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Chapter 1 -  Desperate Measures

The smell of burning filled the air. It was so thick that the small female had to breathe in short gasps as the oily smoke coated the back of her throat. Everywhere she looked there was destruction. The small village had been reduced to piles of rubble and shattered walls. Nowhere was there an untouched house or store.

Fighting nausea, she scuttled through the wreckage, looking for survivors, but there were none. In fact, there were no bodies, no trails of blood, silence instead of cries and moans of pain. Just nothing.

Defeated, she turned and left the square of what had once been a small thriving village, full of interesting people that she enjoyed watching from the shadows. Wiped out as if it had never been alive and engaging.

Saddened and frightened, she slipped into the shadows and left the sad shell of previous lives behind her, carrying the evil news back to the rest of her group.

<<<>>>

It was time that they saw if the myth was real. They had come to this world through the Cold Doors, which had been considered a myth before they had actually traveled them. Perhaps the myth of a place that provided help to the desperate was true also. Tranx hoped so because he didn’t know what else to do.

“Come on everybody, if we’re going to do this we need to do it quickly. The next attack could wipe us out, and they wouldn’t even know that they were fighting us.”

A bigger male came to the front of the whispering crowd, angrily asking, “How can you be sure of that? They’ve never noticed us before, why would they attack us now?”

Tranx answered patiently, as he had been doing for the last hour, “We have been safe because we have been hidden. But if the entire area is destroyed, that type of destruction, that type of damage won’t care whether we are hidden or not. Even if they don’t deliberately wipe us out, we will still be killed. And if there are survivors, there won’t be enough food in this area to live on. We have to stop this evil now before it grows any stronger.”

“Tranx, you’re just saying that because you actually liked the humans. Not all of us care about them. Let them kill each other off, and we can stay out of it. Maybe when they’re all gone things will be quieter. We would certainly be safer.” It was another, older man that spoke. His face was set in disgruntled lines, and there is no humor in his eyes or written in the wrinkles on his face. His dislike for the younger man was evident in his facial expressions and body posture. This was not a friend to Tranx.

“This is nothing to do with my like or dislike of other races. It has to do with the survival of our group, and since that is what I am tasked to ensure, we are going to pursue the strategy that I have set out.”

The man stamped his feet and raised his voice to almost a shout, “This is irresponsible. It wastes time and endangers people that you have no right to place in such a dangerous situation. You were voted in over many of our objections, and you could just as easily be voted out.”

Tranx responded calmly, saying, “When the next election comes up, Marv, you are welcome to ensure that I do not have another term. Until then, though, I am in charge, and we are going to do this.”

Turning his back on the still fuming man, the young leader checked the few people that were going with him before saying to the woman who clung to his side, “Mita, I am entrusting everyone’s general welfare to you. Don’t let the problem makers get out of control if you can help it. You know who to call on if you need assistance and I hope not to be gone very long.”

The young woman tried to keep a smile on her face, but her sadness and nervousness showed through in the tremble of her mouth and the suspicious moisture in her eyes. “Do not worry about anything. I will manage things here just fine, and we will all be waiting for you when you come back. Just be careful on your trip. We will all hold good thoughts for your success.”

Quirking his ear, Tranx asked, “All?”

Many of those around the young man laughed out loud. Taking that shared humor for the gift that it was, Tranx gathered his party with a glance, and they set off through the forest, skirting the edge of the path. They had a short distance to go before they could see if the myth was real, but the young leader knew that there was no time to waste.

<<<>>>

The journey to the cave had been swift, and they hadn’t dawdled. It was second nature to all of them to slip through the shadows of the forest, keeping to cover and alert for any other creature or being in their area. Tranx was pleased with the three that he had chosen to go with him. They were all calm individuals with good fighting skills and wise enough to know when not to fight.

He hoped that they would all survive this trip, but all he had to go on was a dimly remembered myth, a tale told to him by his grandfather of the days before the Cold Doors. 

Tranx knew that he was desperate, but sometimes desperation pushed you into doing something that you should have done anyway. He just hoped that he had correctly read this situation.

They were at the mouth of the cave and paused for a moment to stare into the dim interior. Tranx knew that this was probably his last chance to abort his strategy, but with no other option, he felt pushed to try it. Taking a deep breath and squaring his small shoulders, the young leader marched determinedly through the dark entrance into the cave.

The abrupt change from sunny day to the darkness and damp of the cave was disorienting. Tranx could hear his companions as their steps stuttered and their progress slowed. He held his breath, waiting to see if any of them would flee, but he had chosen well. None of them ran, and after a moment all of their steps resumed the earlier pace forward, as they moved deeper into the cave.

The darkness was almost complete when Tranx called a halt and fumbled for the lamp in his pack. Relying on his sense of touch, he lit it carefully. The weak light that it produced was bright in the thick darkness. 

Tranx could feel his own muscles relax a little bit as the dim illumination created a cocoon of illusionary safety around them. He heard sighs of relief from his companions but chose not to comment. After all, they were frightened but still moving forward. Bravery didn’t mean having no fear, it meant you went on even when you were afraid.

Moving onward again was what they did. His companions’ steps were a little more assured with the guidance of the light and Tranx held it steady in his hand and out to one side so that there were fewer stubbed toes and tripping.

From the back of the group, Tranx heard Nidji’s voice asking in a whisper, “How will we know if we are going in the right direction?”

Reptek’s sarcastic rejoinder was, “If it’s the right direction, we will get there.”

The nervous laugh that skittered around the four of them died out, leaving echoes of their amusement to chase them down the empty passage. The repetition fractured as the sound waves bounced off the cave walls, stalactites, and stalagmites adding to the intimidating nature of their environment.

Tranx kept his eyes resolutely away from the tooth-like pillars all around him, straining his vision to try to detect danger on their path ahead. He was so focused on where they were going that he missed the rise of the fog that made the cavern walls disappear and muffled their footsteps.

The encroaching cloud had narrowed their pathway down to a small tunnel when the party recognized the cruel nature of the fog surrounding them. They each reacted in typical ways.

Nidji and Reptek made exclamations of unease and disbelief but moved confidently together. Tranx heard no complaint from Narumi, who continued to act as if there was nothing unusual in the oily, thick fog that clung to the walls and seemed to reach spectral fingers as they moved past it.

Tranx didn’t want to voice any comment, as if speaking would give the mist more presence and power. The cloud felt to him as if there were millions of eyes staring out of its depths, angry and hungry. He was frightened. More than that, he was terrified. His determination was carrying him through, but if they didn’t find what they were looking for, he wasn’t sure if they would be able to walk back through this fog and find a way out.

The four Hidden Folk kept going, seeming to walk forever. Their small light was a beacon of hope, something that kept the fog from totally consuming them. The longer the walk lasted, the closer they walked together. Taking comfort from each other’s presence, they also reacted unconsciously with a posture of defense.

At first, Tranx thought that the small lamp in his hand had gotten brighter. Looking down in his surprise, he realized that it had actually sputtered out. Spinning around, he could dimly see his companions and realized something shocking. A strong spurt of terror slammed into his heart and caused it to race when he saw that the fog was creeping closer. Turning again to look forward in burgeoning panic, he saw what he had thought was the light from his lamp was a different source of illumination, and it was just a short distance ahead of them.

Without conscious thought, the young man started to quicken his pace. He felt his companions keeping up with him, almost crowding on his heels. Tranx could sense the hair on the back of his neck crinkle in warning as the dark fog chased them down the tunnel.

The group moved forward quickly now. As they got closer, the light resolved into two sources, subtly different in color but far larger than Tranx’s lamp had been. They were positioned high up and substantial in size. The lights were well over his head, but they provided enough guidance that he and his companions moved without hesitation toward them.

Getting even closer, the small Hidden Folk leader could make out more details and saw that there were two lamps affixed to a brick wall on either side of a large door. His pulse began to race, and his breath came more rapidly. Calling out, Tranx said, “There’s a door! And there are lights beside it.”

Someone behind him caught their breath and gasped with a sound that could have been a sob. Once again, the party quickened their pace until they were almost running, desperate to reach the door and the promised safety of the light.

At last, they were at the lit door, staring in bemusement at the massive door. There was a handle that could be used for entry, but it was well over their heads. Reptek asked, “How are we going to get it opened?”

Before Tranx or anyone else could answer or make a suggestion, they found that there was no reason to inquire. Slowly, the door opened by itself. Swinging away from them, it revealed an entry into a large room.

Fear of the fog drove them through the doorway without planning and without caution. Tumbling over each other in a rush of limbs and clattering shoes, they burst into the room and felt the door close gently behind them. The snick of the latch was loud in the suddenly quiet chamber.

The sound of the closing barrier released them from the tension that had driven them forward for the last hour. Like puppets with the strings abruptly cut, they collapsed onto the floor gasping. Tranx buried his face in his hands, drawing breaths in shuddering inhalations. Dimly, he felt someone settle onto the floor beside him.

Thinking it was one of his own party, he looked up only to be caught by the eyes of a human female who had settled onto the floor in a crouch. The woman wasn’t very large, and her position meant that her eyes were almost level with his. Staring at her in stunned relief, the young man heard her say, “Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar. My name is Wynn, and I’m the waitress here. How can we help you?”
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Chapter 2 – The Reason It’s Called Practice

Whack! The force of the air slammed Zhanna back against a rock outcropping in the open practice area. “Ooofff,” punched from her lungs, as she was flung back several feet and tumbled to lie gasping on the ground.

Cheers resounded, and there was the sound of people clapping. Slightly cross-eyed from the impact, Zhanna looked up at the smiling faces around her and managed to force speech through her scratchy throat, “Thanks so much for the applause. I’m glad that you are all finding this entertaining.”

Mikhail was laughing as he came over to give her a hand. Reaching down, the younger of her two mercenary command staff extended his hand and pulled her to her feet. Managing to slow his guffaws down to a manageable level, he said, “I have to admit that the result was wonderful but the entertaining part was watching you forget to anchor. The arc of your flight away from the force of the impact was priceless. You might want to consider a slightly different way of channeling the momentum that you’re shielding the next time. Unless, of course, you like to be thrown around?”

<<You know that he’s right. You didn’t even draw on me to help balance the force. What’s the good of having a Familiar if you’re not going to work with them?>>

Zhanna was dusting herself off, trying to remove some of the more obvious clumps of dirt and sand that clung to her clothing as she used her mental bond to respond to the small black cat that was her Familiar.

<<You are correct. I was so wrapped up in trying to make sure that the spell did not fail that I forgot basic physics. It is really difficult to avoid falling into the trap of thinking that magic will solve everything.”

<<If that is the only thing that you learned out of this particular exercise, you are way ahead of most Witches and Mages.>>

<<I wish that I could get my bruises to understand that it was a useful lesson.>>

<<Your body knows that. Pain is just a way of reinforcing the lessons that are important to us.>>

The young Witch gave up trying to improve her appearance and straightened up. She was surrounded by grinning spectators that ranged from very small Hidden Folk to her mercenary companions. Several of the Folk were excitedly pointing in the direction of her spell focus, so she turned around to see what had gotten them so energized.

The scene that met her startled gaze surprised even her. She had been trying to decipher one of the more difficult spells in a book that she had gotten from Blagogarsk the last time she visited. The casting that she had attempted would allow her to stop something that was rushing toward her and channel the force of that collision into the surrounding area. 

To test her and help improve her control, several friends had pushed a large stone over the edge of one of the surrounding cliffs. It had come crashing down at her, and the danger of its advance and her emotional reaction had caused her to hurry her spell.

Forgetting to properly anchor herself to the underlying earth had only been one of the mistakes she made. She could see that and was upset at what she viewed as her stupidity. 

The other mistake was evident in the condition not only of the boulder that she was trying to block but the debris that was thrown all over the area after the spell was cast. It illustrated how unplanned castings could cause consequences worse than the original problem.

The boulder that had been launched at her had been slightly larger than 8 feet in diameter. That size, coupled with the speed at which it traveled, had thrown the Witch off her planned actions and caused her to hurry. The situation had presented an extremely credible threat, one that was so believable that Zhanna had forgotten all of her lessons.

There was no sign of that boulder any longer. Instead, an area about 40 feet in diameter was covered with small, sharp splinters of rock. An observer part of Zhanna’s mind noted that the pattern formed by the rock pieces was both rather distinctive and strangely attractive. That thought was just a minor echo in the back of her brain because the rest of her attention was busy noting the fact that the boulder had been utterly destroyed.

The female head of the Hidden Folk enclave that had come to live with Zhanna and her grandmother tugged on the young woman’s pant leg. Nodding her head approvingly, Tish said, “Very strong spell. However, you might want to set up a containment field before you perforate your allies.”

The idea of her serious mercenary friends being peppered with little holes after an explosion kicked off Zhanna’s reprehensible sense of humor. Dissolving into giggles, the young Witch held her sore ribs and laughed for a few moments.

Gasping for air and straightening up, Zhanna looked down at Tish and said, “Thank you very much! I needed that.”

<<The laughter is something that you need right now. You’ve been very solemn lately. Is there some problem that you haven’t talk to me about?>> asked Dascha.

<<No, Dascha. I just worry that I’m not learning fast enough. I keep trying harder and harder, driven by a vague sense of urgency. This last pair of books from Blagogarsk have spells and lessons that are very challenging. I feel a responsibility to my teachers and to all of the mercenaries that are starting to follow me. I just worry.>>

<<No one could do anything more, Zhanna. Your expectations for yourself are far higher than anybody else would have for you.>>

Another mental voice joined into the conversation as Dascha’s friend, the white Persian cat called TT, added her perspective, <<I thought the spell was well executed. Yes, you forgot your basic physics, and there would’ve been possible damage to others that you didn’t intend to hurt. However, you got the spell off in a stressful situation, and you did well enough that you know you can cast it. You also know what still needs work. I would consider that a success. After all, there’s a reason it’s called practice.>>

Smiling at the still-fragile unbonded Familiar, Zhanna said, <<When you put it like that, I guess it wasn’t such a terrible failure. So yes, I’ll stop beating myself up for this little bit. Instead, we can accept what I did learn and address what I still need to improve. Is that fair?>>

The two Familiars answered her in unison, <<That’s fair.>>

The young Witch shrugged her shoulders and determinedly changed the subject. Turning to her merc officers, Zhanna asked, “How did your discussion with Dov go? I know that he’s picking up some unsettling signs from his intelligence sources and I hoped that he had some more news for us.”

The older of her two mercenaries, Stefan, answered, “He can’t pin it down. The two people that were closest to finding out what was happening have mysteriously disappeared. That worries him more than anything else.”

Mikhail chimed in, saying, “Yeah, he’s put more feelers out, but the behavior of many people has started to alter with no explanation. He just can’t point a finger at what has changed. Dov and the rest of his command group say that it is probably time for all of us to find somewhere to move. It is not feeling safe, and their survival instinct is kicking in to tell them to “move.” The strange feeling is increasing as if some large change is coming.”

Zhanna felt as if a cold shadow had slipped past her, trailing goosebumps. The air soured, with the scent of rotted fruit and hot metallic-laden air. As the wind carried the smell off, the young Witch felt her sense of unease increase. She was unable to catch more information from that fleeting emotion than the leftover smell of ozone and the prickly feeling that she got before there was a big storm.

Shaking herself to break the somber mood, the young Witch said, “I think I’ve had enough for the day. Right now, I am famished, and I know that Baba is making a wonderful meal for us back at the house.”

<<What are we waiting for? I’m hungry too!>>

<<Dascha, how can you be hungry when I’ve been the one doing all the work?>>

<<I would have you know that it’s hard work trying not to laugh while biting your tongue!>>
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Chapter 3 - Baba’s Kitchen Magic

The walk back from the practice area had been extremely pleasant as the warm day cooled off into the evening with mild temperatures and a slight breeze. Zhanna had walked off her tension and dissatisfaction. The young Witch had spent the short journey talking with all of the beings that had kept her company for the practice session. Knowing that she had a lot to learn, she welcomed their suggestions and critiques.

She had gone over possible ways to improve her spellcasting with Tish and talked about setting up a deflecting shield instead of one that would absorb the entire impact with Mikhail and Stefan. Dascha and TT had peppered the conversation with mental comments that only Zhanna could hear. The sometimes irreverent commentary from the two Familiars ensured that Zhanna was feeling much better when she arrived back at her home.

The door to the small cottage was open and even as far as the outer gate delicious aromas met them, wafting on the gently stirring air. Zhanna immediately was hungry, almost ravenous in the grip of the feeling. Her stomach clenched, and her mouth started to water as the smell of some of her favorite foods reached her nose. Her pace picked up, and the whole group of them headed for the kitchen door.

As the group started to come up the steps, a voice emerged out of the kitchen doorway reminding them, “You all make sure to wash at the pump in the yard. We have too much going on in this kitchen to let you hog the sink.”

“Yes, Baba. We will all wash up,” called out Zhanna as she made an abrupt U-turn and went back down the steps to the pump by the garden. Each of them cleaned up, washing hands and faces, taking turns pumping the water for others. 

It was a playful moment, the sun catching glints of light on the water droplets that fell. The voices of the Hidden Folk threaded harmoniously through the deeper tones of the two men. The unspoken contribution provided by the two Familiars was a counterpoint of commentary that somehow built a song that said “home” to the young Witch.

Zhanna drank it in. Storing up the sounds and the sights as if she were making a scrapbook, the young Witch thought to herself, I want to remember this moment, forever. Something in me tells my soul that this is an important thing. It is special, and I don’t want to lose it.

Once again, they headed for the kitchen. This time nothing stopped them as the group climbed the stairs and went through the open doorway. Bolormaa and her helpers were bustling about the kitchen. 

When it had just been Zhanna, her brother, and grandmother, the kitchen had seemed huge. But now, with the Hidden Folk, mercenaries, TT and her uncle Jack, and two women, the room resembled a teaming market where everyone in the crowd had to step around each other carefully. Like the steps of an intricate dance, the movement in the kitchen was precise and revolved around the partners in the effort to create culinary masterpieces.

Bolormaa dished out the food at the stove and the cabinet, passing it on to two of the Hidden Folk positioned on the counter. Each of them added something to the plate and passed it in turn to the others that added the utensils.

It was an efficient way of serving a meal, even if some of the servers were only a foot tall. It had ceased to seem strange to Zhanna and her human companions. The incorporation of the Hidden Folk into their family had been relatively seamless and enjoyable.

Even the tiny children of the Hidden Folk helped out. The smallest of them could be seen determinedly dragging forks and spoons from a pile over to the waiting dishes. One tiny little girl with the brown fur of Tish and Noma concentrated with a scrunched-up face, carefully folding the napkins that waited for the diners.

Watching over the children was the battle-scarred cat, Jack, the uncle of TT. Zhanna had worried about how he was going to incorporate into their household, but the older cat always seemed to find something useful to contribute. Shortly after arriving at the house, he had taken upon himself to be the babysitter for the smallest of the children.

Jack’s patience with the children seemed never-ending. He would sit for hours and allow them to climb on top of him, exploring his eyes and ears and tail. When they got bored, he invented games for them. When they were tired, he curled his body around them and kept them warm while they slept.

Every once in a while, Zhanna would hear the low rumble that was the quiet purr of the older cat. Every time she looked over, he would be surrounded by the sleeping forms of the children of the Hidden Folk. Not wanting to interrupt the special moments, the young Witch smiled to herself. She was grateful that the brave old Familiar had found some joy in his life after so long being alone.

Food was ready, and there were hungry people around. The meal was quickly distributed, and everyone settled down to appreciate it. The combination of hunger and the excellent food produced a mostly silent interval as people concentrated on consuming the delicious meal. Their appreciation for what they had been given was displayed by the rapt attention and silent focus.

“That was wonderful!” said Stefan, pushing his chair back from the table. He looked over at Bolormaa and her helpers that were all standing or sitting next to the Seer. The older mercenary smiled, saying, “I have never had cooking like this in all the years that I can remember. Thank you so much.”

Bolormaa answered for all of them when she said, “You are welcome. It is no more than you do to help make all of us safe.”

“What about me?” asked Mikhail in a hurt tone and putting on an innocent look.

The old Seer answered him with a twinkle in her eye, “Oh? Did you actually do something?”

The laughter in the room was general, and smiles could be seen scattered around. They were enjoying the moment of shared humor and warmth. Luxuriating in the feeling of a full stomach, the atmosphere in the room changed radically when many of the Hidden Folk straightened in alarm.

Zhanna asked, “What is it? What’s wrong?”

Stefan had risen to his feet and turned toward the door as soon as he had seen the reaction of the Hidden Folk. He knew their hearing was better than his and reacted automatically to the alarm that they had raised. Quickly, he positioned himself to see who was approaching the house, while still concealing his body from anyone on the outside.

At first, the mercenary didn’t see anything unusual. Then, he noticed activity at the edge of the front fence. Rushing toward the gate, a middle-aged man in the robes of a practicing Witch became visible in the fading light. Rather than a sedate walk, the man was running toward them.

Stefan’s sharply indrawn breath warned the rest of the room that there was indeed a problem. Instantly, Mikhail joined the older man at the doorway, positioning himself so that he was partially hidden by the opposite doorjamb. 

Zhanna moved to support them, standing slightly to the left. Both mercenaries flashed her quick smiles of approval, a testament to how the young Witch had incorporated the fighting lessons that they had been teaching.

The young Witch could feel her Familiar at her side and noticed the comforting heat on her shoulder when the Flamechild that lived in the stove came to help. Zhanna could hear Jack quietly directing the children to a more protected position. She dismissed her concern for them, knowing that the battle-wise cat would protect them with his life.

Iskar whispered into the Witch’s ear, “A Witch and what feels like a Familiar are approaching. The Familiar is an Air Elemental Master, and they both come at rapid speed.”

Just then Zhanna heard Dascha over their bond exclaiming, <<It is Glenfrey and Henley! I wonder what on Earth is wrong.>>

Quickly, Zhanna explained to the rest of the group that the people approaching were known. The young Witch saw a look of relief pass over her grandmother’s face at her words. There was something off about the Seer’s expression, but there was no time to investigate it now. As she moved toward the door, Zhanna promised herself to talk to her grandmother about that when things quieted down.

The young woman met Henley at the base of the stairs, saying, “Henley, it’s nice to see you. However, you are not looking happy, and your headlong speed indicates a problem. What is the matter?”

The man was out of breath, and both distraught and dust-covered. He was carrying a travel bag and visibly trembling when he reached Zhanna. Dropping the suitcase onto the ground, he leaned on the porch rail for a moment. Trying to catch his breath enough to speak, all he could do was gasp for a few seconds.

“Gasp… Gasp… Sorry for the surprise, Zhanna, but I have come from the Seer of the Plains to tell you that you and your companions are urgently needed at some place called The Badger Hole. She said to tell you that it is a True Vision and that it is utterly urgent for you to go right away. She also told me that I have to go with you.”

Just then, the huge Golden Eagle, Glenfrey, swooped down to land beside his Witch. Shaking his feathers to settle his wings, the Familiar first looked at his companion with concern before turning to Zhanna and adding, <<Dochin was extremely agitated and made sure that we understood the urgency of the matter. We stopped only long enough to grab some items and then ported over here. That type of spell is very draining and hard to cast. Henley and I are both exhausted and shaky.>>

Dascha’s mental tone was confused, asking, <<Henley, would not Zhanna’s grandmother have had that vision also? I know that Seers frequently get different views of the same situation if it is a True Vision.>>

<<Dascha, she did not say. She rushed us into motion and practically pushed us out the door, frantic for us to get here. You need to grab some basic items and your companions. The Seer was quite specific that you need to take companions with you. Then we need to be on our way. I have never heard Dochin be so serious.>>

Henley nodded his head, reinforcing what his Familiar had said, “Yes, she was very serious. But even more alarming, she was frightened.”

<<<>>>

It did not occur to Zhanna to doubt the news that Henley and Glenfrey brought. The young Witch had moved rapidly, gathering her supplies and selecting who would go with her. There was no question in her mind that she needed to take both Stefan and Mikhail. However, she made sure that the mercenaries briefed Dov via his cell phone, letting him know that he would have to extend his protection to Bolormaa while they were gone.

Of course, Dov wanted to know how long they were to be gone. He was not pleased when they said they had no idea. Zhanna didn’t have any good way of telling him about the Badger Hole Bar and its “flexible” view on time. Instead, she let the older mercenary handle it.

The young Witch heard Stefan patiently telling Dov, “The mission parameters and challenges are not well known at this point. It is an obligation for an ally that we have to respond to in all honor. As soon as we can, we will be back. If we have a known delay, we will make sure that information gets to you. In the meantime, please extend your coverage to this area.”

Zhanna was less pleased by some of the other issues that were raised. She had selected Noma and Tish to go with her, as well as the amphibian, Saroc. Neither Mikhail nor Stefan agreed with her choices, but at this point, the young Witch was following her intuition. It made sense to her to have a diverse group to better address any challenge appropriately.

Both TT and Jack insisted that they should go, but Zhanna refused. The party was big enough as it was, and she didn’t see any reason that two unbonded Familiars should go with them. She was still worried about TT’s recovery and doubted that the small cat would be able to be of assistance. The young Witch was also concerned that Jack’s absence would put a larger burden on Bolormaa when it came to the small children.

All in all, Zhanna was thoroughly out of patience by the time she had finished dealing with everyone’s suggestions and complaints. Driven by the description of the powerful Seer’s urgency, Zhanna pushed them to leave rapidly, cutting off discussion and acting more forcefully than she usually did.

The young Witch was in her bedroom, throwing things into a bag when she felt the presence of her grandmother behind her. Turning, Zhanna threw her arms around her grandmother, hugging her tightly, and whispering, “I love you, Baba. Be safe while I’m gone, and I will be back as soon as I can be.”

Zhanna was shocked to her core when her grandmother’s voice sounded as if the older woman had been crying. “I love you too, my beloved granddaughter, lyubimaya vnuchka. Be safe, and travel in honor. Always remember, you carry my love and thoughts with you.”

Bolormaa’s face was sad, utterly sad, and her eyes were shadowed. Zhanna knew that her grandmother would not speak of whatever was bothering her now but knew that something was wrong. How can I leave when she looks this frightened? Zhanna asked herself. Unfortunately, the young Witch knew the answer. She had to go.

Grabbing her bag, Zhanna returned to the kitchen trailed by her grandmother. Going around the room, the young woman said goodbye to each of their companions that were staying behind. Pausing briefly by Noma, she asked the Hidden Folk leader to talk to those of his people that were remaining with her Baba, ensuring that someone would watch out for the older woman. In an undertone, Noma said, “I will. But you know that they would have taken care of her anyway. Everyone loves her.”

Somehow, that didn’t make Zhanna feel any better.
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Chapter 4 – A Rescue Mission

The fog was dense and laden with musty and acrid scents. Zhanna, Stefan, and Mikhail stayed close together, more for comfort than for any other reason. Stefan was obviously uneasy, darting glances from side to side as he strode along close to her right side. Mikhail followed a step behind her to the left with his blade drawn in his left hand. Slung over his right shoulder were carry bags for Noma, Tish, and Saroc. 

She had brought everything, and everyone that she thought would be useful on this foray but worried that she had forgotten something critical. The rush to leave had left niggling feelings of tasks undone, and crucial items forgotten. Zhanna had spent the last hour frantically trying to figure out what was missing.

<<You are still unsettled, kitten. When Henley and Glenfrey came bursting in on us and said that we had to go right away, neither one of us knew what to say.>>

<<You are right, Dascha. I can’t seem to get my mental footing, and this fog is not helping. For some reason, it feels different than the last time we came this way.>>

<<I know. It’s as if something is watching us from within the fog. Last time, it just felt sort of creepy, but this time the emotion is darker and more dangerous. The only saving grace is if it’s this scary for us, how does it feel to the rest of them?>>

Zhanna’s mental chuckle help to break the tension, and she could finally take a breath. The relief made her able to take a quick look over her shoulder at the rest of her party. She hoped that the message that they were given was correct because otherwise, it looked like an invading army. Not only did she have Stefan and Mikhail but she had three of the Hidden Folk and the Witch Henley and his substantial Familiar, the Golden Eagle Glenfrey with her. Given the various abilities of her companions, she hoped Madrik was in a forgiving mood.

<<It could be worse, I suppose. We could have more than nine of us.>>

<<Ah… We might have a few more that you weren’t aware of.>>

Zhanna stopped cold in the middle of the pathway, causing Henley to almost trip to avoid her. Turning to stare at her Familiar, who was studiously looking straight ahead, Zhanna demanded in an irate tone, “What do you mean? Who came along that I didn’t know about?”

Mikhail answered, his eyes watching the fog and his voice tense and low toned, “I don’t think this is the right time to stop and argue, Zhanna. You can be angry later, but for right now let’s get a move on.”

Swallowing the waves of irritation that had burned every last vestige of her uneasiness out of her system, the young Witch turned toward their objective and started to walk so quickly that the rest of the party had to scramble to catch up. Fuming to herself, Zhanna promised, A certain black fuzzy smartass and I are going to have a chat soon!

So incensed was Zhanna that she forgot to be unsettled by the fog and marched her way determinedly toward the Badger Hole Bar door. The mist receded from the path as if it knew that the Witch had gone from intimidated to infuriated. Seemingly, even the uncanny clouds were leery of an enraged Witch.

In just a few moments, the welcoming lit sconces of the BHB external door appeared. Zhanna heard distinct sighs of relief from both her merc companions and a smaller, softer sound from the Witch Henley, following closely behind.

The first time Zhanna had come this way, they had opened the door themselves. This time, the door swung open before anyone could lay a hand on it. The light from the taproom of the BHB shown with a golden glow. The subdued sounds of conversation and activity immediately calmed Zhanna down even further.

It didn’t seem like there was an emergency, and the lack of excitement and strain relaxed Zhanna enough to bring a smile to her face as the waitress Wynn hurried over to her delightedly exclaiming. “Zhanna! I didn’t know you were coming. It’s wonderful to see you, but what is the occasion?”

The young Witch didn’t answer until her entire party was through the door and it had clicked closed safely behind them. Only then did she turned to her smiling friend and say, “We got an urgent summons to come here, and I thought something was wrong. So, we dropped everything and came as quickly as we could.”

Before either of the women could say anything else, Zhanna heard a shout of, “Zhanna! What brings you here?” The voice and the unusually warm greeting issued from the broad chest of the head bouncer, Alastair. The big man had come from the other side of the bar and was hurrying toward them. What caused Zhanna’s jaw to drop and her two mercenary friends to take up protective positions was the creature riding on Alastair’s shoulder.

In some ways, the entity reminded Zhanna of some of her friends in the Hidden Folk. It looked like a cross between Noma and Saroc with tufts of fur and a long prehensile tail. Much larger than any of her friends, this creature looked like it weighed about 25 to 30 pounds. It was balanced carefully on the bouncer’s shoulder with one paw hand gently braced against his head.

Of course, Alastair acted as if he didn’t notice the weight but Zhanna knew that as strong as the bouncer was, he probably wouldn’t have cared if the creature weighed 100 pounds.

Shock held the young Witch still for just a moment, long enough for the Hidden Folk that had ridden in Mikhail’s pack to let out earsplitting sounds and swarm down him as if he was a pile of rocks. Noma and Tish ran over to the creature that had jumped down to the floor from his perch on Alastair. They were all soon embroiled in a spinning, chattering mass of small beings.

Saroc was more restrained. Moving carefully down Mikhail, the little amphibian made his way over toward the excited and chattering trio. Waiting patiently until things calmed down, he soon interjected, “Nidji, what are you doing here?”

The young Witch exclaimed, “You know him?”

“Yes. I knew him from when we were both very young. Before we came through the Cold Doors. However, I have no understanding of how he got here, or even why.”

Madrik had come up to the group silently, going unnoticed until that moment. He caught Zhanna’s eye and suggested, “I believe it would be useful if you joined the rest of his party over at the table. When they came through the left door and explained their dilemma, there were a lot of people here who suggested options. But we kept watching the right-hand door looking for the solution and had about given up. Now I know who we were waiting for.”

Zhanna felt a cold shiver run down her back as if someone had stepped on a grave nearby. Looking up in consternation, she saw that Stefan and Mikhail had drawn closer to her in a protective shield and Henley had stepped to one side as if to defend her also.

“Madrik, what is going on? Even the air feels strange right now, and nothing seems quite solid.”

The strange creature spoke for the first time. In a voice as deep as most humans, he said, “You must be the Witch that is the pivot of all of this. You’re probably confused, and at least we have some of the pieces of the puzzle for you. Please join my companions and me for a drink and discussion.”

Glancing around quickly, Zhanna didn’t see any other option reflected in her companion’s faces, and without a better solution, she chose to follow the creature across the floor to the large and comfortable table beside the fireplace. Waiting for her were three Hidden Folk, sitting silent and motionless, staring with large eyes at the group approaching them. 

Zhanna found herself staring in return. Two of the waiting Folk could have been relatives of Noma and Tish, with lush, slightly darker fur and small horns. The other being was the one that drew everyone’s attention. 

<<He is gorgeous!>> was the first comment from Dascha. Zhanna smiled at her usually reserved Familiar’s mental outburst but could not disagree.

The subject of their scrutiny looked feline in form, with ultra-dense moonlight fur. His upright ears were set to the outside of wickedly sharp horns of spiraled bone on a rounded skull. The reflective eyes of a night predator glowed a soft golden orange but somehow conveyed the warmth of his greeting, as he said, “Welcome, friends of the Folk. I am the leader of this embassy and am called Tranx.”

Zhanna responded in an equally pleasant tone, introducing herself and her companions. The strangers so reminded her of her Hidden Folk friends that Zhanna couldn’t maintain the angry energy that had carried her back to the BHB although her unease never left her. 

