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Chapter 1 – No Calm Before the Storm

Estate d’ Reauvrey, Paris, France

The air seemed heavy with the silence and pressure like before a great storm would break in gusts of wind and crashes of thunder. People walked with downcast eyes and soft footsteps, hoping to keep the uncaring danger away. Cook and Housekeeper looked at each other with worried expressions on their faces, but neither one of them wanted to speak out loud, just in case someone was listening and would report them.

At first, they had fussed and fumed at each other about how the ungrateful housemaids and the lazy kitchen helpers would just pack up and disappear. However, after the third kitchen scullion disappeared and Housekeeper could no longer find anyone in the closest village willing to work at the palace, the two women knew that there was something more at play than the current generation’s laziness.

Adding another layer of fear and worry on top of the disappearance of all the young women, the Lady of the house, the Premier Witch of Paris, Rosemary d’ Reauvrey, was in the middle of a horrendous snit. Another one of her Familiars appeared to be damaged somehow, and the beautiful noblewoman could not tolerate anything less than perfect all around her.

Housekeeper had been in an adjacent hall when something had happened that sent the charming, polished Witch into a screaming tirade. The next thing Housekeeper knew, the noblewoman’s maid, Drew, was carrying out a panting Persian cat whose gorgeous fur had all of a sudden become clumped and mangy-looking.

The upper servant had a supercilious look on her face, and she had thrust the poor animal at the housekeeper, ordering, “This poor excuse for a Familiar is to be immediately sent to the stables. The animal is to stay there until we see if it is going to live or die. On no account is it to be sent to the Houndmaster. Be absolutely sure that message is passed on!”

Her duty discharged, Drew turned on her heel and move quickly back into the room with the noblewoman. Housekeeper stood in shock in the hallway clutching the thin and shivering body of the animal that she had last seen as a vibrant, somewhat plump cat. In the privacy of her own mind, Housekeeper thought to herself, You poor thing. What is been happening that you have become so ill?

However, no one was safe to ask questions of the Lady of the house at this point. Sighing, Housekeeper started the errand that would get the damaged Familiar to the Stablemaster but chose to go by way of the kitchen on her way there. The kitchen was quiet and serene, one of the few times in the day that such a great condition could exist. Cook was sitting at the table, sipping a mug of something, when she looked up and saw Housekeeper walk in. At first, Cook’s face lit up with a big smile when she saw her long-term friend, but then she saw the burden that Housekeeper carried, and her eyes went very sad.

Placing her finger across her lips, the slightly plump Cook stood up and went over by the hearth. Carefully ladling out something from a warming pot there, the woman carried a bowl of warm broth over and motioned to her friend to see if the cat would drink it.

At first, the shivering animal did not appear to notice anything at all. Its little whimpers tore at the two women’s hearts, but they knew that their hands were tied. Finally, Cook leaned over and pulled a small piece of bread off one of the slices sitting and drying to be made into stuffing. Using the absorbent bread to soak up some of the broth, the woman gently placed it so that the broth would dribble into the little cat’s mouth.

Making a slight pain-filled squeak of surprise, the cat quickly lapped up the sudden moisture and grabbed the chunk of wet bread, swallowing awkwardly. When Cook moved the bowl a little closer, the cat managed to lean her head into the warm bowl and lap up the broth. The poor animal dabbed a little pink tongue on Cook’s hand in thanks and immediately fell into an exhausted sleep.

“Martha, where were you told to take her?” Cook worriedly asked. When Housekeeper murmured softly, “The stables, Lori, and no place else.” Cook nodded her head in understanding and said a bit louder for the benefit of anybody eavesdropping, “Since you are going to be taking the animal to the stables, please let the Stablemaster know that the broth he wanted for that pregnant mare is any ready anytime he wants to pick it up.”

Housekeeper answered, “I will, Lori. I should not be more than a minute since all I have to do is drop our Lady’s former Familiar off with him. If you have time for a cup of tea when I come back, that would be lovely.”

Even as tears swam in Lori’s eyes, she pulled her Cook persona on and responded cheerfully, “Certainly! I will have a nice warm pot waiting for you when you get back.”

Martha cuddled the cat closer as she walked, trying to feed some of her body warmth into the shivering little animal. The entire short walk from the kitchen to the stables was spent trying to think of some way to help the little animal without falling afoul of her mistress. Riding the edge of tears, Martha Jenkins, Head Housekeeper to the Premier Witch of Paris, had no solution as she walked into the bustling energy that was the stables.

Willis, the Estate’s Stablemaster, always knew when someone came into his domain. The entry of one of the estates’ upper servants drew him so quickly that Martha had not gotten more than three steps inside the main building before he was there and greeted her. “Housekeeper! What a pleasant surprise. How can we help you?”

Martha could see the concern in Willis’s face, but she knew that he and she were on stage and had to play the roles of totally devoted servants. Acting in that role, Martha answered in a somewhat vexed tone, “A good day to you, Stablemaster. My Lady asked me to dispose of yet another one of her failed Familiars. She requests that you keep the animal here and on no account allow it to go to the Houndmaster.”

A look of deep sorrow washed over the Stablemaster’s face as he took in the contents of her arms. However great his sympathy was, his response was far less shadowed, “That is not a problem, although I do not expect it to live long here. Those spoiled animals never learn how to stay out of the way of horses. They also sometimes startle my charges and get squished flat. Do I need to tell anybody when the blasted thing gets killed?”

Martha sniffed loudly and answered in an uncaring voice, “I would not think so. It is kind of my Lady not to just put the thing down, but this way maybe the animal can return the care by killing a mouse or to, who knows?”

Willis nodded his head sharply and responded, “Good enough! Give it here, and I will take care of it.” The man reached forward and took the exhausted and sleeping animal from Martha’s arms, lingering just an extra instant as his hands brushed the exposed skin of her arms. Despite his brisk words, the Stablemaster was gentle as he cradled the injured feline against his chest.

Martha turned to go but checked herself and called out over her shoulder, “Cook asked me to tell you that the broth you wanted her to make for the pregnant mare that is having foaling issues is ready anytime you want it.” With that, Housekeeper took off for the central kitchen at a rapid pace.

If Martha’s progress was accompanied by a few sobs, they were effectively concealed by the speed she was moving and her determination to make it to the kitchen before falling apart. If she had looked over her shoulder toward the stables, she would have seen Willis standing in the open doorway with a worried look on his face. The man watched until she was out of sight before closing the doors and going back to his duties.
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Chapter 2 – Herd Mentality

Estate d’ Reauvrey, Paris, France

Willis looked down at the painfully thin cat in his arms and thought to himself, What can I do to help this thing? As depleted as she feels, I am not sure if this little cat will survive the night!

