite form. Zhanna could only imagine the way it made Dascha feel, but the luxurious way that the cat stretched every muscle of his body before responding, told her a lot.

<< It is called learning for a reason, silly girl! You need to be able to practice so that when you are casting for real, you won’t have to think about it. Of course, you’re going to fail. Failure is a way of reinforcing what not to do. And then it feels so good when you get it right that you forget about all the failures. >>

<< I still think it stinks. The instructions need to be clear, and then people would not make mistakes. >>

<< Every witch needs to learn to think for themselves. It can be all written down if you never had to think on your feet. What about when you got attacked? Did you have time to think or only time to react? >>

<< You know the answer to that. I didn’t even have time to breathe. >>

<< So that is what you need to know! You probably have enough energy for one small spell if you want to try it. Otherwise, I think we should leave for home. >>

<< I am not tired. You keep trying to get me to stop before I’m ready to stop. >>

<< I guess you just going to have to learn the hard way. >>

Vowing silently to make Dascha eat her words, Zhanna turned to the center the cavern and focused on a huge stalactite. The rock formation had been forming for thousands of years and had managed to grow to be about 2 feet across at the base. Zhanna was attempting to execute a spell that was called “Rock Light” from the first portion of the book. Up to now, she’d been unable to do anything with the light, although this last time she had seen a glimmer of it.

She was determined to get it right this time. Tightening her concentration down even more and ignoring the faint ache of a growing headache, Zhanna pictured energy flowing into her hands and filling them to overflowing. Raising her hands up in front of chest, she took a deep breath and blew air across her hands, determined to insert a light source into the stalactite.

The young witch pushed as hard as she could with her will and intent. Each of the other times she tried this spell there been a faint stirring as if a part of her mind was starting to open. This time, halfway through her exhalation she encountered resistance. Blowing even harder, Zhanna forced the air past whatever the obstruction was and exploded into a “HA” of power and noise.

The results were spectacular.

A formed arrow of wind, clearly visible in the half-light, flew from Zhanna’s mouth to strike the stalactite exactly in the place that she planned. However, the light did not coat the stalactite as the young witch had expected. Instead, the light blasted into the inside of the crystalline deposit and appeared to spin around every portion of the space that the slowly dripping water had eroded inside the spear of crystal.

The crazily bouncing light seemed to be trying to break out. Zhanna had taken a step back in surprise but was fascinated by the rainbow lights and the way that the spell had turned the shadowed cavern into the equivalent of bright sunlight.

She bent forward, trying to see what the growing little black lines were on the side of the injected crystal.

<< Look out! Cover your eyes! >>

Zhanna had no time to react, no time to close her eyes or protect her face. With a flash of blinding light and the rush of a huge wind, all the power that she had put into the crystal found its way free again. The escape reduced the stalactite to crystalline shards, peppering the entire room. The sound was overwhelming. It sounded like a combination of a tornado and a host of very angry screaming people.

The screaming seemed to go on for a long time, although it was probably only a few seconds. When it was over, Zhanna stood in the middle of the cavern in stunned silence.

It was déjà vu. Granted, there was no dripping of water and no flapping of gasping and dying fish. However, the bruised and stunned feeling, coupled with the echoing silence of the suddenly frozen cavern was so similar to her earlier, massive failure that Zhanna stood motionless for a few minutes.

Her ears were ringing, and her head throbbed horribly. The young witch turned to make sure that her familiar was all right. It took only one glance to see that, while substantially uninjured, Dascha was not all right.

<<Oh, dear! This is going to be really, really bad,>> she thought to herself.

Where there had been a huge, black cat comfortably lying on the sunny entrance to the cavern, there now stood in enraged behemoth, glistening in the sunlight with little flecks of powdered stalactite covering every square inch of her. Her fur was saturated with the rock dust and dripping with moisture from the inside of the exploded crystal.

Green eyes glowing, fur a spiked mess, Dascha walked over to her witch and swatted her with her paw.

“OOF!” The sound escaped out of Zhanna’s mouth as she sat down suddenly onto the cavern floor. Looming over her witch, the familiar put her impressive fangs and snarling face right up against Zhanna’s.

<< What on earth did you think you were doing?! >>

<<I just wanted to see if it would work. I am sorry, Dascha. I thought I could try it one more time.>>

<<Let’s go home, Zhanna. You’re tired, and now you know why a mage or witch should not be practicing when they are exhausted.>>

Dejectedly, Zhanna stumbled her way out of the cave. If she would’ve had more energy, she would have dreaded the walk home even more. She was soaked with sweat and covered with rock dust, and the weather was cold. The sunny days that had seen them returned from Blagogarsk had turned to gray skies and chilly rain. The weather had matched Zhanna’s mood.

To come home and find that her grandmother was not there had been upsetting. The house did not feel as welcoming without her Baba. And all of the things that Zhanna had wanted to share stuck in her throat like un-chewed food. It would be a miserable walk home and a cold hearth to receive her. Zhanna fought tears back knowing that crying would do no good.

<<Don’t worry, Zhanna. I am sure that your grandmother will return soon. After all, even grandmothers need vacations.>>

Zhanna didn’t bother to answer, convinced that something terrible had made her grandmother leave. A small meow by her side informed the young witch that Dascha had resumed her normal form. Grateful that her familiar had remembered, Zhanna walked out of the cave and into the chill wind.

The woman didn’t even have time to shudder a second time when a familiar voice called out, “How is the practice going?”

It was Stefan standing beside Mikail and several horses. The younger man immediately grabbed a blanket off the back of one of the horses and hurried over to wrap Zhanna warmly in it. Calling back over his shoulder to Stefan, he said, “You can ask her about it when we get her home. She is sopping wet! In this weather, she will end up sick if she doesn’t get inside.”

Muttering an apology, the older mercenary mounted his horse and reached down to take Zhanna’s blanket-wrapped form from Mikail. Hopping into the saddle, the younger man patted his leg to invite Dascha to jump up and turned his mount to follow Stefan, already in motion toward Zhanna’s home.

Zhanna was too exhausted to pay attention. She had been trying so hard, and yet it was like she was blocked in every direction. She felt like such a failure. Everything had seemed more possible when they left Blagogarsk. The trip back had been much faster, riding the horses that Stefan and Mikail had brought. What had taken her days to travel on the outgoing trip had only taken one day to ride back. Even if the ride had been behind Mikail, holding on for dear life.

Then to find that her grandmother was gone. In fact, the older woman had been gone from shortly after Zhanna’s departure. No one seemed to know exactly when the older woman had left, but it looked like it had been planned since Bolormaa had packed and taken her clothes and scrying bowl.

The dreary train of Zhanna’s thoughts was interrupted by an exclamation from Stefan. Looking up through the veil of her exhaustion, the young woman was startled to see a trail of smoke from the chimney and lamps lit in the windows. That indefinable sense of “home” had returned. Her Baba was back.

Struggling out of Stefan’s arms and slipping across the ground, Zhanna ran in frantic haste toward the waiting figure in the doorway.

“Baba!”

<<<>>>

It had been a wonderful reunion, despite Zhanna’s exhaustion. Having her grandmother back was the best medicine she could have gotten. Suddenly, things didn’t look so bad. They talked for hours, Zhanna telling her grandmother about her adventures in the city and Bolormaa relating news of Zhanna’s Mongolian relatives.

Both of the women wanted to hear more, but Zhanna’s exhaustion was too deep. Her grandmother could tell that she had been driving herself too hard and was concerned that she had not been taking care of herself. Finally standing up, Bolormaa smiled lovingly at her granddaughter and said, “It is time for you to go to bed, my dear. We can talk tomorrow.”

Zhanna would’ve argued, but a jaw-cracking yawn caught her unaware and won her grandmother’s argument for her. Snatching several more hugs from her Baba, Zhanna crawled into bed and pulled the covers up over herself. Relaxing for the first time in days, her world now again complete, Zhanna dropped into deep sleep.

And found herself on the spirit paths.

The paths were different this time. Where they had been featureless before, they now had different types of rocks and different type of edgings. Placed exactly in the middle of the intersecting roads was a book. Six ties of different colors kept the book closed. Each of the ties had small charms or bells sewn to the ends of them.

There was no one to meet her, no guide. Zhanna was on her own right now standing in front of something that could be useful or dangerous. Looking at the book, Zhanna could not help but think of the first time she saw Mazza. The ancient witch had been sitting on an elaborate chair, staring at Zhanna with a considering look on her face. She had asked her then what she chose. Mazza told her that every time a witch cast a spell they had to decide whether they were willing to pay the price. Whether their goal, their objective was worth the cost.

Zhanna had answered yes. She was willing to pay the cost, no matter what it was. That determination had carried her through the creation of her athame and the severing of the draining tie that had almost killed her. Was what she faced any different than that? Was it any less important?

The answer was no and yes. No, it wasn’t any less important, this learning that she was doing. And yes, she was still willing to pay the price.

Zhanna bent over and picked up the book. She felt a flash of heat through the cover of the book. The charms and bells on the end of the ties trembled, chiming a greeting. What on earth had she just done?