The table was large and easily accommodated all of them. The BHB even sent up a thick tendril that made a comfortable perch for Glenfrey. Clacking his beak in relief, the large Golden Eagle settled his feathers and turned first one side of his head and then the other to thoroughly examine the beings that were waiting.

No one spoke at first, some of them not knowing what to ask and others not knowing what to say. Finally, the young Witch couldn’t bear it any longer, “Please, can you explain to us what’s going on? Obviously, it is something that’s very important, but we have come hurriedly from our home to be here, and I have no idea why we were summoned.”

The discussion was more of a “meet and greet” for a while as Noma and Tish introduced the others of their race in more detail. Although they had not personally known each other, there were enough connections of family and lineage, of geography and clan, that the Hidden Folk seemed to accept each other at face value.

Zhanna could see that Stefan and Mikhail were calming down as the familiarity and the confidence of the Hidden Folk became more apparent. While the young Witch was relieved, she couldn’t help but wonder where these strange waves of feeling were coming from and why this is such an urgent mission.

Wynn had come over and brought drinks and food to everyone. It was only when the smell of hot grilled meat permeated the air that Zhanna learned that she had more than her visible party members to contend with. Popping his head out of Mikhail’s pack, TT’s Uncle Jack looked around quickly. He then hopped lightly down from the bag to snag his share of the warm food. Before Zhanna could say anything, the white shape of a small Persian cat emerged to join him.

<<We are going to have a discussion, and soon, you two!>> Zhanna’s mental voice was infuriated.

<<All of us know that, but it is vital that we are here, and you would not listen to us!>> came the rejoinder from TT.

By this point, Zhanna was beyond quibbling with the stowaways. Knowing that this was not the time or place, the young Witch did not press the issue. However, she would not forget to bring it up at the first available opportunity.

She noticed that Dascha easily made space for the two other cats in the companionably shared dish of food. She also saw that the strange Hidden Folk were frightened of both the cats and the giant Eagle. However, whatever drove them to seek the BHB was strong enough to allow them to disregard the presence of obvious predators in the room.

Finally, the discussion focused on the problem and the help that was required. The strange Hidden Folk had come from a world where they had been living since an escape through portals. Zhanna had heard her Folk refer to a journey through “Cold Doors” when they left their home planet, and this appeared to be the same.

<<I bet that’s a story to hear some time! It sounds like everybody left their world all at the same time but went to different destinations. I wonder why?>>

<<Dascha, we can find that out later. Right now, I’m just trying to figure out why we were the ones that got called on this.>>

Finally, Tranx started to speak about why they had made the journey to the BHB. He started off rather shakily, but his voice strengthened as he got into the meat of his tale. “The world that we are coming from, the place that we live now, sounds very similar to what you have today. It has seasons and dense undergrowth, interesting godlings and many people. However, there is an infestation of Magic users that rely on blood sacrifice and pain to build their power. They are evil, and we have tried to stay out of their way and protect our friends from them whenever we can.”

Stefan asked, “How powerful are they?”

The small Hidden Folk male responded, “I’m not sure that I’m qualified to tell you how strong they are. They are far more powerful than we are, and they can kill at a distance.”

The small female, Narumi, interjected, “But only if they can see you, so we stay hidden most of the time.”

Nodding his head in acceptance, Stefan proceeded to question the four of them on the exact issue and problems that they needed to be solved. While he was finding out the information, Dascha leaned against her Witch in comfort.

<<At least we know how to deal with the Blood Mages.>> Dascha’s mental voice was slightly relieved but had a base of sadness that Zhanna didn’t understand. Resolving to herself that she would ask her Familiar about it later, the Witch continued to listen.

One of the young males, Reptek, was still talking, “Without warning, a large city has appeared in the middle of one of the plains. It is full of magic and all sorts of interesting things that the Blood Mages want.”

The young female interjected one more time, “They are almost crazy with desire for it, but the city is keeping them out. Every once in a while, in the early light, you can see dim shapes moving through the city. The Blood Mages are trying to get to those dimly-seen people. They can’t seem to, and the evil ones keep sacrificing more people to overwhelm the defenses with sheer power.”

The male took up the story again, saying, “They have devastated the surrounding villages, stripping them of almost all life in their insane quest to achieve their desires. We can no longer stay separate from what is going on because the amount of magic that they are raising would overwhelm everyone. If they succeed in getting further artifacts from this city, there will be no stopping them.”

The table was silent as his voice stopped, each of them thinking on how the problem could be solved. Stefan began to question Tranx closely about the mysterious city, asking what the inhabitants looked like and the type of buildings. 

The Hidden Folk male answered, “It is difficult to really see the people that are moving around in the city. They have an almost transparent form and move quickly in an out of buildings.”

“What do the buildings look like?”

The entire group of Hidden Folk became animated and described the buildings, the enclosing city walls, and the gates in great detail. It was obvious that they had each spent time observing the new arrival.

Zhanna felt a click inside of her head as if a puzzle piece had snapped into place. Blagogarsk!

Part of the young Witch’s low energy dissipated, and she felt more focused. Starting to come out of her introspection, she was startled further by the appearance of a bouquet held in a tendril that rose from the floor.

The flowers in the bouquet wafted a familiar scent, and hot tears trickled from her eyes. It was the bouquet that she placed every year on the graves of her parents and recently the grave of her brother. A mixture of forget-me-nots and rosemary, lemon balm and Russian daisies, it touched her heart and brought her clarity. She knew what her parents and her brother would’ve said. They were not there, so she said it for them, “Of course, we will come and help. We’ve already battled a Blood Mage, a potent one. We have friends of ours that live in a spectral city, and I know how I would feel if they were under siege.”

The looks of relief in the Hidden Folk’s faces reinforced the idea that she was doing the right thing. Dascha’s purr let her know that her Familiar was in agreement. The clack of Glenfrey’s beak and the low-toned, “good call” from Henley made her feel even better.

Standing up, the young Witch said, “We are going to go, but I need to get some things from home. I did not bring a couple of useful books, and we could use more troops.” 

Stefan immediately joined her, saying, “I’ll accompany you. While you get the books and other items for your casting, I can work with Dov to supplement our forces.”

Zhanna smiled down at the seated group, “I should not be too long, and then we can get going to see if we can solve the problem. I agree that these honorless Blood Mages need to be stopped.”

Nodding her head toward Madrik, who was at another table discussing something intensely with the senior mercenary there, Zhanna moved assuredly toward the righthand door that she had come in through. Expecting the door to open smoothly, the young Witch was stunned when it refused to budge. Turning back to Alastair, she asked, “Why is it stuck?”

Alastair came over to the door and tried opening it also, but the door wouldn’t move. Starting to feel frightened, Zhanna turned to look for Madrik, but he had disappeared. Dascha’s voice in the Witch’s head was subdued, <<I think we might be able to use the Magistrate’s gate. That’s the other way out of the Badger Hole Bar and back home.>>

Spinning on her heel, Zhanna moved rapidly out through the bar’s middle doorway and down the short distance to the eerily-lit portal that the Magistrate controlled. As she came up to the archway, the young Witch could see that there was a waiting shape, dressed in robes.

<<Zhanna, that is not the Magistrate. Walk carefully, my Witch, something is going on here that is strange.>>

Zhanna slowed her headlong rush toward the gate down to a more sedate walk. Slowly, the shape cleared up in the dim light to show that the waiting robed creature was none other than Star Child Grace, the Witch that appeared mysteriously and periodically at the BHB.

The woman quietly stood and waited for Zhanna to walk up to her, saying nothing but looking at the young woman with eyes that were both calm and seemed to be miles deep. Zhanna walked to within arm’s reach of the older woman and asked, “May I please get past you? I need to get some things from home before I can go help the people waiting in the BHB.”

With a sad voice, Star Child Grace replied, “My child, you cannot go home. If you attempt to, you and everyone with you will die. Your time on that Earth, and in that dimension has come to an end.”

“No! That can’t be true! What about Baba? What about my friends and my home?”

Unthinkingly, Zhanna attempted to push past the slender, older woman. She might have just as well tried to move a mountain. The shape of the robed woman was suddenly awash in power, emanating a magical wave that dropped Stefan to his knees. Dascha was suddenly in her other form, a colossal sabretooth cat with glossy striped black fur. Standing protectively by her Witch, the transformed Familiar looked ready to do battle.

“Peace, younglings. I am not trying to break your hearts, but there is no moving the Norns of the universes. At this point, it is up to Bolormaa to make her way here and join you. You cannot go to help her, or she and everyone with her will perish. Your power will draw your enemies in such a force that you and all of yours will not survive. Allow your grandmother the chance to bring herself and those she loves here.”

Tears ran unchecked down Zhanna’s face as she heard the sincerity in the Star Child Grace’s words. Trembling, the young woman’s words came out in a shattered flow of sound, broken by intervening sobs, “She is all I have. What has gone wrong? How could I have left her unprotected?”

“This is not your fault. The forces that have been arrayed against you would have occurred with or without you. They would have caused the same devastation, produced the same atrocities. 

“You have a chance now, only a chance, to address a wrong and create a new home for those of your loved ones that fight their way through. Go do what you have to do to make them safe. Allow them their own power to act and make decisions.”

Suddenly, there was a strong arm around her shoulder and another body keeping her steady, Zhanna looked up blindly into Madrik’s face and whispered, “Thank you.”

Unable to continue, the young Witch allowed herself to be led back to the BHB. Trying to think past the slamming panic in her chest and the ache in her heart, Zhanna felt grief rise like a swamp around her. 

Dascha’s presence through their Familiar bond was a lifeline to which the young woman clung. The unstinting acceptance and love that flowed into her steadied Zhanna, and her breathing became deeper and more controlled. The young woman felt clarity and power returning to her as she walked.

Stopping short of entering the BHB, Zhanna laid her hand on the doorway and made a vow to herself, I will find them a place, a place to be safe, a place where we can live in honor. The deep bell-tone that resounded in her head told her that the universe had heard her. The familiar surge of energy was one more confirmation of the seriousness of her promise.

Squaring her shoulders and scrubbing her face with shaking hands to remove some of the visible tear tracks, the young Witch stepped firmly into the BHB beside Madrik, ready to find a new home. She knew it would not be easy, that there were going to be many days of grief and loss. However, those that she had sworn to uphold would be safe. 
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Chapter 5 – Planning is Work

They didn’t really have a plan. Tranx had brought his people across in a desperate bid for help and lacked the information that they needed to build a strategy. Although the young leader knew they were fighting for survival, he had no skill at the intelligence gathering that was crucial for even starting to formulate a solution. It left them with gaping holes in a plan that looked more like Swiss cheese than a set of executable actions.

The petitioning Hidden Folk were despondent, thinking that their lack of knowledge would make the rescue impossible. Tranx and Nidji, in particular, felt the sting of failure. Their sad expressions and numbed energy levels were starting to drain the momentum of the mission, and the young Witch knew that she could not let such a situation continue.

When Zhanna had reentered the BHB, her group could tell right away that there was a problem. Her terse explanation left the group tense and worried, but they accepted her conclusion that they were not going to be able to find out anything more definite for a while. 

Star Child Grace had not come back into the BHB with them. However, Madrik had listened carefully to the discussion around Zhanna. He had assured them that the powerful woman could be relied on. As unpalatable as her tidings had been, she would not lie to them.

Others in the bar reinforced that statement, and both Stefan and Mikhail seemed to be able to compartmentalize their worry and move on. Some of the others were not as skillful at separating their feelings. Jack was utterly distraught, worrying that he had left the Hidden Folk children vulnerable and Bolormaa without assistance. The guilt was like a fog that followed him as he paced around the room.

Finally, Madrik turned to the troubled cat and said with the pain of previous experience naked in his voice, “There are always regrets and thoughts of what you could have done differently. You are of no value to yourself or to others unless you can contain your angst for now and deal with it at a more appropriate time.”

Jack heaved a hissing, spitting sigh and went to sit by the fire. Peering out of the fireplace, the Flamechild, Iskar, could be heard speaking to him in her soft and crackling little voice. After a while, TT joined her uncle in his contemplation. When Zhanna looked over again, she saw that TT was curled up comfortingly against her uncle, just like he had comforted her so many times before.

To the tense young Witch, the strategy discussions seemed to last forever. It wasn’t just the core group that got involved. Alastair drifted over and offered his perspective on scouting techniques, while two tables full of mercenaries that generally drank in the BHB during the evening gathered around to offer their suggestions. To a man and woman, both groups also volunteered to be part of the rescue effort.

Hearing the rough outline of the situation, and knowing how much they didn’t know, Stefan appeared to favor including some of the mercenaries in their mission. He and Mikhail had several low-toned conversations before the older mercenary turned to Zhanna and said, “I think we need more firepower. The people that we brought are more suitable for a diplomatic meeting than a straight-out battle. Make no mistake, anyplace where the enemy destroys villages and towns should be considered a battle situation.”

Nidji chose that moment to chime in, saying, “The devastation was horrible. They leveled the villages and either killed outright or tortured the villagers. The amount of power they are raising is horrendous, and none of us have any way of countering that.”

Zhanna sighed, feeling inadequate and indecisive. <<I don’t know what to do, Dascha. This requires a battle plan, and I do not have enough training in this area. I don’t even know how to evaluate somebody who can help with this.>>

<<At least you got some training over the summer. You and that American girl worked pretty hard. Weapons, small arms tactics, squad movements. It was all useful, and you are lucky to have had that experience.>>

<<Yes, but now I’m really missing the fact I didn’t have more time for lessons. Even worse, Baba is not here to help me, and I left my spell books at home. I didn’t think I would need them.>>

<<Perhaps that crazy Mongolian that was starting to tutor you on strategy is still around. He seemed pretty impressive, even though he smelled like horses all the time.>>

Zhanna smiled, remembering the exhausting but rewarding summer. She and a few others, including an American girl of roughly her own age, had been crammed together in an accelerated class on several aspects of fighting. Each of them had something different to learn, but there was enough similarity in the lessons that they could share some instructors and commiserate with each other when they collapsed from exhaustion. Sometimes, they even helped each other practice.

She remembered the sore body and blinding headaches of concentrated combat casting that she had survived. The hours of practice, with her American friend driving herself to challenge Zhanna’s control and agility. The young Witch smiled at the thought of the returned “favor” when she got to set up random targets to help her friend learn how to finally hit what she shot at.

<<It could be worse, Zhanna. If you wouldn’t have had all the drilling on weapons and combat spellcasting you would’ve been even more worried about your first mission. And have been even less prepared!>>

<<I know, but it would be nice to have the backup that we spent so long building with Dov and his group. Or even one of the other students from the class last summer. Even better, the SEAL team that was tutoring us in weapons tactics and small team protocols might be available.>>

<<No such luck. I already asked Madrik, and he said that a large group of the mercenaries had taken off on some urgent mission of their own. He wasn’t sure when they were going to be back, but he thought it was not for a month or so.>>

The young Witch caught her breath in a painful gasp with the sudden realization that she probably would never see many of her friends again. The thought of never walking through her home village or laughing at her American friend’s poor marksmanship burned through her veins to rise up and clamp a spectral hand around her throat. For a few moments, she struggled to breathe past the pain.

Zhanna indulged herself, allowing the intense feelings of loss and grief to run through her unabated. Now is not the time to feel sorry for myself, the young Witch thought. Running a gentle hand across the back of her Familiar, the Witch remarked, <<I hope all my friends will have good lives. It is comforting to think that they will continue doing well even if I don’t know anything about it.>>

Dascha was quiet for a while, the twitching of her tail betraying the Familiar’s own distress. Tiptoeing across the Familiar bond, the black cat’s mental voice was soft and almost unintelligible, <<I will miss them too. As much of a fuss as I made, I will miss the stupid, friendly dogs in the village, and that idiot unicorn.>>

The Witch and Familiar stood next to each other wrapped in their own sorrow. Although the Witch continued to stroke the soft fur of her Familiar, the tactile connection did not breach the isolation of their thoughts. Dealing with the burden of regret and loss, they still leaned on each other and used that support, that comfort, to move forward.

<<I know we don’t really have much choice. We need to help these people, and the complications of it being a world that sounds similar to ours will only make it more difficult. I know we can do it, but I wish we didn’t have to. I wish that there was someone else available to help them, someone more capable.>>

Zhanna could feel Dascha’s rejection of the idea that anyone was better than her Witch. It amused her the Familiar was so determined to think well of her, but she was grateful also. Having someone who was always on her side was very empowering and drove her to continually try to exceed her previous best.

<<I know, kitten. But they need our help, and we will just have to try the best we can. Bringing some of these mercenaries with us would be a good idea since they have guns and other weapons. They are professionals and should know how to use those tools. However, I don’t think it’s a good idea to put either of their commanding officers in charge of ours.>>

<<That is exactly what I am talking about! I wouldn’t have even thought of that. But how can Stefan or Mikhail command a group that they have no knowledge of?>>

<<Perhaps, we should ask.>>

Visibly steeling herself, Zhanna turned to Madrik and stated, “I am out of my depth here. We need someone who understands battle planning and a level of warfare that I have no training in whatsoever. It is my obligation, but I need assistance in fulfilling it. Is there anyone that can help me with this?”

A man sitting at a small table close to the quiet Remembrance Room at the back of the Badger Hole Bar heard what Zhanna asked. He opened his mouth and closed it several times before clearing his throat audibly and offering, “My friend and master might be able to help you. I brought him here hoping that someone could heal him. He has gotten better and has always been a master strategist and commander of men. Would that aid you?”

Looking amused, Madrik nodded thankfully to the man and turned to Zhanna, saying, “The gentleman you’re talking to is Edward. He brought his friend through the right-hand door which was confusing at the time. The BHB had a room waiting for them, and one of the wandering healers had come in a day before for no apparent reason. Edward’s friend, John, is upstairs and has been cleared to move around but apparently is not destined to go back to the place he was before.”

Stefan and Mikhail, along with three of the other mercenaries got up without a word and moved over to question Edward about his friend’s credentials. Zhanna only heard parts of their conversation, but she noticed that Stefan’s body language was almost exuberant. That positive reaction helped relax the tension that had been ratcheting higher along Zhanna’s muscles and nerves. The possibility of trained assistance was a ray of light in the dark tunnel that she found herself traveling.

With a final exchange, Edward stood up and climbed the stairs to the second floor of the BHB. The rest of the conversation group returned to the table where Zhanna sat, all of them looking pleased and almost eager. They appeared too self-satisfied for Dascha’s comfort, and her snarky mental tone poked Zhanna out of the funk into which she had descended.

<<This whole group looks like they got into the cream and then rolled in the butter. When a bunch of men that like sharp-pointed things wears that expression, everybody had better watch out.>>

<<Well, I hope they found somebody that will help us, Dascha. If they have uncovered someone, it would explain the self-satisfied smirk still on their faces.>>

<<A smile would be appropriate, maybe even telling us what was going on would be even more welcome. However, there are five identical smirks, and that spells trouble.>>

Finding herself getting somewhat irritated with the smirking also, Zhanna tilted her chin up and look Stefan in the face and asked, “Well? Are you going to tell me what you found out or are you going to sit and hoard it like a broody old hen?”

Stefan’s face turned beet red in embarrassment, and he was quick to explain, “Sorry! We were all just impressed with the credentials of Edward’s friend. He’s gone to ask John to come down and talk to us. I hope that the man’s skills prove out. He sounds exactly like what we need.”

Zhanna’s tone was still frosty as she asked, “And for those of us that are not as skilled with fights and battles, would you care to give a little more detail as to what it is exactly we need?”

“We need a strategist. Someone who is used to skirmishing and scouting. And that man’s career was doing exactly that.”

“Then why is he here?”

Mikhail took up the tale, “John was very ill with typhoid, and he was dying. Edward had been with John for decades and when he was close to death Edward and another good friend, Miles, decided that even the faint possibility of the BHB being real was worth the sacrifice.”

Stefan added, “Miles could not leave his own family, and so he and Edward came up with a deception. While Miles stayed and gave witness to John’s final hours, Edward brought John through to the BHB, carrying the man on his back through the tunnel.”

<<Someone who can create that sort of loyalty in the people around them is a person that is definitely worth listening to, at least initially.>>

<<I agree, Dascha. I like the man already.>>

Stefan was still talking, and Zhanna wrenched her mind back to make sense of his words. 

“… started to recover very quickly once he had the right medicine. Apparently, his time was very primitive when it came to treating typhoid. Anyway, he is cured but finds himself with nothing to do. He was an active serving military man, and I am sure that they have already held his funeral, probably with a lot of public fanfare. He knows there’s no going back and has been trying to adjust to that situation.”

There were footsteps on the staircase, and two men slowly came into view. One was Edward, his dark skin softly glowing in the flickering light of the fireplace. He was providing unobtrusive support for the other man, who probably was his friend John.

It was apparent that John had a military background. His posture and bearing proclaimed it and his every breath exuded the feeling of a trained and educated soldier.

John moved slowly down the stairs carrying himself in an upright and prepared manner. The mercenaries at Zhanna’s table murmured approvingly as the man’s light blue eyes seemed to sweep the room, categorizing everyone in the crowded taproom.

He quickly returned his eyes to focus on Zhanna, either from the descriptions that Edward had provided or drawn by some instinct to the person at the center of the plan. He moved toward the Witch but stopped courteously part of the way there to allow Wynn to rush past him with a customer’s order.

A few more steps and he was next to Zhanna‘s table. Looking directly at the young Witch, the man nodded his head in acknowledgment and said, “Ma’am, my friend Edward informs me that there may be a service that I can do for you.”

“Thank you, John. If you would not mind sitting down, I believe that the rest of the military team here would be better briefing you than I.”

“Ma’am, please call me JB. I would count it an honor to assist you.”

Touched, Zhanna agreed, responding, “Ma’am is too formal for the relationship we are trying to build. My name is Zhanna, and I hope you will use it.”

Pleased by his courtesy, Zhanna reiterated her invitation to sit down. Instead of her taking the helm and describing everything, the young Witch asked the Hidden Folk from the embattled world to provide the information they had. She also invited the mercenaries at her table to freely discuss the matter with JB.

While they were talking, Zhanna was covertly observing JB and Edward. Overall, she liked what she saw. Although there was a significant difference between the almost black skin color of Edward and the pale white of JB’s skin, neither men acted as anything but friends and supporters to each other. The absence of class distinction pleased the young woman as did the innate courtesy that JB displayed.

<<Not bad, not bad at all. He seems workable, even pleasant. He knows what civility is, and he is neither pushing himself on everybody or putting anybody down.>>

<<I have been watching and haven’t seen any disdain or contempt display across his face. So far, I like him but is that enough to ask him to help us?>>

<<It’s not like we have a lot of other options! Stop dithering and let’s start doing.>>

Smiling to herself at the way her Familiar could get her out of a truth spin, Zhanna looked around the table and asked, “Well? Is JB going to be able to help us? Do you believe he understands enough of the situation that he can make an informed decision on whether he wants to help us or not?”

JB nodded his head for Stefan to speak first, ceding the right to pass judgment to Zhanna’s older mercenary assistant. Stefan flashed Zhanna a quick smile and said, “I am quite satisfied, and I think JB will be the perfect person to command the mission. He doesn’t understand all of the capabilities of the two groups that are going, but he does understand the concept of skirmishers and knows how to command both that kind of troops and scouts.”

JB laughed saying, “Most of my career has involved skirmishing and scouting. I prefer to avoid pitched battles because that is a fight between two massive forces. We don’t have that here. I have to admit that I’m going to have to learn how magic users can be deployed because that was not exactly a consideration where I came from.”

Zhanna laughed, letting the musical trill of her amusement light up the room. “All of us are learning. This is not what I thought I would have to be doing with my life. However, at this point, we need to make a rough plan, get what we think we need to take with us and get moving. Every hour that we delay is another opportunity for the situation to get worse on Tranx’s world.”
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Chapter 6 – Subtle Differences

Traveling through the left-hand door was far different than their entry had been on the right. First of all, the thick fog that had been so spooky coming into the BHB was significantly different. Both groups were surprised by the difference, relieved that feelings of being watched and impending doom were no longer there.

Tranx and his group, in particular, were astounded. The small Hidden Folk leader was riding on Stefan’s shoulder, and Zhanna could hear him chattering away to the older mercenary.

“It was dark, really dark. And everything smelled horrible. Now it’s like we are walking in white fuzziness, and it’s all happy. Why would it be so different?”

“Perhaps it’s because the route to the BHB has to discourage those who really are not desperate. Maybe that’s a way of filtering people out.”

“I hadn’t thought of that, Stefan. It would make sense because otherwise the BHB would be overrun with all sorts of people that wanted help with minor things.”

On the other side of the group, Zhanna could hear a three-way conversation between Mikhail, JB, and the leader of one of the other groups of mercenaries. JB appeared to be gathering information on capabilities and skills, displaying a truly impressive ability to remember as they went along. The young Witch just hoped that he was as good as he sounded.

Traveling outward on the left-hand path had another difference. Where it had taken Zhanna and her group several hours to get to the BHB, it took barely 15 minutes to walk out. The young Witch could see a few strangely familiar looking rock formations as they walked, and she could sense the difference in the air.

<<We are close to fresh air! I smell water too. That would be pretty close to the cave mouth if it is anything like the one in our world.>>

Zhanna didn’t find it necessary to answer her Familiar. She knew that Dascha was chattering to cover up her uneasiness and the young Witch was willing to simply listen.

Emerging from the more restricted passageway, Zhanna and Dascha both stopped dead in their tracks looking out into the larger cavern area. Shaken, Zhanna said what she was thinking, “I know this place. This is where I’ve practiced.”

Dascha’s mental tone was also dazed, as she agreed, <<Yes, this looks exactly like the cavern at home.>>

After a moment, Dascha added, <<Of course, it seems like home did before you blew up the lake a couple of times.>>

Zhanna realized that her Familiar was correct. In the extensive practice that she had done to learn the spells from Blagogarsk, there had been multiple times where the effects of the spellcasting had wreaked havoc on the cavern. Those signs were not here.

Instead, the cavern was pristine and undamaged by magical errors. The uncanny similarity made Zhanna uneasy and confused. I wonder what else I will recognize, she thought to herself. Am I just taking my own experience and overlaying them on worlds that are entirely different?

Exiting the cavern into the open air, it was not only Zhanna who was startled by the haunting similarity between their home and this location. Stefan and Mikhail were also intrigued, cataloging similarities and differences as they walked.

Many of the general aspects were the same between Zhanna’s home and here. The practice ground was configured approximately the same way, the stone and its striations in the same patterns and colors. However, the tracks of living were different in this world. 

The practice area walls were pristine, no debris and no exploded boulder. Sharp pieces of shale did not cover the ground, and more extensive vegetation fought for life in the cracks of rock and stone.

Zhanna seized on the differences, rather than obsessing about the things that were the same. She wasn’t ready to fully process the fact she was never going to see her home again, and this trip was turning out to be a painful reminder of everything she was losing.

As badly as she wanted to avoid thinking about the loss of her old life, Zhanna knew that it was vital for them to see if there was an equivalent of them in this world. Unsure of what she would say to another Zhanna here, the young Witch stuffed her emotions down inside of a mental box before closing and locking the lid. She needed to gather information in a calm and detached manner. She didn’t need to fall into hysteria and deep emotions that would disable her. Too many people depended on her.

JB had been issuing directions for the groups of mercenaries that had come with them. The two teams totaled 18 people, including their officers. JB’s easy command style and the undeniable skill that the man possessed kept the mercenaries executing his commands with dispatch and confidence.

Stefan and Mikhail kept watch over what was going on and reported periodically to Zhanna. This way she didn’t feel out of the loop, even if she did not know precisely what should be done, she still had a good feel for what shouldn’t be. Up to now, JB had avoided all of those traps.

The man was unfailingly courteous and extremely thorough. Zhanna could tell that he had actually been a skirmisher and scout. He knew too many things about the dangers and the feelings of being in that role for her to suspect anything else.

As the scouts came back in, JB was building an annotated map. Without making a point of it, the mercenaries and Stefan and Mikhail began to refer to JB with a title of General. Zhanna had no argument with the honorific because the man was acting like a high-level commanding officer.

Edward had refused to be left behind. When he wasn’t taking care of his old friend, the helpful man made himself useful. When JB had no specific need for services, Edward was quite happy to turn his hand to whatever other task needed doing. Zhanna found herself chatting with him frequently since his long experience as an assistant to the commanding officer enhanced his ability to translate for the young Witch.

They had been scouting for only a few hours when a tiny joyful voice rang out, caroling, “Tranx! You are back!”

A slightly smaller and feminine form of Tranx charged out of the groundcover on the side closest to the forest and Tranx became plastered with an extremely enthusiastic welcome. Staring stupidly in shock for a moment, Zhanna quickly found someplace else to look, trying to give the Hidden Folk some privacy to greet not only the woman but the flood of other people that emerged from the shadows and the sparse groundcover to welcome their emissaries home.

<<It doesn’t seem to matter what the species is. Relief and joy at a hoped for but unexpected return travel across language barriers and races.>>

<<I would have to agree, Dascha. If you weren’t looking at who was saying what, it could be anybody in our village welcoming the contracted mercenaries back.>>

<<It doesn’t appear that everybody is glad that they are back. Notice the group of people on the far right where there are four or five people that are looking quite disgruntled.>>

<<That would be something to watch. While Tranx seems to be somewhat philosophical about it, I don’t think we can afford to be.>>

<<Agreed. Let’s keep an eye on them.>>

TT broke into the conversation, offering, <<That would be something I could do. I will keep an eye on them and let you know if something weird is going on.>>

<<Thank you, TT. That would be one more thing I don’t have to worry about. I really appreciate it.>>

<<It is the least I can do after all you’ve done for Jack and me.>>

After the exuberance of greeting wore off, Tranx brought his mate and some of the other Hidden Folk over to meet Zhanna and the rest of the party. Proudly, he introduced his mate, Mita, and some of the prominent people from their conclave of Hidden Folk. Zhanna was gracious in greeting them, and for the most part, they were pleasant, or at least civil in return.

There were several notable exceptions. There was a small contingency of Hidden Folk that apparently did not care for Tranx. The presence of strangers, Noma, in particular, seemed to upset them considerably. The little man ignored their whispering and displeased expressions, carrying on conversations with those people that he knew and answering questions about the remainder of their group.

<<Some of these guys are going to be trouble, big trouble, later on. I tell you, kitten, they’re going to be a weak spot in whatever we build here.>>

<<Dascha is correct, Zhanna. I’ve seen politics like this at the clowder, and it never goes well. I think we are going to have to figure out a way to protect ourselves from their infighting or we will get drawn into it.>>

<<I think both of you are correct, but I’m not sure what the solution is right now. We should be all right while there is active fighting, but peace will be an issue. Let’s table this discussion for now but make sure we deal with it later.>>

The next few hours were a confused mess of activity in Zhanna’s mind. She had confidence in General JB’s ability to get the information that he needed. The young Witch watched him effortlessly sweep the Hidden Folk into his scouting network, organizing them, and sending them out to gather the information that was so desperately needed. The two mercenary teams were deployed around the perimeter and were acting as a combination of sentries and signal intelligence gatherers. It astounded Zhanna when she thought about the number of electronic devices that they had come equipped with.

The young Witch still had issues effectively combining magic and technology. Somehow in her mind, the existence of one without the other was more normal than an integrated whole. It didn’t make any sense since in her world magic and technology went hand-in-hand. But her upbringing in a small village set many of the premises by which she lived. Only with focused effort could she move past those.

Finally, it appeared they had enough data to move forward. Congregating close to one of the rock walls in the practice area, a briefing was held, and plans were laid out. The young Witch was content to let the military people run them. She didn’t think that she needed to parade her inexperience or her ignorance for everyone’s view. Instead, she interjected comments where they were appropriate and gave her approval when her intuition and that of her advisors matched the suggested tactic.

The briefing concluded with the summation that it was time to move out and head toward Blagogarsk. Zhanna’s voice was crystal clear as she said a definitive, “No.”

That single word dropped into an increasing silence that spread like ripples of water out toward the edges of everyone listening. Carefully, JB asked, “Is there something in the plan that you don’t approve of?”

Zhanna answered calmly, “That is not it. We have two other things to do before we advance on to Blagogarsk. Also, the trip along the way has several stops that need to be made to validate conditions and to look for allies.”

“What allies?”

“I believe that we are in an analog of our home universe. One where similar conditions and history have formed variants of the path that this world has taken that differ from ours. If that is true, then we would be shortsighted to advance without checking out some of the critical alliances that were made on our home world.”

Slowly, JB nodded his head. The man wore a thoughtful expression on his face, and he seemed to be recalculating some of the things that they had decided. Looking up at the young Witch, he asked, “Are any of those alliances potentially powerful?”

“Most assuredly, some of them are. Additionally, things that were discovered in the middle of the battles back home may be available here. If so, that will provide us with extra firepower.”

An irritated comment came from one side of the group of Hidden Folk, and a pugnacious-looking form clambered on top of the rock to make his displeasure known. It was one of the potential troublemakers that Zhanna, Dascha, and TT had marked earlier. Zhanna saw Dascha give a sharp nod of her head out of the corner of her eye.

“Who are you to mandate anything? We did not give you permission to do anything here.”

Zhanna’s voice was flat as she stood up and walked toward the Hidden Folk male standing on the rock. His eyes were roughly level with hers and the exhaustion, grief, and stress of the day crystallized into a searing rage within the young Witch.

“I am the person that came here to try to help you out. Now I’m aware of the fact that you didn’t really want any help. Feel free to leave. You don’t owe me anything, and I certainly don’t owe you protection or rescue.

“I came because of the plea from Tranx and the people that accompanied him. Everybody in this group has sacrificed something to come here and help you. You cannot pay us or pay us back in an equivalent manner. You don’t own this world, and you have nothing to give me that I really want. So stop wasting my time. You either help us or get out of the way. Being obstructionist will just make you become roadkill.”