A low-toned voice asked, “Another one? I just wish there was something we could do.”

Willis knew without looking up that the speaker was Bert, his Assistant Stablemaster. The surprising comment jerked the Stablemaster up so that he was staring straight at the young man who had come to him as a boy of nine and now was newly married at twenty-two.

“Shush, you know better,” admonished the Stablemaster. Bert answered quickly, “I made sure that there was nobody else in the stables before I said that. I understand how precarious things are, but we need to find a way to help these poor animals. It just breaks my heart to see them coming through here broken and drained when previously we saw them full of life and happiness.”

The Stablemaster added quietly, “There is not much we can do except try to make everyone else believe that this Familiar was killed and somehow smuggle her out of here. We can probably get her to Jeremiah just like Norbert did before.”

Just saying those words hurt in a very central part of Willis‘s sense of self. He had built his life around the concepts of loyalty and doing a job well. When he woke in the morning, the first thought was, how can I make today the most successful day of my life? However, since the young Witch had inherited the estate, there was never a day that Willis thought he met his own goal.

The two men had been getting increasingly nervous over how the horses and other four-footed creatures under their control were being treated. The first sign had come when almost no one rode the animals for pleasure any longer. The Stablemaster had responded by getting everyone under his control involved to make sure that the animals were exercised frequently to maintain their stamina and mental well-being.

That had run relatively smoothly for several years, but recently the Stablemaster could feel another change in the air, and it frightened the ordinarily calm man down to the tips of his toes.

Sometimes, for no stated reason, the woman, Drew, would wander through the stables, evaluating the animals. When Willis had asked her if there was something she needed help with, the woman had given him a thin razor slash of a smile and told him, “No, my Lady wants to understand our current status of all the animals in her care. Therefore, she has tasked me with taking occasional reviews of the horses and even the pesky hounds.”

Ever since that time, the Stablemaster was likely to turn around and be startled by the woman’s presence. Over the last two months, it got even worse. With the increasing replacement of the Lady’s Familiars, Drew had started to take inventory at least three times a month, and sometimes more.

Even the carriage horses were affected by this change. Instead of being called out to move people several times a day, the carriage and cart horses became a travel mode held for ceremonial or prestigious events. No one ever said anything against the impeccably groomed white palfrey team used to pull the Witch’s carriage. However, Drew had been overheard making muttered comments when looking at the cart horses about glue factories and butchers.

Willis did not like the fact that Drew was looking increasingly satisfied as if something that she was working on was coming to fruition. Since no one else at the estate understood the lifecycles of either horses or dogs, Willis and the Houndmaster, his friend Norbert, had come up with a tentative plan for getting their charges away from the danger zone.

Neither man was happy with the idea of falsely claiming that the horses had died off, or the dogs had been put down for injury or age, but neither could think of anything better or more likely to result in the animals they loved surviving.

Now there was another escalation, as the Witch had become suspicious of the Houndmaster. Willis thought to himself, Norbert, my friend, you are in more danger than either of us thought possible. Her parents would be appalled by what she has become, but my Lady Witch is acting evilly and increasingly losing control.

Willis sent Bert to the kitchen to bring back the promised broth. The older man knew when the young man returned that the Assistant Stablemaster would carry two different broth bowls. Lori would send a large kettle of nutritional mash, watered down to almost a soup consistency. That one was for the mare, Firespark, that was already beginning to show stress from her pregnancy. The mare was not expected to deliver for several weeks yet. Willis knew that if she went into early labor without something to bolster her stamina and energy, she likely would not survive, and neither would the foal.

The other broth would be more concealed, possibly in a separate bowl rather than a kettle. Willis was confident that Lori would have made up something for the drained and injured feline Familiar. Her loving, kind nature would allow her to do nothing less.

Lori also was in increasing danger. Although she had a long-established pattern of talking with the other upper servants, Lori was clearly an ally of the Houndmaster. If the man had drawn the Lady Witch’s attention, Cook would be more closely observed also.

Willis was over grooming Firespark when Bert returned to the stables. The extremely pregnant mare no longer was ridden for exercise out of concern for her health. Instead, she was taken out on a lead to keep her mobile and not overstrained. The discomfort she was in made her sweat as severely as if she was taken for a run. The Stablemaster crooned to her as he was brushing her, telling her how well she was doing and that it would not be too much longer until her baby was born. He knew that the grooming helped with her itchy skin, mostly because she told him so.

Firespark’s head hung down as she grumbled mentally to the Stablemaster, << I feel like I swallowed a cow, maybe a whole herd! Whenever I try to catch a nap, my entire body starts moving around as if it wants to go on a gallop, and I am not invited! >>

Willis smiled, feeling safe in the fact that the mare was unable to see his expression. Switching to a dry cloth, the man started wiping her down, his soothing strokes from her spine across her swollen belly down her legs falling into the familiar cadence of a task done thousands of times. Teasingly, he thought at her, << If that is true, you are certainly going to have an interesting foal. Perhaps as intriguing as his mother was, considering how many pranks you got into! >>

Just then, Bert came into the stables and made his way directly over to where the small paddock for expectant mothers was tucked in, far away from any random drafts. Calling out, the young man said, “Stablemaster, Cook sent the fortifying mash for Firespark. Do you want me to bring it in there now?”

Pleased at how fast the young man had returned, Willis answered, saying, “Yes, please bring it right in. I do not think she is nauseous right now, so this is the perfect time for us to see if she can eat any of it.”

Grumbling a bit under her breath, the expectant mare sniffed the kettle of mash. Starting and shying away as if she was surprised, Firespark told the Stablemaster, << That actually smells good! If you can get it out of that weird bowl, I will try to eat it. >>

Between Willis and Bert, they managed to get about a quarter of the mash into a small trough used for feeding foals. Balancing it on two small crates, the horsemen made sure that the mare could get to it without bending down too much since her belly was so huge that attempting to graze or touch anything on the ground caused her a lot of distress.

The mare practically inhaled the entire serving. Stretching a little, the horse whinnied in pleasure and stood there for a few moments as if she were thinking. When the horse knickered like she wanted some more, the Stablemaster told her gently, “That is all for now, girl. Let us give it an hour, and if you still feel good, we can give you another whole serving. If that one stays down, I will ask Cook to make us a huge batch.”

Firespark seemed to be okay with that since she immediately dozed off for a quick nap. Bert and Willis made a quiet escape from the special paddock, bringing the kettle with the mash and the other covered bowl with them.

Bert said in a bright tone, “Stablemaster, if you wish, I can check on what our lads are doing. I know you have some other things you need to do, so I will go take care of that part of your duty for you.”

Willis smiled at the young man he regarded as a son, saying, “Thank you. The paperwork never seems to end, so I better get to it.”