“You just agreed to learn some more, young one,” answered Mazza, the crone. The ancient witch had appeared next to the young witch’s shoulder without warning. Somehow, Zhanna had expected something of the sort. The old one reached out her hand and took Zhanna’s in a dry, cool grip. Nodding approvingly at the lack of trembling, Mazza swept Zhanna with her, off to her next set of lessons.
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Chapter 17

It was amazing how rested Zhanna felt the next morning. The practice session with Mazza had been eye-opening and exhausting. The ancient witch seemed to have unlimited power and knew exactly what was going wrong with Zhanna’s spells. Things that had frustrated her for days were solved in minutes. For someone like Zhanna, thirsty for knowledge, the session had been exhilarating.

It was eye-opening in other ways. All of the witches that Zhanna had seen or heard of before worked by elaborate murmured spells or blood sacrifice. Mazza did nothing like that. For the ancient witch, it was all about the will and the word. Encapsulating the essence of something into a single word or a small collection of words was sufficient she told her student. Anything more than that was simply window dressing, impressive but not necessary.

Many of the comments that Mazza had made were thought-provoking. She mentioned different kinds of witches and different kinds of magic. Zhanna had been raised to think that there was only one kind of magic and only two kinds of witches.

The session had certainly given her things to think about. She suspected that Mazza was the kind of instructor that would leave clues and encourage you to find the answers yourself. Although she knew that it would be uncomfortable in the learning, Zhanna was aware that it was actually the most effective way to learn something thoroughly.

Pain and embarrassment were reinforcements that no one forgot easily. Lessons stapled with one of those lasted for longer than the more easily achieved objectives.

The younger witch suspected that her current assignment was going to be one of those painful ones. Mazza had told her to come back for her next lesson when she had figured out how to open her book. Zhanna wanted her next lesson, needed it. Her burgeoning magic demanded an outlet and if that meant she had to arm wrestle with a magical book, she would.

Zhanna had bounded out of bed early in the morning, full of energy and determination to solve the problem of the book. She knew that it was her problem to solve and that she could do that by finding information. However, she felt that it was inappropriate to ask her grandmother for clues. That possible easier solution felt wrong, and Zhanna was learning to trust her feelings.

This morning, her feelings were telling her to go back to the cave. Although she knew that she was going to see a mess when she got back there, something was drawing her to return. After breakfast with Bolormaa, Zhanna set off for the cave accompanied by Dascha. The two of them had nearly reached the mouth of the cave when they were hailed by Mikail.

“Hey there! You look so much better today, nothing like a drowned rat.”

“Thanks so much for that. I don’t believe I thanked you for yesterday either. It would have been very hard for me to get home after that spellcasting, especially sopping wet. You saved me a very unpleasant trip, and I truly appreciate that.”

“You are very welcome. Stefan and I know how hard you are working and it is very admirable.”

Zhanna smiled at the mercenary, saying, “Why are you out this morning so early?”

He responded, “Stefan and I are going to be doing some additional spellcasting and weapons practice. We thought we would get an early start today and perhaps have time this afternoon for a little bit of fishing.”

Laughing, the young witch said, “That sounds like a good day. I may be dealing with some dead fish myself considering the mess that I made yesterday in the cave.”

Stefan startled both of them when he interjected his comment, “Have you been in the cave yet? Do you know if it’s safe?” Unnoticed by either of them, he had come up behind them and was sitting on his horse only a few feet away.

Zhanna grinned at Stefan’s cleverness and skill before answering, “No, I have not yet been in there.”

Stefan swung down from his horse saying, “Then how about if we check it out before you go in there. It might have some areas of weakness now. Your explosion was pretty impressive.”

Mikail immediately followed suit, drawing his weapon and letting the reins of his horse fall to the ground at the same time that Stefan did. Both men had well-trained horses. The dropped reins told the horses to stay put unless something dangerous happened. Anything that was dangerous enough to make the horses move away was something that someone in the village would need to know about. All of Stefan’s horses had been taught to run for home if some form of disaster happened. Of course, he had trained his good friend’s horses to do the same.

The two mercenaries led the way, followed closely by Zhanna and Dascha. Zhanna was carrying the book. The book was the main focus of her lesson. She had hoped to find something that she could cast to make it open. Or persuade it to open, or whatever else you did with a magical book. She expected the task to take a while but hoped it would take too long. She REALLY wanted her next lesson!

Zhanna was so focused on thinking about the book that she wasn’t aware of activity around her. She was called back to her reality when she slammed into Stefan’s broad back. He and Mikail had both stopped abruptly. She could not see past them in the darkness of the cavern. Which come to think of it, was unusual.

One of the reasons she liked practicing this cave was that it was illuminated. It had filtered light that came down through the cave crystal and created a soft glow. It meant that she could see to walk without having to light a lantern.

This was different. There is no light here. And there was no odor of dead fish or the damp feel of contained water. Something was definitely going on.

Just then, Stefan asked in a strangled voice, “Is there supposed to be a door in the cavern?” The two mercenaries moved slightly apart, and Zhanna could see a large door in front of them.

“No! There is no door in my cavern. Where are we?”

Mikail answered, “We were hoping you would tell us.”

He turned to look at her, and she noticed how his eyes were drawn past her, back the way from which they had come. His eyes widened, and his face grew slightly pale. She did not need to look. That way was now closed. Something was going on, and they needed to find out what it was.

They couldn’t go backward, and there was a strange door in front of them. Given the choices, Zhanna knew what they needed to do. She took a couple of deep breaths and then tucked her book under her left arm. As she walked past Stefan, his arm twitched as if to stop her. A small shake of her head told him that this was her move, not his.

There was a small bump as Dascha jumped up on her witch’s shoulder, ready and able to assist where she could. The two mercenaries formed a solid wall behind her. They were as ready as they could be.

Zhanna grabbed the handle of the door and opened it, walking through with a firm tread and a wary stance. Stefan and Mikail followed right behind her. The door swung shut quickly cutting off the golden light from the room that they had just entered. An observer in the hallway would’ve heard intriguing snippets of conversation and a welcoming, resonant voice that said, “Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar!”

<<<>>>

It was a sunny day, a perfect day for a walk. The morning sun warmed the air and cast a golden glow over the open fields. Around Zhanna’s practice cavern, the grass was cropped short, and two horses stood patiently waiting. Suddenly, they raised their heads, looking toward the cavern opening. Nickering a greeting, they shifted from foot to foot in anticipation.

As usual, Stefan was the first one through the entrance. He immediately moved to the right followed a split second later by Mikail who came out and moved to the left. Zhanna followed, standing confidently between the two of them. Visually checking the area and finding nothing of immediate concern, the two men went immediately to the horses.

Brushing soft noses, murmured words were poured into attentive ears. The ritual greeting of the horseman for a beloved horse was carried out in two parts. Politely pretending not to notice some of the more endearing things that were said to the animals, Zhanna stood watch over the area.

There was something different about all three of them. They were not exactly the same people that had gone into the cavern.

The biggest difference was in Zhanna. It was a subtle difference in many ways. She looked calmer and stronger, with an altered stance that said she was more confident of her skills. Her book was still at her side but contained in an unusual looking bag. An observant watcher would also have noticed that she had gained some jewelry in the cavern. A small ring on one hand and a hint of one or two necklaces betrayed by small glimpses of the encircling neck chains were the most obvious clues.

Some of the differences would only be noticed by the mercenaries. She had automatically and naturally taken a watch position when her two companions had gone to check their horses. She did it without thinking, part of a pattern or ingrained habit. It was not something that someone would learn a day or two. Instead, it was something that you learned when you had been in a battle with someone and survived. How to have their back, how to do your part.

She had the stance of a battle mage, no longer an inexperienced young girl. And that change in status was reflected in the way that her companions treated her. It was apparent that they trusted her. Trusted her to do her part. Knowing her skills, knowing her strengths.

It was not just Zhanna that had changed. Both Mikail and Stefan looked and moved differently. The slight limp that Stefan had for the last 20 years was gone. He moved like a man in his 20s, cat-like and sure.

The shoulder injury that Mikail had gained 10 years ago in a massive battle also appeared to be healed. His automatic favoring of that side had not totally disappeared, But from the evident pleasure on his face when his arm moved freely, it was obvious that whatever the damage had been it was now repaired.

Of all of them, Dascha showed the least change. The cat was still small and the same color. She wore no new jewelry and had no change in her movement. However, she seemed to anticipate her witch far better, moving in smooth integration and harmony.

The men appeared to be done greeting and checking their mounts. If Zhanna noticed the special treats that were offered to the horses she was kind enough not to comment. At this point, she just wanted to go home.