While Zhanna had been speaking, Stefan and Mikhail had stepped up to flank her, making it evident that they supported her decisions. Although she didn’t expect it, Zhanna’s eyes sparkled with unshed tears as Henley and Glenfrey also took up a line beside her. When JB joined the line holding Jack in one arm, and with TT riding on his shoulder Zhanna thought her heart would break. Who am I to deserve such loyalty, she thought to herself. There was no answer inside of her own mind.

Respectfully, Stefan asked his liege Witch, “What else do we have to do before we advance on Blagogarsk?”

Eyes shadowed, Zhanna turned to look him straight in the face and said, “We need to go visit the area that would’ve been our home here. We need to see what has happened. Without that resolution, there’s too much vulnerability within us for us to fight effectively.”

The wave of grief that passed over Stefan’s face and the echoing expression on Mikhail’s told Zhanna that she was right. None of them could afford to carry that load into battle.

She dreaded what they were going to find but knew that they had to know. And knowing now would make all the difference in the world. 
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Chapter 7 – There is No Place Like Home

The desolation was unnerving, the destruction inconceivable. Zhanna had known that seeing this world’s equivalent of her village would be upsetting, but she hadn’t really understood the impact that would have on her. When they had crested the small hill and started down into the village proper, the young Witch found herself looking in vain for familiar landmarks.

There were very few things that she could recognize. Some of them were just different. Different coat of paint here, a different bench there. Others were more sinister, like the mayor’s house reduced to splintered wood and gravel.

Signs of fire were everywhere. An oily smoke had coated many of the pieces of broken rubble that were scattered across streets and foundations. The detritus of people’s lives was exposed, filling the increasingly distraught young Witch with the feeling that she was staring at an inadvertent exposure of someone’s deepest secrets.

<<Zhanna, snap out of it! If all you wanted to do was turn yourself into a basket case we could have done that more easily and stayed in the Badger Hole Bar. This is serious, girl.>>

<<I know, Dascha. It just looks so sad and broken. I almost don’t recognize it.>>

<<Then pretend that it’s some other village, some other place. Don’t go looking for signs of loved ones here. Separate it in your mind from what was real in our world and observe it with some detachment. Otherwise, you’re going to drive yourself crazy!>>

Zhanna closed her eyes for a few moments and focused on deep breaths in and out. Feeling slightly calmer, she opened her eyes and looked around again trying to catalog and observe rather than relate the destruction here to how she had last seen her home. It reminded her so much of the devastation that had followed Krava’s attack that she had been swept back to the feelings of that day and time.

No good would come of her indulging herself with a bout of hysterics. She needed to gather what information she could from her observations so that they had a better understanding of who or what had caused this.

It took their group about two hours to walk around the village. Zhanna quickly became slightly numb to the repeated evidence of torturous attacks and wanton destruction. It bothered her more and more that there was no evidence of people. She had expected to see bodies somewhere, but there were none. She had dreaded to see traces of blood, but there wasn’t any of that either. Instead, it looked like the people have been spirited out of the area and a very large and powerful child had a temper fit and destroyed the village itself.

<<This is something that Krava might have done if he were alive. Or someone that thought like he did,>> said Dascha.

<<Who or what is a “Krava”?>> asked TT.

<<A Blood Mage that tried to harm Zhanna. We tried to avoid him but finally ended up having to kill him.>>

<<Good! If this is a sort of thing he did, he shouldn’t be allowed to exist.>>

The normally pleasant TT sounded tense and angry as she answered Dascha. Zhanna looked at the small Persian in surprise, wondering what bad memories were activated by the sights and smells that they were experiencing. The young Witch knew that it wasn’t the time to ask questions like that. She would simply have to put it in the category of “things that should be thought about later.”

Zhanna realized that Stefan and Mikhail had disappeared a short while ago while she was finishing her circuit of the village and talking with her Familiar. She scanned the surrounding area but didn’t see either of the two men and wondered aloud where they had gone. Tranx was the one who answered her.

“I think that they went to look at things that were very personal. It would be very tempting to try to see what your home would’ve looked like in a world that was an analog of yours. I sent several of the Hidden Folk with them, just in case there’s a problem.”

Zhanna struggled to keep an even tone as she thanked the Hidden Folk leader and fought off the waves of nausea that were cresting higher and higher. Trying to find something to look at that wouldn’t continue to feel like her heart was being ripped out of her chest, the young woman turned toward what had been the village fountain and saw the remainder of the school across the square. 

It was the last straw. Zhanna’s control failed, and tears started to pour down her face. She crouched in the middle of the debris-strewn road and cried. She wasn’t sure for whom she was weeping. Whether it was for the children that would never attend the school again or the loss of the future of the village, she didn’t know and didn’t care. It was grief and mourning, not only for this world but for the loss of her own.

How long she cried, the Witch did not know. Lost in the morass of feelings, she only slowly became aware of the comforting presence of not only Dascha but TT and Jack. The three cats crowded closely to her, offering what comfort they could. They let their soothing purr speak to the part of her that was unthinking, the part that just felt. It got through to her where words would not have made any impact at all.

Then a touch on her shoulder made her raise her bleary eyes to look up at the pale face of Stefan. The ordinarily imperturbable mercenary looked pale and shaking himself. Zhanna could see tracks of moisture on his face and knew that it was not just her who was affected by the impact of the evil that had been done here.

“Zhanna, I am very sorry to ask you, but I need your help with Mikhail. Please, come help me.”

Without a word, the Witch rose to her feet feeling old and creaky. She was exhausted by the strength of her feeling and the desolation that lingered behind. She followed Stefan across the square and down a pathway that she recognized as going to the home of Mikhail’s parents. She hoped profoundly that they were not going to find bodies there. She didn’t think that she could bear seeing that on top of everything they had experienced that day.

The pathway looked almost like it had when Zhanna had last walked it going to visit Mikhail’s parents. She remembered the wild roses that bloomed on the left side of the path, dropping the rose petals in all sorts of inconvenient places. During the rain, it would make a slippery walkway, one that was easy to fall on.

Here, the roses were still abloom, although fewer flowers were present, nestled in a sparse undergrowth. The trees were different, more heavily shading the area which would explain the scant flowers. Coming to a break in the forest that opened up onto Mikhail’s home, Zhanna’s breath caught in her chest, and her ribs started to hurt.

The last she had seen this area, it had a trim and well-tended small home. The mercenary’s parents and his younger sister had lived there, the younger woman tending to her aged family. It looked very different now. The garden and house were less tended, and there was a small graveyard where the vegetable garden had been.

Three gravestones stood in stark and lonely splendor in that space, weathered by age. Zhanna heard the sounds of the tortured cries of profound grief. Mikhail was seated on the ground holding bare bones in his lap, head bowed and ripping sobs erupting from his throat.

Stumbling in her haste, Zhanna broke into a shambling run to get to her valued friend. Putting her arms around his back, Zhanna began to stroke his hair and croon, attempting to comfort him in the best way she knew how.

Glancing over the headstones, she saw to her dismay that the most recent one was the marker for Mikhail’s mother. The inscription said, “Died of Grief” and the year. The previous one was inscribed with the name of Mikhail’s younger sister and a scratched note “Taken from us too soon.”

The first headstone, that which had the earliest date on it was one that Zhanna had to read three times before the words made sense to her. “Mikhail Popovich Gregornii, Beloved Son and Protector. He gave his life to defend us, may God give him peace.” The date of his death was four years previous to his sister’s death, approximately the fifth year of his mercenary career on the world that they had come from.

Tears ran unchecked down Zhanna’s face, and she couldn’t stop her own sobs. Mourning with Mikhail, the young Witch let her tears flow hoping that the sacrifice of her own grief would smooth the passage of Mikhail’s.

Some part of that companionship must’ve gotten through to Mikhail, for he looked up at Zhanna with eyes that weren’t quite focusing and said, “I couldn’t keep them safe, and they died. They’re all dead.”

The Witch looked at Stefan in query, and he nodded his head to draw attention to what lay on the grave of Mikhail’s mother. Although aged and bare of flesh, disturbed by wild animals and worn by the weather, the story of what had occurred was plain. Although the bones that Mikhail cradled in his arms were the large bones of a human male, the skeletal hand of Mikhail’s father was still resting on the grave of his wife, firmly clenched around the same service revolver that Mikhail wore in his holster. The one that he had received from his father’s hands the day that he went off on his first mercenary contract. The one that bore the inscription from his grandfather.

Zhanna didn’t have to look at the evidence on the bleached skull that rested not too far away to know that it would show the passage of a bullet. 

How much more they could bear, she didn’t know.

<<<>>>

It’d taken Zhanna a while to get Mikhail and Stefan out of the village. As she suspected, there were no traces of recent bodies there. The other graves that were scattered in backyards and hidden places all bore testimony to people sacrificed or killed.

She had clung to her calm while gathering information on patterns and actions, schedules and timing that she knew JB would need. The Witch had known how important it was to come here, but she hadn’t truly understood the cost. Until now.

Stefan and Mikhail were numb, walking with dulled eyes and paying very little attention to the world around them. Luckily, the mercenaries that had volunteered to assist them acted as scouts. They ensured that their group didn’t walk-in on a situation unexpectedly and prevented others from sneaking up. The Hidden Folk were also spread out, creating a perimeter that moved with them as they walked out of the village and toward the area where Zhanna and Bolormaa had lived in their homeworld.

Zhanna dreaded what the next mile would bring them. After seeing the devastation in the village, she did not know what to expect. The dread increased with every step until it was a massive burden slowing her pace and bowing her shoulders.

<<Are you sure you want to do this?>> asked TT.

<<She was right when she said that she needed to. Though it’s obvious she doesn’t want to.>>

<<That is all well and good to speak from a philosophical point of view, Dascha. But sometimes the emotional cost is just not worth it!>>

<<Thank you for your concern, TT. Unfortunately, Dascha is also right. I need to know why this world is so much different while being so much the same. If there’s another one of me running around, I need to find her and see what she’s like.>>

The conversation had distracted Zhanna long enough that she was up to the garden gate around the cottage before she realized it. Looking up with trepidation, the young Witch’s first thought was, They made it a different color!

The cottage had been painted a soft blue at some point, her Baba’s favorite color. The paint was old and peeling, obviously ignored for many years. The door hung open on a strap, and there were empty windows like gaping eyes. Weeds were growing everywhere.

Zhanna didn’t have to go inside to know that there was no one living there now. A flash of relief hit her like a cold splash of water. Instantly, the young Witch realized that she was glad that she didn’t have to confront some analog of herself or her beloved Baba.

While she had been staring at the entry to the house, noting the differences and similarities both, Stefan and Mikhail had roused themselves enough to search the area. They came back from checking out the garden area with serious looks on their faces. Zhanna just looked at them with a question plainly displayed.

Stefan answered that unspoken query with a gentle voice saying, “In this world, you died several years ago of a wasting illness. It looks like your grandmother left after that. There are no signs of animals and the garden has been untended for years.”

Mikhail said with a voice that carried concentrated grief and anger, “Here, it looks like Krava killed you.”

<<<>>>

There was no reason to linger at this sad, deserted home. All of the joy and happiness that had been attached to that building while Zhanna was growing up was absent in this world. No initials carved in the tree trunks, no swing built by her brother swayed in the slight breeze. It was like this home was a shadow of what it could have been, given different circumstances.

The entire party set out for the trail that would take them back to their meeting with the remainder of their group. This did not feel like familiar ground. Instead, their progress through the hauntingly familiar environment felt like creeping past a sad wreck of a dream. One that Zhanna never wanted to see again.
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Chapter 8 – Passage of Exploration

Zhanna and her companions traveled in silence for several miles. The group moved with the smooth operation of team members that knew their own roles, but each of them also walked alone accompanied by their private emotional thoughts and dark memories. No one felt like talking, not even Dascha. The traces of degradation and destruction that they had seen in that village would last for a long time.

The young Witch could see dark shadows that had appeared in the back of Mikhail and Stefan’s eyes. She had a feeling that if she looked into a mirror, the same darkness would be lurking in the background of her own.

It took about an hour to walk the distance to the rendezvous. When the group arrived, JB and the rest of their team were waiting patiently. The two groups merged with a minimum of talking, just nods of acknowledgment and an immediate departure along the path to Blagogarsk.

Zhanna knew that it was going to be a long trek. The first time she had come this way, it’d taken her days to walk to the city. Part of the speed was that she hadn’t been confident that her destination really existed. The young Witch had stopped multiple times to verify that she was going in the right direction and to resupply needed food and water.

Later trips had been much faster. Zhanna had traveled by automobile and had been certain of the route. Those trips had been much more rapid, usually only a matter of a few hours one way.

In this world, with its strange mixture of similarity and jarring differences, their team had been hampered by their knowledge of the specific layout and dynamics around them. Without sources of intel to be tapped, they had been unable to find ready transportation.

The situation in the village had been another option that Zhanna had hoped to leverage. However, the destruction in that sad ruin yielded no intact and workable vehicles, forcing them to proceed on foot.

There was a certain amount of déjà vu about the whole experience. Zhanna felt like this was the first time that they were traveling to Blagogarsk, once again. She kept looking for landmarks that she remembered from that trip. Every once in a while, she would see something that reminded her of an old memory, but none that matched exactly. The constant dissonance dragged on her spirit, covering her with a blanket of exhaustion that she couldn’t seem to shake.

The group traveled without hindrance to the turnoff to the abandoned home that had been Zhanna’s initial stopping point in her first journey. Seeing the path, the young Witch thought of the Rusalka that had been her first encounter with the spirit folk that inhabited the land. It had been a vital step in her search for truth and honor. It was the very first time that Zhanna had built an alliance. 

Caught by the memory of how lost and abandoned the spirit had looked when she first saw her, Zhanna stopped abruptly about 100 yards down the road. Making a quick decision, the young Witch suggested that most of the party wait for them, but that Stefan and a few of the others might accompany her to see if the Rusalka was there.

Quickly, JB detailed out three of the other mercenaries to go with Stefan and the Witch. Without asking, Jack and Dascha took up flanking positions and moved forward.

They traveled a short distance in silence. Zhanna strained her eyes and ears trying to detect the presence of others in the area but was unsuccessful. She could feel Dascha also looking with a similar lack of success.

The scene at the lake was eerily the same yet smelled and looked very different. The building was very similar in its workmanship, although subtly changed in construction. The water in the shoreline looked exactly the same to Zhanna’s eyes, but the whole area felt dead, uninhabited.

<<I suppose you’re hoping that she was still here. Why?>> Dascha asked.

<<I just wanted to see if she survived. Despite everything, I liked her. Or maybe I felt sorry for the woman she had been. I didn’t want her gone unless it was to a happier place.>>

Turning toward the still water, lying motionless and dark over the underlying rocks, Zhanna said aloud, “I am not the one who should’ve lived here. My birth and origin are from a different place and time, a different universe even. However, in that world, I had an alliance with the Folk of the forest and field. If this place is where I will live, I want to rebuild those friendships and alliances.”

Without another word, the young woman turned to go back to her waiting companions. She had gotten about 20 feet down the trail when Dascha suddenly stepped in front of her Witch. Obediently, Zhanna paused, looking around alertly.

Stefan had assumed a protective posture to her left and was watching the underbrush along that side. Dascha’s eyes roved, looking toward whatever had triggered her unease, tail tip twitching from side to side. Zhanna waited, receptive to whatever was going to happen.

“Why would a human care about us?” The weak whisper was trembling and impossible to follow back to the speaker.

Zhanna answered just as quietly, “Because that’s who I am. That’s what my honor requires.”

A different voice, slightly deeper and stronger, asked from a different spot on the trail, “Since when do humans have honor?”

The young Witch straightened up and answered, “Since we came to this world. Each person, each being, carries their sense of what is honorable and right with them. If those around you carry none, perhaps it is something that they need to be taught.”

“And who will teach them?” It was the weaker voice that asked, seeming to have come closer.

Zhanna’s voice rang with certitude, piercing the deepening shadows without increased volume or strident tone. Eyes flashing, she said, “We will. I will.”

There was no more whispering conversation. Zhanna and her companions waited for a few minutes longer, but the sense of being watched was gone. The young Witch didn’t know if her answer had done any good, but it was the only one she had to give. Still silently, she resumed her passage back to those who waited for her.

<<Well done, my Witch. Well done.>>

<<<>>>

The rest of the trip to Blagogarsk had gone fairly well. They had made good time for the rest of the day, without interruption. The walk itself had done Zhanna a lot of good. The physical exercise had burned off some of the emotion that buried her and had provided the spice of pleasant tiredness to her evening.

JB and the accompanying mercenaries set up camp so quickly that Zhanna didn’t even have to help. Their movements were so efficient, she was afraid to get in their way. Instead, she chose to watch them in bemused admiration. The Witch and Familiar had soon retreated into a tent that was set up for them, on a blanket roll arranged for them, feeling like they were being pampered.

<<I could get used to this, Zhanna. All I need is someone who will groom my coat for me.>>

<<Do you really want a human tongue to run all over your fur?>>

<<Yuck! Maybe not…>>

<<Good night and sweet dreams.>>

Zhanna smiled as she closed her eyes and fell instantly into a deep sleep. Score one for the Witch, she whispered to herself. She had time for one brief flash of satisfaction before the God of dreams grabbed her and pulled her into the soft dark cloud of slumber.

<<<>>>

The next morning had been handled equally smoothly. They were up, fed, packed, and on their way faster than Zhanna had believed was possible. Noting the efficiency of movement and how every task was fitted into the others that it depended on, Zhanna took many mental notes on how to run a proper military campaign.

She watched JB as he directed people without appearing to boss them around. She was fascinated by his use of gesture and minimal words.

<<I have to remember how to do this,>> she said to Dascha.

<<It is pretty impressive. The man really knows his stuff. You might think he had a lot of experience or something.>>

The young Witch continued to watch the former general even more closely. She noted the respect that the mercenaries automatically granted him and the way that they obeyed him implicitly. She could see how that would be a lifesaver when it came to any coordinated battle, or even useful in a non-fighting engagement.

Ever courteous, ever pleasant, the man moved through his responsibilities as smoothly as a fish slipped through the water. Telling herself that this was definitely a skill to practice, Zhanna continued to observe him, all while wishing that she had met him before.

<<<>>>

The combined party moved rapidly that morning, not stopping for lunch and maintaining a steady pace. They saw no one else traveling along the roadway, even signs of others were absent.

Zhanna could tell that Mikhail and Stefan were equally spooked by the deserted nature of the forest around them. She kept listening for birdsong, or small animals rustling in the underbrush. She was unsuccessful, stymied by the unnatural quiet.

That didn’t mean that the young Witch was fooled into thinking that no one observed their passage. She could feel the pressure of hidden eyes as she moved. Every time they stopped, Zhanna hoped for a small voice emerging from the underbrush, but no one addressed her.

The sense of being watched was felt by everyone in the party. Zhanna could tell that by the glances that darted from side to side and the way that the mercenaries kept their weapons at hand. JB had the scouts reporting frequently, with nested perimeters that were staged in overlapping concentric circles.

Zhanna understood from the strategic lessons that she had started during the summer that this was a sign of utmost caution. Where instead of a single perimeter, the scouts were deployed in pairs so that if one was taken down, there was still a warning system in place. She appreciated the foresight, but the necessity for it made her skin itch. Intellectually, she knew that this was not an allergy or a physical problem. Instead, it was a tangible expression of her nervousness.

They had traveled to within 50 miles of Blagogarsk by Stefan’s reckoning when a small form popped briefly out of the underbrush to the right side of the trail. The unexpected appearance caused Zhanna and those around her to stop abruptly. Some of the mercenaries grabbed their weapons, but JB’s sharp gesture made them freeze in place.

Zhanna was thankful that he recognized that this small creature was not a threat. It stood there, a slender figure that looked constructed from translucent flesh and small twigs. Its delicate face was pale, and its body trembled. With big eyes glassy with fear and sharp with determination, its speech was stuttered and low. The Witch strained to hear the piping little voice as it said, “Strange Witch, we decided to trust, at least a little bit. You walk into danger. Around the next bend, the Evil One’s spells hide, ready to drain life and cause pain. Beware of where you travel.”

Before Zhanna could answer, the creature disappeared, melting back into the undergrowth as if it had never been there. With a small sigh, Zhanna looked first at Stefan and Mikhail.

Twisting her face into a wry smile at their looks of commiseration, the young woman turned to JB, saying, “I expected this type of trap as we got closer. Actually, I’m surprised we got this far without interference. This will be our first encounter with Blood Magic in this world. I have no idea if it’s different than what we’ve encountered before, but we will have to see how well we do. Just please, be prepared for things outside of your experience.”

JB responded to Zhanna even as his hands were busy sending signals to the mercenaries. As the men and women obediently spread out to the right and left of the pathway, he said, “Your ability to make alliances as we are walking is truly impressive, by the way. As a strategic approach, what do you suggest?”

“Let’s move off the path slightly and take time for a quick plan,” the young woman said. Without waiting for a response, Zhanna moved assuredly off the roadway in the same direction as the little creature had disappeared.

If they had made a tentative alliance, she wanted those potential allies to hear everything that was planned. It was always better to start things the way that you meant them to go on.
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Chapter 9 – Traps and Attacks

The planning session had not taken them very long, mostly because they were agreed on a general approach. Zhanna was sure that their hidden watchers and listeners were just as interested in the planning as her group and she made no attempt to conceal the discussion. The sooner they started to think of themselves as allies, the better.

The plan was not elaborate as battle plans went. Without better knowledge of the situation or the terrain, they were hampered by the unfamiliarity. Also, this is not a group of people that had trained together, learning each other’s characteristics, strengths, and weaknesses. It was better to keep the plan simple and hope that it would suffice. Everyone appeared to be clear as to their role. That was not to say that everyone was happy, of course, but they were all going forward with their assigned responsibility.

Zhanna and her command group knew that it was highly likely that the evil spell that had then left on the road was not designed for them specifically. Instead, it had probably been constructed to limit interruption in whatever scheme the Blood Mages were carrying out. 

JB had even come up with a way of limiting or avoiding some of the magical triggers that might have been left along the way. For someone who had never worked with magic before, Zhanna was very impressed with the man’s instant grasp of possibilities and strategy.

Stefan and Mikhail seemed equally pleased and happily ceded overall organizational command to the former general. As Stefan had told JB, “We will have all we can do to try to keep Zhanna from running headlong into the fight.”

It didn’t help the young Witch’s mood that everyone laughed. Even Dascha found it amusing.

<<I didn’t think it was that funny.>>

<<That depends on your perspective. As someone that has had to go chasing after you as you run recklessly into unbelievable danger, it’s nice to know that others have the same concerns that I do.>>

Realizing that no one was going to be sympathetic to her feelings on this matter, Zhanna stayed quiet.

Soon they were back on the road, or, in this particular case, beside it. The young Witch and JB had agreed that possible warning mechanisms were most likely connected to someone traveling on the physical surface of the road. While JB was thinking of concealed explosives, Zhanna was thinking of area triggers that could be set with stored spells. Both magical and mundane would be equally damaging and annoying to deal with.

The plan was for their force to head down either side of the road, split into several groups. Their Hidden Folk and the scouts led the way. The group on the right-hand side was slightly in advance of the group on the left by design. The hope was that anything that triggered would then have a minimum target, although Zhanna wasn’t sure how it was possible to plan for that.

Trailing the vanguard by 70 feet, the rest of their party again split into squads on each side of the road. These forces had more of the heavier firepower and less agile troops, as well as the personnel that needed more initial protection.

Dascha thought that it was immensely amusing that the military members thought that the magic users needed to be more protected than they did. Apparently, the mercenaries confused the appearance of Zhanna and Henley with vulnerable targets.

When Dascha complained to Glenfrey, saying, <<They obviously don’t understand much about magic users, do they?>> the huge Eagle Familiar had responded, <<That will change by the end of the day. This group has never fought together and they’re all trying to integrate their expectations and combat approaches on the fly. They see somebody walking in a comfortable robe with no apparent armor, and they think that they are looking at the first victims.>>

<<I think it’s an insult!>>

<<Just experience talking, Dascha. If you have never fought with a Mage or Witch, you don’t know what they can do. Having someone tell you is not the same thing as seeing it.>>

<<Or having a spell save your life.>>

As they walked, some of the party members that were not happy with the overall plan could be heard and seen arguing vehemently. Mikhail’s quiet conversation with Stefan was the most audible argument. The younger mercenary felt that Stefan was taking unreasonable risks and that he should allow the younger man to assume the more dangerous role.

It was easy to tell those that were arguing silently by their body posture and expressions. Most notable was TT who had taken great exception to a core part of the plan.

<<Uncle Jack, I do not understand why you would make yourself such a target! You are not a bonded Familiar, and you have no protection in this kind of battle!>>

<<TT, there are times where you must take a stand. Every person here has to help, or we will fail. I lost my Witch, and that pain has been with me ever since. I’m not willing to lose my friends without fighting any way I can.>>

<<But…>>

<<Little one, if I die today, I will have died my way. Not withered away because of the rules of a mealy-mouthed clowder council. I have been more than paid back by what these people have done for you and me without any obligation to do so.>>

Zhanna was eavesdropping shamelessly to the conversations. She didn’t participate or make any sound but was thinking intently. Quietly, she asked Dascha, <<Are you all right with the plan? I know that it puts both you and me in danger, but I don’t see any other way.>>

<<My Witch, I know you better than to think you would send others into danger and not go there yourself. I don’t like the fact that you might be hurt, but that is who you are.>>

Zhanna could hear the unlimited support for her in the mental tones of her Familiar. They would be facing danger together even if it wasn’t in the forefront like she had initially planned.

Noma came racing back from one of the scouting groups, calling out, “The stretch of road ahead looks perfectly innocent and unusually well-tended. The head scout thinks that this is where the trap is located.”

Zhanna asked, “Why? What makes them think that?”

JB had a small smile on his face but he let Noma answer. The commander was quite content with both the fact that Zhanna wanted to learn and that the small Hidden Folk male had an opportunity to display his knowledge.

“Its very innocence is a flag. Also, there’s no reason for the roadway in that short area to be far cleaner than the rest of the road. Elsewhere, there is dust and dirt on the road surface. There it is relatively clean.”

Storing the knowledge away in her brain for further use, Zhanna nodded in gratitude. JB was content when he saw that the closer mercenaries noticed the knowledgeable way that Noma had spoken. The former general knew that this sort of exposure to other’s experience and knowledge was crucial to building a team. Hopefully, enough of his team was going to survive the day to continue making a smoothly running operation.

The warning made everyone pay close attention to everything around them. Mercenaries checked their weapons and firmed up their positioning. JB was in the group across the road from Zhanna. He and the Witch Henley were together, shadowed by Glenfrey as an impossibly small speck high above them, drifting in the air currents.

Zhanna could see ahead of them that the scouting group on her side was ahead of the one on the right. Both groups were making their way carefully through the underbrush close to the edge of the road. They had added no footsteps or tracks to the road and made no attempt to throw things onto the surface. While the strategy was to avoid whatever trap had been left, without more information they were at a disadvantage.

That lack of knowledge was about to cost them.

At that moment, one of the scouts on the east side of the road slipped slightly on an unseen obstacle. He flailed his arms as he tried to catch his balance but was unable to do so, tripping and falling with his left knee hitting with a thud barely inside the borders of the road.

There was an instant response to that impact. Erupting out of the ground around the startled man was a veritable forest of undulating and whipping tentacles. Ranging from log thick to whip-thin, each of the appendages was covered in armor-like skin that wrapped around three sides. The less-protected underside appeared to have a leathery covering interspersed with scattered suckers.

Three of the tentacles found purchase on the scout, trapping his arm next to his body and wrapping one of his legs. The man screamed in pain and fright. Zhanna could see an acrid smoke rising from where the tentacles touched the man’s flesh. She also noticed a discoloration on some of his armor as a clear liquid dripped from the grasping suckers.

The rest of the scouting group raced to help their embattled team member as more tentacles erupted from the ground. The center of the road heaved as a huge body strove to break through the surface. Grim-faced, JB and the more heavily armed group raced to join the rescue effort.

The young Witch could see that the scout leader on her side prevented his people from joining in. Instead, the levelheaded noncom stuck to his orders. Determinedly, he deployed his forces in a sentry perimeter so that no other surprises could catch them unaware. The group of mercenaries that surrounded Zhanna had strict orders not to cross the surface of the road to provide help. If those orders had not existed, the young Witch knew that that entire party would be clumped together, fighting the tentacles.

One of the mercenaries was trying to track the whipping tentacles in an effort to get a clear shot at a vulnerable part of the creature. Stefan grabbed the woman’s shoulder, saying, “It is too risky. You’re more likely to shoot one of our guys then do any harm to that monster. Use your brain, not your ammo.”

Yanked out of her frightened response, the woman immediately started scanning the area. Glancing quickly sideways at the senior mercenary, she muttered, “Sorry, sir.”

Stefan nodded absently at her while continuing to watch the perimeter. He motioned Zhanna and the rest of the party further away from the road although it took a few moments for Zhanna to understand why.

“The ground is breaking free! Beware of more of those damn things!” The shout was from another one of the mercenaries, a large man toting a heavy-duty gun of some form. Alerted to the possible danger, the squad spread out even more, taking a defensive posture. Once again, they pushed Zhanna to the side as if to protect her.

<<This is getting old. I’m not somebody who needs to be coddled, chert poberi!>>

<<Zhanna, stop fussing and start thinking. That poor man is still screaming, and the tentacles are getting reinforcements. Some colossal thing is rising up in the middle-of-the-road. Are you here to watch or you here to fight? Can you blame the others if they think that you're defenseless? You haven’t even fired off a blasted spell!>>

Recalled to her responsibilities, the Witch moved so she had a clear line of sight. Zhanna saw that Henley was methodically using a plane of force to slice the tentacles free. As he cut them, one of the mercenaries was hitting the ends with a controlled burst of fire from a small flamethrower. The nauseating odor reminded the young woman of spoiled meat, and she had to swallow quickly to avoid vomiting.

The tentacles kept coming.

Zhanna saw that the main body of the creature continued to rise through the middle-of-the-road. The packed surface of the roadway broke and slithered down its armored body. The beast was huge. Massive and formidable, it towered over them, easily 20 feet at the shoulder. Sinuous in form, it had armored back and limbs, and a head that was both armored and spiked.

Looking like a cross between a dragon and an octopus, the creature had a strange mixture of tentacles and limbs. A long tail was wrapped around its back, but Zhanna could see the spikes that it carried at the far end. It was a frightening sight, and it was apparent that the mercenaries had never seen anything like it. The young Witch was too busy to be awed, but she could sense that feeling lurking below the surface of her control.

Glancing once more at Henley and his efforts, Zhanna was pleased to see that the older Witch had managed to extricate the injured scout and had retreated a distance from the roadway. Stopping far enough away from the clutching tentacles, he and the mercenary medic were urgently working on the wounded scout. The young Witch wondered briefly if he needed any help but was interrupted by a mental shout from Glenfrey that snapped her head back toward the creature just in time to see it attack the mercenary in front of her.

<<Zhanna, watch out! It’s moving and in your direction.>>

Dascha shouldered her Witch aside and changed forms between one breath and the next. Where a small black cat had stood there now was a huge sabretooth feline. Its long black on black striped fur acted as a stark contrast to the white of immense, elongated teeth and the glaring light of its eyes. Its semi-crouched position and the snarl rumbling from its throat made it plain that no bizarre creature was going to get to her Witch unscathed.

The tentacles came straight for the large Familiar skipping over the mercenary that had been the original target. Roaring, Dascha jumped for the dripping arms.

Zhanna screamed, “No!” and started firing off quick combat bolts at the reaching tentacles. Splattering flesh and strange-colored blood everywhere, the magical attack did what none of the others had been able to do. It drew a reaction from the creature.

A high-pitched, treble-toned scream of pain and rage erupted from the mouth of the attacker as it threw its head back to roar into the sky. Cradling injured limbs to its chest, the creature entirely abandoned the battle on the opposite side of the road to focus on Zhanna and those around her.

The mercenaries beside the young Witch kicked in with every bit of firepower they had at their disposal. Guns and flamethrowers crisscrossed in an incandescent display of mayhem. But the armor of the creature shrugged most of that force aside. Even when some of it got through, the damage was diminished and absorbed.

The mercenaries kept firing, slamming this monstrous attacker with as much firepower as they could put together. Everywhere there was a putrid cloud of acrid smoke. It burned the nose and forced itself into straining lungs, compelling the fighters to cough.

Zhanna and Dascha worked as a well-trained team. Dascha kept the tentacles off her Witch, and Zhanna blasted them to bloody shreds. No matter how many they destroyed, there seemed to be more. How can they keep coming? Zhanna thought to herself.

The embattled Witch had no time to ask anyone because there was never a break in the attack. The firing of the mercenaries became more sporadic as they realized their efforts were not doing enough damage to stop the creature. One by one, the mercenaries slung their weapons over their bodies and holstered their pistols. Grimly drawing blades, they advanced to form a barrier around the Witch, supporting her much more effective efforts.

Zhanna was casting nonstop while her mind spun trying to come up with better spells, better attacks. Without the muscle memory of previous practice, she couldn’t quickly come up with a solution. Her selection of spells became more desperate, more hurried. Her breath was getting labored, and she could tell that her muscles would be shaking if she were not so high on adrenaline.

In the heat of combat, Zhanna didn’t hear the little voice that had been talking to her for a while. The sound finally got through her battle rage, and the words started to make sense. It was one of the shy Hidden Folk of this world urgently shouting, “It’s wearing a control collar. Get rid of the collar. Little Witch, break the collar!”