As Bert went off to keep the rest of the stable workers busy and out of the Stablemaster’s hair, Willis took the two cooking vessels back to his own quarters. After adding some more wood to the fire in his small fireplace, Willis set the kettle over to one side where it would stay warm before opening the wrappings to see what else Cook had sent for the injured Familiar. Smiling at what he saw, Willis was pleased that Lori had sent not only more of the broth but some shredded bird meat to tempt the traumatized cat’s palate.

When he walked over to the side of the small brick fireplace where he had left the injured cat, he saw that two of the barn cats had curled up around the little Persian adding their body warmth to hers. One of them was determinedly bathing the cat while the other was just sleeping next to her.

Pouring a little bit of the broth in a shallow bowl and adding some shredded bird meat, Willis carefully set the dish next to the sleeping cat’s head. After that, he leaned back to see what would happen.

Although both the other cats immediately latched onto the sight and smell of the food, neither one of them made any attempt to steal it. Both of them waited patiently for the little Persian to respond.

The injured cat awakened and tried to move, but its painful injuries and drained energy levels made usually graceful movements into jerky attempts that ended in pain. Whimpering from the agony, the Familiar began to curl up, but her companions would not let her. While one of them nudged the plate closer to the youngest cat’s face, the other urged her to try again with licks and determined butts of its head.

Finally, the small Persian nosed her way over to the small bowl of food and began at first tentatively to drink the broth and take an occasional mouthful of the meat. After a few bites, the cat started to almost wolf down the broth and meat. Before Willis could intervene to stop her from making herself sick, the cat ran suddenly out of energy and pulled back from the bowl, leaving about a third of it still in the bowl.

Scooting back to where she could feel the warmth of the other cat, the young Familiar once again had to nose her way into the best placement for her body. The Stablemaster was trying to make sense of this strange behavior when the small cat’s face became visible to him. Gasping in horror, Willis realized that the beautiful blue eyes of the animal had been replaced by opaque white orbs.

Unable to stop his outburst, the Stablemaster groaned, “Dear God, you are blind!”

A sob in the little Familiar’s mental voice felt like it was ripping right through into the Stablemaster’s heart, as the young Familiar said brokenly, << Yes, my Lady Witch stole my sight. She took it just before she broke our bond and left me to die. >>
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Chapter 3 – Home Front Support

Badger Hole Bar

Zhanna was having a quiet conversation with the Clothier at the corner table of the Badger Hole Bar. The bar was relatively quiet, and the Bartender and wait staff were preparing for the evening rush. The bar manager, Madrik, was consulting with Brechal, the Bartender, about particular logistics for beer and other portables.

Suddenly, a tiny kitten darted across the center of the table, between the two women. Both of them jerked back in surprise, which was just as well since Zhanna’s cat Familiar, Dascha, was close on the younger cat’s tail. The young Witch could hear the mental grumble of her black Familiar as it hurled imprecations at the tiny feline.

<<… Will teach you not to jump on a happily napping cat! Wait until you get my age and start looking forward to naps! As for the slimy stuff that you stuck on my paws before I woke up, I am going to make you lick it off! It smells bad enough that I do not want to put my mouth on it! >>

Helplessly, Zhanna began to laugh and could not stop. Desperately grabbing her ribs which were starting to ache, the young Witch tried to explain to her friend, “Apparently, Wynn’s kitten put something disgusting on Dascha’s paws while she was asleep. Then the little monster took a running start and jumped in the middle of Dascha’s stomach and ran away.” The young woman barely got the words out before she began to laugh again. This time she was joined by her friend to the point that both of them ended up falling off their chairs and onto the floor.

Brechal and Madrik watched from behind the bar in amazement as the two women landed on the floor, still laughing. The big demonic-looking Bartender looked over at his boss and said, “I will mix them something to drink, but you get stuck with getting them back in their seats.” With a smile, Madrik agreed, and he came around the end of the bar to head toward the table.

Right then, Dov, the Mercenary Guildmaster, walked through the central door in the taproom, trailed by three of his mercenaries. The former Russian Mercenary came to an abrupt stop. The men following him barely had enough time to react, with the last man almost colliding with the broad back of his Guildmaster. Looking over at Brechal, the big burly man said quietly, “We will have whatever they are having.”

The four men headed toward the table beside the one occupied by the women, all the while watching Madrik’s attempts to get the women to sit on chairs and stop laughing.

It took Madrik a few moments to get Zhanna and Genevieve calmed down enough to take a deep breath and explain the problem. By the time the women had finished explaining, even the mercenaries were smiling.

Zhanna could see that something was bothering Dov when she noticed that he still had a worried look in his eye even though he was smiling. After wiping the tears of mirth from her face, she called out, “Dov, how about if you join Genevieve and me for a drink. It would be a great way for us to end a pretty strange day.” When Madrik would have left the table, Zhanna caught his wrist in her hand and asked, “Would you join us also?”

The bar manager immediately answered, “I would be honored to,” and sat down. The Mercenary Guildmaster pulled up another chair at the table and sat looking curiously between the two women, waiting for them to give him a clue on why they wanted to talk.

One of the waitresses brought over a big tray with drinks that Brechal had made for the people at the table and slid two small platters of appetizers down in the center, murmuring, “Najeer sends his compliments.”

When all of them had sipped their drinks and made their choices from the appetizer platters, Zhanna said, “Genevieve and I both had bizarre days. I came to commiserate with her, and we believe that our day’s weirdness is connected somehow to each other. I am wondering if anybody else has had unusual problems today and if so, we might want to put our heads together to see if we collectively can figure out what is going on.”

Madrik could feel the BHB leaning on their bond to listen even more carefully than it had been. He felt a series of light blows as if things had been hitting the BHB all day and the sentient building was just as confused as he was. Madrik mentioned to his table companions, “The Bar and I have been dealing with strange but small anomalies all day. It is almost as if we are being herded into preparing for something. It is not enough to disrupt our normal operations, but everybody has been on edge because we keep uncovering surprising things.”

Brechal had walked up to check on their drinks but stopped to comment, “The Brewery is creating more beer and a few other brewed items, although they are not sure why. Sage said four more brewing barrels had been set up when they got up this morning, and she did not know anything about it.

“I also know that the three ladies in the new building at the end of the road have been fussing and fuming all day because some of their arguments have been audible from here. I even caught the Toymaker making notes of some of the more colorful curses that were flying back and forth.”

Madrik nodded his head, saying, “Meri, over in the Bakery has been driven to bake dozens of meat pies, something that none of us ordered but everybody loves. She came over here with a load of them, confused and a little scared. The poor woman thought perhaps she had forgotten that we ordered them because when she went down into the kitchen, the pie dough was already prepared. All of these pieces by themselves perhaps would not be so bad but put together, it is a pattern. It has to mean something.”