<<<>>>

The three of them rode up to Bolormaa’s cottage. The old woman was waiting at the doorway. The men called out greetings but the two witches, granddaughter and grandmother, had eyes only for each other. Jumping lightly down from the back of Mikail’s saddle, Zhanna ran quickly and lightly up the stairs and flung her arms around her grandma, her Baba. Holding her granddaughter tightly, the seer allowed the happy tears to fall.
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Chapter 18

It was amazing to Zhanna that they had only been gone for three days, according to her grandmother. For the witch and the two mercenaries, it had been months. All of that worry about how her grandmother was doing, and it had been for nothing. She should have listened to Agatha more. The young witch was still a little leery of talking about her trip with her grandmother. It would take a while for her to sort it out in her mind, but she knew her baba was exactly the right person to talk with about it. At some point, anyway.

Zhanna found herself holding her two necklaces in her hand. Smiling at the memories, she resolutely focused on the here and now. Anything else could wait till later.

Bolormaa knew some things about where Zhanna had gone but also knew that her granddaughter would talk about it when she was ready. Instead, the older woman brought her up to date on some of the strange things that were happening.

There had been weird lights in the sky and a rash of missing people. In the three days that Zhanna had been gone, at least four more people had gone missing from the village. No one had seen them leave and some of them disappeared from their own beds. The village was in an uproar, and no one knew what to do. Some of the elders were going to have a meeting that evening to discuss options, and Bolormaa had promised to be there.

Zhanna smiled at her grandmother and said, “Don’t worry about me, Baba. I will have plenty of things to do tonight and don’t need you to help me. After the meeting is over, perhaps we can have some quiet, family time.”

The seer nodded her head in agreement and got up to clean up breakfast. Zhanna also had things to do since Stefan and Mikail had a few people they wanted her to talk with.

<<<>>>

Stefan had suggested that they meet out by the practice area that the three of them had set up close to the cavern. Zhanna had been up and active a little bit earlier than planned that morning, so she got to the practice area with more than a half hour of time to wait. Wandering around, she saw that Mikail or Stefan had already set up some of the targets and training devices that they had used while they were away.

<<You know you promised you would keep practicing. I wouldn’t want that drill master coming after you with those little sneaky fireballs if I were you. In fact, it might be a good idea to get some practice in now. Then you need to figure out when you’re going to practice regularly.>>

<<I thought you were supposed to be a familiar, not a nag!>>

<<A cat’s got to do, what a cat’s gotta do…>>

<<I also wish you had never gotten to watch any of those films. I have a feeling I’m going to be paying for that lapse in judgment for a long, long time.>>

Dascha sent a mental purr to her witch, happily convinced that she had succeeded in motivating Zhanna to do exactly what was needed for the drama that was about it to be enacted. She was very careful not to let that thought go over their bond. Zhanna could be so picky about being nudged for her own good.

Grumbling to herself, Zhanna walked over to one of the longer ranges that were set up for her to practice some of the spells she had learned while away. Centering herself and drawing the power that she needed up through the soles of her feet, she started her magical katas. This was going to be fun. No one shooting at her, no one trying to dissolve her with acid, just a chance to blow things up.

Shaking her arms and hands to loosen them up, Zhanna took one more quick breath. Then she spoke the word of power that started the stored spell. Bam! Eight targets popped up from behind the rocks. Each of them holding a sparkler that was burning down. She was supposed to destroy all of them before the sparklers ran out.

Pivoting on the balls of her feet she rapidly slammed what look like small lightning bolts into the center of each of the targets. One, two, three, four. Turn to the other side. Five, six, seven. Where was the eighth?

She saw out of the corner of her eye a little bit of a sparkler that was almost down to the end. Spinning in a 270° arc, she got the last one just before the sparkler ran out. She had gotten them all. Hopefully, the drill instructor would be proud. She knew Agatha would be.

The next exercise was starting already. It was timed to begin at some unknown interval after the first one completed. In this exercise, her power and agility were being tested. A series of little holes opened up scattered around the practice yard. As the holes opened up, a little furry head would pop out, stare for a split-second and then disappear back into the hole. Shortly after that, the hole would close.

If she couldn’t get directly over the hole to zap the creature, she would lose it. It would show up again and again until she finally managed to kill it. She was ready.

A hole opened up. Zhanna took off at a flat-out run, jumping over a ditch to get there and fired a small bolt down the hole before it closed. Quick, turn to the left there was another one opening, so she ran back that way, jumping up on top of a small boulder. Bam! Another one bit the dust. Now two more. Almost directly behind her. Spin! Bam! Bam! Missed, dammit! Bam! Got it now! Those were dead too. One more in the round, one more to go. Where was this one?

They always had to be one sneaky one, so she looked back to the area that she had already blown up and, sure enough, it was there. Damned drill instructors. They always tried to make you confused. Run over there, slam another one down, and YES! 100%!! This was great.

The sound of clapping made her start and look around. It was Stefan and Mikail, with a group of four other mercenaries. Mikail came over grinning broadly and said, “Nice show, Lady. I think you got a little bit sloppy there at the end, but I won’t rat you out to the DI.”

Zhanna made an annoyed face at him, responding, “We will see who rats who out when we get to your part of the practice, boy.”

The four strange mercenaries were standing open-mouthed. Stefan was grinning so hard it looked like his head was going to fall off. The young witch was a bit annoyed at being set up. She had this bad feeling that the two mercenaries and her always loving familiar had colluded on this. Perhaps there would be a few words with them later on. However, she was also sure that there was a reason for it, Zhanna would wait to see what the reason was before she got annoyed.

Oh Lord, she thought to herself, I am becoming an adult.

Zhanna was rudely yanked back to the current reality when one of the strange mercenaries turned to Stefan and said audibly, “She’s just a woman! I see that she can run and jump, but we need power. And you know that no woman has any sort of power. Their minds and bodies are just not set up to handle that.”

They were now dealing with an infuriated witch. Stalking over to where the men were all standing, she walked over to the one who was haranguing Stefan. The man was so busy arguing with the older Merc that he didn’t realize his danger until it was too late. Zhanna started out by saying, “I suppose that you think that all males are more powerful than all females. And I further suppose that you’re worried about my holding up under pressure. Is that correct?”

The man was taken aback at her confrontational manner. Stammering out a response, he admitted to believing that all women were less powerful than all men. He also truly believed that women could not handle the pressure.

All the other mercenaries stepped back from him, creating an invisible zone of emptiness around him. They were far smarter than he was because at this point Zhanna was just furious. Examining the now silent man, sweeping his figure from head to toe and back up again, Zhanna said, “Then I suppose I should show you my power levels and you can decide if I can hold up my end. And if you decide that I can hold up my end, I expect you to demonstrate how you’re going to hold your end up.”

Without waiting for the stunned man to respond, Zhanna turned and walked confidently back to the practice yard. Waiting to allow calming energy to enter her and balance her rage out, it was ninety seconds before she was ready to continue. So great was the tension that no one moved, no one talked.

In a very clear and calm voice, one that was easily heard by even the group of mercenaries to the side, Zhanna said of a word of power and opened the palms of her hands while raising them waist-high in front of her. She spoke another word and raised her cupped hands up even further.

The sunny day was overrun. Scuttling across the sky like a herd of the ethereal sheep, huge storm clouds scrambled to do her bidding. Shades of gray to almost black, they clustered around her presence, bringing the smell of ozone and water to everyone’s nose.

The group waited for something to happen for one second, two seconds, and then three. At the end of the third second, the sky split open, and bolts of lightning slammed all around Zhanna. Splashes of water froze as falling clouds and St. Elmo’s fire crawled into the grasses. Zhanna stood in the middle of her own personal storm, waiting for completion.

The crawling lightning sped up as it got closer to Zhanna. Like puppies running to their mother, the lightning sped toward the young witch, circling her before slithering up her legs and pooling into her hands. She stood motionless while this happened, just waiting.

When all lightning had been collected, she spun on the balls of her feet and fired off a series of incandescent beams of destruction. Using both hands, she fired alternate bolts, 1 – 2 – 3 – 4. Left, right, left, right. The snapping of the bolts and the eye-searing light were intense. But they were dwarfed by the sheer destructive effect of her bolts as they hit the boulders. House-sized boulders were reduced to small pebbles. A new valley was carved into a nearby hill.

Zhanna looked at what she had done. Turning, she stared at the group of men that stood frozen on the other side of the practice yard. Stabbing with her eyes the man that had complained that women had no power, she said, “That is the introduction. Now that I have shown you mine, it’s time for you to show me yours.

[image: ]


Chapter 19

Bolormaa had taken off for the elder meeting. The unknown reasons for the disappearances were bringing the business the village almost to a halt. With over 95% of the men gone on assignment, the village is very vulnerable. If it was something that needed to be fought, there were fewer than 30 able-bodied men currently in residence. Something needed to be done, but what? Hopefully, the meeting would produce a workable plan.

Zhanna was doing odds and ends. The meeting with the four mercenaries had actually gone pretty well. Once they got over the shock created by Zhanna’s power, all four of them were actually pretty understanding and accepting. It would take a while to understand that Zhanna did things differently. Without that understanding, there is absolutely no way that they could work together.

Zhanna understood enough about herself that she knew that having someone trying to order her around all the time was not going to work. It was as if all of the stubbornness in both her family lines had distilled down to her. Lord knows that her loving and wonderful brother had none of that. It was up to Zhanna to carry out the tradition of stubbornness to an ideal.