Thus directed, Zhanna shifted her eyes and saw that about two feet down the neck of the creature there was a glowing band. Her shared sight with Dascha enabled her to see the sickly-colored threads that flowed off of that device and toward Blagogarsk. The yellow-green color of the fiber brought echoing nausea to Zhanna’s stomach. Unwilling even to look at it very long, she knew that this was the source of the creature’s aggression.

Realizing that cutting that magical thread would require an unconventional weapon, Zhanna quickly pulled the rod from her waist. The slumbering staff of Velos responded to her need and the situation by instantaneously transforming into a long slender sword. 

Without a second of rational thought, Zhanna ran toward the creature, launching off the back of one of the mercenaries in front of her to fling herself with a magical assist at the creature’s neck. Midflight, the staff turned sword transformed once again into a blade with a golden edge. As Zhanna slammed into the creature’s neck, she cut down and sliced the collar free. As she started to fall, Zhanna heard Dascha in her mind screaming <<Kill it! Finish it off, now!>>

Zhanna knew that she wasn’t willing to do that. As she fell, slamming her body onto the ground, she sent to her Familiar, <<No. See what happens next.>>
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Chapter 10 – Landing Zone

The force of her landing sent stars sparkling through her vision and left Zhanna in a stunned condition for a moment. She might have even blacked out for a few seconds because when she became more aware, the young Witch saw her Familiar standing over her body. Dascha crouched facing the towering creature, weaving a defensive wall of snarling sound.

However, they were not under attack. Although the sabretooth cat was alert and ready to go into battle to protect her bonded Witch, the injured creature made no move to continue the fight. Instead, it remained where it had been at the time that Zhanna had cut its collar off.

The young Witch tried to focus through tear-blurred eyes, straining to read the creature’s expression and intent. It was motionless, body sagging slightly, and injured tentacles held tightly to its body. As her vision cleared, Zhanna realized that the creature was looking first at Dascha and then at her.

<<Ooof! That hurt.>>

<<I’m glad! Don’t you scare me like that again, girl!>>

Slowly, Zhanna levered herself to a sitting position. Rather than getting a face full of fur, she pushed weakly on Dascha’s ribs and succeeded in getting the cat to move. Without taking her gaze away from the motionless creature, Dascha stepped more fully in front of the recovering Witch. The continual growl that issued from the cat’s throat never ceased. 

<<I don’t think he’s going to attack, Dascha. If he were going to, it would’ve happened before now. How about if you give me a little space so I can try to get up?>>

<<How about if I sit on you, so you behave?>>

Although the comment was sardonic, the massive Familiar moved obediently and allowed her Witch to clamber to her feet. Zhanna carefully stretched and moved her body around, checking to make sure that she hadn’t broken or strained anything too badly. Then she picked her sword back up.

At the touch of her hand, the sword transformed into the innocuous rod that it had been before she called on it. Carefully, she placed it back in her belt. Only then did she look up at the creature.

The creature must’ve been observing her because Dascha let her Witch know that as Zhanna had picked up the sword the large, armored being had tensed. When the sword took its more innocent form, the creature had relaxed once more. Taking a risk, although she thought it was a small one, Zhanna took a couple of steps closer to the towering being and asked out loud, “Are you okay? I’m sorry we hurt you so badly, but we didn’t know why you were attacking us.”

JB and Stefan had come up to flank her as she stood. The two men were not as trusting as the young Witch was, and had drawn weapons in their hands. When Zhanna asked the creature her question, she heard snorts of disbelief from both sides, almost in stereo.

However, no one was more surprised than she when the creature answered her in a surprisingly melodious voice. The fluting tenor speech was oddly accented as if the being was speaking an archaic form of the language. However, it was still understandable and after the first shock, quite pleasant.

The creature said, “My injuries are not significant, and I understand why I have them. I had no desire to attack you but was constrained by the controlling device that had been put on me. Thank you for freeing me.”

“You’re welcome,” replied Zhanna. She smiled to herself in amusement when she heard the sharply indrawn gasps of surprise from the men on either side of her.

Introducing herself and the two gentlemen with her by name, the young Witch set about gently questioning the massive creature. Despite having been fighting them just a few moments before, the large Folk offered information freely.

What Zhanna gleaned from the conversation was that the massive creature, who went by the name of Villi, was a Land Kraken that generally was happily ensconced in the riverbank on the Ob River, close to where Blagogarsk had appeared without warning just a few weeks before.

Primarily a vegetation and fish eater, Land Krakens, were guardians of the waterways and concentrated primarily on keeping the ecology of the living water in balance.

Villi had been carefully looking at Zhanna as they talked, primarily ignoring the others in the area. He didn’t even split his attention when the majority of the mercenaries that had been fighting him gathered around to listen. Finally, the Strange Folk asked, “Who or what are you? You’re like no other human that I have encountered, and I have lived for well over 300 years.”

Zhanna answered, “My name is Zhanna, and I am here by request. I came to help friends, but I am also considering settling on this world.”

Proving his sentience beyond any shadow of a doubt when he seized on her exact wording, the huge creature reared back in surprise and said, “This world. What an interesting turn of phrase. This will bear thinking about as I tend to my river. Before the Bloody Hands overpowered me, I had been working with a tricky project. I need to get back to that effort and allow my body to heal.”

“We are sorry for the part that we had to play in injuring you. I hope that you will recover and be well.”

Lowering his head, so it was on the same level of Zhanna’s, Villi said, “I truly hope that you decide to stay here, Zhanna. Partially because I believe that your presence spells the end of a virulent poison in our land. But also, because I would like to learn more of who, and what, exactly is Zhanna.”

The Land Kraken started to leave, moving lightly over the packed dirt and heading away from the roadway. He walked about 50 feet before stopping and turning to say, “By the way, when they dragged me from my riverbank to force me into their schemes, the Bloody Hands sacrificed some of their own. Those that were injured fighting me were killed and drained, by their erstwhile allies. Be especially careful of the youngest one of them. He was the quickest to kill.”

JB inserted himself into the conversation, asking, “You are a very skillful fighter and a formidable opponent. How did they overpower you?”

Courteously, Villi answered the man, saying, “They threw stones at me. Lots of very, very large boulders. When their initial barrage didn’t work, they tried to throw bigger ones. Some of those I managed to throw back at them, and that is when their injuries happened. However, by sacrificing members of their party, their power grew so great that the number and weight of the stones overpowered and stunned me. When I woke up, I was wearing that obedience collar.”

Zhanna called out to Villi as he turned once more to move away, “Thank you. Every piece of information helps. Recover well, Villi, Land Kraken.”

“I would be tempted to join you if I didn’t have the cleanup of my river to finish before I can go off on a breeding cycle. Breeding only comes every hundred years or so, and I’m quite looking forward to it. However, I can’t have a mating encounter by the banks of a river that is out of balance. It would not be good for the mood or for my reputation.”

Stefan couldn’t control himself and burst out in speech, “Every hundred years?! That’s incredible.”

Villi’s voice floated back to them, carried on an errant breeze to their ears, “It’s all about the anticipation. Quality not quantity, at least that’s what my father always said.”

Several of the mercenaries started to laugh. One of the female troops looked over at Zhanna and said, “Men! They always talk like that.”

Villi offered one more comment, with amused humor evident in his words and the tone of his voice when he said, “Maybe if I grab those blasted carp faster, I could come back and help you. There are thousands of them to pull out of the river if I don’t want the waterway all dirtied up by the invasive little monsters. I may try to hurry and get the carp EDM cleaned out quickly just so I can come back and see what happens.”

Their whole party watched in silence as the Land Kraken disappeared quickly into the distance. Zhanna could hear Henley as he and the mercenary medic dealt with the injuries from the fight. From the absence of painful cries, the young Witch knew that the damage to their party had not been high. Relieved and tense all at the same time, she turned to look at the small group around her.

Stefan, Mikhail, and JB were staring back at her. When none of them said anything, Zhanna asked, “Well? Was there something you wanted to tell me or ask me?”

Stefan was the first one to respond, “Other than we just survived a brutal fight with a 20-foot tall monster successfully. You know, the one who you were just having a nice chat with. And that you ran up the back of a mercenary in the middle of a fight to jump at someone’s throat who was easily a hundred times your mass without warning any of us. And that somehow we all lived through it. Other than that, no!”

<<I think he summarized it pretty well.>>

Disconcerted, Zhanna swung her gaze to JB, wordlessly asking for his feedback. The man had a partial smile on his face and was shaking his head. He gave a short laugh and said, “Another alliance? I wondered why no one ever wants to see you leave.” With that cryptic response, he went off on an obviously urgent errand that took him to the far side of the clearing.

Zhanna was a bit rattled and didn’t know exactly what to say. She didn’t think she had been acting strangely, but apparently, that was not a shared opinion. Almost afraid to ask her Familiar, Zhanna had forgotten about the other people in the area. 

Swooping down to land on a small rock outcropping a few yards away from the Witch, Glenfrey sounded quite satisfied. He said, <<I can see why Dascha adores you. You’re good at thinking on your feet, and you have an excellent intuitive response to surprise.>>

TT and Jack came over to join them, and Dascha reassumed her normal diminutive shape. It was the scarred former Familiar that made the comment that all of them had been thinking, <<You know we have lost surprise now. I can’t believe that they would be so stupid as to not leave some form of notification spell that will tell them that we either defeated the Land Kraken or sprung the trap. Either way, they’ll be ready for us.>>

<<I know,>> said Zhanna, before continuing, <<“They won’t know everything, but they’ll be expecting somebody with power. And that means that we must use our plan.>>
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Chapter 11 – Dealing the Cards

It was time to see what sort of situation Zhanna and her allies had been handed. They had agreed on a battle plan that split their forces and deployed strategically. JB began to issue commands for each of the groups with the snap of an experienced battle commander and the assurance of someone that deserved to be obeyed. The troops reacted to him without hesitation, something that met Stefan’s approval. This was something that Zhanna regarded as a rare skill and the young woman took many mental notes. 

With the diminishing light of the midafternoon sun warning them that the day would not last forever, the group deployed according to their plan and moved out.

Zhanna’s nerves were wound tightly, and she could feel the blood humming in her veins like the sound of a strummed balalaika. Over vehement objections from Mikhail, Zhanna was walking slightly behind Stefan as he proceeded down the middle-of-the-road. The young woman was, pretending to be his “muscle.” He was in the character role of a lifetime, portraying the dominant Witch.

All of the magic users knew that the Blood Mages would be aware that a Witch was coming toward them. Although sensing and scrying was not usually a skill that Blood Mages possessed, the rebound from the breaking of the containment spell on the Land Kraken would’ve carried the flavor of the magic user that had destroyed the trap.

Luckily for Zhanna, the only spell that had been used was in the blade that she wielded. Since Velos had been the entity that created the casting, analyzing the magical signature would be confusing. At the very least, it might leave the Blood Mages with the idea that the Witch was male. The last thing that those practitioners of dark magic would have expected on Zhanna’s homeworld was that a female Witch would be powerful. Hopefully, the ones here had the same blind spot.

To help with the deception, Zhanna looked more like a fighter, or a bodyguard, than she did a Witch. Thanks to all the lessons she’d been getting, she moved like an experienced fighter, someone who knew what to do with a weapon. She had been effectively “costumed” by some of the mercenaries with strapped on guns clearly visible on her thigh and a variety of partially-concealed blades.

The young woman had been amused and touched by how seriously her teammates had been about making her look authentic. Not for her the cloak or loose coat of a magic user. Instead, one of the smaller men had offered the leather jacket that had seen him through decades of battles. It hung loosely on her, but that subtle touch added to the picture of years of experience.

Besides, who would think that a woman moving smoothly, wearing a battle-scarred obviously used leather jacket, and carrying both energy and edged weapons was a Mage or Witch?? Zhanna would not have thought so, herself.

It felt strange to be dressed in this manner. Even more disturbing was how the young Witch’s characteristics and attitude changed with the alteration of her apparel. Zhanna could feel her posture and walk changing as the personna tied to the costume took her in thrall.

<<This is too funny. You have now developed a slight swagger in your walk, like the tough mercenaries that we see visiting the village or the ones we saw in the Badger Hole Bar. You would have fooled me!>>

<<Hopefully, that is good enough to deceive our enemies.>>

The communication between the young Witch and her Familiar was very low-toned and carried more than the usual flavor of emotion. Dascha was tucked inside of the jacket, next to Zhanna’s side. Concealing her was part of the obman or deception. A redirection of vision and a masquerade to prevent the Blood Mages from recognizing that she was a threat.

Of course, that left the problem of Stefan acting as a more powerful Witch than he was. Although all the mercenaries in Zhanna’s village had some level of magic ability, none of them really had significant talent in the use of magic except for the late, Krava. And none of the Witches except for Zhanna, had a Familiar.

However, Jack had proposed a solution to that portion of their casting that elicited an intense argument with TT. The battle-scarred unbonded Familiar insisted on taking a position on Stefan’s shoulder as if he were the Witch’s bonded partner. This put him right in the middle of the road, acting as a prime target for whatever the Blood Mage’s did.

TT had exploded, <<You have to be insane! You and he do not have a bond, and you can’t help each other. You’re also putting yourself right in the area where they’re going to throw all of their offensive spells. You’re going to get yourself killed!>>

<<That is immaterial. It is important for everyone here that this deception work. There are not many things I can do, since I have no opposable thumbs, and I would not know how to fire a gun if someone handed me one. But what I can do, what I am going to do, is go into battle with my teammate.>>

<<Uncle Jack, you’re going to be the first one to die, and I don’t want to lose you. You’re all that I have left, all that there is for me.>>

<<TT, you have yourself, and you have your friends. Someday, you’ll have a reason for going on. To be true to myself, I can do no other than follow this path. Each of us has to decide where we stand, and in this case, I stand with Stefan.>>

TT was inconsolable. She refused to speak for the rest of the journey on foot, after obediently rolling in the dust so that her white coat was not so visible. Dascha tried to cheer her up but was met with silence and ignored.

While Zhanna and Stefan took the route through the middle-of-the-road, JB had deployed his skirmishers in two arms of movement that would cut through the foothills on either side of the passageway to Blagogarsk. Their instructions were to skulk around until the attention of the Blood Mage force was drawn to Stefan. Once the Mages were entirely focused on Stefan and Jack, both groups would perform a flanking maneuver and take out as many as they could in the group of soldiers that had accompanied the enemy Mages.

The experienced general had kept the two groups of mercenary volunteers essentially intact. Now was not the time to try to change the command structure or redistribute fighters. Each squad had been together for many years, and worked smoothly with each other.

The two forces deployed seven on one side and six on the other. The injured soldier from the second team had been carefully hidden in an area off the road about a half-mile back. Two of the local Hidden Folk had stayed with him. Although the man had insisted that he was able to be in on the fight, Zhanna’s decision had been definite.

“This is not a last-ditch effort. If by some chance we should fail, it will be up to you to carry word back to the Badger Hole Bar. The Hidden Folk know the way, and the fog should let you return.”

When the man would have argued with her, JB cut him off with a sharp gesture of his hand. Turning toward the Witch, the Force Commander said firmly, “Yes, ma’am.” Reminded of the chain of command, the soldier shut up.

Each squad had a sniper and a spotter, with the rest of their teams acting as scouts and skirmishers. The snipers and their assistants made their unobtrusive ways into the foothills on each side of the passageway. Tasked with selecting targets among the opposing forces, the snipers carried silenced long-range weapons and wicked-looking hand-to-hand blades.

There were other fighters on each side, notably the Familiars and the Witches. Henley and Glenfrey were assigned to take the left-hand side and position themselves unobtrusively in the low hills close to the passage. The large Golden Eagle would be flying high overhead to provide them with information and do what he could to spot the magical attacks. Henley would be on the ground looking for ways to use his spells most effectively.

Although the older Witch wasn’t particularly powerful in combat, he was a strong spellcaster with a wide variety of capabilities. He had fought Blood Mages before and had won. Zhanna was confident that he would find plenty of opportunities to help.

The other side was a little barer. Mikhail would take an equivalent position to Henley’s on the right-hand side of the low foothills and watch for his opportunity. Zhanna was more worried about him than she was about anyone else. 

Mikhail had been withdrawn and not his usual outgoing self ever since he had wept on his parents’ graves. Zhanna had seen he now wore two guns holstered at his side that looked almost identical. One was the gun that he been given when he went off to be a mercenary by his father on Earth. The other was a similar gun taken from the skeletal remains of his father’s dead hand here. Every once in a while, Zhanna would see him touch both weapons and murmur something to himself.

The Hidden Folk that had come with them distributed themselves among the various human groups. Saroc had chosen to go with Henley, thinking that his ability to quickly climb the trees that forested the foothills would provide the Witch with additional warnings and information.

Noma and Tish decided to accompany one of the skirmisher groups. This was not what Zhanna expected them to do and gave her an unusual insight into the aggressive nature of the species. With an outward appearance of something innocuous and cuddly, the young woman couldn’t seem to reconcile their confidence in battle with an overwhelming urge to pet their soft fur. She worried about how they would come through the struggle but trusted them to make the decision that was best for them.

The Hidden Folk that lived on this world were also represented. Although several of the emissaries that had met them at the Badger Hole Bar were not with them, Tranx had decided to accompany them. He brought along a male from a species that Zhanna and her crew had not seen before. 

Darwin was a non-talkative male, about two feet tall. He was neutral in coloring, and his quiet nature made it easy to forget that he was around. When he moved through the forest, Darwin faded into the undergrowth and ghosted, making him almost impossible to see. 

His skin would take on the colors and shading of whatever he was around, and the camouflage ability made him an excellent scout. He chose to accompany the smaller mercenary skirmisher group, stating that was where his skills lay.

Tranx chose to reinforce Mikhail. He and the younger mercenary had formed an unlikely friendship in the short time that they had been together. The young Hidden Folk leader had meshed well with the outgoing younger mercenary. Mikhail’s open acceptance of the Hidden Folk and his lack of arrogance made him a comfortable confident for the more reserved young male.

After the stop in the village, Tranx had watched with concern as Mikhail had become quieter and withdrawn. Frequently, Zhanna would see the moonlit-furred Hidden Folk male watching his friend with an expression of worry visible on his face.

There were a few people who didn’t have obvious placement. As the overall strategic commander, JB could have taken any position but decided that the most strategic location for him would be on the left side of the passage to Blagogarsk in the foothills beside Henley. From that position, he hoped to have a clear line of sight to the Blood Mages and whatever forces they had brought with them.

Of course, wherever the former general went, his devoted servant, Edward followed. The unobtrusive man shadowed his friend, filling in whatever role was necessary to make life around JB more comfortable and efficient. He seemed to have no trepidation about following their commander into battle, acting as if it was just a normal part of his job.

Zhanna smiled, thinking that the man was unshakable, focused and dedicated. She liked him, and was comfortable in his presence. That was a feeling that was shared by most of their group.

<<It actually is part of his job, my Witch. Just like following you on whatever harebrained scheme you’ve chosen is mine.>>

The only one of their party that had not selected a place or assignment was TT. The small white Persian had maintained her withdrawn silence after the argument with her uncle despite many attempts by her teammates to draw her out. Despite her distinctive coat, the unbonded Familiar had made herself scarce, staying out of sight and uninvolved in conversations. Dascha worried about her friend, but they just had no time to address the Persian’s fear.

JB and Zhanna’s strategy was in play, the forces staged. Everyone knew their roles. With the focus of true professionals, the Witch’s forces set about making the mission happen.
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Chapter 12 – Playing the Hand

It was time to test how well the battle plan would stand up to enemy action. Zhanna’s team was now within sight of the city walls. Some parts of the town were now visible, especially the taller buildings that towered over the low hills. The combination of the path between the foothills and the Western sun lit the opening in the encircling terrain to give a dramatic staging of the battle for the city.

Zhanna caught her breath thinking to herself. It is so beautiful. Please do not let it be destroyed here! No sign of her fervent wish showed on her face as she walked behind her principal toward the encounter that would tell them if they lived or died today.

<<<>>>

Stefan and Zhanna had advanced to about midway through the passage between the hills when they were hailed by a friendly-sounding human voice. A man stepped into the open area on the side of Blagogarsk and called out, “Hello there! Merry met, strangers. What brings you to our town today?”

Stefan continued to walk, saying, “A desire to see what sort of city you have, of course. How could any magic user not be aware of its presence?”

The strange Mage, a man who looked like he was in his mid-40s with finely drawn dark features and gray-streaked hair, was disconcerted by Stefan’s continued advance. Nervously, the strange Mage took a couple steps backward and said, “Hey now, not so fast.”

“Why? I thought you wanted to meet! How can you meet from a long distance away?”

A voice from the right snarled, “Wernick, kill him!”

Revealing the fact that he was a Blood Mage, Wernick pulled a bone-wrapped staff from under his cloak and fired off a nauseating spell that carried with it the intimidating horror of pulsating flecks of blood. A cloud of the strangely animated droplets came slashing toward Stefan like a bolt made of beads. Arrowing straight toward the Witch’s chest, the attack abruptly dissipated about 3 feet away, repulsed by a small gesture from the mercenary.

Stefan smiled grimly and pulled his own staff from his side. Obedient to his wishes, the smoothly-sanded simple length of wood glowed at one end. Slowing his advance, he called out, “Now, I thought you were a friendly group. What on earth has made you so cranky?”

The humor in the mercenary Witch’s voice appeared to unsettle the one visible Blood Mage even more. This was not the response he was apparently expecting. Realizing after a moment that he was being laughed at, Wernick’s face turned red, and he took his staff in both hands. Shouting out a word of power, the Mage directed a beam of black light toward Stefan.

This time the attack came close to the advancing mercenary, slowing his pace for a split second and staggering him slightly. The Witch quickly recovered and kept moving forward, all the while smiling. Sitting on Stefan’s shoulder, Jack straightened up and gave a derisive “meow” as if he were making commentary to his Witch. Stefan laughed out loud and, with obvious humor in his voice, called out, “If that is all you have, this is going to be a short discussion.”

Zhanna realized that it would be tough for the Blood Mages to not think that this stranger had come to take the prize of Blagogarsk from them. It probably wouldn’t occur to them that Stefan’s motivation was anything else because the “kill or be killed” premise was the basis of how they lived. The young Witch wasted a few seconds in sympathy, sorrowed that anyone lived with such a friendless and stark philosophy.

However, there was no time for pity for your enemy. This was the time to fight. She could consider philosophical things later.

With a strange and peculiar sense, Zhanna knew that the two skirmishers groups were advancing and that Henley and Mikhail were in position. She could feel JB joining Henley in the foothills and the comfortable relationship that they were building. 

From far overhead, the young Witch could sense Glenfrey’s presence. The small Hidden Folk touched her mind like warm dots on a map and TT was a comforting presence standing next to Mikhail. Startled, Zhanna realized that she was connected to all of her team members. Trying to keep from being absorbed into that feeling, the young woman ripped her mind out of that connection net and focused on the confrontation between the Blood Mage and Stefan.

The ruse had been successful. Stefan’s continued advance had thrown the Mage force off, and his confident behavior made them think that he was a more powerful Magic user than they had considered. The remainder of the Blood Mages moved to stand with Wernick, hoping to intimidate Stefan with numbers.

With a start, Zhanna realized she could see black threads of magic coming off the Blood Mages and going in various directions. Those threads told her that there were forces on both the left and the right side that she could not see. Several of the Mages were also connected to lines of colored, twisted fibers that rose into the sky, and gave off an odor of lightning and ocean. 

The Witch almost shouted over the Familiar bond for Dascha to tell Glenfrey about the lines when she remembered that the older Familiar was the one that had taught Dascha and by extension Zhanna how to see those threads. Relieved of the need to warn him, Zhanna fell back into her role in this drama.

The young Witch had automatically gone into the positioning of a bodyguard whose principal was threatened. She now realized what Stefan and Mikhail have been telling her about training and the creation of muscle memory.

Zhanna moved slightly to the left, closer to the rocks that were tumbled on the sides of the passageway and drew both a beam weapon and a sword. She could feel Dascha’s claws lightly scratch her skin as the small cat tucked more tightly against her Witch’s side. The last thing either of them wanted was for Zhanna’s movements to be inhibited by her Familiar.

Looking at the gathered forces that opposed them, Zhanna saw a full dozen of the Blood Mages, ranging in age from slightly older than Zhanna to very ancient looking. In a flash of intuition, the young Witch realized that they were not allies or team members. Instead, they had positioned themselves carefully to be able to watch all of their compatriots. There was no trust here, just a temporary alignment of shared goals. Taking a mental note, Zhanna saved the thought for use in the future. Such a mindset could be exploited as a vulnerability at some point, and she wanted to remember it. 

Three of the Mages fired off spells one right after another, aimed at Stefan. Almost negligently, the mercenary batted them away with his staff. Unsettled when the interloper was apparently unfazed by the multiple attacks, the Blood Mages muttered as the Witch kept advancing. Unconsciously, they drew closer to each other, forgetting their internal politics in the face of external danger.

Stefan finally stopped. Just short of the area that opened up around Blagogarsk, the canny mercenary halted and planted his staff on the ground. Looking challengingly at the group of men, he asked in a sneering manner, “Now, how shall we play this? Are you going to be good little boys and get out of my way?” The taunting questions broke what control the Blood Mages had. In a combined snarl of group rage, each of them flashed fully into attack mode.

Each Mage attacked individually, eschewing cooperation in the name of immediate retaliation. Spewing spells and castings in a full assault, the enraged men found themselves stumbling over each other in their desire to reduce Stefan’s mocking attitude to splinters.

Most of the spells were directed at Stefan, and they battered him continually. Lightning strikes, pure force, and a variety of magical blades flew through the air and dissipated when they hit the Witch’s shields. Although Stefan stumbled a bit from the pummeling, he kept his feet, and Jack stayed on his shoulder as if permanently affixed there.

Stefan played his part well, laughing mockingly after each of the attacks, goading the Mages on and keeping their attention fixed solely on him. Jack helped, caterwauling his derision, and spitting after each failed attack. It worked to keep the focus of most of the Blood Mages directed at the male Witch. However, one of them at least wanted to take care of other areas of possible risk. 

<<Here it comes! Be ready!>> shouted Dascha.

Zhanna braced her body, not knowing what sort of attack was coming but aware that she had to make it look like it was successful. She was supposed to look like someone without much magical ability. That meant that whatever magic attack was directed at her, it had to appear like she had been hurt and taken out of the fight.

Luckily for the Witch, the spell was a simple one, sending a stone through the air to smash into her. To the tensed young woman, the rock seemed to fly in slow motion. She felt like there was all the time in the world to react, and had to remind herself not to respond with an obliterating spell. Instead, she created a cushion of air around her body and protecting Dascha so that when the stone slammed into her, it was like being pushed by a pillow.

Thrown into the air, the Witch artistically threw her limbs about as she tumbled, Zhanna managed to land on the other side of a concealing scattering of stone. The outcropping concealed her from the sight of the Blood Mages and made it look like the Witch’s bodyguard had been taken out of the fight.

<<Ouch. Why is it that I’m always getting slammed on something?>>

<<Maybe it’s because you really do benefit from pain as a teacher? Do you think?>>

Zhanna holstered her weapons and pulled her staff out once again. After the last battle, its sword form had transformed back into a short wand that she kept at her waist. The weapon, a gift from the God Velos, once again changed at the touch of her hand with a hissing purr of satisfaction. 

Startled, both Dascha and Zhanna stared at it for a split second, but when nothing else happened, they tore their eyes away and focused their attention back to the battle. Zhanna peered between cracks in the stone to see what was happening with Stefan, waiting for the perfect time to come back into the fray.
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Chapter 13 – Doubling Down

On the other side of the protecting rock pile, the battle was in full swing. Twelve against one was not an even fight, but the Blood Mages would not have it any other way. Infuriated and discomforted they were focused on obliterating the upstart challenger. 

The magic users were so confident that they didn’t need any help that they had not called on their troops. Instead, the two groups of men waited patiently, close to Blagogarsk’s walls. From her vantage point, Zhanna could see that the group on the left was standing in the clear. They had drawn weapons and were watching intently, but had no strategic cover.

Looking over to the other side, the young Witch caught her breath in horror. The other group of support troops was standing on the far side of the Blood Mages, positioned in front of a bloody charnel pile and beside a blood-soaked altar.

Men, women, children. Even an infant. Zhanna could see that the victims all had died in agony from the twisted expressions and the horrendous damage to the corpses. It was evident that the Blood Mages had been indulging themselves from the size of the body pile and the blood-soaked altar that was positioned in front of it.

A red fog started to cover Zhanna’s eyes, and her arms trembled. She could hear her Familiar talking to her urgently, but it was a few seconds before Dascha’s words made sense.

<<Zhanna don’t let your emotions destroy your ability to think in battle. You cannot, I repeat, cannot fight this in a fury. If you do, you will do things that you will regret for the rest of your life.>>

Zhanna fought her emotion. The observer portion of her brain noted that their two groups of soldiers had successfully infiltrated the area. The group on the right had taken cover behind the pile of dead bodies. The other squad had no such cover but was equally invisible. Now Zhanna knew why Tish and Noma had accompanied that group.

There was a reason that they were called “hidden” and it had to do with innate magic of concealment. From her own inability to see with her eyes where the squad was, Zhanna knew that Noma and Tish were providing concealment for their teammates, one that would allow them to sneak up on their enemy.

Even as her eyes searched for the forces that she knew had to be there, Zhanna saw the impact of the first sniper attack. Silently, the sergeant for each of the squads dropped to the ground, unconscious or dead.

The sound of the Mage’s attack was deafening, and the soldiers were absorbed in watching the fight between Stefan and the Blood Mages. The silent collapse of the non-coms went unnoticed, and the snap of the sniper weapons were lost in the overall noise.

All along, the young Witch had been focused on her breathing, filling her lungs and letting the fury flow out of her with each exhalation. Only when she felt her heartbeat start to slow down did she answer her Familiar.

<<I am okay now, Dascha. I promise not to become like them. But this cannot be allowed to continue.>>

Zhanna could feel her Familiar’s agreement along their bond, and no other words were necessary. The young Witch wrenched her mind and attention back to the battle just in time to see Jack struck from Stefan’s shoulder. The male Witch dropped to his knees like a puppet who strings had been cut.

Before the young woman could react, there was a streak of white from the other side of the road, and TT practically flew across the ground to stand over her uncle's body. Her teeth bared in defiance, the small cat seemed far larger than her physical size. Practically shooting flames from her eyes, the Persian no longer looked pampered and helpless. Instead, she looked like Fury personified.

Stefan reached down to touch Jack in shock and grief. TT latched onto the Witches arm and climbed it to position herself on his shoulder. So quickly had the Persian moved, that Stefan’s body was still warm from Jack’s contact. 

Even from where she was, Zhanna could feel the enormous wave of energy that slammed into Stefan and reenergized him. Aghast at her friend's reckless disregard for safety, the young Witch was speechless and Dascha almost incoherent.

<<What on earth!? What did that fluff for brains just do?>>

<<I don’t know Dascha, but I’m glad she did because Stefan is now back on his feet.>>

<<It’s not going to be for long since I can tell from here they are flagging. We had better get ready to do our part.>>

The young Witch sensed Mikhail moving down from the foothills and positioning himself by the edge of the forest. He had moved closer to the Blood Mages but appeared to be waiting for some sign to attack.

On the other side of the gap, Zhanna could tell that Saroc had climbed a tree and was calling down information to JB and Henley. She could feel Edward’s strong presence behind the two men and knew that they were all ready to act.

Even as Zhanna prepared to emerge from her cover, she heard cries of pain and saw three of the Blood Mages drop to the ground. Realizing that those were the Mages that had controlled the thick connections that rose into the air, Zhanna knew that Glenfrey had done something to sever their energy feed.

As the attack group faltered in confusion, Zhanna saw that other threats were disappearing. With the peculiar sense of battle awareness that the young Witch had gained, she saw that the sergeants in each group of the Blood Mages support troops had been taken down by sniper fire.

<<Yay for us! Way to go Team Zhanna>>

<<Silly cat!>>

Before the remaining enemy squad members could get organized, Zhanna saw the effects of spells that could only have come from Henley. Each of the remaining enemy soldiers was both confined and rendered unconscious simultaneously. Vines sprang from the ground and slithered up bodies with no discernible magical footprint, while an area slumber spell overwhelmed them silently. They dropped noiselessly to the ground, and the energy feeds to the Blood Mages ceased abruptly.

Up in the Western foothills, Zhanna could sense Henley drop to the ground. The immense effort necessary to perform that spell had exhausted the Witch despite the energy that Glenfrey had been feeding him. The Golden Eagle power dove toward the ground, frantic to get to his Witch, while Saroc and Edward scrambled to tend to the man.

The young Witch was aware of JB’s dilemma. Torn between worry for Henley and his duty to his troops, the man with the military backbone chose duty. It did not ease the guilt that Zhanna could detect, but she saw the incredible responsibility that could crush the unwary.

More of the Blood Mages dropped to the ground, exhausted and unable to restore their power from their victims. There were only seven Blood Mages still standing, although two of them looked pretty shaky. What happened next appalled even the hardened Stefan.

Spinning in place to look at their injured companions, the remaining Blood Mages each latched on to one of the vulnerable Mages, slapping them with a network of fine black lines that pulsated and tightened into the flesh of their victims.

The screams of agony and the smell of burning flesh was thick in the air and Zhanna fought to keep it out of her throat. With disbelieving eyes, she watched as the standing Mages consumed the power of their previous allies, killing them in the agonizing process.

It took just a few moments, but those that remained standing looked refreshed. During the whole process, the Mages had not even glanced at their fighters. Their attention was entirely focused on destroying the interloper and taking his power, so they were blind to the loss of their troops.