Zhanna sighed, saying, “My Baba has been getting fragments of Visions for the last three days. Some of them must be frightening because she will not even talk to me about them. I can see the darkness in the back of her eyes growing, and it worries me. The ones she will describe to me make no sense. On top of that, the Hidden Folk that came from Earth with us are cleaning every room in my big empty building, as if we were going to be inundated by guests. When I asked them why they can not tell me.”

Genevieve added in, “My strange day has been something else to add into the mix. Doucet has been fragmented and unable to concentrate. We have piles of strange materials showing up on my worktable, and it does not fit any of my current projects. Even I am seeing strange things in my dreams, ghosts and other things that filter through leaving a frightening echo behind.”

Zhanna asked, “I am very concerned that it has something to do with TT and Jack’s mission to rescue the people that we left behind. It would explain some of the tear tracks I see on my grandmother’s face, but I am not sure how to connect the rest of the little bits that I know.”

There was a feeling of a cool breeze, and a woman dressed in black leather was standing at Dov’s shoulder. Her face was closed in, secretive yet beautiful. The Mercenary Guildmaster jumped in surprise, saying irritably, “Cynthia, how many times do I have to ask you not to do that to me!”

The Commander of the Mercenary Guild’s Covert division looked at her boss and raised one delicately arched eyebrow higher toward her hairline, asking blandly, “I need to keep in practice. You would not want any of our mercenaries to stop training, now would you?”

Exasperated but knowing that he was not going to win this argument, Dov changed subjects and asked her, “Was there something you wanted from me? Or would you like to join us?”

Tersely, the assassin answered, “Not particularly. Yes!”

Breaking out in laughter, Genevieve and Zhanna could not keep a straight face any longer. Cynthia’s mouth twitched in what might have been a fleeting smile before she grabbed a chair from a nearby table and sat down. She came immediately to her point, saying, “I heard you talking about strange things happening today. It is just not the BHB that is doing unusual things.

“One of the things I instituted when I took over the Covert Services division was a logistics room. In that chamber, each of my division’s mercenaries has their own area, their own space. They have a safe to securely lock down Magical or dangerous weapons and items and locker space for workout clothes and extra armor storage.

“The third section of their space is a loadout area. Before any mission, we pull all the items that need to go with them and lay them out there. Someone then reviews and checks each item to ensure that everything is topped off with Magic energy or fully loaded with ammunition. In my experience, this sort of meticulous setup saves our operatives’ lives.”

Genevieve nodded approvingly, commenting, “I feel the same way about my projects. I try to have everything I need out where I can grab it and make sure that everything is cleaned up on my workspace when I am done. Otherwise, you end up missing items or having them used up or broken before you need them.”

The black-clad woman then continued, “When I came in this morning, two loadouts were waiting. One was for me, and one was for Jared. That in itself was not a problem. The issue arose because neither one of us was scheduled out on a mission.

“I thought that was strange enough, but perhaps Dov had agreed to something and would brief me when he could. However, I realized that there was a door in that room that I did not remember before, and trust me, I always know exits and entrances to any room that I enter. Of course, I went to explore. Somehow in a buildout that I cannot wrap my head around, Gustav added on another larger loadout room, plus a series of smaller chambers that open off of it.”

At that comment, Dov sat up like he been jabbed in the backside and half-shouted, “What? Gustav added more to the Guild house and did not talk to me about it?!” When Cynthia responded, “Yes,” the Mercenary Guildmaster threw his hands up in the air and stated, “Okay, I think we are definitely in the middle of a buildup to something nasty.”

Madrik could feel the BHB reaching out to the other buildings and experienced the buzz of conversation as the sentient entity with whom he had bonded made inquiries of the other Badger Hole inhabitants. The man could sense the increasing concern in his bond mate as each of the other sentient buildings reported finding themselves doing things they had not planned and could not explain.

Snapping his attention back to the people gathered around the table, Madrik saw that they were patiently waiting for him to come back with more information. The Anchor confirmed their worries by saying, “BHB just checked with all of the other sentient buildings. Each of them has been doing things that they had not planned and for no apparent reason. A few of them, like Gustav, altered the layout of their building as they rested.”

Genevieve leaned forward, suddenly very interested, and asked, “Like pulling in materials we are going to need, or building out more brewing facilities?”

Madrik signaled his agreement, but before he could say anything, Cynthia interrupted him. She said musingly, “That might explain the rest of what I found. That new large room Gustav added to my area was not configured exactly the same way as the one done for my staff. The new one looks more like a simple staging room with a central, large Magical safe, and there are rows of shallow open-top boxed spaces. There is a small flat area that, at first, I did not understand. Then I saw that one of the boxes had a pile of gear in it. When I walked closer, I noticed that the front flat area was exactly the space needed for a name card. The name on the stacked loadout was Alastair.”

From over by the bar, Madrik heard a startled yelp from Brechal before Alastair asked, “It has my name on it?”
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Chapter 4 – Loadout and Departure

Badger Hole Bar

Alastair looked at the items on the utility belt that he wore on his waist. It was the one placed in the loadout area in the Mercenary Guildhall marked with his name. After hearing that he was tagged for the loadout, the former soldier was intensely curious about what mission someone thought he would be deployed on. He, Jared, and Cynthia had gone over to look at the loadout details to possibly deduce what the operation itself was going to be.

As soon as Alastair saw the equipment, he knew that they would be going through a confined and crowded urban area. The armament included a mixture of protection and weapons, none with the firepower suitable for broad open spaces or long distances. Instead, everything was close up, including knives, swords, and two different types of guns.

Each of their loadouts had essential equipment, but Cynthia had additional weapons, including throwing stars and other things that Alastair wanted to ask about but did not feel comfortable asking her. Jared’s contained dual swords and two braces of throwing knives. Several things resembled donuts to Alastair’s mind. Jared had greeted the sight of them enthusiastically, explaining to the BHB bouncer that they were really grenades.

When Alastair looked over at Cynthia, he saw that she had pulled on a pair of gloves and was repeatedly stretching her hands to bring the sharp metal claws out and then retract them. The man shuddered when he thought of all the damage she could do to somebody’s exposed flesh with those.

For his part, Alastair was thrilled to see some of the breaching charges that he had carried in his military service, as well as a whisker camera that could be used to slide a thin probe under doorways and through small holes so that the operator could get a preview of what they were walking into.

All three of them also were equipped with a variety of carrying bags and tie-downs. The number of them told Alastair that this is a mission to find and retrieve items rather than personnel extraction or simple exploration.

There were several things that none of them could identify. There was what looked like a very long dog leash in Alastair’s loadout, easily twenty feet in length. It ended with a strange-shaped clip. Alastair could not remember ever seeing one like it before.