It was a very efficient evening. She completed various household tasks and had run through the practice sets that the magic instructor provided by Mazza had assigned her. She was even ahead on most of those. Thinking about doing some drills of her own, she had heated up some wine in anticipation of her grandmother’s return.

The night had proved to be dark and a little dreary. Misting rain and a loud wind made it worse than the temperature alone would cause. Not the sort of thing that she wanted to be out in, but sometimes choices were not available for what she really wanted to do.

In that sort of dozing, fuzzy introspective she was very startled when someone knocked on her door. Opening the door against the gusty wind, she was automatically saying, “Come in please, it’s crazy to be out in the in this storm!” when she realized it was Krava. Damn! He was the one person that she had never wanted to invite into her home.

Donning his trademark evil smirk, the huge man said, “Thank you. I’ve been waiting for you to invite me in for a long time.”

“I would suggest that you ask what you came to ask and then get out of here, Krava.”

“That’s not a very nice welcome, Zhanna. You should at least wait to hear what I’m going to say to you.”

“Well then say it and get out.”

Krava looked at her, really looked at her, for a few seconds. He said, “It’s nice to see you looking so well. Something must agree with you because the last time I saw you, you didn’t look half as good.”

<<Careful, Zhanna. This slime rat has something in mind, and it’s not going to be good.>>

<<I will be careful, Dascha. Just remember that I’m counting on you.>>

The cat sauntered into the room, making an extravagant point of its presence by stretching and hopping up next to Zhanna. Purring briefly at her, the cat fixed its bright green eyes on Krava and watched him with the unwavering glare of a predator.

The forceful glare prompted the mercenary mage to comment, “Cats! I really detest the evil little creatures. You have to get rid of that when we get married.”

“Excuse me?”

“Of course, you’re going to marry me. You really don’t have very many other choices. You are too old for most of the young men and too strange for most of the ones that need a new mother for their children. The only ones that would take you are really poor or crazy. So I’ve always known that you’re going to have to marry me and you might as well just accept it.”

Zhanna couldn’t help herself. She laughed. Immediately, she knew it was the wrong thing to do. She knew that it would infuriate him. But she couldn’t help herself. The blind assumption that she would bow to that sort of pressure was more than she could understand. If he would’ve done any research or spent any time understanding the people in her family, he would’ve known that kind of marriage was not an option. But in his hubris, it had never occurred to him that anyone would turn him down.

“I fail to see what is so hilarious.”

“I have to admit that is a somewhat novel approach. It certainly is different than the other proposals of marriage that I’ve received.”

“The fact that you have not accepted any of them tells me that they weren’t as good of a catch as I am. I’m a good provider, and I’m not bad looking if I say so myself. Anyone else would be worse, and since I’m willing to take you despite your baggage, we should just get it over with.”

At this point, Zhanna was laughing so hard that tears were running down her face and she was getting hiccups. The man had no clue.

Despite the faint smell of rotting meat that seemed to follow him everywhere, Zhanna had to admit that he was not an ill-favored man. But she found his meanness of spirit and an undefinable sense of slimy evil that she couldn’t shake made him unacceptable as a riding partner let alone a life partner.

Trying desperately to control yourself, Zhanna managed to stifle the giggles that threatened to break through her control. She tried once more, saying, “Thank you very much for the offer, Krava. Unfortunately, I do not believe we will suit. I am sure that there are other women who would satisfy you far better and make you a better wife. I wish you the best, but you had better leave.”

Shooting her an incredulous look, the large mage stood and loomed over her. “You’re making a really bad mistake by turning me down. Your grandmother will be homeless, and you’ll end up as a prostitute on the streets of St. Petersburg if you don’t start using your head.”

Zhanna had started to get angry now instead of amused. Her response was heated, “My options are not that limited. And they are my options, not yours. My choices fit my worldview and do not have to match anyone else’s viewpoint. So I say to you again, thank you for the offer, but I am turning you down.”

Krava crowded over Zhanna using his height and bulk to try to intimidate her. He sneered down at her, saying, “And who would want you even as much as they don’t now if you were raped. You and your grandmother are out here all by yourself and vulnerable. It would not take much to turn that haughty attitude into one of abject apology. Especially since you foolishly care for the gullible woman who raised you.”

He was not done talking, continuing with, “I could even rape you and say that you invited it. Now you are trying to complain about it. I can ruin your reputation and get you and your grandmother thrown out of town. It would be your fault that she was bereft of all the friends and comfort that she developed over the years.”

“I refuse to accept that as legitimate!”

“That is just the way things are done, Zhanna.”

“You have no honor! Your actions are those of an unthinking and brainless idiot. How can you look at yourself in the mirror in the morning and not want to shun your own behavior?”

“You know damn well that we have kept our families fed and the village maintained. There is no way of making money here, and it is every man for himself.”

“So you prostitute yourself, act like a shlyukha, and try to make it seemed like you have to do it for your family.”

“We do the best we can. Would you have my parents starve? Would you have Igor’s children go without clothing?”

“Krava, I am telling you that there is a different way. There has to be a different way. Our history, our traditions, go beyond what we are doing now. It is like we have lost our way.”

The tall witch grimaced and answered sarcastically, “Until something miraculous happens, Zhanna, we will just have to continue our mercenary ways. I am sorry that you do not approve, but that is the harsh reality. Even now your grandmother has repairs on her home that need to be done. How are you going to pay for that? Your brother is now dead, there is no more money for you or her.”

“I’m certainly not going to be forced into marrying you! That would be a different type of selling, and one that neither of us would enjoy. I would make certain of that.”

<<As would I,>> added a deadly-sounding voice in both witches’ head.

Krava snorted in annoyance. “Of all the witches in our village that it could have gotten a familiar, it had to be you, Zhanna. You have no mercenary skills, and we would not allow you to work outside the village anyway. What good is a familiar if you can’t work your magic?”

“Understand me clearly, Krava. I will work where I choose to work, I will do what I choose to do. No one else will tell me what I am allowed or not allowed to do, especially you.”

Infuriated, the bulky man in mercenary garb raised his arm and stepped toward the defiant small woman. Unseen by Krava, the palm of Zhanna’s right hand began to glow a peculiar dull red. She was fully prepared to fight the man who had just proposed to her.

His overbearing and bullying ways had bothered her since they were both small children. His attitude and the sense of personal danger she felt when he was around had been the impetus for her immediate and untactful refusal. If she had thought about it, she would’ve known that he would not have taken any refusal well.

Despite how horrible he had been as a snarky little boy, as a man he had gotten worse. Much worse. Every time he had gone away for a job, he came back more like a dictator, like someone who would demand that others perform as he chose. Zhanna knew that even his parents dreaded their son’s homecoming.

When being within a few feet of him made her skin crawl and small hairs to stand up, marriage would be horrible torture. She would find a different way to take care of her grandmother. A way that would leave her with honor and pride, not a shameful sacrifice, a pozornaya zhertva.

Her thoughts had interrupted her movement and distracted her at a dangerous point. Krava’s close-handed blow knocked her off her feet and slammed her into the table. Shaking her head in an attempt to clear it, Zhanna tried to scramble to her feet. She was too focused to feel fear, too intent for indecision.

Drawing a deep breath as she stood up, the young witch started to pull in her energy for a defensive shield. She knew she had a few seconds before Krava would attempt to hurt her again since she knew that he liked to “play” with his victims. Centering herself, Zhanna prepared to fight.

The mercenary witch advanced closer to her with a cruel smile on his face, the light of anticipation in his eyes. That look changed to complete shock when he was rudely interrupted. It wasn’t just Zhanna that had been lost in the moment. Krava had also lost situational awareness. Or perhaps he had just discounted the small black cat.

The familiar.

Bad mistake.

VERY bad mistake.

The large mage was slammed to the side by a paw the size of a serving platter. The claws of the black sabertooth cat caught his mercenary uniform and flipped him around to crash full force into the side of the wall. Scrambling back onto his feet, it was obvious that he was an experienced mercenary. His training showed in the way that he immediately looked for cover and searched for weapons.

Inspired by her grandmother, Zhanna chanted firmly and loudly at him, “Get thee hence, get thee hence, get thee hence.” Hoping against hope that it would hinder him, the result came as a complete surprise when the attacking mage was tossed through the air repeatedly. It was as if a strong wind had picked him up and blown him out of their home.

Slammed through the doorway, his body was used by the wind as a battering ram to blast the door out of its frame. Irrespective of the structure of the house, the banishment was an uncontrolled aversion spell. One that kept as its imperative the rejection of a person or thing by the shortest and fastest trajectory. So Krava was blasted through the doorway and dumped outside the gate.

The confines of the home grounds were enough domain for the spell. He was free to wreck havoc outside of that. Or the mage could have if he had been thinking clearly. Luckily for Zhanna and Bolormaa, Krava was long past thinking clearly. He was berserk, totally unhinged.