Staying spread apart, the Blood Mages advanced toward Stefan. Determination was etched on their faces, tinged with greed. Stefan’s strong defense had made him a target, not just for defeat, but for acquisition. Zhanna could tell that each of them wanted to be the one to pull the mercenary Witch’s power, but she knew in a moment of clarity that she would kill her beloved friend before she would allow that to happen.

Apparently, the Mages had decided to change tactics. Instead of spells of force and magic, they switched to the same attack that had taken down the Land Kraken. Stones followed by increasingly larger rocks began to pummel Stefan, causing him to build a defensive shell of air to survive.

Zhanna could feel the energy drain from TT as she put everything into Stefan. For a moment, it looked like the Witch would prevail, but then he collapsed to his knees. The white cat dropped unconscious into his arms.

Roaring in triumph, the Blood Mages increased the speed of their attacks and strained to throw more massive boulders at the failing Witch. If nothing happened, this battle was about to be over. 

As if the white cat’s collapse had been the signal that everyone had waited for, Zhanna’s forces all sprang into action. Screaming incoherently, Mikhail charged out of the cover of the forest directly at the Blood Mage that was to the far right of the group. An identical gun in each hand, the mercenary charged the enemy Mage firing so rapidly that it sounded like a ripping cloth. The bullets hammered the Mage’s shields, knocking the spellcaster back and smashing him into the ground. Before the man could recover, Mikhail crashed down on him, beating his head with both weapons before shoving one of the muzzles into the man’s mouth and firing.

The nearest Blood Mage spun and slammed a spell of force into the back of Mikhail’s head. When the mercenary collapsed onto his victim, the Blood Mage moved over to finish the job.

As he reached forward with a hand that glowed a sickly purple, Tranx seemed to spring out of the ground, jamming the razor-sharp horns on his head through the man’s hand. Screaming, the Blood Mage slung the small Hidden Folk away from him and cradled his bleeding limb to his chest.

Straightening up, the Mage began to cast a spell, but the rest of the forces had now come into play. Sniper fire from the two ridges rained down on the Mages. As quickly as the snipers could fire, they did nothing more than to rattle the well-shielded magic users. Fire from the two infiltrated groups hammered the Mages from the back. Several of the embattled Mages spun around looking for their attackers but were unable to locate the troops that had shielded behind the pile of dead bodies. Their eyes also seem to skitter over where Noma and Tish had concealed the other squad.

Although the firepower didn’t seem to do a lot of damage, it disrupted the concentration of the Mages and gave Stefan a small breather. That did not make those Mages that were still on the attack let up.

Zhanna dashed out through Stefan’s wall of wind and planted herself in front of him. Staff at her waist again the young Witch raised her hands with palms outward. Remembering this time to anchor herself firmly in the ground with other bands of reinforcing anchors going to the foothills on either side, the young Witch threw the same spell she had been practicing just a few days ago.

The shout of amusement from the attacking Blood Mages at what they saw as a futile defense were strangled in their throats when the massive boulders slammed into her shielding and exploded backward in an overlapping pattern of splintered, razor-sharp stone.

There was blood everywhere. It hung in the air like a fine mist and slowly settled like a peculiar rain. Zhanna’s fury had transformed her spell into something orders of magnitude stronger than any she had thrown before. There was nothing left of any of the boulders that had been thrown at her. The attacking Mages had set in motion their own injury, their own defeat. 

It was apparent that all but three of the Mages were dead. Sliced to ribbons and with eyes staring unblinkingly at the sky or dirt, they would never harm an innocent again.

The other three were still standing, although bleeding and shaking. Zhanna expected them to surrender or attack again. However, it was soon obvious that the young Witch did not understand the temperament or the attitude of Blood Mages. 

As if rehearsed, each of the three surviving Mages turned first to the dead Mages sprawled at their feet and threw a gather spell to get whatever energy was left in the corpses. Immediately after that, black lines snapped from each Blood Mage to drive deeply into the unconscious bodies of their slumbering troops, draining them also.

Gasping in horror, Zhanna ran forward drawing Velos’s staff as she came. Her fury was too overwhelming to attack from afar. Running ahead at a rapid charge, the young woman was focused on destruction. Two of the Blood Mages took up positions to confront her. The third was frantically creating a portal using the blood-stained altar as an anchor. 

<<Dascha! We have to stop them. We can’t come this far and let them get away.>>

<<Zhanna, less talking, more fighting,>> snapped her Familiar.

The young Witch was unsuccessful in interrupting the portal spell. She saw the glimmer of shimmering light and the archway that told her that the portal was open. Zhanna redoubled her efforts to get there quickly and finish them off before they could escape.

One of the Blood Mages smashed at her with a skull-topped staff. Without thinking about it at all, Zhanna parried the blow and slid past his defenses to stab him through the heart. Continuing past him, carried by momentum, she was out of position to engage the other Mage.

Her remaining opponent heard the portal Mage screaming a warning. Slipping slightly on the blood-soaked ground and skittering in the stone shrapnel, the young Witch knew that she was going to be too late. 

Turning to flee, the youngest and most powerful of the Blood Mages finally looked Zhanna fully in the face. He froze with shock and Zhanna felt like she had been punched in the gut. Here was a face that she knew. 

The charming features were slightly different, the eyes slightly fuller. But the young Witch knew that face and the evilness that lurked underneath. This was the man that had tried to force her to marry him. The man that had tried to drain her. The man that she had to kill.

The last she had seen that visage, it had been drawn in fury before she had blasted him from life.

Never taking his eyes off of her, the Blood Mage made his way back step by trembling step toward the portal. Eyes wide, face pale, he finally stumbled into speech. “But… You’re dead! I killed you! I know that I did because I drained your energy.”

As the portal Mage grabbed Krava’s shoulder and flung both of them through the doorway, snapping it shut behind them, the final words that the shocked Mage heard were Zhanna saying, “On my world, I killed you.”
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Chapter 14 – Catch a Breath

Zhanna dropped to a seat on the blanket covered log close to the fire. Sighing deeply, the young Witch drew the first long breath that she been able to catch since the end of the battle. They had been lucky that there were no deaths. Far more fortunate than they deserved.

As she had stood there staring at the place where the portal had closed, carrying the Blood Mage Krava away from her, her thoughts had been in turmoil. On her homeworld, she had killed him in a struggle that had left many people dead or devastated, and her home village in shambles.

In this world, he had overcome and drained her analog to death, acquiring all of her power for his own use. Without this-Zhanna alive in this analog world he had been free to run amok. The sad tale told by the remnants of the village had the signs of years of depredation and torment.

The young Witch couldn’t seem to focus. Reaching out across the Familiar bond to the comfort of someone who totally understood her, she had exclaimed, <<Oh, Dascha. I thought I was forever done with him.>>

The snarky tones of her companion had hit her like a splash of cold water, <<It is a good thing that there’s only one per splinter world. I guess we just have to kill him here again.>>

Zhanna had given a sharp bark of unamused laughter and thought back to the last few hours. The aftermath of the battle had not been smooth or fun. 

While she had stood there in shock and bemusement, stunned by the sudden ending of the conflict, the rest of her forces had moved ahead to consolidate their position and evaluate who or what was alive. JB had moved rapidly down from the foothills and taken command. His confident manner and concise directions roused Zhanna’s admiration and firmed up her resolve to learn more when it came to managing forces. She knew that without him, the battle would’ve turned out far differently.

A quick review of the situation led the former general to announce that they would be establishing camp outside the walls of Blagogarsk. The late time of day and the number of injured or exhausted personnel made movement into another location unwise and risky. Zhanna had agreed, and so the force commander had gotten to work.

JB set out a security perimeter as quickly as possible using the uninjured members of the combined forces. Those that were mildly impaired were being seen by the medic. Most of the injuries were small, primarily rock splinters from the power of Zhanna’s spells.

When the young Witch attempted to apologize for the damage, the sergeant who led one of the squads had cut her off, replying, “Don’t be ridiculous. These minor injuries are nothing compared to what could have been done. Your spell was exactly what was needed and getting a bunch of pinpricks in exposed flesh is a minor price to pay.”

Realizing that he was right, and she was overly sensitive, Zhanna looked around to see if there was anything that needed her specific attention and found nothing. Not wanting to be useless, she assisted the medic in removing the splinters. At least this way she felt like she had partially compensated for the injuries from her spell.

This had not fooled Dascha, who poked her Witch, saying, <<You realize, you’re just whipping yourself with guilt, right?>>

<<I know. But this way the people are back on duty more quickly and I feel a little bit better,>> the young Witch had responded.

<<As long as you know what you’re doing and not lying to yourself, that’s okay.>>

Nightfall was almost complete by the time that they had consolidated all of their personnel. A group of four soldiers was sent back to bring the scout that had been left hidden. They were accompanied by Darwin. His camouflage ability and familiarity with scouting made him the perfect other person for the effort.

The wounded scout was carried into the camp by two of his teammates while the other two watched alertly for other attacks. Darwin traveled as their rear guard, alert for any sign of pursuit. None of them had trouble along the way. There was no sign of movement during the whole trip of anything larger than a rabbit.

JB had regarded that as a very positive outcome. The scout looked better than he had when they left him and Zhanna was encouraged to think that he would make a full recovery. 

She found herself focusing on small things that were positive and wondered why she couldn’t seem to be more aware of the other significant events and actions around her.

“It is shock,” the medic had said, adding “This cannot have been one of your first battles, but I can tell that you haven’t developed some of the coping mechanisms that many of us have acquired.”

Zhanna had looked at him in confusion, unable to process what he was saying. The man could tell that he was not getting through to her and guided her to sit on the temporary examining table they had cobbled together to treat the rest of the injured.

“The adrenaline is wearing off right now, and your body is trying to reorient. My guess is that you flashed pretty close to berserker stage. When that happens, recovery can be protracted and disorienting.”

Zhanna had asked, “Is that a state where you start to see a red tinge over everything?”

“Yes, that is a common experience.”

“How do I do better about recovering? I think it is dangerous to be this befuddled. It feels like my mind is moving slowly.”

“Part of that comes with experience. Part of it can be trained. This discussion we are having now is one way of training.”

The young Witch had thought deeply about what the man had said as time moved on. She continued to focus on all of the steps that were necessary to secure a stable base and evaluate the effectiveness remaining in their troops, but it was a constant struggle to control her unruly mind.

Dascha kept her thoughts private, content to watch her Witch. Even though Zhanna had been distracted, it was quite apparent that her Familiar had not lost her situational awareness.

The rapid execution of actions that the group had gone through to secure their position had been confusing to the Witch. JB had dispatched different teams with different objectives, but Zhanna noted everyone had been directed toward a task.

Immediate triage forces had gone out to make sure that Stefan was still alive and that the two Familiars lying unconscious by his unresponsive body were not dead. Noma and Tish had accompanied all of the roaming recovery groups. Noma had gone with the groups combing the foothills while Tish had gone first to check on Stefan, Jack, and TT.

Noma soon proved to be a major asset to his team. He had been able to find even heavily concealed forces like the second sniper team. By some strange quirk, both the sniper and his spotter had been affected by Henley’s sleep spell. Without Noma’s sharp senses, they would have not been found for quite a while. They might even have had to regain consciousness on their own.

TT had roused within ten minutes of Zhanna’s final attack. The small cat had gone instantaneously from a deeply-unconscious state to a whirling ball of fur, claws, and teeth. Only Tish had been able to get through the cat’s instinctual fury, quickly calming the white Persian and minimizing the feline damage to the soldiers.

Afterward, two of the mercenaries joked that they had taken more damage from the infuriated cat than they had from the battle itself. One of them, with blood running down deep scratches in his face, was getting a badly bitten hand treated by the medic. He said, humorously, “We had better give that cat a squad patch. She would be truly fearsome as a secret weapon.”

Everyone within earshot had laughed, but Zhanna knew that it was a laugh of appreciation and not ridicule. Even Dascha had been impressed. Sending quietly to her Witch, the black cat had said, <<Who would have known that such a genteel-looking cat could be so fierce?>>

Zhanna had replied, <<We all fight for what we love. And some of us throw everything into that fight.>>

Dascha had responded by rubbing her jaw against her Witch’s hand and purring comfortingly at the slowly-recovering woman. That had been one of Zhanna’s most pleasant memories of the hours of recovery.

Stefan and Jack had remained unconscious. Zhanna had fretted until the medic had told her that the two were exhausted and their magical levels were extremely low. He suggested, not so subtly, that the young woman go find something else to do besides hovering over his patients. The young Witch took the hint and went to see JB.

She had found the force commander consulting with Henley and Glenfrey. The older Witch was obviously shaky, leaning heavily against the patient Edward. The exhausted man explained that he had regained consciousness after a short time, still concealed in the foothill vegetation. Edward had remained to guard Henley and Glenfrey and they were joined by the sniper and spotter from their side of the foothills. Saroc had stayed high in the tree, calling down information on what was happening to the people on the ground below him.

When no threat materialized, the two soldiers had left the group around the Witch and reported to JB for reassignment. The two older men and the massive Golden Eagle had made their careful, slow way down to the central gathering point. The small Hidden Folk male rode easily on Edward’s shoulder, watching everything around him with curious and bright eyes.

Concerned about how pale Henley looked, Zhanna had gone scavenging for something that he could drink or eat. She was not surprised when she discovered that one of the mercenaries had already started a fire. The man was heating water for tea and cooking quick skillet cakes for the increasingly ravenous force.

Thoughtfully, the young Witch had brought several mugs of tea and a stack of the hotcakes back to where JB had gathered a variety of people. Although they allowed Zhanna to hand Henley and Glenfrey some of the food first, her entire stack of cakes and the mugs of tea were gone instantly afterward. With a head jerk from JB, one of the soldiers took the empty cups and plate back to the fire to get refilled.

JB had said to Zhanna, “I was just getting a report on the Blood Mages’ soldiers. I’m not sure of exactly what the words mean, and I hope you can help me.”

That was the moment that Zhanna’s focus returned to her. Being called on to think and offer her opinion, the young woman clicked into a place in her head that felt like “normal” mode and became someone who was active in the here and now rather than lagging behind.

She had asked, “What is it that you need explained?”

“According to our inspection group, all but one of the enemy soldiers is dead. No signs of violence on them but they look as if they had been tortured to death from their expressions. However, there are no marks in their body. How is this possible?”

“Using a different kind of Sight, some of us could see that there were black threads of magical drain attached to them. It looked like the Blood Mages had bespelled their forces so the magic users could pull energy from the soldiers at will. In fact, I doubt whether the forces would have lived much longer since Blood Mages are known for regarding non-magical personnel as nothing more than snacks,” Zhanna explained.

JB had been appalled, saying, “That is horrendous! It’s actually inhumane.”

Henley had added his voice to the conversation, saying, “Inhumane, yes. Unfortunately, Blood Mages are all too human in their ability to harm other humans.”

The Commander had just shaken his head in disgust and dismay before continuing to address his comments to Zhanna, “One of the enemy soldiers is still alive, although barely. Glenfrey here says that he could only break one of those threads before the people were drained completely. So I guess this is the guy that got lucky enough to have some life left. However, we can’t rouse him.”

“There is not much you can do for him and no way to rouse him quickly without killing him. When someone is drained almost to death, it takes time for them to recover enough energy to do more than breathe and keep the heart beating.”

“You do think he will recover, then?”

“Yes, I do. However, the exact timing of any return to consciousness no one can tell.”

“All right, I will figure that into the assignments since it means that we will have to task someone to watch him. We can’t have an enemy recovering in the middle of our camp. That would make him able to attack us from within while we were protecting from those that are outside.”

The two Witches had agreed, relieved that there was nothing more either of them had to do right at the moment.

Looking around, Zhanna realized that someone was missing. Actually, several people were missing.

“Where are Mikhail and Tranx?” the young Witch had asked.

Henley answered her, “Tranx is keeping Mikhail company. I think you’ll find them over by the pile of dead bodies.”

Zhanna had stared at Henley, her eyes pleading with him for answers. The older Witch made it plain by the sad look on his face that he had no reassurance to give her.

Zhanna took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. After all, this was her responsibility, a person who looked to her for direction and approval. The young woman headed off to search for her missing friend, buoyed by warm approval that slipped invisible arms of reassurance around her over the Familiar bond.
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Chapter 15 – Goodbyes

Mikhail had not been difficult to find. He had been standing at the far east side of their battlefield, arms crossed in front of himself and a shuttered look on his face. Wordlessly, Zhanna had joined him, choosing to stand to his left and looking unflinchingly at the evidence of the Blood Mages’ depredations in front of her.

After a while, Mikhail said in a low voice, “They all died in pain. Even the babies. How could anyone let this happen?”

“I think it’s a symptom, an outward expression of the erosion of the concept of self and the loss of the honor that holds a healthy society together.”

“I feel ice inside. No emotion, just nothing.”

“This glimpse is a horrific snapshot of what our world could have been if we hadn’t tried to make a difference.”

“If we don’t go back, will anyone try? Or will our world become like this without us?”

<<We can’t go back. He needs to understand that, Zhanna. Something has changed, and we will no longer fit into the pathway of that world. All we would do there is die. Our deaths might even make the Blood Mages more powerful.>>

Taking what her Familiar had told her, Zhanna continued, saying, “We’ve been told we can’t go back by someone we trust. Perhaps, if we did return the Blood Mages would be even more powerful. Think about it. If they killed me now, all my power would go to them, and they would be that much more of a threat.”

“So I have to accept that my parents will think I’m dead. I will not be there to defend them. I failed them in this world, and now I have to do the same in that one.”

The young Witch laid her hand gently on Mikhail’s forearm. She could feel the trembling tension as the man clutched his limbs against his torso. Lovingly she said, “After we have found out how to defeat the Blood Mages here, if you wish to return to your parents, I will do everything I can to make that happen.”

In a tortured, almost screaming sound, the younger mercenary cried out his pain to the unresponsive sacrifices in front of him, “I made a vow! How can I go back on my word to you?”

In a voice of pride and anticipated sorrow, Zhanna said, “You will not be going back on your word. If it comes to that, I will ask you to go back, carrying my vision with you.”

<<<>>>

The camp had been setup about 100 feet away from the walls of Blagogarsk. The magic users had easily been able to tell JB that there was a protective spell that extended a full 250 feet away from the walls. Henley had explained to him that the presence of that spell was most likely why all of the Blood Mages rituals had been performed where the bodies and altar were located.

Deciding that there was no disadvantage to being within the protective spells, JB had ordered their camp to be established inside that perimeter. He had set additional watches with a sniper team taking shifts in alternating lookout positions and sentries scattered around them.

The Hidden Folk had insisted on joining the duty watch. Explaining that they had a different sense and skillset to add was unnecessary since the former general had quickly understood their strengths and weaknesses.

Showing that he was an excellent strategist, JB had requested that Saroc and Tranx split the day and night shifts between them. Saroc’s amphibian skin and lack of protection from the elements made it difficult to assign him night duty while Tranx’s large eyes were the sign of an efficient and effective night predator. The two small males had agreed immediately, quickly working out plans with the other soldiers that comprised the shifts.

JB had not assigned either Henley or Zhanna. When the young Witch had complained, the force commander responded, “Many people can act as sentries, but we have a limited number of magic users. The two of you are still recovering, and I want to hold you for tasks that no one else can do.”

Zhanna would have argued more except that she got a not-so-gentle nudge over her Familiar bond. When the ringing left her ears, she remembered that JB had the lead and experience. She needed just to shut up and obey.

The camp quickly came together, with tents erected and fires lit. However, there were still some elements that caused demoralizing unease among the inhabitants.

<<<>>>

The bodies. Men and women, children and babies. Horrific injuries and tortured expressions held an almost palpable aura of pain and anguish.

It was impossible to be anywhere close to that and not feel the pressure on one’s energy and soul. Even the hardened soldiers were affected. Many times, Zhanna would look up at them and see someone staring at the pile of discarded bodies like broken dolls in a junk heap.

Depending on the individual, some of the expressions were shuttered while others were enraged. Zhanna saw normally stoic men and women with visages tightened in a look of grief, an occasional tear slipping down the work-roughened surface of their faces. Everyone was affected.

JB came over to where Zhanna was having a quiet conversation with Henley and sat down next to the older Witch with an audible sigh of relief. The soldier stretched his back slightly to remove a cramp and then met their eyes. They could tell that he was somewhat hesitant to ask something, and so the younger Witch jumped in, inquiring, “Is there something that we can do to help?”

Relieved, their strategic commander said, “Yes. What can we do with these bodies? Normally, we would take the time to bury them, but my intuition tells me that would be a bad mistake here. Another option would be to burn them, but we don’t have any accelerant that would make that possible.”

Henley suggested diffidently, “There are magical ways of disposing of bodies.”

Zhanna also responded, saying, “I read something in one of the books given to me to supplement my training that talked about the need to release souls and leftover spell anchors in any corpse that had been drained by a Blood Mage. Some of that type of magic user can reanimate the dead, even after a delay of days or weeks.”

JB looked horrified, bursting into speech, “Dear God in heaven! That would be the last thing we need is to have to fight off. Animated dead moving around and have to face chopping a child’s corpse to pieces.”

Henley had turned to Zhanna as she spoke and now burst into questions, “Did the book tell you how to settle them? I’ve heard of freeing souls, but I don’t know the mechanism of it. Do you think we can do this?”

The young Witch searched her memory for any other mention of Blood Mage spell anchors. Pulling a series of half-formed hints together, she suddenly saw a way to accomplish that. A smile growing on her face, the young Witch turned to the others and said, “Yes! I think I know how to do it. However, I think that we are better off with all of our magic users and Familiars involved.”

A log in the fire spit sap in a sparkling, burning projectile high in the air. It drew everyone’s attention, including the small Hidden Folk, Tish. She moved over to join them, diffidently suggesting, “We have certain traditions that might help in a ceremony of release and farewell. All of us would like to be part of the acknowledgment of the sacrifices made.”

“You would be very welcome. All of us are in this together, and the traditions that we are building need to include everyone,” said Zhanna.

<<<>>>

Full night was upon them and a cloudy sky added to the dark and heavy feeling. Moving by remembered instructions from within the spell books and relying on her own instincts to fill in the holes, Zhanna had snapped into her own version of command control.

Concisely, the young woman had directed soldiers, magic users, and Hidden Folk in a rapid set up of ceremonial magic. A combination of ritual magic and practical considerations, a scene was quickly laid that combined small fires in a pentagram around the pile of bodies. Carefully locating the small fires to avoid pentacle lines intersecting with the blood-soaked altar, Zhanna thought it was possibly the most lopsided pentacle she had ever created. However, the paths of connection were open between the points, and the flames were well supplied.

Zhanna took the center focus point, and the rest of the magic users were distributed around the ends of the pentacle. Furthest away from the pile of bodies was Stefan. Still shaky from his recent return to consciousness, the senior mercenary had refused to sit this one out. On either side of him were the strongest of the other magic users. 

To his right on the next pentacle point was Henley. The older Witch stood comfortably and confidently, trusting in Zhanna and waiting for the ritual to begin. On Stefan’s other side was positioned Dascha.

The black cat Familiar sat primly with her tail curled around her front feet and a subtle purr rumbling through the air. It was apparent that she was letting everyone know how pleased and proud she was of her Witch. Completing the pentacle, were Mikhail and Glenfrey. Mikhail was to Dascha’s left while Glenfrey was to the right of his Witch. Zhanna had worried about positioning Mikhail so close to the charnel stack, but Dascha had strongly recommended that she allow him to see the results of the spell closely.

While it had not been deliberately planned, when Zhanna directed the Hidden Folk to take their positions a second pentacle had been created. Darwin took the space between Stefan and Dascha, and Tranx had positioned himself automatically between Dascha and Mikhail.

Tish had taken one look at the shaky Stefan and stood to his right, while Henley had beamed in approval. Between Henley and Glenfrey, Noma took up his spot, comfortable with both of his neighbors. Saroc took a stand across from Stefan. His back against the evidence of the Blood Mage outrage, the small amphibian huddled stoically on the ground.

Almost unconsciously, Edward took his place behind Saroc as if to shelter him from the sight of so much death. Directly across from the magic- blind manservant from the 1800s, stood his friend, the force commander, JB. The upright soldier could clearly see the face of his friend and servant over the much shorter Stefan and Zhanna.

All of their force was part of the ceremony. Only those that had current sentry duty were absent. The group of soldiers aligned themselves around the careful pattern that Zhanna had directed. As one of the sergeants had said, “It is not very often that we get to observe, firsthand, a major magical working.”

The other non-com. had responded saying, “And we owe it to the people that gave their lives during this battle, even if they weren’t in the actual combat.” The other soldiers nodded or voiced their agreement. Without direction, they split their numbers into two loose arcs that ran between JB and Edward.

A faint breeze rose up as Zhanna stepped into her space as the focus of the spell. The young woman’s voice rang out clear as a bell but with the mystery of words unspoken, “We come here today to honor those that have made sacrifices in the battle that we have managed to complete. They were not soldiers, but instead were victims. They did not wield blades or arrows, fighting with only their will and hearts.

“They sacrificed everything that they had without hope and without the ability to retaliate.”

As the young woman spoke the lines between each point of the main pentacle came alive in a red and gold glowing shape that etched the pathway among the magic users. The Witch paused, and Tish took up the cadence of Zhanna’s voice to continue, “They were not of our species, and we did not know them. But sometimes family is defined by intent and common goals. Their desire to survive and exist outside of the power of the Evil Ones makes them family, makes them worthy of our regard.”

As the small Hidden Folk female spoke, a pentacle in brilliant green and blue sprang into being, flaming silver along lines drawn between each Folk. Its light was softer and thinner than the red that ran from magic user to magic user, but it ran clear and true carrying with it a feeling of strength and endurance that sang of survival and intent.

Where the lines crossed, a pentagram was formed that combined the red and gold with the blue-green and silver into a variegated braid of liquid light and color. The even-sided shape rose in a wall nearly 6 feet tall before flowing into the young Witch that stood in its center.

So intent was Zhanna on focusing her spell that she didn’t realize that she was being bathed in the illumination. Acting more like water than light, the multiple colored fabric flowed across the ground and up the young Witch’s body to entirely wrap her in the combined power of both magical sources.

Some of the mercenaries were praying, others were staring open-mouthed at the spectacle. Zhanna was blind and deaf to their reactions as she raised her arms into the air, athame in one hand, drawn sword in the other. Opening her mouth, the young Witch had planned on stating her intent but moved by an unknown mental decision the sound that came out instead was a song.

Words and tune that she had heard as a child emerged. Triggered by a long-ago morning and partially understood reading, Zhanna sang:
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Come now the fire to cleanse and release,

The souls that have been abused and chained.

Free their spirits to rise and fly unfettered,

Chains now are broken, and pain is forgotten.
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There was a pause as if the entire universe had taken a breath, but it was a hesitation before a storm. Gold threads sprang up from the ground rising high into the sky and silver threads answered from the clouds above.

Twining together into braided ropes of intricate patterns, the cables of interwoven magic flashed from Zhanna to the bodies lying in an unspeaking tortured heap. Snaking around each of the corpses, the thickened threads raised each into the air as if offering them to an unseen God. One by one, the bodies flashed with fire, and a musical tone rang out.

Varying in key, some of the tones were light and small as the tiny bodies, and immature forms of children and babes disappeared. Sometimes, the sound was darker and more complex as the older victims were cremated in a brilliant display of light.

It would’ve been too much for anyone to handle if the tones of release had not been accompanied by swirling melodies of joy. Those watching through streaming eyes saw the faint misty figures explode from each of the bodies and rise in the air. The joyful song of their release brought tears to everyone’s eyes and ease to aching hearts.

The ceremony seemed to go on forever but was completed finally. The silence was shocking and remain unbroken for a long moment. JB drew in a shattered breath, more shaken than he could remember ever feeling. Before he could utter a word, Zhanna turned with the speed of a striking snake and threw what looked to the general’s eyes like a fireball directly at the altar that stood alone and avoided next to where the bodies had been.

The unspoken fury of the young Witch was all packaged and delivered in that fireball. It smashed into the altar destroying huge blocks as it hit. The soldiers closest to the impact slammed their bodies into the ground to avoid what they expected to be shrapnel, but there was none. So intense was the young Witch’s anger that the altar was destroyed entirely, even the energy of its destruction being absorbed into the weapon that had been used on it.

That attack alone would have been enough to completely impress the soldiers, but that was not all that happened. The cloud of consumed altar was threaded by a sparkling, traveling set of multicolored lights. The dust rose in a mushroom cloud that towered 20 feet over the soldiers on the ground, and spectral forms rose through the dusty fog.

The eerie cry of thanks that erupted from the cloud had the voices of thousands of people. All of them crying in the unexpected joy of relief, they rose in a multitude to follow the other victims away from the artifact of their torturous and painful death.

Once again silence settled over the area, but this time the silence dragged on. JB vowed to himself that he was not going to talk until the Witch did because he was still recovering from the fright that she had given him when she destroyed the altar. Tense with the silence, everyone jumped when Saroc reminded the Witch of one duty left undone.

“The soldiers that were killed by the Blood Mages deserve release also. Do not forget them in your sorrow and your rage.”

Without a word, Zhanna turned to face the lines of dead soldiers that were laid on the ground on the other side of the clearing. Pointing both of her hands at the corpses, the young Witch opened her mouth and let out a powerful, single note. She held the sound and turned to JB clearly expecting him to do something.

In a panic, the former general looked around at the magic users and urgently asked, “What am I supposed to do?”

Saroc called to the human general from across the spell area and said, “Say the words that let them find peace. These people deserve a mercenary and military blessing. So, say the words for them. You are the best one to do that. It is your duty, not the Witch’s.”

JB let go of his panic and straightened, turning to look not at the Witch but instead to openly face the casualties from the fight. He said, “You were fighters, and you kept your contract. You were betrayed, but you stayed. Go to your next duty with the knowledge that you were true to yourself and completed your service. Blessings be and farewell.”

Zhanna had maintained the tone the whole time that JB had been speaking. As he finished, and the other soldiers thumped their chests in acknowledgment, the young Witch raised her voice and sang a series of notes that hung in the air like sharp daggers, piercing the ears and the brain.

Her voice slid up the scale until it was impossibly high. Just when some of the soldiers thought they were going to have to drop to the ground and cover their ears, she stopped. The bodies on the other side of the clearing went up in a quick flash of flame. As the flames died down, everyone could see that the bodies were gone. All that remained were the items that they had been wearing when they died.

For the third time, there was silence, and no one spoke. The silence extended on, and JB was worried that something else was going to happen. He turned to look at the young Witch and saw that she had begun to shake. Realizing that she had pushed herself to collapse, he darted around Stefan trying to reach her before she crashed to the ground. He would’ve been too late, but the Witch’s Familiar was there, catching the impact of her Witch’s body before it could harm itself landing on the hard ground.

The general froze on his knees by the young woman, realizing that his view of warfare would never be the same.
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Chapter 16 – Kismet by Any Name

The next day dawned with a gentle light that somehow felt unreal to Zhanna. When she had emerged from her tent in the morning, the rest of the camp was busy in a quiet and determined way. The troops were busy, occupied with preparing to move, cleaning up debris, and organizing the transfer of the few badly injured that they had.

JB had been quite pleased that their side had not suffered any significant injuries. However, the lone Blood Mage soldier was still unconscious and needed to be tended as if he were a valued member of their side. The scout injured by the Land Kraken also required assistance.

For a group as small as theirs, it was a logistics challenge to decide how to protect their wounded while supporting their active members.

It wasn’t just physical injuries that had to be dealt with. While the mercenaries that were part of their group did not appear to be suffering any significant issues, Mikhail had retreated into an unspeaking fog. His eyes looked a thousand miles away, and his unnaturally solemn face bothered those that knew him. His withdrawal cast a pall over everything and Zhanna was very concerned. Tranx was the younger man’s constant shadow, doing what he could to help.

<<There is nothing you can do about it right now. Enough with the long face, everybody’s looking for you to cheer them up. Or at least give them a sense of things going well.>>

<<I’m not sure that I can do that, Dascha. I can’t get through at all to Mikhail, and I’m worried that he’s not going to come back to us. I’m terrified he’s going to fall down into a pit of despair and kill himself like his father did.>>

<<There is nothing you can do about that right now. You have a responsibility to everyone and cannot stop for just one. Now, get off your butt and go lead.>>

Knowing that there was just no arguing with her Familiar when Dascha was in this type of mood, Zhanna quit fussing and started moving. She made sure to check in with JB and to discuss with the military commander what she planned when she went into the city.

Henley and Glenfrey came over, towing Mikhail. The young mercenary remained quiet and withdrawn. Tranx and the rest of the Hidden Folk also joined them for the conference.

The young Witch explained to them that she planned on moving into Blagogarsk along the main road and heading directly toward the bookstore that was her primary meeting place with her mentors. If this truly was the city that she had visited before, just transplanted to this analog world, she knew that she would find people that she recognized there.

The magic users discussed contingency plans and protection in case the inhabitants of the city were strangers. Zhanna felt like she and her team had done everything they could possibly do for preparation. The surging of tension around the upcoming action was more than she could bear and she jumped to her feet and started to move.

“Okay, everyone. I think it’s time for us to get going. Are there any last questions?” the young Witch asked over her shoulder. When no one spoke up, Zhanna headed for the gate of Blagogarsk. 

The other times that Zhanna had come to the city, the gate had been open, and she had noticed it only in passing. It looked just as impressive in height and mass as it had when she approached it for the first time on her birth world, but with the portal closed the details were displayed for full effect.

Looking at the tall, imposing mass of metal and stone, Zhanna stopped in her tracks. Knowledge gained in her studies crowded her head with a flurry of facts, diving quickly into her consciousness like swallows flying through an insect cloud.

Runes and sigils were spread across the expanse, intertwining with glyphs that teased just outside of the young Witch’s vision. With a start, Zhanna realized that she was seeing the blending of different kinds of magic into a cohesive whole. The creation was stronger than any of them alone, an alliance of disciplines that worked in harmony that was almost audible.