The braided material that formed the leash line had no stretch to it, and as hard as he pulled, he could not get any sign of strain on the cord. The clip itself was that of a metal he had never seen, and the fastener looked like a bird’s claws. Shrugging his shoulders, Alastair had simply clipped it back on his utility belt and gone to examine the next item.

Each of their loadouts included a small notebook with an attached writing implement and a device that Cynthia said was a camera. It looked too small to Alastair. There is no way he could think of to get a camera into something the size of his driver’s license and a fraction of an inch thick.

Jared had shown Alastair a strange-looking item in his loadout, asking him, “Alastair, is this something from your world? I have never seen anything like it at all. I cannot even imagine why we would be carrying something that looks like a bunch of little pockets all sewn in rows and columns on a bigger fabric which then can be rolled up and tied.”

Alastair had agreed with him but said, “I think we are just going to have to take the things that are in our loadout and hope that we will be able to figure out what we are supposed to do with them when we get to that point. According to Madrik, the BHB does not have any clue either.”

Cynthia walked over to where the two men talked and asked them, “Are you guys ready? I think we should get underway because I am feeling a sense of urgency, although I am not sure where it is coming from.”

The two men nodded before Alastair asked, “Do you have any idea where we are supposed to go? I will feel idiotic standing around all dressed for exploration and not knowing where it is that we are supposed to go.” Then grumbling under his breath, he added, “At least in the military, they tell us where we were being deployed.”

The air chilled a little more as Cynthia stared at Alastair before the woman said, “Yes, I believe I know where we are supposed to go. Notice that we are not carrying much food and only a single canteen of water each. We are obviously supposed to be retrieving something, and nothing suggests a long trip. I have heard that you wandered into the basement before, and I believe that is where we are being directed.”

Alastair smacked his own forehead, exclaiming, “Duh! Now that makes perfect sense. There were areas that we did not dare to go into because I needed backup. The person who went down with me before was Jared. He and I had some sense of what was going on, but everybody else I tried to take down there gets disoriented or frightened. Whatever is moving us around like game pieces on a board has decided that the three of us are the people that need to retrieve something.”

Jared said in a quiet voice, “War. We are preparing for war.”

Alastair caught his breath in sharp, remembered pain, his memories flooding in. Somberly, he commented, “That is exactly what this feels like. War in all of its glory and its horror is coming. I can feel the chill wind blowing on us and can almost smell the smoke in the air. I think the Badger Hole is getting ready and wants us to be ready too.”

Cynthia froze, her usually serene face contorted in a snarl. Both the men held their breath until she relaxed slightly. Only then, Jared asked quietly, “I think we just saw pieces clicking together in someone’s mind. Do you have a better idea now, Cynthia?”

The woman said somberly, “Unfortunately, yes. There are very few organizations or entities that would attack a pocket dimension. According to what Storyteller told me, added to a couple of things I have learned from Star Child Grace, the two most likely culprits would be the vRxa and the Cruickshank Federation. Either one of them is bad news.”

The three exchanged quiet looks and then turned back to their arming. Jared called out to Cynthia and asked her, “Was there anything weird that you found? Or are all of your items making sense.”

The Mercenary Covert Services Commander said, “I have one item that seems very strange to me. It is simply a pair of bracelets and three pyramids. They are all out of the same material, and I have no idea what it is. However, I will take them with us, and if we come to a problem where that would seem to be a good fit, I will try them out. If we are facing war, we need to be able to wage it. We also need to survive that war.”

With that, Cynthia turned to walk out of the secured area trailed by the two men. Behind them, the room seemed to echo with the last three words that she said. Bouncing off every surface and continuing to reverberate was the phrase, “Survive. That. War.”

When the three outfitted people walked back into the Badger Hole Bar, all conversation in the taproom ceased. Every eye was glued on the trio as Dov walked over to them and asked quietly, “How long do you expect to be gone?”

It was Alastair that answered to everyone’s surprise, as he said, “Our expectation is it will be no longer than four hours. The last time I went down into the basement, I had some inexperienced help, and we were back within two hours. This time, we collectively think that we are being directed to retrieve some specific items. Our loadout included some very quirky items with which none of us are familiar. To have those included means each one of us has a primary target, I believe. Of course, we will sweep up anything else that we see that might be useful, but this is more of a reconnaissance or scouting trip than it is anything else.”

Madrik called out from behind the bar, “If you are not out within five hours, we will consider additional people coming to look for you. I do not want you lost or incapacitated down there.”

Cynthia looked over at the concerned bar manager and said, “I do not believe that is very smart, Madrik. Instead of one party lost, then we would possibly have two. If you think that we are the wrong people to go, then we should change the makeup of the party, but to throw more people after us if we are the best suited is just sacrificing more of our troops.”

Despite Madrik having served in the military, the man was civilian by nature. Everyone could see the pain in his face at the idea of losing people and not making an effort to pull them out. Dov placed his big hand on his friend’s shoulder and said comfortingly, “If anybody can get themselves out, it is these three. Let us not borrow trouble before it is here.”

Looking over at the three grim-faced adventurers, Dov said bracingly, “We will be waiting, and so will the drinks. We are looking forward to hearing all about it when you come out. If you need help, call for it, and we will do our best to respond. But I promise you that we will not make assumptions and automatically run after you.”

Alastair grunted his approval as he started for the back hallway that led to the stairs to the basement. Just as he turned, one of the other mercenaries said, “May I see that lead that you have on your belt? I may know what it is.”

Immediately changing his direction, the BHB’s head bouncer immediately walked over to the man and pulled what he thought was a dog leash off his belt, handing it to the lean, tall, vaguely reptilian mercenary. The male examined it closely before looking at Alastair and saying tentatively, “I may know what it is. However, its presence is so far-fetched I almost do not dare to suggest what I think.”

Alastair made a circling motion with his hands that meant come on, so the man continued, saying, “A long time ago, I visited a War Museum. In one of their displays, a statue cast in metal of a Warmaster had something that looks like this on his arm. The other end was attached to something that looked like a bulked-up spider about four feet tall. I did not get to go in and look at this clamp closely, but I remember thinking it looked like bird talons clutching the knob on the back of the spidery thing’s carapace.”

Alastair was surprised but said gratefully, “Thanks for guessing. That is at least someplace to start. Far better than what we had before because we did not have any clue whatsoever.” The bouncer would have turned to leave, but the man put a delaying hand on his forearm, saying, “Those war robots are hazardous. I think all of them have been destroyed, but be very careful if you do find one. They are almost indestructible and have a wide variety of offensive weapons. The historians are not sure if they were sentient or not, but they had at least some basic form of AI. Also, they may not want to be rescued.”