When attacks against the simple-looking cottage failed, the enraged mercenary looked around wildly for another way of punishing Zhanna. Seeing nothing ready to hand, he turned and began to run toward the village.

<<Dascha! He’s going to try to hurt Baba. We have to do something!>>

Performing a fair imitation of the training DI, Dascha’s voice snapped inside of Zhanna’s head. <<Breathe, center, channel, strike!>>

Dragged out of the miasma and confusion of the emotional attack, Zhanna took a deep breath, centered her power and raised her hands to the sky. Throwing her head back she cried out, ripping the sound through her throat with the raw-edged emotion of her need. “Perun, father of lightnings, Mazza, mother of spells! Your daughter cries out to you. Succor me in my hour of need!”

Zhanna’s call was answered. Sheet lightning swept down and surrounded the cottage. With such protection, Zhanna could leave. A large hand of wind picked the witch and her familiar up and rushed them toward the village. The young witch could feel her power being replenished, even augmented, as the wind rush them forward.

It was as even her hair was charged. She could feel the tips of her hair, the edges of her toenails. Every single atom in her body was charged with energy, the power for her spells. Krava would not win this battle. Not while there was a single breath in Zhanna’s body.

It was just a moment later that Zhanna was set gently down in the village square. She could feel it in her bones, measured by the itching of her skin, that Krava was approaching. His headlong charge was no match for the young witch’s allies in speed, but he would be there soon.

There were a few people in the square still at this time of night. Waving her arms, Zhanna screamed at them, “Run, go hide!” Most of them ran, a few didn’t. Maybe they thought she was alarmist, perhaps they thought it would be interesting to watch. But the reality was far worse than any of them had expected.

Krava entered the village square as a far different being than the one who had proposed to Zhanna just a little while before. It was a beast, a monster who charged into the open space by the fountain. Grabbing a woman who sat there, he ripped her throat out with his hands, sending her blood spraying in an arc around him. Dropping her at his feet he charged after the next one, killing her just as quickly. The people in the square came alive to the danger, and some of them fled screaming. But not all the people in Zhanna’s village were sheep. Some of them were fighters. Picking up stones and other loose items some of them pelted the man who up till now have been a respected member of the village.

Frustrated with their resistance, Krava readied a spell only be stopped by one of the mercenaries who slammed his hand and yelled his name.

“Krava, what are you doing? Have you gone insane.”

It was the last words that the man ever uttered.” The beast that had been Krava grabbed the man’s head in one hand, shoulder in the other end and ripped the skull off the body. Tossing both pieces behind him, he ran toward Zhanna. Thinking to draw his fire, she yelled at him, “You are a disgusting excuse for a human being. You are no better than a rabid beast. How dare you think that you could fool everyone into thinking you were handsome, or desirable?”

What was left of humanity in Krava’s body dissolved into a deep pool of black rage. Snarling in a guttural voice, Krava ripped threats out of his chest to hurl them one by one at Zhanna. “I will torture your grandmother in front of you, Rape her to death while you’re tied up and forced to watch. I will eat children piece by piece and let their blood drip on your face. You will beg for my attentions before I kill you myself.”

Zhanna stopped moving. In contrast to the bestial response of the maddened mage, her voice was calm and cool. “In the words of a very good friend, not sucking likely.”

Krava’s distraction had been complete. He had once more forgotten that he was fighting a team, not a single person. One of his great weaknesses as a human being had been his inability to see people as team members. To him, they had always been things and tools, so when he was slammed to the ground and shaken by 450 pounds of enraged familiar the only thing that he had left was to use all of his effort to jerk free and run.

Ripping his body from Dascha, leaving skin, blood, and flesh behind, he ran. Powered by spells that even the familiar could not counter, he managed to escape, screaming his rage. The blackness of his retreating form was difficult to see, but the threat in his voice hung in the air long after he was out of sight. “The blood will run like rivers, and there will be lamentations everywhere. You sealed your own fate, and it will be paid for in great torment.”
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Chapter 20

Krava had fled, cursing them in his combined terror and fury. He left death and fright in his wake. Zhanna had been so tense with survival mode that coming down from the adrenaline state of the battle was difficult. Her arms shook, her stomach was tense, and she had an overwhelming feeling of nausea.

Bolormaa came running out of the church. Wrapping her arms around her granddaughter, Zhanna could feel her grandmother shake. “Are you all right? Did you get hurt?” When the older woman still had not responded, Zhanna grabbed her by the upper arm, demanding, “Baba, are you all right?”

“How can you ask me if I’m all right when you were the one who was in danger?”

Zhanna realized that her grandmother was furious and concerned, not frightened. Apologizing profusely, the young witch started to check on the injured. Unfortunately, those that Krava had attacked were dead. Messily so. Some of the mercenaries volunteered to take care of the cleanup. The chorus of mourning voices seemed to saturate the air with grief. The two women that had been killed had young children, with husbands that were away on contracts. This would be another burden on a village that was already reeling from the shocks of a predator and the betrayal by one of their own.

Stefan had proved to be a rock of support. Accomplished in leading a mercenary team, he soon had groups organized to take care of the injured and dead, as well as search parties to look for those that were still missing. It was a good thing that he was there because most of the village elders were in shock.

Trying to get one of the older women to sit down, Zhanna found out that abruptly in the middle of the meeting Bolormaa had stood up and insisted that everybody leave the town hall and go quickly to the church. She refused to explain, insisting there was no time. Zhanna shuddered to think of how bad it could have been if Krava had gotten hold of the elders.

Zhanna hoped that the worst of the encounter was over. Perhaps Krava will leave the area and take his evil someplace else. She knew that probably was a forlorn hope but in the trembling aftermath of the confrontation with him, all that she could think of was a fervent wish for the whole thing to be over.

<<<>>>

It has been a forlorn hope. Krava’s damage to the village had been extensive. He had not fled in fear and desperation but had instead withdrawn strategically. Bolormaa had shared with remaining mercenaries the story of her encounter as well of her vision of him as a blood mage. Zhanna was incensed. No one had told her what Krava had tried to do to her grandmother. If she would’ve known, things would have been a lot different.

Her grandmother looked at her with a very serious expression on her face. That is exactly why I refused to tell you and why I made Stephan and Mikhail promise that they would not tell you. Your actions need to be formed in calmness, not out of a sense of retribution.”

<<Don’t you hate it when they’re right?>> was Dascha’s contribution to the discussion.

<<Yes but it makes me sick to my stomach that I actually let that man into our home.>>

<<You didn’t know, and so it is sort of silly to beat yourself up over it. Let it go, kitten!>>

Knowing that there was just no winning an argument with her familiar, Zhanna let it go. However, she made a vow to herself that should the opportunity arise, Krava would no longer be able to threaten anyone.

Her introspection was interrupted by one of the older mercenaries. She had known him for years as a calm and rational person. Never upset, always having time to explain things to children, and seemingly possessed of endless patience. The man that ran gasping up to the outside table where the elders and her mercenaries had congregated looked nothing like that man. The bones, skin, nose, and eyes were the same, but he was pale of face and shaking like a leaf.

Zhanna jumped up and had him sit down in her place. Kneeling in the dust in front of him she grabbed his hands to still their frantic flailing. “Peter, what is wrong?” she asked. The man could not form a coherent sentence.

Stefan came running over, alerted by some of the others in the village. Sliding to a stop by his old friend, The older merc placed both hands on the man’s heaving shoulders. Holding his gaze on the man’s eyes, he tried to get a report. It was impossible.

Finally, Peter managed to gasp out, “Like Liravev – one still breathing. Need priest!” Stefan and all the other mercs in the area straightened as if they had been shot. Every one of them had that withdrawn look of seeing bad memories. Zhanna asked, “Stefan, what is it?”

In a remote voice, sounding like he was speaking from thousands of miles away, Stefan responded. He said, “The battle at Liravev involved a demon cult. They had blood mages, three of them. We lost 90% of our group in that battle. The blood mages had raised their power by torturing and sacrificing their family members.”

Raising a tortured gaze to stare at Zhanna through memories of horror and pain, Stefan said, “We had hoped you were wrong. That he might be a blood mage was so wrong, so evil, that we didn’t want to think it of one of us. But only a blood mage would do that to his family.” Dropping his head down Stefan cried.

Mikhail had come up during Stefan’s anguished speech, and he chose that moment to touch Zhanna on the forearm. He said, “We need to get the priests there to give the bodies last rites. It may help their souls, and it may deny Krava some of the power that he hoped to raise.”

When Zhanna stood up to go with him, her normally cheerful friend shook his head. He said, “I will just take those that were in Liravev. This will be one more memory to keep those other memories of horror company on the dark nights of our souls. There is no need to taint anyone else with pictures of what we will find.”

Zhanna bowed her head in agreement, but the fire of retribution went from an ember to a roaring flame inside of her heart. This must not continue.

<<<>>>

It had been just as bad as Stefan had thought. The mercenaries that came back from the outlying farms reported torture scenes and death. The two priests in the local church were kept busy with last rites and attempts to comfort the survivors. One of Krava’s parents had been tortured to death while the other had been tortured to the point that she would die a lingering, miserable death. Frantic with the pain and suffering, she had asked to be put out of her misery. The priest had refused, horrified at what she wanted.