Strength, protection, even draining spells on those of evil intent were incorporated into the gate surface and etched deeply into the dense substance. The Witch felt the pull of curiosity, tempting her to stop and explore, but resolutely dragged her mind back to the plan. I will come back sometime and study it, she promised herself.

Behind her, Zhanna could hear JB issuing his last-minute orders. She concealed a smile as she heard the man setting up a protected retreat pathway and coverage for his wounded. The young woman knew that things would have been much more difficult without him and thanked whoever, or whatever had arranged for him to meet with her.

There was a faint sound of scurrying behind her, as people arrange their walking order.

<<I never realized how much you take for granted when you are in the front of the line.>>

<<Yes, it’s difficult if you don’t have eyes in the back your head. Or a Familiar!>>

Zhanna smiled, heartened that she could find humor in a day that was full of tension.

<<<>>>

The gates loomed higher and higher, and the temperature got colder. Zhanna was conscious of a feeling of dread but also that it was imposed from without. I wonder if that is some sort of discouragement spell, she thought to herself.

The distance to the gate was growing shorter as she walked. Determined not to show hesitation or weakness, the young woman kept her eyes focused on the gate, trusting her companions to watch everything else.

One hundred feet, fifty feet, twenty, and less. Zhanna could now reach out her hand and touch the gate. Thinking she was going to have to stop and struggle to open it, the young Witch started to slow down to avoid smashing her face into the closed portal. When the heavy gates suddenly shifted out of her way, she almost tripped in astonishment. Only Stefan’s quick grab of her elbow kept her from that embarrassment.

The gates smashed back with a ringing sound. Dust rose, sucked upward by the speed of the movement of the gate, and Zhanna could feel the flying grit brush against her skin like thousands of sharp little teeth.

The sound of the gates as they crashed into the inside of the walls on either side was loud and normally would have drawn her attention. However, even that stupendous clang was no competition for what met her startled eyes. On her shoulder, Dascha hissed, and the young Witch felt the prick of her Familiar’s claws.

Four people stood in the center of the open area just inside the city gates. One of them she knew quite well. It was the Sorceress, Irina. The woman had been extremely helpful the other times that Zhanna had visited Blagogarsk and looked no less welcoming this time.

The young Witch had seen two of the others in passing during her previous visits. One of them was a senior Healer, a type of Witch about which Zhanna knew very little. She and the woman had never talked to any extent, nor had they worked together on anything. Zhanna took comfort in the woman’s warm smile and hoped that it meant there would not be trouble. 

The other semi-familiar face was attached to a man that had been in places that the young woman visited. She remembered him and his stout form, but the only other impression she had retained was that he was very fussy. 

Zhanna had a memory of him fussing at her mentor, Pavel, in the bookstore. The stranger had been continually arranging things and criticizing their placement in a low muttering tone while sending angry glances at the younger man. It took her a minute to connect that angry and petulant look with his current expression. Now he was beaming with a huge smile and came eagerly forward to greet her.

“Welcome home, welcome. We have been expecting you for what seems like a long time. We hope you didn’t have too many problems getting here,” the man burbled at the startled young woman.

“Bran, you idiot. Of course, they had problems. First of all, they’re here instead of where they thought they were going. Additionally, she just fought a major battle. What do you expect?” The speaker was a slender and aesthetic-looking man with a long neatly-combed beard. He was dressed in the robes that Zhanna took a moment to realize were those of a Druid.

Zhanna could feel the immediate protective response from her Familiar at the stranger’s words and tone. Flashing a calming surge at the angry cat, the young woman took time to stare consideringly at the speaker. 

Although he was a total stranger to Zhanna, the people that she knew seemed to accept him, and nothing in his manner sent her instincts afire. The old man did not seem to be really irritated at the others but spoke with what sounded like habitual crankiness. Transferring his gaze from Bran to Zhanna, the Druid said dryly, “Nice of you to finally get here. We have been expecting you for literally a month.”

Zhanna was startled into replying, “I didn’t realize we were gone that long. It seems to us like we just left home a few days ago.”

Irina interjected, saying, “They stopped at the Badger Hole Bar. It does strange things with timelines when you go through a different dimension. Oaklord, you know that as well as anybody else so stop harassing her!”

“Yes, yes. I know that, but we have been waiting here.”

“We were waiting for them because they are important to what we are going to do. So let’s at least give them a proper welcoming, old man.”

“Who are you calling old? You’re at least a century older than I am!”

“At least I don’t act it!”

Muttering, the old Druid turned back to Zhanna and her astounded companions. Seeing their open-mouthed looks, a mischievous smile appeared on the Druid’s face as he said in a rapid rush of words, “Welcome very much to the city of Blagogarsk. Some of you have been here before, while others have not. We are very happy to see you, but be careful because not all the city is in its right mind.”

Dascha snorted at the Druid and set a thin thread of thought to her Witch, <<What a warm and welcoming speech.>>

<<Snarky little thing aren’t you?>> thought the Druid onto their bond.

Dascha drew back in offended dignity, while the Druid laughed. Pointing a deeply gnarled finger at his chest, the Nature Mage said aloud, “Remember? Druid. Talks to animals. Even snotty Familiars.”

Transferring his smile to the rest of them, the Druid said, “We are your welcoming committee, such as it is. If you would follow us back to where Zhanna’s friends are waiting, we can fill in some of the missing pieces of information that have been causing you so much distress.”

As Zhanna followed their guides back along the pathway that she knew led to the bookstore, she heard Henley’s voice talking to JB in soothing tones. “It truly is okay. They are friendly, but all magic users tend to be eccentric. Actually, ‘eccentric’ and ‘magic users’ are probably synonyms. Anyway, let’s just follow them.”
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Chapter 17 – Bookstore Reunion

The combined group had gotten back to the bookstore without incident. Zhanna had been conscious several times during the journey of a sense of being watched, raising the hair on the back of her neck. The uneasy feeling led her to sneak in covert glances at the surrounding area, but she couldn’t isolate who or what was watching them. It didn’t seem to cause the others any problem, so she just took it in as information. Dascha promised to stay alert, and with that Zhanna had to be content.

Entering into the bookstore was as amazing as it had been every time that Zhanna had moved through its familiar doors. She still felt that wave of awe and the total humbled feeling of never being able to adequately understand the many books and scrolls that were there.

Zhanna smiled to see the fussy owner of the bookstore, Oleg, approaching her. As always, he was accompanied by his friend Pavel. The two of them came over immediately and made her feel welcome. She relaxed even more in the warmth of their familiar attentions and spent a little bit of time introducing the rest of her party to her spectral friends and mentors.

Settling down in various chairs, JB, Henley, and the Hidden Folk all seemed to be amazed at what they were seeing. They were so much in awe, Zhanna hadn’t heard a peep out of any of them. She wondered if she should make sure they were okay before the conversation became general but Dascha cut her off. 

<<They are just gawking. You will embarrass them if you draw attention to it. Nobody’s really having a problem, other than JB and he’s past the astonished stage and into stunned. He’ll snap out of it in a while.>>

Nodding her head in acknowledgment of her Familiar’s caustic support, Zhanna put her hands around the warm cup of tea that had appeared in front of her. Breathing deeply of the delicate scent, the young woman took a deep breath and looked up at the ring of spectral faces and asked, “What has happened? Why can we not go home? And how did you come to be here?”

Oleg and Pavel looked uncomfortable, flickering in and out of visibility as they seemed to search for words. Irina stared down in her hands, opening and closing her mouth several times. Nobody was speaking. Zhanna thought she was going to have to ask the question again when another ghost sprang into being at the table across from Zhanna.

It was Nastia, the highly respected and ancient Seer. The old woman reached out her hands, and Zhanna felt a spectral touch like the kiss of cold air on the spot that the cloudy hand intersected with her arm.

The old woman said, “This is the place and time that you’re supposed to be. The world that you lived in has changed in radical ways. And you cannot go back.”

Hearing the words come from the Seer broke something in Zhanna. It was worse than when Star Child Grace prevented her from going through the portal. It felt more immovable than the Badger Hole Bar refusing to open the door for her. The Seer’s words had a ring of finality and certainty that Zhanna could not ignore.

Tears pouring down her face, the young woman gazed imploringly at the ghostly Seer and asked, her heart slamming into the back of her throat, “Was it something I did? Did I somehow break something?”

A murmur of reassurance ran around the crowded circle, and the old woman shook her head saying, “No, it was nothing you did. It was not your fault, and you must never think that. I have seen the pathways, searching for solutions. This one is the only one that offered any hope.”

Grief came crashing down on the shoulders of the young woman, bowing them under the weight of fresh sorrow. Zhanna cried, uncaring of her audience. 

Dascha jumped to the table and wound herself around her Witch’s body. Trying to transmit love and support with the soft touch of fur and the light pummeling of little head butts, the Familiar did what she could. 

When the young woman didn’t cease crying, the other cats joined Dascha on the table. TT added her throaty purr to the comforting blanket of vibration and the textural comfort of her silky Persian coat against the skin of the grieving Witch.

Jack also jumped immediately to the table but did not purr. Instead, he leaned his stocky body against the Witch’s side and did what he could to comfort her simply by being there.

The ghosts allowed the young woman her grief. Zhanna didn’t know if she cried for two minutes or ten, but when the spasm of grief had eased, the specters were all still there.

Zhanna’s nose was stuffed up and her eyes hurt. Her throat felt like she had been screaming for hours and her heart still pounded in her chest. Staying frozen in despair would have been giving up, and Zhanna was not willing to do that. 

Drawing several deep, trembling breaths, the young Witch straightened up and looked directly into the eyes of the Seer across from her. The Seer’s gaze was fathomlessly deep and reminded Zhanna of the current of a large river. Smooth on top and full of crosscurrents underneath, the Seer’s eyes pulled on Zhanna’s soul. For just a moment, the young woman wanted to dive into those eyes and float but was pulled back by honor and duty.

“What happened? What has changed so much that I cannot go back? And what about the people that I love and that depended on me?”

This time it was not the Seer that answered Zhanna. Instead, it was a ghost neither the Witch nor the Familiar had ever seen before. Dressed in a uniform and protective armor, a tall and muscular ghost stepped out from the circling throng and took a position beside the Seer. 

Balanced on both feet with his hands behind him, a stance that Zhanna had seen JB take when he was waiting, the young Witch knew immediately that this was a military commander.

The man’s voice was resonant and controlled. It was the voice of command and one that demanded and deserved respect. His voice rumbled across the room, shaking glassware with a low trembling that seemed to reinforce each of his sentences. He said, “In your birth world, Krava had been tagged as the heir to the current head of the European Blood Mages. His death at your hands disrupted their entire organization. Because of that, the Blood Mages organized earlier than they would have and consolidated their power.”

Zhanna interrupted, exclaiming, “But you told me that it was nothing I did! If I wouldn’t have killed Krava, then this wouldn’t have happened.”

The man continued as if she had not spoken, but with a sympathetic look on his face, “If you had not killed Krava, it would have not stopped what happened next. All it did was to accelerate their timeline.”

The Seer interjected, saying, “What he says is true, child. It actually would’ve been a grimmer picture if you had not killed Krava.”

Picking up where his Seer had left off, the military man continued saying, “The defeat of the Heir Apparent caused the Blood Mages to consolidate their power early, and they mounted a raid of vengeance on your village.

“Understanding that you had developed allies, they had to craft their attack more carefully. This change in approach made it more difficult for the Blood Mages to victimize the village, which enabled some key players to move far enough away from the carnage that they have survived.

“The Blood Mages attacked the larger town that you recently visited and had a series of running battles with your mercenary group that was based out of there. When a secondary force of the Blood Mages started their attack on your home village, the surviving mercenaries ran to its assistance.

Zhanna was speechless, her mind whirling in a tornado of possibilities and options, but unable to speak. It was Stefan that took over the questioning at this point, face tight and emotions firmly in check. The older mercenary asked, “How did the battle go? How much of the village is left? And what can be done?”

The ghostly military man gave a sharp nod of approval and continued, “The village is gone, destroyed utterly. There are some survivors, but they will not live if they stay in the area. The Blood Mages have moved to consolidate their control and will tolerate no dissidents. No resistance. Any that remain will be sacrificed in pain to yield the most power to the dark practitioners.”

Mikhail was the next one who interrupted, asking with an intensity in his voice that sent chills of warning along Zhanna’s skin. This was not the melancholy man of the last few days, but a man concealing great anger that wanted a focal point. He demanded, “Who survived? And how can we help them?”

The Seer took over the answers, saying, “All the survivors are traveling with Zhanna’s grandmother. They are finding their way to the Badger Hole Bar and hope to meet you there.”

Leaning forward, almost into the Seer’s face, the younger mercenary demanded, “What protected them and how many of them are there? It makes no sense that the Blood Mages would allow anyone to escape.”

The old woman replied gently, “They would not have survived if we would have not taken action. We knew that this would happen as soon as Zhanna entered Blagogarsk the first time. The path of the Blood Mages and her desire to recover honor for the Russian Witches made it inevitable.”

Before Mikhail or Stefan could query the Seer further, the military Witch explained. “To divert them, we set off a large magical flare. They broke off from chasing the survivors and came straight after us. To further lure them away from those that had survived, we eased up the shielding around the city. There wasn’t a Blood Mage in that party that was willing to chase the survivors when the ripe plum of all the magical artifacts that are in Blagogarsk became clear to them.”

Zhanna found her voice, “Why would you do that? Why abandon the concealment of years to paint yourself as a target?”

It was Irina that answered, “We did it for you. You are our hope and our future. Hiding would’ve betrayed everything that we had been and that which we would be again. If we had not exposed ourselves, you would have come home to an ambush. The grief for your losses and the Blood Mages’ power would have defeated you. We were not willing to sacrifice innocents to protect ourselves. How can we teach you about honor, if we had abandoned ours?”

The description of the battle and the strategy that the occupants of Blagogarsk had executed brought JB out of his stunned shock and awakened his mind. Totally ignoring the confusion of information about ghosts and specters, Witches, magic, and all of the things that had caused him such a large challenge over the last few days, the former general immediately focused on strategic considerations.

He asked, “What happened then? Why have you not been overwhelmed by the Blood Mages in this world?”

Realizing that he might not have explained himself very well, the former general immediately added, “Forgive me, but before a few days ago I didn’t realize magic was real. I’m still trying to understand how it fits into warfare.”

The military Witch gave a sharp bark of laughter and said, “I remember that feeling. You’re adjusting very well for such a short acquaintance with us. Perhaps, later on, I can help you make some sense out of all of this.”

Surprised, JB stammered his thanks but went back immediately to the subject matter and repeated, “What’s next?”

It was the Seer that answered, saying matter-of-factly, “We had kept Blagogarsk partially between dimensions because we knew that if the power of the artifacts in the city were unshielded nothing would stop the Blood Mages from overwhelming us and stealing them. With those power items in their grasp, the Blood Mages would have been invincible. When we stripped enough of the concealment away to draw them off the survivors, we knew that we would have to leave.”

Irina, the Sorceress, contributed, “We knew that we would have to go to an analog world where Blagogarsk had never existed. For whatever reason, you can only go to a world that does not contain your analog. This is especially true of magical items. So years ago, the Seers and Scryers of our city began looking for possible relocation worlds. It was an option that our military men,” with a nod towards the man standing close to JB, “had insisted on. We knew we would have to leave eventually and were prepared.”

The military Witch took up the tale and said, “We removed Blagogarsk from that world, leaving an empty plain and moved it to this one where the city and none of us had ever existed. We brought all of the magical items, the knowledge, and the resources that had been built up in the city by countless generations of magic users.”

The Seer explained, “That kept it from the hands of the Blood Mages and will make it possible in the future for them to be defeated.”

The ghost, standing at semi-attention across from Zhanna finished the explanation, saying, “It took the combined power of many of the magic users in this city. While the Sorcerers did the actual moving, they had to be assisted by Mages and Druids. The Mages released the dimensional anchors of the city, and the Druids reattached it. William’s maps gave us an understanding of where to place the city, and we came here.”

There was a moment of silence as each person contemplated what they had heard. Zhanna could see out of the corner of her eye that JB was looking stunned and that Mikhail and Stefan looked unutterably sad. Finally, the young Witch broke the silence and asked, “Why here? Why did you come here?”

The Seer smiled again. It was a trembling, fragile expression yet one that contained overtures of love and respect. She said, “We came here because this is where you could come. This is the world that you can make the place that you have envisioned, one where magic users live with honor.”

Irina said it for all of them, “We came for you.”

[image: ]

 


Chapter 18 – Protect and Serve

Zhanna found it very difficult to accept that the entire city had been moved across dimensions just to accommodate her. Despite everything that she had been through in the last year, the young Witch refused to see herself as anything special. 

Dascha listened quietly to the rush of conversation fragments that Zhanna had with herself before rudely interrupting her Witch, saying, <<That is about enough! You may not see yourself as important, but everybody else does. This is just a way of being senselessly humble, and it’s getting very annoying.>>

<<I am sorry, Dascha. The idea that they moved the entire city to a different analog world just to be with me feels like some sort of crushing burden. They did it because of an expectation of things that I’m supposed to do. But I do not know what those are! I’m not sure I can do anything heroic! I’m not even trained.>>

<<Says the woman that defeated the creep Krava on our home world. At some point, you are going to have to accept the role where people have placed you and own it. You can’t duck the responsibility without letting everybody down. Just be yourself. That’s all anyone really can expect you to do.>>

Realizing that there was no winning this argument with her Familiar, Zhanna decided to stop arguing and just deal with things one step at a time. It was the only thing that prevented her from running out of the room screaming and trying to find a place to hide.

Realizing at that moment that there was absolute silence around her, Zhanna looked up to see everyone staring at her. Spectral ghosts, military personnel, and the Hidden Folk all were looking at her expectantly. Only Henley, Mikhail, and Stefan had any other expression on their faces, and those were all variations of slightly amused. Each one of them knew exactly what was going through Zhanna’s mind and she could tell that all three of the men shared two common thoughts.

The first one was probably, Thank goodness it’s her, not us! Coupled with, What comes next?

Zhanna wished she knew.

Swallowing to moisten her dry throat, the young woman asked, “Who survived the attacks on Earth?”

Many of the specters moved uneasily, but for a moment no one answered. Finally, it was the ancient Seer that answered her in a gentle voice, “We can’t tell you.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“A little of both, I am afraid. My vision is cloudy around this aspect. I have seen that if I explain more details to you that things will turn out worse. I am very sorry that you are learning first-hand the advantages and disadvantages of being a Seer. In this case, we can provide you with some general information, but cannot go into specifics. If you can accept that, we will tell you what we do know.”

Zhanna could hear the sincerity in the old woman’s voice and knew in her heart that there was no intent to hurt her or prevent her from knowing something she needed for any reason other than extreme necessity. It reminded her of her Baba telling her much the same thing. Her loving grandmother had explained that it was a limitation on the Seer as well as protection for the other people involved. Reluctantly, the young Witch nodded in agreement. Only after that nod did the old woman continue.

“We do know that there are survivors from the village. The battle in Brasilov was heated, and there were many injuries to the mercenaries that were aligned with you. For the most part, the town was left undamaged, but the Blood Mages knew that they had to take out your allies before they could consolidate their position in Yarorbash. When the commander in Brasilov realized what was happening, he notified his people that were guarding your grandmother. They started one of their contingency plans immediately for her protection and managed to convince some of the villagers to flee. Those that didn’t flee were obliterated later.”

Zhanna caught her breath in a strangled sob, and she heard Mikhail groan behind her. It was a heart-wrenching sound that stabbed her to the core.

<<Dascha, what are we going to do if he lost his parents again?>>

<<I don’t know. But let’s not borrow trouble before it arrives.>> The Familiar’s voice was quiet over their bond and Zhanna could feel Dascha’s worry and grief echoing.

His voice thick with tears, Mikhail spoke directly to the old Seer for the first time, “Do you know if my family is gone? I won’t ask you for all the details, but please tell me if anyone survived.”

Nastia looked at the young man with eyes that were deep and shadowed. Her voice was gentle when she said, “I could not tell you the particulars. My vision was too clouded, too general. However, I have seen you embracing someone that was obviously related to you in the future and know that at least part of your family has lived.”

Mikhail dropped his head into his hands and sobbed brokenheartedly for a moment. Zhanna put her hand on his shoulder, and Stefan gripped his upper arm on the other side. For a moment, the three villagers were united in both hope and sorrow.

Such a moment is not meant for prolonged experience. It is too poignant, too sharp to be able to stay in it. The intensity of the feeling and the pain that followed in its wake pushed the three into immediate action.

Zhanna straightened her posture and asked the old woman, “What should we be doing next?”

It was not the Seer that answered. Instead, it was her old friends Oleg and Pavel that took turns addressing her question. Oleg started off in a precise and dry manner, calmly stating, “You need to find a new place to live. You have to get settled before you have more battles with the Blood Mages. Living out of a tent when you have to go into full battle is a good way of getting killed. Not only you but also everyone with you.”

Zhanna nodded her head once in a sharp almost convulsive move but before she could speak Pavel interrupted, saying, “You cannot go back to the village. One of the reasons it fell so quickly is that it is not a defensible area. I realize that the caves are protected, but you can’t live in those.”

Seeing that Zhanna was speechless, Stefan asked, “What do you suggest?”

“There are many estates here in Blagogarsk that have no heirs and no inhabitants. It would seem reasonable to take one of them. It’s not going to do the buildings any harm, and there is no equivalent of Blagogarsk in this world.”

Astounded, Zhanna asked, “Do you mean we should just pick one and take it?”

“Of course. Who’s going to argue with you?”

He had succeeded in totally confusing the young Witch. She was being given what amounted to carte blanche to select and assume ownership over any one of the impressive city homes. From what she had seen of them on her explorations of the city, the homes were very grand and had extensive grounds. Many of them backed up to the city walls and formed part of the city defenses.

The panic that settled into Zhanna’s body was reflected in the pounding of her heart and the chills that she could feel washing up and down her body. In her mind she wailed, I can’t do this! I’m just a simple village girl!

<<Stop that! You passed being a girl when you began to train in Blagogarsk spellcasting. You ceased being a simple village girl when you decided to carry forth your vision of honor for the Russian Witches. Just like a child cannot go back into the womb, neither can you go back to being a simple village girl,>> Dascha snapped over their link.

The mental admonishment was as good as a slap to the young woman, breaking her out of hysterical reaction once more. Zhanna let none of her trepidation show on her face as she bravely asked, “Where should we start looking? And how will I know which ones are available?”

Suddenly grinning widely, Pavel and Oleg said almost at the same time, “You need a list before you go looking. And I believe that Irina has volunteered once more to take you around.”

Continuing the chorus, Irina exclaimed joyfully aloud, and Dascha muttered telepathically, “Shopping!!”

<<<>>>

Stefan and Mikhail thought that building a list was the perfect thing to do. They soon had Zhanna feeling overwhelmed as she began to dutifully write an extensive list of things that they either needed or absolutely required. On Henley’s advice, they also added aspects that they absolutely didn’t want in a new residence.

It did not take very long for those lists to grow to many items. By the time that Zhanna had written down barracks and offices, a cozy cabin for her grandmother, garden space, room for the Hidden Folk, and practice ranges for both magic and weapons, the young woman was feeling overwhelmed.

“How can we expect to find anything that would satisfy all of these items in a city?” she asked the room in general.

Henley answered her, saying “You can always decide that something is not a requirement later on but this way you have a template of your perfect home. If you have to compromise on some of the items, that’s easier to do once you winnow things down.”

Irina interrupted, saying, “You haven’t had much time to look at the residence portion of the city. There were many town estates, and you might find everything that you’re looking for in one of them. The list is just a good way of narrowing down where we want to look.”

Suddenly the effort made more sense to Zhanna, and she sat down with determination to finish the lists. Quickly adding things like open space for the Hidden Folk, lots of trees, and the rooms that she knew she needed, the young Witch felt ready to go in less than 15 minutes more.
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Chapter 19 – House Hunting

“What about this one? Do you like how it looks?”

Zhanna’s feet hurt, and she desperately wanted to sit down and rest. This was the ninth place that they had looked at. The different estates were confusing, and all of them were too grand for her, but she had realized after the first one that it was simply going to be what happened. 

There was no way that they were going to find room for the mercenaries and space for spellcasting and Hidden Folk, let alone her grandmother, without getting something large, and quickly. Everything they saw, she would have regarded as unnecessarily roomy and totally pretentious before, but now understood the demands of dependents and the associated responsibility.

Any illusions that Zhanna had secretly harbored about the romance of her path were burned out of her on that tiring trip that crisscrossed the city in a concentrated effort to find the best location for her and her people. After trying to find something that would fit her comfort and expectations, while addressing the needs of her expanded group, Zhanna was ready to settle for anything that would work.

“No, I am sorry, Irina, but this one just will not do.”

The ghostly Sorceress simply nodded her head and moved on. Calling over her shoulder, Irina said, “I think I’ve saved the best one for last.”

Stefan asked her, “Why did you save the best for last? If this next one is truly the one you think that will match what we need, why not visit it first?” 

The Sorceress laughed, a delightful trill of joy that brought a smile to everybody’s lips, no matter how tired they were. “If I had shown it to you earlier, none of you would have had the perspective of what was available and what you needed. You might’ve rejected it and then been too tired to go back to it. This way, you have oriented to the city and to the lifestyle that went on here before, and may go on again. Now you can see this through better-tuned expectations and vision.”

<<That is one smart woman! I can see exactly that happening if she would’ve flipped the order around.>>

<<I know, Dascha. But my poor feet would love a break.>>

<<One would think that you were out of condition. Perhaps your easy living is catching up to you.>>

Just then, they rounded one of the small hills in the town and came face-to-face with an ornamental gate and stone wall.

The sight of the estate drew the first comment from the accompanying mercenaries that Zhanna had heard in the three hours that they had been househunting. Almost torn out of the man’s lips, she heard, “Incredible! This would be perfect!”

Smiling, the young Witch looked again, focusing beyond the open metalwork of the gate to the house. What she saw hit her like a punch in the chest.

The house was perfect. Expansive and huge to the village-raised Zhanna, the face of the house somehow managed to communicate a warmth and welcome that they had not seen from any of the other houses. The mellow golden-tinged brick seemed to be alight in the afternoon sun. Even the overgrown gardens and the shuttered windows failed to interfere with its character and presence.

“Well, what do you think? Do you like this one so far?” asked Irina.

All that Zhanna could do was nod her head silently. Every word that she had been using to discuss the other houses had fled, leaving her mind echoing in silence. Her eyes darted from location to location, taking in the wide sweep of the buildings. The softer, oblique angle of the walls formed what was obviously one side of the enclosing wall. The well-built barrier promised protection and comfort without bristling with aggression, whispering of defending its occupants rather than screaming defiance to the world.

The shape spoke of home to the tired Witch, reminding her of the arrangement of her Baba’s cottage garden, and far away from the stiff, box-like lands of the other estates that they had seen.

Dimly hearing voices and amused laughter in the background of her thoughts, Zhanna walked through the gateway that had been efficiently opened by the mercenaries and ascended the broad steps. Lost in a state of wonder, the young Witch stumbled through the door of the main house in a daze.

Wandering through the house, Zhanna wasn’t conscious of the rooms themselves. She was not tracking details. Instead, she was feeling her way into the soul of the building. Both Witch and Familiar were drawn into the essence of the dwelling as if it were another member of their bond. Tasting, feeling, hearing, seeing, they slipped into the senses of the estate, communicating at a level that none of them expected.

Respecting her mood, most of the others avoided addressing the young Witch directly. Zhanna could hear their conversation but ignored everything but the weave of dormant life that was this house. Delving deeper, she strove to understand what had been done here and what sort of spirit it had going forward.

It was almost as if the house could speak to her. The conversation of feeling and intent, one that was a series of voiceless questions asked and answered resonated along the Familiar bond and both Witch and Familiar were lost in it. Zhanna walked through the house adrift in that communication, Dascha present and conducting her own investigation.

Drawn as if pulled on a string, the young Witch found herself exiting the house through the French doors in what looked like a study. The transition from house to outside was abrupt and startling. The Witch now stood in a fairytale garden.

Overgrown from decades of inattention, the gardens were alive. Packed with movement and sensory input, the flowers held their perfume thick on the ground. Zhanna’s movement through the grasses sent swarms of butterflies upward in explosive clouds that rose in the sparkling late afternoon sunlight.

The vital nature of the garden sang in the Witch’s blood, and her hands itched to bury themselves into the ground and feel the fertile dirt that held so much promise. Here was life, and hope. Here was the promise of this earth, this land. Its name might be Tellus, but it spoke to her in a language that was beyond speech, names irrelevant.

Dimly, as if through a thick membrane Zhanna heard people talking to her. Fragments of conversation slipped through the daze of her submersion into this place. “… Perfect cottage for your Baba…”, “… Huge barracks and a practice yard!”

Suddenly decisive, Zhanna spun on her heel and looked directly at Irina. “You were right to bring us here last. This is indeed perfect. And this is the one we choose.”

<<<>>>

Zhanna didn’t remember much of the trip back to the bookstore. The same comfortable daze that had touched on her as soon as she had walked into the estate accompanied her on the journey back. As they got to the bookstore, Zhanna felt an audible snap as if she had passed another threshold. Firmly anchored in the here and now, she marched into the bookstore and informed those waiting for her there that they had found a house and lands.

When Irina told the waiting specters which property they had selected, Zhanna was conscious of a stirring in the group, but there was no forthcoming explanation. Resolving to follow up on that later, the young Witch soon was the center of a planning session that focused on the next stage in the strategy that they would need to carry it out.

Bemused, she heard Stefan, JB, Mikhail, and the others discussing the facilities available at their new location for the administrative offices, as well as details of the home and garden that she hadn’t paid attention to.

Alternating between amazement and horror, she found out that the home that she had chosen came with several hundred acres of land, forests and five separate small homes scattered around. She also found out that it was built against the city walls on the cliffs overlooking the river. 

Stefan was anxious to go exploring in the caves and to see the strategic value of the river location. JB was quite taken with the whole idea too, and the two men descended into a discussion of climbing gear and lights that Zhanna quickly tuned out. Caves were a necessary part of her life between travel to the Badger Hole Bar and her old practice site. It didn’t mean that she loved them.

The young Witch interrupted the conversation on the advantages the different kinds of rope to ask, “We now have a place to bring people. What else has to be done before we can leave?”

Reminded of the situation once more, the men reentered the general discussion and started talking through the points that they would need to address before they could head back to the Badger Hole Bar.

Who was staying and who was going, provisioning and reasonable timings, were all things that were discussed and then woven into a plan. However, there was one thing that bothered the magic users in the group that had not been addressed.

Zhanna was the one who brought it out in the open, saying, “What are we going to do if the Blood Mages come back while we are gone?”

It was the Druid on the town Council that answered her, saying, “We hoped you could provide the answer to that. We knew at the time that our defenses were not strong enough to keep them out indefinitely. Do you have something that can provide protection while you’re gone?”

Zhanna thought for a few minutes and then said, “I think so. On Earth, I confined the Evil Ones that attacked our Hidden Folk with a field that prevented them from wandering. Now that I’m no longer there to renew it, I’m not sure how long it will last, but that is no longer my responsibility. 

“If I reversed the spell so that instead of keeping things in, it kept things out, I believe it would protect Blagogarsk for a long enough period for us to get to the Badger Hole Bar and back. Once we are back, we can craft more permanent solutions.”

The young Witch saw nods around the room as people discussed her solution in low-voiced conversations. She didn’t see any significant objections coming to the fore, but she still wanted feedback on her plan. Turning to JB, the young woman asked, “JB, does this sound like a reasonable approach and can you think of any non-magical things that we can put in place that would help supplement the warding.”

The commander of her group tilted his head to the side and thought for a moment. Thoughtfully, he said, “I think we can add some medium and long-range weapons to a response team. However, I don’t think we should take all of our troops back with us. We should leave a portion of them here to back up your magical warding.”

The Druid instantly agreed, saying, “That’s perfect. We frequently mix the type of magical strategies that we put together since we found that very few of our opponents expect cooperation among Sorcerers, Witches, Mages, and Druids. It makes our defenses difficult to overcome, but without your contribution, the sheer power these Blood Mages have acquired would create a significant danger.”

Strategies set and plans agreed upon left everyone with a feeling of comfort. Zhanna would throw her modified spell, and they would head back to the Badger Hole Bar. Only then would they find out who of their loved ones had survived and what situation they would have to address. The combination of anticipation and dread hung over them like a storm about to break, and Zhanna could not move fast enough to escape it.

<<Soon, my Witch. Soon, we will know.>>
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Chapter 20 – Back to the Bar

The trip to the Badger Hole Bar seemed to go quickly. The small group left before dawn and traveled rapidly, using stealth to avoid possible confrontations. They avoided any stops, staying focused on getting to their destination. Zhanna glanced regretfully down the path toward the Rusalka’s home but knew she couldn’t stop.

JB had been very straightforward about their need for speed since they wanted to leave 3/5 of their force in Blagogarsk. The two wounded members of their party, the injured scout and the unconscious Blood Mage guard necessitated leaving someone to care for them. The rest of the party that stayed in Blagogarsk was comprised of two-thirds of the mercenary unit.

Before leaving, the force commander had a discussion with the squads and had selected one of the NCOs to stay and command the detached unit. They would provide non-magical support in case of attack. All of the stationary force was under the overall direction of the military Witch, whose name was Borya.

Neither Stefan nor Mikhail were left behind in Blagogarsk. Zhanna knew that both of them needed to be with her when they met up with the refugees from their old world. Just thinking about who did or didn’t make it was increasing the nausea that the young Witch fought every step of the way. She couldn’t shake the concern from her mind, wondering which of her friends and neighbors were forever lost.