Zhanna and Cynthia exchanged glances before the assassin marched back toward the tables of mercenaries saying in her clear cold voice, “I have something I cannot identify, and so does Jared. Perhaps if we all look at them, the group might be able to figure out some fact or possibility for each.”

The woman pulled out her bracelets and pyramids. Before she got them all the way out of her belt, a hulking mercenary at one of the tables dressed in scuffed space armor sat up and called out, “Whoa! That is a pretty pricey thing to be walking around with so casually!”

Her eyes slightly widened in surprise, Cynthia asked, “What can you tell me about this?”

The big man first chugged the rest of his drink and set the empty glass clanging on the table. Belching thunderously, he said, “That is made for walking through areas where you have little or no visibility. You leave one of your markers outside the area, and the bracelets will always show you the way back to the marker. I have seen it used in cave situations where no light was available or where a room was full of poisonous fog. You can leave the three of them like popcorn marking a trail, and that will ensure that you know the way out.”

Alastair could practically see the thoughts racing through Cynthia’s mind, although her spoken voice did not reflect that intense cogitation. Thanking the man courteously, the Covert Services head looked at Jared, and the mercenary knew it was his turn.

Somewhat shamefacedly, Jared said, “I am afraid all that I have is a piece of fabric.” Alastair noticed out of the corner of his eye that the Clothier straightened up quickly when she heard that it was something made of fabric.

As the mercenary pulled the item out of his belt, the woman stood up and hurried toward him. Almost snatching the rolled textile out of his hands, Genevieve laid it on a table, murmuring to herself and running her fingers up and down the tied bundle.

One of the female mercenaries caught her breath in almost a gasp, asking excitedly, “Are there rows of separate little pockets on it?” When Jared mumbled yes, she said, “That is an amazing thing to get!”

When Jared continued to look confused, the woman explained a bit more, saying, “I will not know until you get it open, but it looks like a powerful shielding and concealment holder. Those little pockets will hold something much bigger than you think will fit in them. They are both Magically and non-Magically shielded from being observed. The one Mage that I knew had one said it was his most valuable possession.”

Her eyes slightly unfocused, Genevieve added almost herself, “Very strong Magical shielding, the fabric is unique.” Feeling somewhat stunned, Jared untied the bundle and rolled the fabric out on the table. All around him, he could hear exclamations of surprise from the Mages and the Witches in the room.

With hands that shook a little bit, Genevieve ran her fingertips all around the pockets, across their little button-down flaps, and through each of the ditches between the compartments, both in the same row and row upon row. There was no sound while she moved.

Finally finishing, Clothier leaned back and looked up at Jared, saying, “This is a stunning piece of work. Please, please, after the mission, bring it over to my studio so that Doucet and I can look at it more carefully and more closely.”

Clearing his throat, Jared mumbled, “I promise to bring it over so you can look at it. I just thought it was a silly thing for me to have to take. Now I know what it is for, but I still do not know why I am taking it.”

Genevieve suggested quietly, “Perhaps you are supposed to bring back something that needs shielding. And from the design on this, I would expect it to be multiple things that need to come back.”

Struck by the thought, Jared began to feel a bit better about his particular item. Until that point, the man had thought that his mission was far less critical than that of the other two. With this new information, however, he knew that they all had something important to do.

The mercenary with the scarred face started to roll his shielded carrier backup when a question from one of the men at the table froze his hands in surprise. The man asked, “Did you check each pocket to see if it already carried something?”

When Jared shook his head no, Genevieve laughed and said, “I think Hugh is right. You really should check to make sure you are already not loaded down with stuff. If there are things in the pockets, you can decide whether to take them with you or not.”

Feeling like an idiot, Jared said, “I thought because everything was flat, which meant there was nothing in them.”

Shrugging her shoulders, Genevieve said, “I still think it is a smart thing to do to check first. I know there are a lot of pockets, so if you want me to start from one end and you can start from the other end.”

Jared grinned, feeling suddenly better about everything, and said, “It is a deal! You start from the bottom right, and I will start from the top left. Then we can meet someplace in the middle.”

Grinning, the Clothier flipped open the first pocket and reached in to find nothing. She left the flap open so she would remember it was done and went to the second. Still nothing, but when Genevieve opened the third and reached in, her fingers tingled as they hit a smooth metal round shape. Pulling the item out of the pocket, Genevieve saw that she was holding a thick ancient-looking coin with a square hole in the middle of it.

Before the Clothier could ask for identification, one of the Mercenary Mages let out an undignified squawk and ripped a silken handkerchief out of one of his pockets, and flung it over the coin. Looking shaken, the man said, “Let us leave that covered up! We do not want any chance of someone detecting it!”

Eyes wide, Jared looked over at Cynthia and said, “I am through the bottom two rows, and they are all empty. How about if we save the others for exploration at a different time? That way, we will not spend all day finding interesting things and ignoring our mission.”

When Cynthia agreed, Jared re-rolled the shielding container, tied it shut, and tucked it back into his utility belt. Looking over at the Mage who had thrown the silk over the coin, he asked, “Terrence, may I leave that item with you for now? I will trust you to lock it up in one of the safes if necessary.”

When the dumbfounded Mage agreed, Jared stood up and looked at Alastair and Cynthia, saying, “Let us get going before something else interrupts.”
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Chapter 5 – Braving the Basement

Badger Hole Bar Basement

Jared said softly, “This hall looks different than when we went into the room. Or am I going crazy?” Right behind him, Alastair grunted in agreement but answered just as quietly, “The basement changes while we are in it. One of the dangerous things that made for unpleasant encounters is that just because you have cleared a hallway or room once does not mean it is still clear when you come back in it.”

Cynthia was not talking at that moment. The two men could see her as she forged ahead of them by about six feet. Alastair thought of how they had listened to what he had said about the basement, but they must have thought he was exaggerating or mistaken. Coming down the staircase had not added to his credibility because the cellar chose to usher them in with clean even steps and a wide, empty and clean hallway.

The BHP bouncer was sure that both of the mercenaries had slotted him into what they called a Panicky Pete when he was in the military. That was the new officer who freaked out over every little change or saw snipers where there were not any. Alastair gritted his teeth and stayed vigilant, convinced that the basement would just lull them into complacency before dropping something interesting on them.

Alastair had insisted on exploring the hallway’s full fifty-foot length before they came back to go through the first room. Cynthia had smiled when she saw him marking things in the notebook that had been part of their loadout but refrained from saying anything. Once they had made their circuit and came back to the first door, Alastair had made sure his weapons were available and took a deep breath in preparation before Jared chose to act. With an explosive sigh of exasperation, the mercenary opened the door and walked through.