Bolormaa had gone to visit the woman, speaking the words of comfort she could. She told Zhanna when she came back that Krava’s mother was worried that he would continue to drain power from her if she stayed alive. She also worried that an unbroken connection meant that he would own her soul after she was dead. Horrified, the young witch asked, “Baba, is that possible?”

Her grandmother’s nod of sad confirmation gave Zhanna the chills and filled her with foreboding. Trying to find a solution kept the young woman’s sleep restless that night. She resolved to go and visit the woman the next day, but when she told Stefan of her plans, he informed her that the woman had died during the evening. Somehow, she had found something that allowed her to die relatively painlessly.

Glancing sideways at her grandmother’s face, Zhanna simply commented, “I am sorry for her pain and for everything that she endured, I hope she’s at peace now.”

<<<>>>

For once, all the mercenary troops in the village were united in their approach. Stefan had taken over as the commander of the village watch. He had the mercenaries deployed and had sent communications out to those in the field warning them about Krava. Although everyone was on alert, there was no sighting, no word, and no whisper of where the blood mage had gone.

Some of the people in the village thought that perhaps he had gone away and they were feeling relieved. Zhanna and her grandmother did not think that was likely. Most of the mercenaries agreed with them. They kept watch and tried to make plans.

They were in reaction mode. Never a good place to be.

Something had to give, and it probably was not going to be pleasant when it went.

Four days after the battle the square Zhanna woke to a feeling of impending doom. It stained the air with the smell of death, teasing the edges of her vision with sharp-edged particles and partially seen shadows.

<<This is why Mazza told you that you needed to get some training in that area, remember?>> asked Dascha.

<<Yes, I know, but when have I had time to do that since we’ve come back?>>

<<It sounds like you better make time for it or you going to get overwhelmed when the visions hit. Please, Zhanna, you need to do that. Not only for your sake but for the rest of us.>>

<<You’re right, Dascha. I promise to do something about it next week. But let’s see if we can survive this one first.>>

The familiar had no response for her witch. They both knew that things were coming to a head. They did not know where or when, but the feel in the air, the pricking of their thumbs, told them that something was coming.

<<<>>>

Zhanna decided to go and work off some of her energy on the practice grounds. She needed to keep up her practice if she is going to be any good in the battle and it seemed like the village was well covered for that day. She wanted some alone time, but that was not to be. Stefan insisted that anyone going out of the village would be in a party of at least four people. Instead of a nice quiet workout time by herself, Zhanna had an escort of Mikhail and two other mercenaries that she didn’t know very well. And of course, she had her familiar.

It was a party, just not a very happy party. Mikhail and Zhanna had spent a rather satisfying couple of hours blowing things up and targeting things. They had run through the basic training spells to activate opponents and situations. They both were feeling better with the release of tension.

Zhanna considered this one of the best innovations that she had learned while they were away. To make the situation real enough that your reflexes can be honed for better survival without having anything really trying to kill you. It was something that she planned on continuing and even improving.

She and Mikail tried to encourage the other two mercenaries to practice. Unfortunately, neither one of them was brave enough to try the loaded exercises at this point. Zhanna wondered if they should get some advice on simpler exercises to bring people along at a slower speed.

I will have to think about that, she thought to herself.

The galloping of a horse brought all them to full alert. Spreading out into a defensive posture, they readied their spells or weapons and waited to see who would be arriving. To Zhanna’s overwhelming surprise, it was Bolormaa. The old woman sat astride Stefan’s prize stallion as if she was welded there. The horse, difficult for anyone to ride, including Stefan, was an absolute angel for the Mongolian woman. The seer ran the horse up straight to Zhanna’s side and slid off quickly

“Baba, what’s wrong?” Even as she asked her questions, Zhanna knew that it was Krava. He had reappeared, and the answer was not going to make her happy.

Looking at her granddaughter through the weathered countenance of an old woman, the fire of a young girl from the Mongolian steppes shown brightly. Her Baba answered, “It’s Krava. He has taken over the school and has the children and teachers hostage. He insists he will negotiate with no one but you. Just you, no familiar.”

The seer had delivered the message, and now the grandmother came out. “He is planning on hurting you, hurting you badly. He is a blood mage. He has no honor. I do not want you to go.”

Zhanna replied, as Bolormaa knew that she would, “He has no honor, but I do. I will go, and we will all do what we must.”
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Chapter 21

Zhanna could not remember being more scared in her entire life. Walking deliberately into a situation that could get her hurt or killed was not something she thought she would ever have to do. She simply could not think of a different way of carrying out the rescue. Making herself a mental promise to freak out later, Zhanna straightened her back and walked forward. Right into a blow that knocked her against the wall.

As the black spots rapidly covered her conscious mind with shades of forgetfulness, she dimly heard a voice through the ringing in her ears. “Now, you will pay, suka.”

<<<>>>

Everything hurt. That was the first feeling, the first impression, that pierced the deadened veil around her mind. Where she was, what had happened? She couldn’t remember, couldn’t think.

Her jaw hurt worst of all, so she tried to raise her hand toward her face. There was a clink of metal, and her fingers were stopped short of her cheek. A small moan escaped her mouth, reflecting the pain and confusion that she was frantically trying to get past.

“Shush, it will be OK. Just finish waking up before you move.”

It was a voice that she knew, that she trusted. Believing the voice, she waited for a few minutes as her vision cleared and her memory returned. She had been walking into the school. It was supposed to be part of the plan to rescue the children. She had agreed to come in and negotiate, leaving all weapons and her familiar behind her.

<<The door! Then a blow!!>> Zhanna remembered now. Someone had struck her as soon as she had gone out of the sight of the rest of her allies. And there had been a voice… Someone she knew.

“Do you feel well enough to drink a little water, Zhanna?”

The young woman opened her eyes and blearily focused on the older woman addressing her. It was Yana, the main teacher of mathematics in the school. As Zhanna’s vision cleared, she could see that the woman was bedraggled and tired-looking. She was also only partially dressed. Ignoring that for a moment, the mage asked, “Where am I and what is happened? And, please, where are the children?”

The teacher looked Zhanna in the face and responded, as tears ran down her cheeks, “I could not save all of them, please forgive me.” Dropping her head onto her hands, Yana began to sob broken-heartedly. Without thinking, Zhanna stretched her hand out in comfort only to be brought up short and to the sound of clinking metal. A short chain attached manacles on each of her wrists together, and a longer chain ran from the center of that down to each ankle. She would have difficulty moving, and it would be almost impossible to move quickly.

Staring wide-eyed at the massive metal chains, Zhanna swore in a low fervent voice, “Dishonorable pigs! Ask for negotiation and hide behind that to violate their honor! Ublyudki i duraki!”

At the last phrase, the mage was startled to hear a small giggle in the corner of the room. Looking up, Zhanna saw the gleam of three pairs of small eyes. Glancing at the still sobbing teacher, the mage said in her gentlest voice, “Could you please come and hug the teacher? It seems I cannot do that right now and she really needs a hug.”

For a moment, Zhanna did not think the children would come out of the corner. Finally, one of the bravest, a fine-boned little girl with black hair and violet eyes crept out. The girl’s eyes darted fearfully between the mage and the area behind her. Being careful not to make any sudden movements or loud noises, the young woman smiled approvingly at the little girl.

The child was dressed in a motley of different clothes. Zhanna now knew where the teacher’s extra garments had gone. The room was cold and damp feeling, with a disquieting sense of danger. Even with one of the teacher’s blouses covering her own clothing, the little girl looked chilled.

As the little one touched the shoulder of the sobbing older woman, a sound in the hallway could be heard. Instantly, Yana transformed from grief to protective fury. Snatching up the child, she flung her body back into the shadows, cradling the little one against her chest. It was as if she had disappeared. There was no sound, no indication that anyone was in the cell other than Zhanna.

Burying her fear deep below the surface of her mind, Zhanna reined her rebellious thoughts under control. Concentrating on her hard-earned skills, she drew energy into her core, dissipating the lingering sense of pain and shoring up the weakness of her bruised body. A part of her was thankful for the pain-filled lessons of the last few months. The skills that she had learned in the battles with first the Vrxa and then the soul-sucking plants had taught her how to power her magic even without her familiar by her side. She had even learned how to work around the metal contact that would have kept other mages from being able to cast spells.

If the faceless ones, these dishonorable wizards, thought that they were going to win through their treachery, they had a new lesson coming. The light of battle in her eyes, Zhanna turned to face what came next.

Of course, it was Krava. The stink of old blood and rotten meat around him had intensified. It was so bad, Zhanna had to concentrate to avoid vomiting all over his feet. How could they have been so blind to not see what he had become? The miasma of darkness clung to him like sticky, black cotton candy to her curiously doubled sight.

Careful not to shake her head too hard, Zhanna just looked at him. He preened, seeing her gaze. Apparently, in his own mind, he saw her gaze is admiring. It was anything but.