She knew it was even harder for Mikhail who was still reeling from the scene at his analog parents’ home. The young woman knew that she was close to her breaking point and she could only admire the younger mercenary for his stubborn refusal to break.

<<That is enough of these dark thoughts. You can’t do anything about it, and you are draining your energy by worrying at those ideas like a dog with a bone.>>

Zhanna knew that Dascha was right and tried to not think about who she would find. Despair and hope struggled for control, and she felt like she was the rope that they were pulling.

It was still early morning when they reached the cave entrance in the practice yard. There was no sign that anyone had been there and the watchers that Tranx had left quickly reported that there had been no activity anywhere.

Zhanna was inclined to see this as a positive sign but all three of the mercenaries, as well as Tranx and Noma, seemed to regard it as a concern. The young Witch was so tense she couldn’t focus, and she hurried the others into the cave and started down the tunnel pathway with only a short farewell to the local Hidden Folk.

<<Slow down, kitten. You’re going to do your grandmother no good if you are killed on the way back to meet her. Wait up for the rest your party and stop being stupid.>>

Zhanna immediately slowed down her pace and allowed the men to catch up. When Stefan patted her forearm, Zhanna glanced sideways at him and said, shamefaced, “Sorry!” The quick grimace that he gave her told the young woman that the older mercenary understood very well why she was hurrying.

Zhanna was the perfect picture of impatience. The others repeatedly had to slow her down, trying to keep her from outrunning them or endangering herself. Her heartbeat seemed to carry a chant of, “Baba, Baba.” The young woman’s anxiety ratcheted higher with each pounding step.

The path to the Badger Hole Bar was still the cloud and fog-shrouded narrow tunnel that had so frightened Zhanna the first time they had traveled there. However, this time the Witch was all out of patience. Zhanna came to such an abrupt stop in the middle of the tunnel that she almost caused a collision as the other members of her party had to either swerve to avoid her or catch themselves up short. 

The young Witch placed her hands on her hips and declared in an absolutely furious tone, “I know you can hear me. This may be very funny for you, and I’m sure it serves the purpose to keep people from getting to the BHB without a good reason. However, you know as well as I do that we are supposed to be there. So stop this!”

Behind her, Zhanna heard JB ask Mikhail, “Who is she talking to?”

The muttered response was so low that only the Familiar’s hearing caught it. “Anyone that will listen.”

After a moment, Zhanna headed down the tunnel, again at a rapid speed. The tunnel might have been marginally lighter, and the fog wasn’t clustered so tightly. That wasn’t good enough for the irritated Witch.

Zhanna began to mutter under her breath, and a blue nimbus started to swell from her forearms and hands. The light intensified until it lit an area 10 feet in front of the party. Waiting a short while longer, the young Witch started throwing small fireballs ahead of them. Each of the missiles remained lit after landing. The ability to see in front of them gave the party greater mobility, and Zhanna began to toss her fireballs further and further ahead.

After a while, something started to flop over the fireballs to extinguish them.

<<Oh, oh! It looks like the cave didn’t like what you are doing.>>

<<That’s too blasted bad, Dascha.>>

Without any warning, Zhanna began to fling explosive blasts into the sides of the tunnel. These were small explosions, but for each detonation, a burning stone appeared firmly attached to the side of the walls. The intelligence behind the tunnel responded with attempts to extinguish the flames, first with dripping water and then with falling rock. All that these efforts accomplished was to make the flames larger as the fires slid over the water like it was oil and combusted the new stone.

None of the rest the party made any comment as they followed the Witch moved quickly down the pathway. Now, they could see about 50 feet in front of them. 

The observant mercenaries noticed that the pathway was changing. One moment it was 50 feet long and the next it was five. The way would then stretch out for another 50 feet and an instant later it would accordion back into a 5-foot stretch. 

When JB attempted to stop and examine the terrain, Mikhail grabbed one elbow and Stefan the other, practically carrying the man for few steps. Stefan explained, saying, “We need to not get separated. I guess that the tunnel is trying to get Zhanna to her destination quickly, so she doesn’t cause any more damage.”

Mikhail added, “I don’t want to be stuck in an irritated tunnel when the Witch leaves so I think we better keep up.”

Understanding at last what the two mercenaries had been trying to tell him, JB quit attempting to slow down and instead focused on keeping up.

It was only a few minutes more, and the lit sconces on either side of the doorway to the Badger Hole Bar appeared. Another shortening of the tunnel and they were suddenly there, climbing the three steps to the door and finally facing the uncertain news they both needed and dreaded.

Zhanna came to a halt just short of the door. The young woman’s face had gone pale, and her hands were shaking. 

JB hung back allowing the other two men to approach the young Witch. Stefan spoke first, “Come on, Zhanna. You know that we have to find out what happened. We are not gonna like it, but at least then we’ll know.”

Zhanna turned her face to the older man, someone that she had depended on for years, someone who had been a friend to both her and her grandmother. She searched every square centimeter of his face with a desperate question in her eyes. The older man just waited for her to say what was burning its way out. Finally, the young woman asked, “What if she’s not there? How can I possibly go on?”

Mikhail answered her, his voice devoid of emotion and stiff with determination. “We will go on. No matter what happens, no matter who is there or not, promise me that you will not give up.”

Staring into Mikhail’s face, Zhanna almost whispered, “I will not give up.”

<<This is all so noble that it’s about to make me barf up a hairball. Before you go all self-sacrificial and depressing, how about if you just open the blasted door and see who’s there. Don’t borrow trouble, don’t decide things that you may not have to decide. Be practical and just open the door!>>

It was obvious that everyone heard the Familiar from the startled looks and the sharply indrawn breath. JB was trying to conceal a smile, and Stefan looked a little calmer. Tranx, who had been riding in Mikhail's backpack laughed, a gentle ripple of amusement that eased tension.

Even Mikhail smiled, and Zhanna felt her burden lessen a little, but the feeling of impending doom wouldn’t release her.

<<Dascha, it really isn’t anything to laugh about.>>

<<Life usually has something in it that is amusing. Save your grieving for when you need it. Now get off your butt and lead.>>

Zhanna reached out and opened the door to the BHB. Greeted by a wall of noise and welcoming light, the young Witch and her party stepped through and allowed the door to close gently behind them.
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Chapter 21 – Reunion

The scene in the bar was a confusing mixture of people moving and talking, children, mercenaries, and people stretched out on the floor being treated for injuries. Zhanna and her companions stopped in shock just inside the door, freezing for a moment.

A heartfelt, joyous paean of sound, Zhanna’s voice rang out in a clarion call of, “Baba!”

The young woman rushed across the room and flung her arms around the spare, weary woman sitting at the table by the fire with Wynn in attendance. Dropping to her knees, Zhanna had tears running down her face, murmuring incoherently as she hugged and checked her grandmother for injury.

The old woman had tears running down her face also, and she covered Zhanna’s face with kisses. “Moya detka, my little girl, I have been so worried for you.”

“Worried for me? I was not the one in danger, and I didn’t even know that you were under attack. I should have been there.”

“No! It would have been worse if you would’ve been there.”

A male voice had interjected, drawing both women’s attention to where Dov lay on the ground, propped up by one of his troops. The mercenary commander was obviously injured. Bandaged heavily along his right side and still resting on the stretcher on which he had arrived, Dov was pale and unmoving. He displayed his pain with the bright eyes of someone who was both drugged and trying to cope.

He repeated, “No. They were looking for you. If you would’ve been there, you would’ve died, and the rest of us would’ve immediately followed. The only thing that held their hand was the hope that they could draw you out.”

Reluctant to leave her grandmother, Zhanna wavered, eventually getting to her feet and moving over to the injured man. Touching the uninjured shoulder gently, Zhanna asked, “What happened?”

“Hold off on that for just a minute, Zhanna. We need to get a handle on all the injuries first. When things calm down, you can catch up. There should be no urgency right now because the Blood Mages will not get through,” said Madrik.

When Zhanna would’ve asked him questions, Wynn informed her in an undertone, “The Badger Hole Bar has barricaded the incoming door. We heard screams and explosions coming from behind the door until about an hour after the last of the stragglers made it through.”

Looking around, Zhanna saw that most of the regulars at the BHB were helping the refugees. She saw the Cook repeatedly coming out from the kitchen and laying trays of food and drink on the bar. Brechal, the fearsome bartender, was fully occupied in handing out refreshments as fast as his hands and tentacles could manage.

While the adults were being aided by healers and mercenaries, the young Witch saw that the children were also being treated.

For the most part, the children were just frightened, tired, and hungry. Zhanna saw some minor scrapes and scratches. There were a few older children with bandaged cuts, but none of the children were among those in the healers’ care. 

Some of the little ones were huddled next to adults, big eyes watching the room and all of the strangers within it. Many of the children had never seen anyone in their life that looked different from them and the variety of skin colors and body shapes that filled the Badger Hole Bar would’ve been a shock to anyone under normal circumstances. Under the traumatic umbrella of their day, the young Witch could understand why so many of the children looked terrified.

However, certain children were resilient enough that they wanted to move around. Zhanna heard giggling sounds and saw a pint-sized cook’s helper wrapped in a shortened apron trotting out of the kitchen bearing a small tray. Stretching onto her tiptoes, the little girl carefully slid the tray onto the top of the bar and returned to the kitchen with a happy smile and a wave toward the fearsome-looking bartender.

If Zhanna had not been so stressed out herself, she would’ve found the look on Brechal’s face amusing. The child’s cheerful acceptance of the demonic-looking bartender had him more confused than any of the rest of the activity that was occurring.

That was a cheerful note in a room full of pain and sorrow. Everywhere that the young woman looked, there were injured or grieving people. Seated once more beside her grandmother, Zhanna listened to a fragmented report of what had gone on.

Luckily for her, JB had seated himself on the other side of her grandmother and had drafted two of the mercenaries to take notes. Alastair was methodically ushering people over to provide their information. The former general asked most of the questions relieving the overstressed Witch of the responsibility. The knowledge that all of the fragments were being recorded left Zhanna feeling calmer and more in control.

As many people came over and talked, Zhanna began to piece together both the timeline and a picture of how desperate the situation had been. She was alternately horrified and distraught, switching between feelings of guilt and flashes of rage. 

She shivered with dread as Dov’s mercenaries told of the ambush of the command group and how most of them were killed. Sick to her stomach, the young Witch suffered through the description of Dov being carried from the fight while calling to warn the squad protecting her grandmother.

The drive to relieve Yarorbash, the run from the Blood Mage force, and the harrowing sacrifices of the mercenaries and villagers alike etched themselves deeply into her soul. The survivors of the run from Brasilov to Yarorbash, bringing the four vehicles that made the rescue possible, warmed her heart with gratitude, even as she mourned the loss of further willing sacrifices for the children and women’s survival.

Dascha curled up against her Witch’s chest and leaned back so that her purr would vibrate through Zhanna’s bones. The sound and feeling of her Familiar’s presence kept the young woman anchored.

The constant reassurance helped the young Witch keep focused but did nothing to assuage the feelings of guilt and sorrow that echoed from everyone’s voices.

<<Remember that this is not your fault. It is like watching an accident, and you tried to stop it. You were unable to do that. You didn’t cause the accident, you just could not avert it>>

<<I hear what you’re saying, Dascha. However, I still feel like I should’ve done something.>>

<<Let me get this straight, first you tell me you’re just a simple village girl and use that to try to explain why you can’t cope with something. Now you’re acting like Superwoman or some other strange character that should be able to do everything. If you don’t work a miracle, you are supposed to feel guilty. Do I have that right?>>

<<Okay, you’ve made your point. I'm not rational. But I don’t think it’s reasonable to expect me to be balanced after all of this.>>

<<<>>>

Everyone requiring first-aid had been tended. The healers were now making slow circuits, making sure that none of their patients had a relapse and finally getting to the more minor injuries that were plaguing the refugees.

The BHB had accommodated the need for a calmer atmosphere and the lighting in the barroom had gentled. The cook had outdone himself, producing huge amounts of food that tempted the appetite, yet was not too strange for the refugees in the bar. 

In the process, he had amassed a large group of juvenile assistants while everyone else was trying to sort things out. Zhanna had wondered at the cheerful attitude of his little helpers. When the Witch asked Wynn, the waitress explained his secret. Zhanna’s sad and angry demeanor cracked, and she giggled.

“What do you mean by he is bribing them? Are you telling me that he’s not only cooking everything we see out here but making special treats for the children in the kitchen?”

Wynn laughed and said, “That’s exactly what I’m telling you. He is producing these amazing little sweets and tasty treats that the children are gobbling up. They are cocooned in the kitchen with him, and he’s telling them stories of his life when he was a child and regaling them with the tales behind the recipes. They are all enthralled. They are so sweet that they insist that he stop his tales as they run out to the bar with food for the adults.”

The two women shared an amused look before turning their attention back to the others that were sitting at the table.

Here was the matriarchal backbone of their old village. Sparse and damaged, it still contained the women who were responsible for the large number of children rescued. The Mongolian Seer had been forceful in her demands that even if the parents were going to stay, the children should be allowed to leave. She had argued, bullied, and blackmailed her way into getting some of the parents to agree.

Other adults had been far more rational about the protection of their children and had readily agreed to allow Bolormaa to take their young ones to a place of safety. After all, the caves had originally been a place for children to flee the oppressors and pogroms that the czars still occasionally ran.

Many of the children’s parents would never be seen again. They had insisted on staying in the village to protect their belongings, confident in their ability to survive what they regarded as just another political move. By the time they had realized that it was more than that, it had been too late.

Here, speaking in low tones that only those at the table could hear, one of the women, Marina, recounted how she had carefully hidden so that she could observe what happened when the Blood Mages came into town.

She appeared to be a totally different person from the cheerful and helpful matron that had donated her father’s vehicle to Zhanna just a little while ago. 

Her eyes haunted by visions that might never leave, Marina recounted in a stumbling voice the horrific things that had happened to the villagers that stayed. When her rambling report had stumbled to a halt, the only sound was the scratching of one of the mercenaries documenting the events. The moment of silence stretched out until Zhanna couldn’t bear it any longer.

“There was nothing more you could do. I know it doesn’t help, but even if all of us had put our energy and power together to try to stop this travesty, we couldn’t have. "

One of the women, eyes red from crying, looked up at the young Witch and asked, "You're supposed to be so strong. Could you not have stopped them? Could you not have prevented this?"

Before Zhanna could respond, Stefan interjected, saying, “Zhanna tried to go back. She was prevented from returning by an extremely powerful Witch that told her that if she went back that everyone would die. We didn’t understand at the time what she meant, but I think I see now what would have happened.”

The women at the table sat up straight and focused on the older mercenary like cats watching a mouse hole. He continued, “If Zhanna had returned, she would have walked straight into an ambush. She would have been destroyed, and there would’ve been no way of warning you that the Blood Mages were going to attack the village. There would’ve been no way out for any of you. The difference was to save some of you or save none of you. Who among you thinks that all of you should be dead?”

Marina closed her eyes and tears dripped down her face in a slow, hot stream. In a low tone, she said, “We saved all but two of the children. Yana all but kidnapped four of them from their families saying that we were going to go on a field trip. We took them away from the village, so they weren’t there. None of them saw the destruction or heard the screams of their parents.”

The teacher from the school, Yana, added softly, “At least we did that.”

Switching her gaze to Zhanna, the teacher said, “You know what it is like. I couldn’t bear to lose any more of them.”

Zhanna reached out a gentle hand and pressed it against where Yana’s tightly clenched hands and intertwined fingers rested trembling on the table surface. “I know.”

Another one of the women, a contemporary of Bolormaa’s, looked dazedly at Zhanna and said, “It would’ve been our 53rd anniversary tomorrow. He thought I was an alarmist and that I would be back in time for the party. He always let me go with my feelings, but he always followed his head.”

Turning toward Marina, the woman continued, “Did they hurt him? I need to know.”

Staring straight at her, Marina answered, “No, he died before they could do anything to him.”

<<Marina just lied, my Witch. I can see in her eyes that his passing was horrible.>>

<<I know. I could see it too.>>
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Chapter 22 – Catching Up

When things were little more settled down, and Zhanna, Stefan, and JB could go over what they had learned, the picture was both better and worse than the young Witch had feared. Thanks in no little part to the contingency plans that Dov and his mercenaries had made, the Hidden Folk and all but two of the children of the village had been evacuated successfully.

Dov was severely injured, ambushed in Brazilov when the Blood Mages first attacked. He and most of his command group had been targeted for the initial wave of the onslaught, and only Dov and two others had escaped. The commander had immediately called the squad that was protecting Bolormaa and warned them that they would be next.

Many of the mercenaries that worked with him had family in Brasilov. They stayed in the town to do what they could to protect the inhabitants. Despite his injuries, Dov had taken off for Yarorbash and brought all of his available company with him.

They had arrived in Zhanna’s village to find that the village had fallen and the Blood Mages were sacrificing the villagers. The commander’s more severe injuries resulted from his attempts to rescue those that were still alive. Without magical support, it was a futile effort.

The mercenaries would have fallen but unlikely rescuers in the form of Bob, the accountant, and Mark, the mechanic, had swooped down and bundled them into the car that Zhanna had helped repair. Their escape from the village had been a distraction that allowed some of the shell-shocked villagers to escape at the last moment.

The weedy young man, Bob, had sat shaking on the other side of the table and told them that he thought the only reason that they had escaped was that Zhanna had not understood tires. The Blood Mages had repeatedly tried to fire holes in the tires and couldn’t seem to understand why it didn’t incapacitate the vehicle.

Mark told of a harrowing escape that had them dodging on the roads and driving down narrow pathways to get to the cave. By that point, Dov was not capable of walking. Pushing as many of the children into the car as they could, they had decided to try driving through the tunnel to the Badger Hole Bar. With Bolormaa in the other car, packed solid with villagers, they had driven a winding route through the passageway that sounded totally unlike anything that Zhanna had traveled before.

This did nothing but reinforce in the young Witch’s mind that the tunnel was not what it seemed. The path she had walked and the one that the village party had driven was totally different.

The passageway that the refugees had taken was not easy, requiring them to go carefully along pathways with narrow trails but wide enough for the vehicles. Behind them, they could hear the Blood Mage pursuit. Desperate to escape, they had decided that one of the groups would hang back and ram the Mages with one of the cars. Bob and Mark had volunteered for the suicide mission. When they got into the vehicle after transferring people to the other one, it refused to start.

Unable to understand why, they were tinkering with the engine when they saw the Blood Mages emerge from the other side of an open cavern. Desperately, they had pushed the people into the vehicle and Bob tried one more time to start it.

The engine had caught the first time, and Bob threw it into reverse. Without bothering to turn it around, he drove backward through the tunnel. The car screeched as he turned into the next passageway. The desperate refugees heard the Blood Mages roar in triumph and start across the cavern, only to hear a huge thundering sound as the roof collapsed in. 

Coughing from the dust that had been raised, Bob had painfully turned the vehicle around at the next wide place in the tunnel and joined up with the lead car. It had taken them what seemed like another couple of hours to get to the Badger Hole Bar. Instead of steps leading up into the bar, there was a ramp, and the doors were double wide. They had pulled in, thinking it was a garage, only to find themselves in a taproom.

The surreal nature of their escape had left all of them reeling. Zhanna could see it in their shaking hands and dazed looks. Even Brechal felt sorry for them because he brought over the drink that he normally served for people the first time they came into the BHB. The huge man gently pressed the glasses into their hands. Mark was so much in shock that he didn’t even really look at the demonic-looking bartender. Instead, he simply gulped the drink down and placed his head on the table and was immediately asleep.

Bob glanced up to say, “thank you,” and saw the bartender and froze in reaction. After a moment, the young man gulped and said, “Thank you very much. I wish I would’ve had your muscles just a little while ago.”

Brechal stared at the teenager for a moment and said, “For all of my muscles, I could not save my wife. Muscles alone are never enough.”

Without another word, the bartender headed back to the sanctuary of his bar. Bob watched him walk across the room and turned to Zhanna in question. Before he could ask anything, Stefan asked sharply, “Zhanna, have you seen Mikhail?”

Suddenly alarmed, Zhanna said, “No! Where could he have gone?”

As she started to rise from the table, Wynn came by and caught her shoulder, pressing it gently down. The waitress said, “Mikhail is with his parents and sister. His mother was injured in the escape, and his father is beside himself with worry. Mikhail won’t let go of any of them, and he is sitting at the healers with them right now.”

Zhanna and Stefan made a stereo sound of relief and relaxed back into the chair. Zhanna closed her eyes briefly, and two hot tears slid out from underneath her closed lids. It was the only sign of the huge relief that she felt knowing that Mikhail was not losing his parents again, at least right now.

JB said, “I’ve reviewed all of the notes, and I think I’ve got the situation pretty well put together. It sounds like the avenue that the Blood Mages were pursuing is closed off. For now, I don’t think we really need to worry about anything, and it appears that the BHB has its own defenses.”

From behind him, Madrik said firmly, “Yes, we do.” So silently had he come up behind the former general that JB half jumped out of his chair in surprise.

“Sorry about that! I think you’re all very jumpy right now and I totally understand why.”

Zhanna looked at the Badger Hole Anchor and asked, “Is there any place that we can bed everybody down? I don’t think I want them to travel again tonight. Too many of them are injured, and I don’t want to run the risk of encountering Blood Mages at the other end when we are all exhausted.”

Madrik smiled and said, “I think we have just what you need. Those that are more injured will stay here above the bar where the healers can attend them. The rest of you are going to have to sleep a little bit rough.”

Zhanna responded, “That is not a problem. As long as we are safe, I think everybody will be fine.”

“That’s good. We have a building that is two structures away from this one. It is vacant and quite large. I believe that at some point it was an arena or a warehouse. I thought perhaps that if we set it up with blankets and other items that you guys can sleep there tonight. In the morning, we can do a better assessment of who can travel and who cannot. After a good night’s sleep and another meal, you can make more informed decisions.”

Zhanna nodded thankfully and did a quick visual survey of the rest of her command group. They all nodded in agreement, and the young Witch turned to the Anchor and said, “Thank you very much, Madrik. We are grateful to both you and the bar. Let me get my people organized and over there.”

Madrik waved toward Alastair at the bar, and the big bouncer came over to stand silently next to his boss. “Alastair will help you, and his assistant will go with you too. I have already had bedding, and other setups moved over there so you should have some time to rest and recover.”

Just then the kitchen door opened and a stream of small children all wrapped in aprons came out carrying baskets and trays. Behind them came the Cook, his arms loaded with a variety of foodstuffs, trailed by three of the mercenaries carrying kegs.

Calling out to Madrik, Najeer said, “I am taking food over to where they will sleep so that if anyone wakes in the middle of the night, they will have something to eat or drink. I will be back later.”

Madrik nodded, and the BHB opened the doors for the procession.

Wynn gently touched her friend’s shoulder and said, “Zhanna, you are worn to a thread. How about if I walk you over and we get everybody down to sleep before you fall over and we have to carry you.”

Nodding gratefully, Zhanna helped her grandmother to her feet and the two villagers, trailed by the remaining adults from what had been a thriving village, followed the waitress into the night.
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Chapter 23 – The Morning of a New Day

The sleep had done them all good. It was true that only the children had slept easily, but everyone had benefited from rest and a period of time where they were not fleeing for their lives. Zhanna could see it in their faces as they stared in wonder at the building where they had spent the night. 

Rather than explore the ruins of the outer rooms, all of them had chosen to stay in the large room that Madrik said had once been some sort of theater or warehouse. It was huge, easily able to accommodate a hundred times the number of people that they had.

Looking around, the young Witch saw that there were actually more people than she had at first thought. In addition to the 14 children, Zhanna had Marina, Yana, and six other villagers, including Bolormaa, Mikhail’s mother, and sister. The men from the village were sparser. Only Mark and Mikhail’s father had escaped. Bob was actually from a different village but had chosen to come with them. Zhanna knew that he wanted to join their group and she had been very impressed with his performance with the car.

All the Hidden Folk that had been in her grandmother’s garden had fled with Bolormaa. They had picked up an additional seven of the small creatures during their rapid trip to the caves. The Folk had all found comfortable places in the nooks and crannies of the empty building. Tranx had joined Noma and Tish in settling the Hidden Folk and talking to them about the differences in the world that they would be seeing.

Dov’s mercenaries were only a small portion of what he had before. Knowing that half of his troop had stayed in Brasilov to protect their families, Zhanna was not surprised to see that there was only a small contingent. There were only 27 left of over 200 company mercenaries that had come through the journey to the BHB. One of the squad leaders told JB that they lost more than 70 in the battle within Brasilov and another 15 trying to evacuate the village.

Dov and four others were badly injured. None of the rest of them were totally uninjured, but all of them could fight. Dov had refused to be separated from his troops although he had sent the other badly injured to stay with the Healers for now.

Zhanna finished her circuit of the room checking on the children, women, and the non-mercenaries to find Dov still pale but propped up against the side of the warehouse and talking with JB about strategies and plans.

“Dov, you should be resting!”

The big mercenary gave her a shadow of a chuckle and said, “I will rest when I’m dead, Zhanna. Until then, I’m trying to avoid having to rest.”

JB laughed, commenting, “I guess humor transcends time frames. I’ve used the same joke myself many a time, and I think I predate you by a couple of centuries.”

Dov said, “It is pretty funny how we seem to be taking this whole time shifting in stride. I guess that everything else has been so horrendous that the fact we are in a different dimension in a world controlled by a sentient bar, lying in an empty warehouse, and talking to a real Witch seems perfectly normal.”

All of them smiled for a moment and then Zhanna got back to the subject she wanted to cover. “I talked to Madrik this morning. He said that the Blood Mages that attempted to follow the villagers are all dead. The tunnels left none of them alive. How he knows that I didn’t ask. However, I believe that he does know.”

Dov heaved a huge sigh of relief and said, “That’s a big load off my mind. There’s nothing I can do about the situation we fled. I’ve seen occupied territory before, and you can’t rescue it if it’s not the right time. I’m not sure there is going to be a right time in that universe. JB here has been telling me that you’ve already arranged for us to have another place, a fresh start in a world that is similar to the one we left.”

“That’s correct. The magical mentors that I was working with moved their city there, knowing that we would have to go someplace better. In that world, none of us are alive now. Therefore, we can live there without a problem, and we have a chance to change the path of that world where we didn’t have the opportunity to affect the one we were born in.”

JB added his thoughts to the conversation, saying, “This is going to have to be a significant strategic campaign. Not only are you establishing yourself in a place where you have very few allies, but the dynamics of the world are different than what you are used to. So the consolidation of a beachhead is important, and while you have formidable allies from a power perspective, other aspects are going to have to be built up.”

“What sort of aspects?” asked Dov.

From behind her back, Zhanna heard a pair of footsteps and could feel the familiar presence of both Mikhail and Stefan. The older mercenary was the first to speak, saying, “We need to develop connections to the people that are there.”

Mikhail added, “Don’t forget the Hidden Folk. We already have the beginning of an alliance with the closest and largest group. They report to Tranx, who is here with us now.”

Startling all of them, the Hidden Folk were suddenly noticeable, interspersed among the larger humans and all being attentive. Tranx, Noma, and Tish were all settled on the ground while Saroc was wrapped around a pillar above Dov's head.

The discussion became general, and they worked out a plan of attack and strategies for establishing themselves in the area. Zhanna could see the strain that the conversation placed on Dov by the way that his face got paler and his trembling increased.

“Dov? I think perhaps you better rest. You will be no good to anybody if you fall apart.”

“Zhanna, I have to do something that at least feels like it could be productive.”

“We all need you to rest and recover. There is so much to do to get our people moved and settled in, and they need you healthy enough to help me do that.”

The injured man leaned back against the rough wall of the building. The thump of his back hitting the hard surface made Zhanna cringe, but the man was too focused to even register the pain. The young Witch knew instinctively that she needed to let him talk and remained silent.

“Zhanna, I failed you. We built our alliance on supporting each other, and I couldn’t hold up my end. I let so many of your people die.” Zhanna’s heart hurt with an unexpected stab of sympathy as the big man leaned forward and let his tears run over his face and drop to the ground.

There was silence all around them as the impact of his words rippled out in an increasing circle of attention. Stefan burst into speech, saying, “Dov, don’t be ridiculous. You fought against overwhelming odds. The Blood Mages were too powerful for any of us to fight, especially if taken by surprise. You at least got some of your people out and were dedicated enough to the alliance to immediately head off to try to help us.”

Leaning forward, the injured commander said, “But I couldn’t save people there either.”

A voice issued from an unexpected source as Bolormaa snapped at him, her voice raised in admonishment, “Grow up, boy. You failed an impossible challenge. You salvaged what you could, for which we are very grateful. So you’re either looking to be told all the reasons why you are wonderful or are looking to be spanked, so you can forgive yourself and go on.”

There was a chuckle that ran around the room as some of the people found the humor in her speech that they needed to lighten the grim mood. Martina chimed in, adding her voice to the discussion, “Without your help, we would all be dead. The men and women of your mercenary group were the only reason that we saved any of the children.”

The Seer added, “All but two of the children were saved, and some of us managed to make it out alive. Forgive me if I don’t regard that as a total defeat. Life is not all or nothing.”

Hearing the large mercenary being scolded like he was a toddler almost brought a smile to Zhanna’s face, but the young Witch knew that this was not the time for amusement. However, she was unable to avoid trading looks with Mikhail and Stefan, who had both been targets of Bolormaa’s “chats” in the past. All of their expressions were serious, but Zhanna could see the corners of Stefan’s mouth trembling with his effort to not smile.

Dov was taken aback by the women’s responses and leaned forward to peer more closely into Bolormaa’s face. As he did so, Zhanna saw blood staining the stone of the wall where his back had hit and pressed against the hard surface. Aghast, the young woman exclaimed, “Oh, no! Dov, you’ve broken your stitches open. Please lie down before you cause additional injury!”

The large mercenary looked like he might argue but suddenly began to sweat profusely. Recognizing the sign of shock, both Bolormaa and Martina started toward the trembling man ready to catch him when he fell.

Dov dragged his hand over the copious sweat that had started to drip down his face and then laid his trembling hand on the floor to brace himself. Moving without focus, the distraught mercenary placed his hand on top of the already damp spot where his tears had soaked into the dry ground.
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Chapter 24 – Mercenary Madness

The ground trembled, and the walls seemed to shift. Glancing around wildly, Zhanna saw that a strange glow had started to rise inside the walls and floor. Concerned that there was some sort of earthquake about to happen, Zhanna reached for her power ready to cast a protective spell.

In Zhanna’s mind, Dascha yelled <<Look! Look at the wall!>>

A second later, someone else in the room yelled the same thing out loud. Everyone’s attention was drawn to the wall where glowing letters were starting to appear. Slowly, chiseled words appeared on a column, one after another. 
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Blood

Sweat

Tears

[image: ]

The characters grew in brightness until many were forced to shield their eyes from the searing visual impact.

Zhanna heard Dov draw a sharp and wondering breath, and then there was silence. Everyone appeared to be frozen and unmoving. No words, no noise.

In the space of silence, the rumbling seemed to intensify. The ground shook harder, and if anyone spoke at that point, Zhanna was unable to hear them. The roaring was a massive wave of noise, obliterating every other sense as it rushed forward.

Louder and louder it got, its volume cresting higher. When Zhanna didn’t think she could handle more, there was suddenly a change, although one that was unexpected and somewhat frightening. Directly beside Dov, the ground opened up, and a circular shape rose. Looking like a flat pan, the shape swirled with water and magic.

Zhanna recognized the peculiar mixture as that which filled the pool behind the Clothier’s shop and the fountain in front of the Library. Seeing it develop here was frightening and filled Zhanna with a sense of impending change. The young woman caught sight of her grandmother’s face and was reassured when she spied the faint smile there.

The water-filled the pool and then trembled as a smaller pillar of stone rose up from its center. The pillar within the circle grew higher until it was close to the height of the oldest of the children. Only then did it stop reaching upward and the rapt audience watched as the outside of the lower pool, and the inner tower changed textures to a polished and glorious silver sheen. No sooner had the surface transformation completed than a plume of water forced its way upward from the top of the column.

Until that moment, the water had stayed confined to the changing enclosures. However, now the water reached out a spray as if it were a hand. Scattering none of its drops randomly, the water arced across and washed down Dov’s face, splashing into his mouth and erasing the tracks of his tears.

The water increased in volume as the man watched open-mouthed. The bright fluid continued to soak him. Zhanna would’ve moved forward and pulled him out of the water, concerned that he was under some form of an attack, but at the first tenseness of her muscles, Dascha clenched her claws, pricking her Witch’s flesh and whispering in her mind, <<No. Something important is happening here, and we should not interfere.>>

The water changed again, and its trajectory now was no longer a soft and gentle arc. Instead, it had become a thinner, targeted line of watery force that arrived unerringly into the gaping mouth of the newly baptized mercenary. Dov swallowed in self-defense, instinct triumphing over intellect.

Acting as if he had been electrically shocked, the mercenary first stiffened and then fell back. Stefan and Mikhail both surged forward and grabbed his unconscious body before it could slam into the ground. Ready to pull him away, they stopped, confused when the water stream stopped and everything was silent again.

The only sound was the gentle burbling of the fountain that continued to playfully spray on the top of the inner column. There was time enough for a breath, maybe two, and everyone started to exclaim in amazement and move forward toward the water feature. The more adventurous of them had only taken two steps when the building groaned and creaked with additional shaking.

Once again, Zhanna prepared her spell of protection but in less of a panic than she had before. The young Witch was fairly certain that something else was going to happen and that they all needed to witness it. Glancing around the room to make sure everyone was safe, the young woman was surprised to see that it was not just the villagers and the refugee mercenaries that were there. Crowding into the doorway were the injured members of Dov’s company, as well as many of the normal inhabitants of the Badger Hole Bar’s taproom.