The scarred-face mercenary advanced about six feet into the room before turning and scanning the room to check for dangers. Jared reported, “No other doors or windows in this room. The room is clean and has stuff stacked in some sort of order around the room.”

Cynthia responded, “Recorded.”

The woman was going to also step into the room, but Alastair stuck out a hand in front of her, saying, “Please wait just a moment.” Now directing his words to Jared, the bouncer added, “Jared, would you recommend starting in this room?”

The mercenary responded cheerfully, “Yes, because apparently, the basement is not going to be as mean to us as it was to you before.”

The man looked to his right-hand wall and said, “Perhaps we should start here. It looks pretty open, and…” Jared let out a screech as the section of the wall that he was pointing at suddenly hinged and swung open. Filling the gap and tumbling forth to attack the startled mercenary were three mobile cylinders with waving appendages. Caught with his weapons sheathed, Jared ducked and twisted to avoid getting hurt.

Alastair dropped his arm from in front of Cynthia as soon as he saw the trembling of the wall surface and was already charging into the room before the first creature got within striking distance of Jared. Cynthia practically flew around him, daggers out in both hands as the two of them came to the aid of their beleaguered comrade.

Using his momentum, Alastair crashed into two attackers smashing them off their feet onto the ground. Spinning to check on Jared and Cynthia, Alastair saw Cynthia drop one of the creatures with the strike to the place that a human would have their throat. Jared was crouched down, taking air in large gasps while holding his side and muttering imprecations under his litany of pain-filled commentary.

Cynthia immediately headed over to him, asking calmly, “How bad is it?” Jared stopped his cursing long enough to answer, “More injured pride than anything else. Not only was I discounting Alastair’s warnings, but I was stupid and did not have my weapon in hand.”

The clink of something metal drew both Jared and Cynthia’s attention. They looked over to see that Alastair had been quickly rifling the bodies of their attackers. Unsure of why he was doing the search so quickly, Cynthia waved to Jared to stay where he was and went over to help the bouncer. When the woman would have put the loot they found next to the body, Alastair said, “No. Move it about three to four feet away like I did. We had some cases of disappearing bodies, and if these go down into the floor like the other ones did, we do not want to lose the loot also.”

Thinking it was a little strange but willing to listen to his advice, Cynthia scooted the few things that she had found on the bodies over to one side. Moving on to the last one, she was rifling through its apparel when a gasp of surprise from Jared turned her head. The mercenary was staring over at where she and Alastair had been searching bodies before. When Cynthia looked, there was nothing there except two piles of loot. The head assassin looked at Jared, who felt the press of her eyes, and looked back at her, saying, “I was watching them, and it was like the hard floor came up, grabbed them, and sucked them down.”

Alastair said somewhat testily, “It would probably be better if you guys believed me when I open my mouth. I normally am not somebody who would think of lying to you, and the fact that you act surprised when I told you that had happened before really is starting to offend me.”

Jared said humbly, “Alastair, this is nothing on you. I understand that what you were telling us is the truth of what happened to you. The question remains, is this always the behavior, or is there something actively playing with us?”

Alastair let loose a short bark of laughter, saying with less heat in his tone, “I believe there is something that is playing with us. This underground building is a version of the BHB. I could almost feel this little sliver of glee as we move through the basement. Perhaps, it is because this sentient building gets lonely, but coming down here is what this building seems to live for.”

Cynthia asked quietly, “So this is not the Badger Hole Bar anymore, is that correct?”

The bouncer shook his head negatively, commenting, “When Brechal, Madrik, and some of the others that are in the bar the majority of the time have developed at least a tenuous sense of what the BHB is feeling or wants. As soon as we set foot on the stairs, that feeling of connection went away. I believe that this is a different sentient entity, and I am not sure whether it is actually underneath the BHB or not. I always get the sense of short and rapid movement when I first start to go down the stairs.”

Reluctantly, Cynthia nodded her head and said, “I felt a similar shift but thought it was just the radical differences in decorating. It definitely could have been more, but I was not focused on it at all.”

Alastair pulled out one of his carrying bags and shoveled the loot in it. Holding the tied bag, he looked at Cynthia and at Jared and asked, “Which one of you wants to carry this? The bag should shield its contents well enough, but if I really am going to end up with a big war robot, I had better not be encumbered.”

Moving a little bit stiffly, Jared came across the floor and took the bag from Alastair. The man seemed somewhat embarrassed, so Alastair said briefly, “At least you guys did not pee yourselves and try to run out of the room. That is what the first few people that I tried to get to help me did.”

Jared admitted, “I have had two almost points already. The first was when those three came out, and I realized my weapon was still sheathed. The second was when I watched the floor reach up and grab those dead bodies. Both were pretty scary, but then other than the fact that I feel like I acted like an idiot, I am actually having fun.”

The black-clad woman barked out something that might have been a laugh before saying, “This is like fun land for assassins and adventurers. It is challenging our intelligence and wisdom while rewarding us when we do things well. So what is not to like?”

For the next ten to fifteen minutes, the two mercenaries and the bouncer systematically searched the remainder of the room. For the most part, the things that were stocked in the room appeared to be standard cold-weather items. Parkas, skis, sleeping bags, etc., were all there. Everything was laid out neatly, and there was even an index file that was maintained in four different languages.

Cynthia quickly went through the indexes and used them to find two items that she wanted to take. Alastair had no objection, so she grabbed three of each of the two items and added them to a carrying bag.

Finally, Alastair had straightened up with an explosive sigh, saying, “I think that is probably enough searching in this room. I also do not think that the intelligence guiding our steps is going to allow us to just waltz in and go directly to what it is that we are supposed to bring out.”

The other two agreed with him, and Jared turned back toward their entry door and froze. In a slightly shaking voice, he asked, “Are the doors supposed to disappear?”

Cynthia turned and looked in astonishment at the unbroken wall that should have held their door, but Alastair had spared no glimpse for it. Instead, he had spun on his heels to watch the other sides of the room for what he knew was about to happen. Catching the bouncer’s motions from the corner of their eyes, the two mercenaries pulled their weapons into an active hold position. They stood shoulder to shoulder, forming the three sides of a triangle as they each watched a third of the arc of the room. Nothing happened as the three explorers continued to stay motionless for a few moments, only their eyes continually sweeping back and forth.

So slowly and unobtrusively that none of them noticed until it was all the way open, a slender door on the wall that faced Alastair opened up. The open doorway was filled with a thick swirling mist, similar but not identical to that which filled the tunnels that led to the BHB. Swirling and coiling, the air’s restless movement finally drew Alastair’s attention, closely followed by Cynthia and Jared.