When she didn’t speak, Krava started posturing. Apparently, he needed somebody to admire him. He told her in great detail about how powerful he was now. Minimizing how he had gathered his power, he simply said that his parents had given it to him. And not only his parents. He boasted about cousins and uncles, nieces and nephews.

A click of connection in Zhanna’s mind suddenly made her realize that the people that were missing were all related to Krava. He had been gathering the most efficient sources of his power, all while they were clueless.

It was the hardest thing that she had ever done not to try to strangle him with her bare hands. Only the knowledge of her need to recover kept him in one piece at that point.

Zhanna could sense the desperate efforts of the teacher in the shadowed corner trying to protect the remaining small children. Krava’s prolonged visit to the cell meant an increased risk of discovery. Closing her eyes for just a moment, Zhanna sent a fervent prayer to Lada, the goddess that protects children and women, guardian of home and hearth.

“Lady of the home, protect these innocents and she who would stand between them and danger. Give them strength and hold them in your hand.” A sharp tug on a handful of hair yanked her eyes open. Krava had gone from boastful to furious.

“How dare you close your eyes and ignore me! You will grovel before me or I will make you rue the day you were born.”

“I will ignore you as I wish. Your delusional and evil ways have just proved what a disgusting excuse for a human being you are. Anyone would be better off dead than submitting to you.” Zhanna knew that she was riding a very fine line with this madman. He could easily just kill her where she was, but she didn’t think he was prepared to let her go that easily. She was right.

Screaming in incoherent rage, Krava grabbed Zhanna by the hair and one of her shoulders. Digging his fingers cruelly into her flesh, he forced her to her feet and dragged her out of the room. In his rage, he forgot to close the door to the cell. Praying that Yana would see the opportunity and get her charges out of the building, the young witch allowed herself to be dragged into further danger.

It wasn’t a very long journey. Krava had taken the school and converted it into his own sacrificial torture chamber. The small science room had become his experimental laboratory, his altar room. The chemistry table was now a place of blood sacrifice, the various tools of a scientist had been subverted into nauseating roles. It was the place of horror now, impure and deranged.

There were blood and body parts everywhere and conditions that would haunt Zhanna for the rest of her life, no matter how long it was. The sheer stored terror in the room seeped into her bones and caused her heart to stutter. It might have overwhelmed her at a different point in her life. But not now. Now, it filled her with rage and anger. It filled her with a desire to right this wrong and to eliminate the evil that had caused it.

There was a pain filled whimper from the side of the room. Krava dropped Zhanna to the floor in a clatter of heavy chains. He walked over to the corner of the room as the whimpering increased in terror. He said, “Don’t worry my lovely, I will be back to finish you after I’ve started to play with your friend here.”

It was enough. It was more than enough.

The lessons that Mazza had insisted Zhanna practice over and over again came alive in her arms and legs. Energy filled her, coming up from the floor, feeding her through the air that she was breathing. The energy was everywhere. How could she not have understood that before?

A breath of fresh air, the scent of ozone. Zhanna breathe deeply, drawing the essence into herself and feeling that power coursing through her veins and arteries. She was no longer tired, no longer hurt. The pain was gone, and only a resolve to right a wrong remained.

It happened in the short time that Krava was wandering across the floor, chortling happily as he explained to Zhanna the things he was going to do to her. She blocked him out. He was not important to what she needed to do.

She would have to take care not to slip down into the abyss for revenge. Not to sink to his levels. Whatever she did needed to be done honorably. It was her view of honor, but it needed to be true.

Everyone defined their own sense of honor and ethics. She was no different. But it was now time to let justice take center stage. She took a deep breath.

Krava reached down and grabbed her again cruelly dragging her to her feet. He was still explaining the horrific things he would do to her. She did not react and that infuriated him. He slapped her hard across the face, filling her eyes with stars. But she did not whimper or cry which made him even angrier

Thinking that she had escaped him into a blankness of mind, he twisted her arm to call her back with pain. Again, she made no sound. Instead, she took another deep breath and centered. He picked her up by her shoulders and shook her. Off repeated practice let her keep going. She opened her inner senses to collect energy.

Zhanna was awash with the inflow of a tidal wave of energy. She felt so full of energy, so full of power that she needed to do something with it.

Krava was oblivious to all that Zhanna was doing. He was frothing at the mouth again with a crazed look on his face. Unable to tolerate anyone ignoring him, he had slipped over the edge. Throwing her onto the chemistry table, he unlocked the cuff thinking to lock her in place with it. Her lack of resistance had deluded him into thinking that she was passive or had given up. He was about to see how wrong he was.

The manacles exploded off of Zhanna’s body. Shooting across the room, several of them gashed Krava in passing, drawing blood from his face and shoulder. Roaring in a rage, he attempted to grapple with her. But she was not there.

In the split-second of freedom that she had before he came back into contact with her Zhanna had moved past him and around behind him. Throwing a protection wall over the corner with a quick plea to Lada for more consideration, Zhanna taunted the raving blood mage.

“Big bad blood mage! Not only do you stink like dead meat, but you cannot even hold onto your women. No wonder you pick on little girls and old women. You cannot control anyone else!”

With that, she purposely sent a weak force bolt at him so that he would assume that she was low on power. Turning on the balls of her feet she ran down the hallway trying to reach the door before he could throw something at her back.

Roaring in rage, Krava was beyond reason, beyond anything but the desired to see her bloody and dead. Charging after her, he saw her going around the hallway turn and started to throw huge force bolts through the room. He blasted through two of the walls but couldn’t catch her before she escaped the building. Sending a mocking laugh back over her shoulder, Zhanna ran out into the square.

As she had requested, there was no one around. She told all of the mercenaries to get the villagers someplace that could be defended and to stay there. This was her battle, and she didn’t want any innocents hurt.

She ran to the fountain and stopped, turning to wait for her enemy. She did not have long to wait. His crashing, infuriated charge had slammed him off walls and doorways, but his obsession and need to conquer drove him to follow her. He emerged at a shambling charge, immediately locking on where she stood in wait.

Krava had been thinking, if he had been half the man of years before, he might’ve suspected that there was a problem. But all he could see right then was that his enemy was there, available and that he could reach out and destroy.

The need for venting of anger in the subjection of someone who had refused him destroyed what rational thought he might have had and left him nothing but a slavering beast. Flinging force bolts, he charged toward her. The debris from buildings hit around the square sent pieces of rock and dust flying everywhere.

Neither one of the warriors in this battle paid any attention to that. Their world had narrowed down to their opponent. To look away was death.

Finally, Krava had moved far enough away from the school and the other buildings that Zhanna thought it would be safe to return his fire. But first, she did what she had been taught was the right thing, which is to protect those who are innocent. Gesturing around the square, Zhanna raised a wall of protection like the one that Mazza had formed around Ilia’s spell circle the first time that the young witch had cast a major spell.

The pearlescent wall was tall and arched, meeting in the center to form a star. Krava didn’t even notice it. For the anxious watchers, the blocking of their vision was torture. They worried about Zhanna, and they feared that she would be hurt.

Bolormaa stood with her hands clasped, calmly watching. Those around her took comfort in her calm. The seer thought to herself If they only knew how terribly worried I am, they would not be so reassured. However, decades of discipline and practice had taught the old seer that hysteria brought no help to anything. She stood there calmly and prayed. Prayed to her gods and prayed to the gods of her granddaughter that everything would be all right.

Inside the protective dome, the battle raged. The massive amounts of energy that Krava had raised by the sacrifice of all of his close kin made his attacks powerful and his ability to perform them quickly impressive.

If Zhanna had been a normal witch, she would be dead.

However, the training and advice that she had gotten over the last six months had made her into something different, something different even than the old Volkhvy. She was the new type of Russian witch. And she would not tolerate blood mages in her world.

Krava was close enough to see how calm Zhanna was. Her lack of concern infuriated him even more. His face bulging with protruding veins, his mouth curled into a snarl of rage, the insane blood mage reached for her to crush and destroy. He never got the chance.

In a perfectly timed attack, one that had been drilled into her for months, Zhanna pulled her sword from the air. Her athame materialized in her palm. Bringing her longer blade in a sweeping diagonal, she sliced the blood mage from shoulder to hip. As he stumbled to a halt, staring in horror at his abdomen, she reached up and stabbed her athame through his eye.

She watched as the light of life left his remaining eye, and his body tumbled in a heap to the ground. She felt no anger, no rage. Her focus had been to see justice done and to remove a source of evil in the land.

She was sure that later on she would cry and shake. She would throw up, and she would shiver. But for right now, she was content. She had done what she said she would do, and she had done it with honor. There was one less blood mage to prey on her people, one less man of no honor to subvert those that were trying to build their own understanding of life.