Zhanna registered the presence of Madrik, Alastair, and Brechal, but she was even more amazed to see some of the Healers. Wynn and the Cook were there, accompanied by several strange women, one comfortable and motherly-looking, the other an athletic woman with a remote, cold expression, dressed in black leather. 

Totally confused now, the young Witch had let herself get distracted. She was reminded of possible dangers when a series of loud cracking sounds seem to walk with invisible footsteps across the building and then dash back toward the walls.

The trembling in the floor got worse again, with the noise getting more intense. Only Madrik’s calm posture and the smile that was growing on her grandmother’s face kept Zhanna from trying to rush her people out of this building. So worried was she about their safety that the flash of intense, blinding magic took her totally by surprise.

The magic spread across the floor running out from the fountain as if it were a coat of paint that had been spilled. Sliding evenly across the floor, it repaired the floor in its wake leaving a smooth and polished surface. It took only a few seconds for the entire floor to be covered and fixed, almost faster than the eye could track. The healing flood slid under and around the people and items scattered across the floor without hindrance, the magic undeterred by simple physical presence.

The strange fluid began to slip up the walls. As it rose, the surface changed in front of the wondering eyes of the captive audience. Carved surfaces, smooth stone, a variety of inscriptions. All of these appeared at various places along the wall, rising out of the magical touch and remaining after the liquid had passed. 

Another surge of trembling and pillars rose up from the floor, rising in height more than 20 feet. There was a groaning and gasping sound as Zhanna felt a swirl of magical wind come into the building and twirl around the exposed roof. 

Without warning, there was a ceiling above them, replacing the aged roof trusses of a few seconds prior. It was flat and finished, looking as pristine as if workmen had just completed it. Decorative carvings touched its edges, and the slight sparkle of a sealant was a testimonial to its craftsmanship. 

To Zhanna, it was almost as if the building was screaming in triumph. The noise was so loud and so intense, so fierce and so joyful that she felt like she was witnessing a victory over impossible odds. Rising to a high screech that pierced the skulls of the people within, many clapped their hands over their ears in pain. 

Then silence. The abrupt secession of sound left the young woman wondering if she had lost her hearing.

Zhanna looked around and saw only stunned faces. No one seemed to be able to form a coherent sentence. The trembling that the young woman felt inside of herself told her that they had just witnessed something incredibly important, but she just simply didn’t know how to react.

In the silence, the sound of a man clearing his throat was extremely loud. “I believe your friend Dov will be staying here for a while,” said Madrik. The man smiled with a look of both remembrance and shadowed joy as he continued, saying, “You have just witnessed one of the Badger Hole Bar’s seeds sprouting. It has found its Anchor.”

Looking around the room, the Badger Hole Bar’s Anchor and partner laughed, saying, “My guess is we’ve just seen the Mercenary Guild established.”

Zhanna saw what he meant. Weapons were racked neatly against the walls, and a blank training schedule was hung against a different one. Most telling were the four doors that led out of the north side of the large room that had carved signs over them. The impressive plates said, Field Forces, Battle Magic, Covert Services, and Protective Services.

Pausing for a moment to understand what all of this meant, the young Witch started to laugh. After a split second, Stefan and Mikhail joined her. The laughter moved from person-to-person as more of them caught on to what had just happened. Soon the entire room was laughing and talking joyfully. No one was crass enough to comment on the near-hysterical edge to the laughter or the relief in the many faces of the people in the room.
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Chapter 25 – Sorting Things Out

After such a tumultuous start to their day, Zhanna truly hoped that the remainder would be quiet. The young Witch knew that there was planning to do, both to get her people to a safe place, and how best to arrange things among Dov’s mercenary group, the new Guild, and the transplanted city of Blagogarsk.

Genevieve, the Clothier, had descended on the refugees with a determined glint in her eye and the able assistance of both Wynn from the BHB and Sage from the Dirty Bucket Brewery. Refusing to accept any argument, the Clothier had informed all the refugees that they were to come to her shop in small groups and she would provide them with some of the clothing that they needed. 

When several of the women objected, saying that they had no money, the short and slender Clothier had drawn herself up to a ramrod posture and said, “I do not believe I asked you for money. I need people to act as walking advertisements for my skills, and I have selected you.”

As the woman turned away from the villagers who were standing in awe of her regal manner, Genevieve saw Zhanna staring at her and closed one eye in a slow wink before leaving the room. The much more approachable Wynn and Sage then began to talk to the women. They cheerfully interacted with the stunned villagers and mercenaries, getting them to separate out small groups.

Wynn shepherded out the first group for the Clothier and left Zhanna to reassure people that everything would be all right. It is bad enough that she had to comfort the villagers, but every one of Dov’s mercenaries had come to ask her what all the magic had meant. Knowing that they didn’t really want to hear her say that she was as clueless as they were, Zhanna had given them noncommittal answers and general reassurances.

The young Witch heard both Stefan and Mikhail as they had side conversations with visiting groups of mercenaries and spectators. At one point, she heard Stefan telling a group of the BHB regulars that he was positive that Dov would set up interviews and membership rules in the near future. 

At the same time, on the opposite side of the room, Mikhail was reassuring some of the mercenaries that had come with Dov that they could either join the Guild or find permanent work with Zhanna in Blagogarsk. The young woman was amazed at how much interest there was in both options. 

On one side there was a Guild that had sprung from nothing in the space of a few minutes. The other option was employment by a small group of people that had just fought their way out of a deathly trap and moved across dimensions. People are crazy, the Witch thought to herself.

Zhanna hoped both Stefan and Mikhail were right and the traumatized mercenaries and villagers would have choices. Even more, she desperately wanted them to find a place of safety. She trusted both of her old friends enough not to interrupt them but did not trust her own voice in this matter. Rather than send a mixed message, Zhanna simply referred inquiries on the Mercenary Guild or possibilities of permanent employment with her to one of those two men.

<<<>>>

The atmosphere changed a lot when the first group came back from the Clothier. Even Zhanna, who had expected a large transformation was astounded by the difference. The group of people that had left to see Genevieve had been obviously refugees. Wearing stained and torn clothing, redolent with dirt and the tracks of their journey when they left, the returning group was transformed, clad in well-fitting and prosperous-looking clothing. Not only were the villagers dressed in new outfits, but each of them also carried a sizable soft-sided case.

The young Witch had a perfect view to see what had been provided when one of the children had excitedly dropped onto the ground and pulled all of her new items out of the bag to show her curious friends. 

Multiple changes of clothing for every day and work were followed by brightly-colored garments for celebrations and festivals. Personal items like brushes, sleepwear, and other necessities were also tucked into the bag. The other children and villagers crowded around, exclaiming in wonder, and passing the items around for everyone to see.

The clothes were amazing, and the personal items the subject of excited chatter but the majority of the surprised joy came from the presence of shoes. Work shoes, walking shoes, even slippers. Children that had never owned a new pair of shoes were speechless. 

In most village families, footwear was handed down from child to child. Straw and socks were used for padding, allowing too-large shoes to be worn by the smaller children. The situation was not much different for the adults. Many of them had owned a single pair of shoes for their entire life and went barefoot when age claimed the well-worn foot protection. Zhanna knew that one of the traditional betrothal gifts was a pair of shoes or socks, primarily because of the scarcity and cost of obtaining them. 

The Witch felt her breath catch in her throat, and an invisible hand clenched her heart when the excited little girl turned to her friend and said, “Tasha, don’t worry. If they run out of shoes before you get there, you can share mine. We have feet about the same size.”

<<Even when they have so little, they are still generous.>>

<<It says good things about their hearts. Generous and loving, even in the middle of deprivation and uncertainty,>> responded her Familiar.

Other members of the returned group were exploring their new possessions. The new owners touched the sturdy leather of their perfectly-fitting footwear with trembling hands. Parental eyes grew teary as they looked at the unexpected gifts. 

The gratitude was general, but the tears were the emotional overflow from the realization that someone was gifting their children. The wonder of someone giving their beloved progeny something so special broke through their collective shock and distress, allowing happiness to creep in on stealthy feet.

After that first group had come back and shown the results of visiting the Clothier, there was no more reluctance to go visit her. She might be intimidating, but she was amazing.

The young Witch found it supremely amusing that none of the women focused on the items they had been given. In fact, she found out that none of the mothers that had gone with the first group even knew what was in their bags. They had been so focused on their children that they had no time to pay attention to themselves. Mothers, sisters, even fathers were no strangers to joy for their children’s accomplishments and acquisitions.

Zhanna exchanged looks with her Baba, both of them smiling with the same poignant memory. They had done the same for Zhanna’s brother. It did not matter to them that they wore much-mended clothing. If Igor had new things, it was a joy for them all. The bittersweet vision of his smiling face as he modeled his first mercenary uniform reminded Zhanna of simpler times and pleasures.

Once the second group came back with their own items, to equally eager sharing and examination, Zhanna knew that they did not need her in the room any longer. Wynn and Sage were handling the logistics well, and the trickle of people seeking reassurance from the Witch had stopped.

It was just as well. Zhanna had felt herself retreating more as the day had progressed. Although Dascha had told her not to worry about it, that it was just a reaction to the stress of the preceding days and that she would feel better in a while, the young woman worried. She felt as if she was wrapped in an insulating blanket, part of what was going on around her but cocooned in filters that kept her feelings at arm’s length. 

Zhanna knew that that protective insulation blurred and muted the immediacy and sharpness of her reactions. She could feel Dascha’s presence on their Familiar bond and trusted that if there were a problem, the watchful cat would let her know in no uncertain terms.

Despite the blur of her delayed shock and mental exhaustion, Zhanna was kept busy walking around and answering questions, stealing moments to plan living arrangements with her Baba, Noma, and Tish followed by strategy sessions with Stefan and Mikhail. 

With no concrete way to mark progress, Zhanna felt like she had been spinning in place all morning without really doing anything.

<<It is amazing how quickly time passes when it is chopped up into small moments of discussion,>> Zhanna observed to Dascha.

<<I know that you feel that nothing is getting done, but that is not true. Progress is happening in many areas, but they all creep forward together, not race one by one.>>

<<I will have to trust you on this one. All I can see is that I am busy all of the time and nothing gets DONE!>>

Only a little of the Witch’s frustration was alleviated by the wave of delight that inundated her over their bond like a deluge of emotion.

<<Fine. I am an unending source of amusement for you!>>

<<Poor kitten, the game is not played how you want it to go. So either adjust to the hunt that exists or go find other prey!>>

<<I cannot just leave and go! I have responsibilities!>>

<<Then you have your answer.>>

It did not help that her Familiar was right… again. Zhanna sighed to herself and threw her efforts back into the fray, determined to do her best.

Her attention was drawn by the sound of a quiet argument, one between people that she knew well. Over to the side of the room, away from most of the milling villagers, Bolormaa and Stefan stood across from each other in positions that clearly signaled that they were having a disagreement. Curious as to what could set the calm older mercenary and her easy-tempered grandmother at odds, Zhanna began to work her way around the room to eavesdrop. 

“Why would I want to go and get new things? My clothing is fine, and my weapons are familiar friends!” stated Stefan in a heated, but quiet voice.

“It is important for two reasons, young man! First, your clothing and presentation reflect on Zhanna and speak to the villagers of status. The second is that if you do not, you are an idiot!”

“Says the woman that is not brave enough to go with the village women to the Clothier, yourself!”

“I do not need anything!”

“Why is that acceptable when it is you, and not when it is me? Your arguments are not worth listening to if you do not believe them. And if you believe them, then you are afraid. But fear is not a reason to shame your granddaughter in front of everyone!”

“I am NOT shaming my granddaughter! I would give my life for her.”

Stefan’s voice gentled, and he said softly, “How will it look if all of the villagers and those that report to Zhanna are well-dressed and the woman that Zhanna loves more than life itself is in mended rags? If she has fewer possessions than the meanest beggar? What does that say about your vnuchka, your granddaughter?”

<<Sneak away, my Witch. Quietly, on silent feet. We do not want to be part of this conversation!>>

A stab warning of acute danger pierced even the emotional cottonwool that insulated the Witch. Zhanna immediately reversed her path, grateful that she had not just walked up and asked the two verbal combatants what they were talking about. Fervently, she prayed that the two of them would work things out. The young woman did not want to have to order either them to see Genevieve but would if pushed.
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Chapter 26 – Gifts for Now and Later

After a while, Zhanna realized that both Stefan and her Baba were absent. Concerned, she took another quick survey of the room to verify her observations.

<<Dascha, did you see what happened to Baba and Stefan?>>

<<Chill out, my Witch. They left, but at different times. Stefan went out with Mikhail in one of the groups that were going to the Clothier, escorted by Sage. That group was mostly Dov’s mercenaries, plus your two. Your Baba left almost at the same time, but she went off with Wynn, and both of them were quite animated.>>

<<Oh, oh!>>

<<I could not agree more!>>

Slowly, the young woman had been plagued by a feeling of needing to go to the BHB. The urge to leave was like an itch that kept growing, and finally, the young woman asked her Familiar if she knew what was going on.

<<Dascha, I feel like I’m being yanked toward the BHB. Am I going nuts?>>

<<Not necessarily nuts over this, but I’ve been feeling the pull too. I think it’s the BHB’s way of communicating with people that are not bonded to it. That sort of subconscious ‘Yank’ is all that he can manage to do.>>

The young woman sighed in relief, saying, <<Thank goodness! I thought the stress of the last few days had finally pushed me over the edge into insanity.>>

<<Nope, not yet. Although I’d be careful if I were you.>>

Zhanna laughed, immensely grateful for the practical nature and honest criticism that her Familiar provided her. <<Thank you, Dascha. I don’t know what I would do without you.>>

<<You would probably be chasing your tail in the middle of the room and forget what you were doing. Obviously, you need a Familiar to breathe and walk.>>

Once again, the young Witch felt a wash of amusement slip over her like a cooling silk robe and then came back to reality as a nervous-sounding male voice spoke close to her.

“Errrr, Lady Witch? May I ask you something?”

It was one of Dov’s younger mercenaries, the one called Kasha. He had been one of the people that accompanied Zhanna on her previous trip to her home village. She smiled at him, noticing that he was apparently the spokesperson for a group of anxious-looking mercenaries clumped over to one side of the room.

“Hi, Kasha. What can I do for you?”

“Zhanna, the Clothier said that we were supposed to go to her also. Did she really mean that or doesn’t she realize that we are not from the village?”

“Genevieve knows exactly where you’re from. If she said for you to go to her, she meant it. And frankly, I wouldn’t want to upset her.”

Giving the Witch a grateful grin, Kasha turned and headed back at speed to the men and women waiting for him. They closed around him like tentacles of a large creature drawing him into the center so that everyone could hear what he said.

Relieved smiles and happy looks spread across the group, and they turned as a unit to exit the building. Kasha stopped at the doorway, turning to wave at Zhanna, a large smile on his face.

<<<>>>

The feeling of being summoned became overwhelming. Zhanna and Dascha checked the room once more, seeing that things were quiet, with some of the over-excited children collapsed in slumber, still holding onto some of their new possessions. The young Witch smiled to see one little girl with her new slippers tucked under her head. Dreaming of dances and parties, I hope, she thought to herself.

Quietly, Zhanna wandered through the room, smiling at those that were still alert and avoiding waking the exhausted. Finally, she stepped through the doorway and onto the walkway of the street. Drawing a deep breath, the young Witch, exclaimed, “Oh, that feels so good!”

An unexpected chuckle caused Zhanna to spin in her tracks, relaxing when she saw the BHB bouncer, Alastair. 

“You startled me! What are you doing out here, Alastair?”

“Actually, I’d come to find you, Zhanna. Madrik suggested strongly that you come to the Badger Hole Bar. And I do mean, strongly.”

“Is there something wrong? Is there a problem with one of the villagers or my mercenaries?”

“Not exactly. I think you have to see it to believe it.”

While they had been talking, Alastair, Zhanna, and Dascha had been walking toward the open doorway of the BHB. As they approached the open portal, Zhanna heard a mass chorus of, “Go, go, go!”

Afire with curiosity, the young Witch hurried through the door only to stop in her tracks before she had gone more than five feet into the room. Dimly, Zhanna thought there must be a short circuit between her eyes and her brain because she simply couldn’t reconcile what her eyes were telling her. Reducing it to a series of snapshots, she tried to make sense of the different pieces of the overall situation.

Snap – The room was totally crammed with people and the cars had disappeared.

Snap - The entire drinking population of the taproom gathered in a circle around two people seated at the bar.

Snap - Madrik standing with his arms crossed against the wall and watching the situation with a look of appreciative amusement.

Snap - Brechal looking stunned but serving up shot glasses as fast as hands and tentacles could fill and lift the glasses to the countertop.

Snap - Star Child Grace with a flushed face and disarrayed hair. For the first time, Zhanna was seeing the powerful Witch in less-than-perfect control. The woman was seated on one of the two stools at the bar.

Snap - A tower of empty and upside-down shot glasses in front of both stools, towering five levels above the bar top, attesting to the contest that was in process.

Snap - The rapid exchange of money as the onlookers placed bets on the contest outcome.

Snap - Seated on the other stool, with pink cheeks and a determined look on her face sat an older woman, still upright and daring her opponent to match her drink for drink.

<<Wow! She is awesome!>>

<<Dascha! How can you say that?>>

<<Easily! She is amazing, too bad you don’t appreciate her. Excuse me, I need to go place a bet!>>

The small black cat took off at a run, winding her way through the mercenaries’ legs. The young Witch saw her Familiar leap onto Madrik’s folded arms and stared deeply into his eyes. The amusement on the Anchor’s face increased, and he walked over to one of the mercenaries collecting bets and handed over some money.

Zhanna’s mind was in turmoil, and she didn’t know what to think or do. Nothing made any sense right now. Thrown into further disarray by Alastair’s amused look, the young Witch was frozen, so great was the shock.

After all of the things that had happened over the last few days, this easily was the most startling. Lacking any clear thought as to what she should do, the Witch turned to look back at the contest. A drinking contest. Between one of the most powerful Witches that Zhanna knew and… her Baba. 

Drawn further into the room, Zhanna moved closer to the two contestants. The five-deep wall of mercenaries enclosing the bar separated as if by magic as the young Witch approached. Soon, she had a front row observation of events. She was even close enough to hear that the contest was not just drinking.

“What’s the problem, starting to not be able to hold your liquor?”

“In your dreams, you Peeping Tomasita! I will be drinking long after you are snoring under the table.”

“Hah! Just in case you haven’t noticed, we are not drinking at a table. This is the bar, and you are on a stool. They probably didn’t cover things like furniture names in whatever school you got your Witch’s diploma from.”

“I will have you know that I had the finest teachers in the blasted universe!”

There was a short pause as both women raised their shot glasses and clinked them before tossing back another round in unison. A murmur of awed appreciation swept around the spectators, with one saying, “Is that 12 shots of vodka and five of the Mad Honey liquor?”

One of his neighbors immediately said, “No. That is six of the honey stuff.”

“Dear God in heaven, none of us could handle more than one!”

Zhanna swung her appalled focus back to the two women just in time to hear them continue their taunting.

“You know you’re going to lose, don’t you? There’s no way that you can out drink me on this.”

“Just watch me. You’ve decided not to give something to Zhanna that she needs and there’s no good justification for it. It is pure deviltry and a desire to make things more complicated on your part. Since you won’t listen to reason, I found a way to help my granddaughter.

“Too bad, Six-eyes Sadie! It will do her good not to find out for a while and then maybe she would be better equipped to deal with the challenge it represents! You can’t See everything.”

“I can see enough. And you don’t know everything. Like when to take your next drink!”

The two women clinked glasses again and poured the full shots straight down their throats. Slamming the glasses upside down onto the bar top, they looked at Brechal and made little circles in the air with their index fingers in perfect unison. Almost shaking, the demonic-looking bartender added the two glasses to the towers growing in front of the women and served up shots of the slightly yellow liquor.

Zhanna heard the mercenary beside her mutter, “13 vodkas, six Mad Honey.”

Again an awed murmur sounded in the room.

The young Witch could do nothing but watch in fascinated horror as the two women continued their contest. Luckily, it didn’t last much longer.

The score was up to 15 shots of vodka and nine of the liquor when Star Child Grace dropped her face into her hands and murmured, “Enough. I can’t believe it, but you have defeated me.”

Slowly, the senior Witch laid her head on the bar and began to snore. 

Cheers rang out. Money and other valuables rapidly changed hands. Zhanna saw Saroc slip down and collect Dascha’s winnings for her. Tucking them into a sack that was tied around his neck, the small amphibian Hidden Folk consulted briefly with the black Familiar before disappearing up into the rafters.

Before the entire bar could dissolve into a celebration, Madrik’s voice stopped everyone in their tracks.

“Bolormaa, you won the contest and here is the prize that the two of you were fighting for.”

The BHB’s Anchor walked over to the ramrod straight Seer and handed her a shining piece of shaped metal and gemstone. Its green and gold colors glowed with an inner light, drawing sounds of admiration from the audience. 

Holding the item in her hand, Bolormaa looked across the floor at her granddaughter and wordlessly stretched out her arm, offering it to Zhanna. Still feeling like she was in some sort of fairy tale, the young Witch accepted the gift from her grandmother in a fog of shock.

Seeing her grandchild’s expression, a roguish glint came into the old Seer’s eyes, and she said, “Remember that parents and grandparents have their own history as people. Don’t confuse people’s roles and functions with who they are.”

Before Zhanna could say anything, Bolormaa’s eyes rolled back, and she started to slip off of the stool. Zhanna and three of the mercenaries jumped forward to grab her before she hit the floor but were slower than Wynn and Madrik. A look was exchanged between the two of them, and Madrik raised his voice, stating, “I think this is the perfect time to get the Seer over to the Clothier. Alastair, could you please carry her over there?”

Smiling broadly, the huge bouncer gently took the unconscious woman from his boss’s arms and left the room, accompanied by Wynn.

Holding tightly to her gift, Zhanna fled back to the Mercenary Guild as if pursued by a whole troop of Blood Mages.
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Chapter 27 – The Road Stops Here

It had been a very busy few hours. With all the groups coming and going to the Clothier, Zhanna was constantly interrupted by people who wanted her approval or admiration for their new clothing.

The young Witch had been very surprised when the mercenaries had come back in two different types of uniforms. When the first fighter had walked into the warehouse with a stunned expression on his face, he had caused quite an impression. Silence had descended on the entire room, unbroken for long moments as everyone looked at him in stunned amazement. 

Zhanna remembered how he had looked when he left. The middle-aged man had been wearing a well-worn set of leathers and patched weapons slings or holsters. He had looked just like what he was, an experienced mercenary that made a good living at his job but was not wealthy.

The same man returned with a different attitude. He moved with an assurance and a confidence that was not present before. His posture was more assertive, and his perfectly tailored uniform reflected his increased status and capability. The man had gone from looking like a run-of-the-mill mercenary to a member of an elite unit. His uniform jacket, constructed from leathery textures of gray, black, and blood red moved with his body and practically screamed, “Special!”

A badge had been incorporated into the uniform close to the left shoulder. A stylized form of swirling arms, it seemed to glow in the dark. Zhanna and the rest of the people in the room watched speechlessly as he walked toward the Witch. Close behind him came the rest of his group, a party of seven other people.

At first, Zhanna thought that they were all dressed alike, but then she realized that there were two distinctive uniforms represented. The second uniform also was largely black and gray. However, there the similarities ended. While the lines of both uniforms followed the shape of the wearer’s body, the second uniform looked more heavily protected and had touches of both blue-red and a silvery color that glowed.

As the two wearing the second uniform walked across the room toward her, Zhanna realized that the mercenaries were Stefan and Mikhail. Pleased that they were also getting new uniforms, initially, Zhanna didn’t examine the garments closely. Instead, she was conscious of an intense feeling of gratitude that both men were smiling and looked happy for the first time in days.

Her eyes traveled from their faces to take in the details of their garments. For a moment, Zhanna couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Emblazoned on their chest was the motto that she had scribbled down so many months before. Dlya Rochetnosti i Dezhurstva, For honor and duty. 

They were dressed as her team, her men. Sworn to her and dedicated to her vision. The visual affirmation sang through Zhanna’s veins and brought her peace and strength. The worries of a few minutes ago eased to a less crushing burden as she realized that she didn’t have to do this by herself. That she wasn’t alone.

<<You are not alone, my Witch. You are respected, even loved by many people. They will be with you on your journey, as will I.>>

Wordlessly, Zhanna stroked her hand across the soft fur of the small black cat with the indomitable spirit that was her Familiar.

<<<>>>

Stefan and Mikhail had quickly involved Zhanna in discussions with JB and Dov. Although the injured commander still looked tired, his recovery was far more rapid than the young Witch had expected. He was able to sit up at the table and participate in the general planning sessions without any of the signs of immediate collapse that Zhanna had seen the day before. Intensely curious, she wondered how this was possible.

<<I think that the building is speeding his recovery. That is the only explanation I can give. We know that the BHB helped to heal Madrik so why wouldn’t this one heal its Anchor?>>

<<That makes plenty of sense to me. It’s almost as if the building is the Anchor’s Familiar, or vice versa.>>

<<That’s a scary thought, but you’re probably right. Just don’t get the idea that you can replace me with a silly old building!>>

<<Never!>>

The discussion became more general, and it soon was obvious that JB would be working with Dov at the new Mercenary Guild. Zhanna was thrilled and congratulated both men on their new challenge and opportunity. Stefan and Mikhail added their best wishes, accompanied by back slaps and huge grins.

“This has to be the strangest situation possible. I never would’ve imagined that I would be sitting here knowing that I had a telepathic link to a building. Even more surprising to me is how wonderful that the spirit of this structure is,” exclaimed Dov.

Zhanna replied, “The whole bonding thing is pretty startling, isn’t it? I would imagine that it’s not much different from that which I went through when Dascha and I formed our connection.”

Dov shared a grin full of joy and healing with the young Witch, whose eyes lit with the remembered joy of her own experience. Zhanna could feel that shared remembrance echoing from her Familiar over their bond and knew that the wonder of their connection would never leave them.

Still smiling, Zhanna asked, “What can we do to help you?” 

Suddenly serious, JB and Dov glanced at each other and then turned in concert to stare at Zhanna. 

<<Oh, oh. I know that look. We are about to start horse trading. Watch out, my Witch.>>

<<Fun stuff! You know I love to bargain.>>

<<Sigh, I know.>>

<<<>>>

The bargaining was over, at least for a while. Both Dov and JB wanted Zhanna to provide education and practical exercise in how magic could be incorporated with warfare to Guild members. Not only that, but the two men had taken the signs over the doors of the larger room seriously. They planned to structure the overall Mercenary Guild along those four lines of service.

The two wanted the assistance of not only Zhanna but Stefan and Mikhail in forming those groups. Hoping for help that ranged from identification of magical items to qualification checking and interview skills, it was soon plain that Dov and JB both trusted Zhanna and her mercenaries. They also made it plain that they knew how important it was to establish a good base for the new Guild.

Zhanna understood their need and knew that Stefan and Mikhail did too. The three of them easily agreed to assist the new Guild, but Zhanna then started to bargain for what she wanted.

The smug looks of a bargain well struck that were painted on Dov and JB’s face soon transformed. Neither man was used to the no-holds-barred approach of village bargaining, and so they were totally unprepared for Zhanna. The young woman was in her element, negotiating, cajoling, all the while positioning the two men into giving her what she wanted and needed.

Dascha kept up a running commentary on their facial expressions which severely threatened the young Witch’s composure. However, that wasn’t the biggest challenge for Zhanna. That was reserved for dealing with the spectators.

Dov and JB had seated themselves on one side of the long table. Zhanna and her two assistants sat on the other. The seating was a grave error on Dov and JB’s part since it allowed a lineup of village women to sit or stand behind them. These observers were totally out of the men’s sight unless one of them turned their heads. But so intent were the mercenaries on reading Zhanna’s body language and catching minute expression changes that they had no eyes for anything else.

The gestures and exaggerated posturing that was going on behind the two men would have mortified them if they had seen it. As it was, Zhanna could tell that the women didn’t think the men knew how to bargain. 

In fact, more than once Zhanna had to fake a coughing fit to avoid bursting out in helpless laughter. The worse came when one of the older and more respectable women in the group gestured crudely on how they had better protect their undergarments from the young Witch.

The process was fun, and at least some of the people in the room found it amusing. When it was all said and done, Zhanna and the two mercenaries in her group were obligated to provide assistance to the new Mercenary Guild. In exchange, the Guild would provide free of charge, training for Zhanna in the areas of strategy, field exercises, and population protection.

The groups would also provide mutual assistance in time of need. Zhanna would be obligated to help defend the BHB, and the Mercenary Guild would come to Zhanna’s aid, as necessary.

All of them had been concerned about the amount of time and the dangerous exposure that happened on the journey from Blagogarsk to the Badger Hole. They discussed it at length, but no one had been able to come up with a solution until Dov was rudely interrupted by his new partner.

Slam! Everyone in the room jumped, some of them screeching in surprise and fear. The fighters in the area automatically took defensive positions, while women and children fell to the floor in protective huddles. Zhanna alone had stood up, hands blazing with magic. Quickly surveying the room, she noticed what none of the others had apparently seen.

It was a door, double hinged and wide. Set into the walls between the Battle Magic doorway and that which was labeled Covert Services, it was emblazoned with the symbol engraved on the uniforms that Stefan and Mikhail now wore. It was the symbol that indicated Zhanna.

Dov was frozen in his chair with an abstracted look on his face. His eyes were unfocused, and he appeared to be having an internal discussion with someone or something. Guessing that the building was talking to its Anchor, Zhanna stood up with a show of confidence that she did not feel and walked calmly over to the door.

Laying her palm flat on the surface of the door, the young Witch called out, “May I?”

The door opened immediately, releasing the smell of growing things and perfume of flowers that had never occurred before in the Badger Hole. Looking through the open portal, Zhanna could see part of the overgrown garden that she had surveyed just a few days before.

As she was gazing in bemusement at the sunlight on the waving grass, she felt Stefan and Mikhail step up beside her. Stefan’s voice was a breath of wonder as he asked, “What have they done?”

“It appears that the Mercenary Guild and the Standard of Honor will be having a close working relationship for the foreseeable future. Apparently, the Badger Hole agrees, and we now have a portal set up between Blagogarsk and the Mercenary Guild.”

The silence was deafening behind them and seem to extend for a long time. Finally, Bolormaa’s voice rang out clearly, saying, “Well, I for one am just as pleased. The thought of a long trip today was making my bones ache. Since we are this close to home, perhaps we can stop talking and finish our journey.”

<<<>>>

Zhanna and her party of refugees moved quickly after that. The smell of the gardens drew the villagers like nothing else could have done. The scent of similar yet different flowers intrigued them, and the familiarity of a wild space of vegetation and sunlight called to them of happier times.

The young Witch was the first person through the portal. As she expected, there was a welcoming committee on the other side. Many of Zhanna’s mentors were there, arrayed in finery as if for a great ceremony. However, any idea of a structured and formal event quickly splintered into chaos as the first of the small children caught sight of butterflies flying above the flowers in the tall grass.

Shrieking in joy, the children slipped away from their parents and caretakers, charging through the portal and scattering across the landscape. Laughing and giggling, the return of their innocent joy brought smiles to the weary villagers and eased what could have been a very uncomfortable merging of the two groups.

Zhanna was startled when she saw that one of the children had picked flowers and run over to hand them to Irina. Without thinking, the woman had reached down and taken the flowers from the child. As the specter stood frozen in surprise, the child threw her a brilliant smile and ran off to explore some more.

Bolormaa stood by her granddaughter, holding the younger woman’s arm and staring around with bright eyes. Dressed in new garments that Zhanna had wisely not commented on, she made an impressive figure.

Excited and amused, the Seer’s expressions flashed through a spectrum of discovery as she noticed more details of their new home. Zhanna was looking lovingly at her grandmother’s face when the Seer’s eyes widened in surprise. The young woman turned to see what had startled her Baba.

Nastia, the Seer, was being escorted across the meadow toward the young Witch and her grandmother. Zhanna rubbed her eyes as if to clear a fog but when she looked again, she saw the same thing. The ghosts of Blagogarsk were less transparent. They were becoming more solid. In fact, the ancient Seer looked as physically present as Bolormaa.

Standing frozen, Zhanna was startled nearly out of her skin when Nastia reached out a dry, cool hand and laid it on the young Witch’s forearm next to that of Bolormaa. The ancient woman was actually there!

“Welcome. Welcome back to you, Zhanna. And a thousand welcomes to you, Seer of a different time and place.”

With a formal, shallow bow of acknowledgment, the ancient Blagogarsk Seer looked into Zhanna’s grandmother's face and continued in the singsong of ritual, “I see you, Bolormaa, the Farsighted of the Steppes, wife to Ilia Stepanovich, daughter of Yakov Igorovich and Olesya Vadimovna, granddaughter of Myrchin and Lardana. May your visions bring you strength and your powers stay strong and wide-ranging.”

Turning her silvery eyes onto Zhanna stunned face, the old woman smiled and said in the voice of prophecy, “You have set your feet on the path that your unconscious visions have shown you. The way will be difficult, and many will fall, but your determination and your ability to follow the balance of heart and mind have set us back on the Road to Honor.”

Zhanna stood with the warm sunlight turning her hair to a dark nimbus around her head. She felt stunned as if she were standing under a large bell that was repeatedly ringing. Unable to think of anything to say, the young woman just locked eyes with the seer.

Drawn into those shadowed depths, Zhanna heard as if in a dream, a hauntingly familiar voice saying, “And we will be with you on that journey, every step of the way.”
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