He would have been a blot on the land for those that were trying to find their Shade of Honor. The movement toward a new place for the Russian witches in the world was starting. And Krava and people like him had no place in that.
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Author Notes - TAKI DRAKE

Thank you for taking the time to read my book. I appreciate everyone that chooses to visit the products of my imagination. I have read extensively for many decades, delighting in the wonderful worlds that other people have created for me. After a lot of encouragement from friends and colleagues, I was convinced to turn my own writing skills to fiction and nonfiction works for public consumption. For a Midwesterner, happily ensconced in the midst of the chaos of cats, dogs, and husband, it has been and amazing, and humbling, experience.

The sheer act of writing things to share with others has given me a new appreciation for both the power and the cost of the written word. I have learned that, just like sleep is an optional luxury for single parents, so is it a totally expendable currency for writers. The drive to write, to create, can be relentless. I find myself taking notes at strange times, wanting to discuss space battles in the middle of expensive restaurants, and other behavior that only a loving and tolerant spouse could accept.

Writing in TS Paul’s Federal Witch World has been an exhilarating experience. It has stretched me to write in different ways than I have before and ones that I am looking forward to doing again. We meld well in our energy and in the way that we feed ideas off of each other. He is an amazing person, and one that I am pleased to call “friend.” Look for many more things from us over the next few months. It will be FUN!

I hope you have enjoyed this book. Comments and feedback can of course be entered into Amazon and good reads. But you can also reach me at taki@technologymage.com or by signing up for my newsletter at http://www.takidrake-author.com/. The Blog also will let you know about the things that are new with me and some sneak peaks and advanced information about publication.

There several series that I have started to publish. In the fantasy and science fiction areas I have two: Becoming Sephera about a woman’s journey from a pampered heir to a self-reliant, and responsible member of society, and the Unfettered Mage about technology and magic among the stars. Both of these series fall into an emerging genre called tech mage where technology and magic combine for explosive and interesting mixtures. The books in each series are listed below. Please feel free to chime in about how you like them and what you would like to see next.

I would love to hear from you!
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Author Introduction – Taki Drake

The mixture of technology and magic is where my mind and heart live. In today's world, it mixes engineering and creativity. In the worlds of my mind, technology and magic live intertwined. I hope that you will find my stories interesting enough to be frequent visitors to where my heart beats.

I am continuing to write my stories of intertwined technology and magic. The challenges of that are fertile grounds for many story lines and series. Several of those planned for the next few months have been listed below. I am happily writing each of them, discovering new worlds, new situations and new challenges. The wonder for me is the number of readers that are enjoying my visions and tales.

Enjoy the stories in the emerging genre of techmage!

Please feel free to contact me via email at taki@technologymage.com or visit my blog or my Amazon page.
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Unfettered Mage

We Are Not Prey

Fleet of the Mage

Spatial Delivery - Early 2018

BattleMage Investigates

An Attitude Adjustment

Frozen Hands -  Early 2018

Maritime Madness - TBD

Badger Hole Bar

Thru the Badger Hole 

Grand Opening

The Remembrance Wall - 2018

Passage Beyond - 2018

Becoming Sephera

A Learning Experience

You Just Go On - Early 2018

Life Rebuilt - 2018

New Paths - TBD

Standard of Honor

In the World of the Federal Witch

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex - 2018

A Confluence of Covens -TBD

Familiar Magic

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Travels

Familiar Trials - Expert - Early 2018

Familiar Trials - Master - Mid 2018

Familiar Trials - Adept - TBD

Cookbooks

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Fergus Favorites Cookbook

Marcella's Garden Cookbook

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest

Tasting Sampler

A Food Palate - Holiday Heartwarmers

Taking it on the Road

Baba’s Kitchen - Coming Soon!

Anthologies

The Expanding Universe: An Exploration of the Science Fiction Genre

The Tide: The Multiverse Wave

Inanna's Circle: Flight of Imagination - Thru the Darkness

Holiday Heartwarmers: An Anthology of Short Stories

Inanna's Circle: The Game Begins

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View

CyberWar: Digital Battlefield

CyberWar: Byte Conflict

Prime Fantasy

Phoenix Fantasy

Phoenix Imagining

The Imp Prince

The Goblin and the Grocer

Prime Peek I

Snapshots of Life I

Tales from the Pumpkin Patch

Haunted Hearts I

Reindeer Don’t Fly

Silent Thanks

Shadowed Light

Powerhouse Punch
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Author Notes - TS Paul

Wow! What a crazy time this has been. The Federal Witch Universe just got a whole lot bigger. I met Taki last year on the 20bks to 50k facebook group. I think it was on a conference call when we first met and became friends. She’s a fan and one day mentioned she had a marvelous idea for books explaining the Russian connection and where the mercenaries all came from. My answer was cool! This book and the sequels to come were born from that conversation. In chapter 17 Zhanna goes down the rabbit hole and is gone for 3 days / 3 months. The realm she entered is called the Badger Hole Bar Universe. In the coming months there will be a multitude of books written by a dozen or so authors including Taki and myself. It’s going to be something new and something fantastic. Keep your eyes peeled for more information on my website. There is already a cookbook complete with short stories to get your feet wet in.

Coming soon from me is Night of the Unicorn, Book 5 in the Federal Witch series. I’m also working on a short novel about what exactly happened to Agatha’s Aunt Camilla at the end of Book 4. That will be called Darkness Revealed. I am also working with Taki on more cookbooks set in the Universe.

Check in with my Book Bub, Goodreads, or Amazon Author Page for more information and updates for Books coming soon. My website contains Shorts and Snippets weekly just for me readers. Follow me on Facebook to catch early release information as well as the occasional Cat video.


Author Introduction – T S Paul

I’m now into my second year as a published author. With over 25 works under my belt already my pace is relentless. Writing was never a goal of mine growing up. I really did fall into this accidentally. My wife and family knew of my love of books and urged me to try writing. It wasn’t until an author i befriended gave me a short push off a long pier that i really gave it a go. And what a go that was!

Athena Lee and Agatha Blackmore have given way to over 50 short stories. I write a lot. The future is in books and I’m in it for the long haul. Keep your eyes peeled for new and exciting things coming from me this year. Don’t forget to check the Blog every week for a new Wilson or Fergus story.

I welcome comments and questions on my blog. Follow me on Facebook  or visit my Amazon author page. I have an author page with BookBub too.

I’m excited, are you?
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The Federal Witch

Born a Witch Drafted by the FBI! - Now Available in Audio!

Conjuring Quantico - Now Available in Audio!

Magical Probi - Now Available in Audio!

Special Agent in Charge - Now Available in Audio!

Witness Enchantment

Night of the Unicorn

Invisible Elder

Blood on the Moon

Child of Darkness - TBD

A Draft of Dragons - TBD

Cat’s Night Out, Tails from the Federal Witch - Audio Available

Serpent Con

Darkness Revealed

The Standard of Honor

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex - Coming Soon

A Confluence of Covens -TBD

Conflict of Commitments -TBD

Standard of Honor -TBD

Familiar Magic

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Travels

The Wild Hunt

Witching Hour

Monster Hunter

Jack Dalton Book 1

Jack Dalton Book 2

The Mongo Files

The Case of the Jamaican Karma -TBD

The Case of the Lazy Magnolia - TBD

The Case of the Rugrat Exorcist -TBD

Cookbooks From the Federal Witch Universe

Marcella’s Garden Cookbook

Fergus Favorites Cookbook

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest

Read and Eat Cookbooks

Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Athena Lee Chronicles

The Forgotten Engineer

Engineering Murder

Ghost Ships of Terra

Revolutionary

Insurrection

Imperial Subversion

The Martian Inheritance - Audio Now Available

Infiltration

Prelude to War

War to the Knife

Ghosts of Noodlemass Past

Athena Lee Universe

Shades of Learning

Space Cadets  - Coming Soon

Smuggle Life

Double Cross

Politics Equals Death

Short Story Collections

Wilson’s War

A Colony of CATTs

Unicorns are Short

Box Sets

The Federal Witch: The Collected Works, Book 1

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 1-3

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 4-6

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 7-9 plus the prequel

Athena Lee Chronicles (10 Book Series)

Standalone or tie-ins

The Tide: The Multiverse Wave

The Lost Pilot

Uncommon Life

Dead in Space

Kurtherian Gambit

Alpha Class. The Etheric Academy book 1

Alpha Class - Engineering. The Etheric Academy Book 2

The Etheric Academy (2 Book Series)

Holiday Tales

Tales from the Pumpkin Patch

Night of the Living Turkeys

Reindeer Don’t Fly

Anthologies

Phoenix Galactic

The Expanding Universe Book 2

Cupid’s Bow

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View: July - August - September

Prime Peek I

Snapshots of Life I

Haunted Hearts I

Taking it in the Road

Silent Thanks

Non-Fiction

Get that Sh@t off your Cover!: The so-called Miracle Man speaks out

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Find this book and more here!
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“Agatha snap the hell out of it! It’s not your fault this time. How were you to know they were behind you?”

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

“Magnus? Which one was he?”

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

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

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

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

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

I kept breaking them.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What is this notation right here?”

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

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

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

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

“You just broke another one, Agatha!”

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

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

“Yeah it looked like a rabbit or something.”

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

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

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

We will be waiting for you!

Get this on Amazon.
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