When nothing emerged from the mist, Cynthia advanced toward the doorway in small dashes and unexpected stops. It was the defining pattern of a master assassin that would move them between cover points without drawing too much attention. Finally, she reached the side of the open doorway and crouched down, and tilted her head to listen intently. After a few moments, she straightened up and turned toward Alastair and Jared, saying very softly, “I hear no movement. The only noise that is coming out is a somewhat high-pitched warbling tone. It does not sound organic at all. But I have never heard anything similar to it before.”

Jared looked at Alastair and said, “What would you recommend?” He then listened intently as the BHB bouncer recommended, “One of us should stay in the middle of the room, while the other takes a position where Cynthia is now. I doubt if the door would have been open if there was not something in there for us to find.”

Cynthia said in a voice of discovery, “That makes sense. We can put one of those pyramids here, and I will put the bracelets on. That way, I can explore the room and still know where to return.” Alastair agreed quickly but added, “Just as added insurance, how about if we tie a rope to your waist so if necessary, we can haul you out.”

Reaching up a hand and patting Alastair’s cheek, the assassin said, “You are so sweet. However, I can hold my own against most things. Remember me, the head of the Covert Services division?”

The bouncer did not respond to her teasing, instead saying, “I do not want to have to go back to the BHB and explain how we lost you. So just put up with my being a little protective of you for a change.”

Shrugging her shoulders, the assassin patiently waited while Alastair fastened a rope around her waist and put on the bracelets before handing the pyramids to Jared. The anchoring fighter placed one of the pyramids between his feet and watched as the glow inside the crystal intensified. A corresponding color began to emit from the bracelets that Cynthia now wore around her wrists.

The assassin now positioned herself in front of the fog-filled doorway. Cynthia looked at Alastair and Jared, saying quietly, “I will be back as quickly as I can.” Neither man could think of anything to say to her, so Alastair just responded, “We will be here.” The simple words seemed to echo in the room with the sound of a vow resonating up into the universe.

Cynthia stepped through the doorway, and the fog sucked her in without even a ripple.

Somberly, Jared turned to Alastair and asked, “Will she be all right?”

Alastair answered, “Of course, she will.” Even the bouncer could not have told anyone if it was a wish or a statement of fact.

For lack of anything better to do, Alastair explored a few of the room items that he had not scrutinized before. He was in the middle of checking out the instant pop-up bathrooms when a massive spout of fog blasted through the doorway like a Northwind gale. When the mist cleared, Cynthia was lying on the basement’s gritty floor and gasping for breath.
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Chapter 6 – Trying to Survive

Badger Hole Bar Basement

The assassin was curled around the four securely tied packages she carried in her arms. Her bracelets were glowing with a deep blue light echoed in the pyramid practically against her feet. Straightening up painfully, the woman gasped out, “Jared, where is your shielding thing? Quick now, I need these items protected very quickly!”

Without questioning her, Jared yanked the rolled-up fabric off his utility belt and fell to his knees beside the assassin. He saw that her hands were clenched knuckle white on her packages, and he could hear the beginning of a horrendous discordant whine. The sound got worse as his fingers seemed to fumble more, until with a satisfying whack, the fabric shielding containers opened up.

Cynthia cried out in a pain-filled voice, “Take the top package and see if it will fit into the first pocket!”

Jared looked at the three-inch pocket and over at the package on top of the stack in Cynthia’s arms and realized that he would be trying to put something eighteen inches square into something that was three inches. However, when he hesitated, Alastair commanded him, “Stop thinking about it! Magic trumps reality anytime!”

Spurred by the man’s comments, Jared grabbed the top package and watched in disbelief as it slipped into what appeared to be a three-inch pocket. Alastair was right there beside him, and as soon as the item had entirely dropped in the receptacle, the bouncer quickly snapped the top. Getting the idea, Jared grabbed the next package and began to push it into the second slot. Knowing that Alastair would take care of the rest of the concealment, Jared grabbed the third and fourth packages and put them into their places while Alastair snapped them closed to complete the shielding.

As the third package had been pulled into the shielding containers, the horrible whine and the aural drill bit that was trying to bore holes in his head disappeared, and Jared could finally breathe again. Remembering where he was, he made his painful way over to where Cynthia still crouched on the floor, holding her temples.

She looked at him with eyes full of painful tears and said unsteadily, “Thank God you brought that. I thought my head was going to split apart. We would not have made it out of this basement without something to shield the ever-loving noise. That is what the fog was doing, preventing all the crystals from blowing up.”

For a few minutes, the three exhausted explorers sat companionably on the floor and made sure to eat some of the trail food they brought and drink water. Jared carefully rolled up the fabric storage locker and double-clicked it to his belt. He was looking down at it and said, “I thought what I was bringing was superfluous, but now I see that it was just as important as everything else.”

Alastair responded, saying, “True, everybody and everything has a part to play. However our loadouts came to be chosen, somebody was definitely trying to help us be successful.”

Grinning, Jared asked, “So now where do we go? We still have not found your robot thing. Perhaps, we need to go look for that!”

Cynthia had been looking around the room, more to relax her mind and body than for any feeling of being attacked. When her voice was raised in a twisted tangle of amusement and irritation, both men turned to stare at her. The assassin said, “I see what you mean about something is definitely playing a game with us. Look at the newly replaced door.”

The men turned so they could get a clear line of sight to the door. Jared gasped and asked, “What in the thousand and one gods’ names does that symbol mean?”

Alastair looked and shrugged, saying wryly, “Every time we successfully got something out of the clutches of the basement’s denizens, that symbol would appear somewhere close to us. We practically were beating our heads against the walls trying to figure it out, but no matter how we twist and turn it, it still is just a normal-looking guy sitting next to an ax. I finally decided that was just the guy’s logo. So lately, I have just been calling him ax guy.”

Cynthia quickly took a picture of it and also scribbled an image in her notebook. Then, climbing to her feet with a few groans for twisted and pulled muscles, the assassin asked Alastair, “Now where? It would appear that we have used two of the items that we were required to bring, but we still have not located that robot.”

Alastair climbed to his feet also, stretching his back with a series of pops. “That feels good. Nothing like a good stretch after a fight.”

Shaking her head at the folly of men, Cynthia made sure to pick up all of the carry bags of loot and ensure that the other items were safely stowed.

Alastair suggested, “Perhaps we should leave by the door that we came in through.” When Jared objected, saying that the door had been erased, Alastair pointed at the wall and said, “It is back.”

Cynthia could almost not believe her eyes. The door looking identical to the one they had come through, was back and fully closed. Walking over to the door, the woman checked it thoroughly for traps but could find none. She saw Alastair nodding approvingly as she gave in to her paranoia and made sure that nothing had been added to the door since they had last touched it.

Carefully testing the door, the assassin found it was easy to open and swung silently on well-oiled hinges. Peeking out quickly, the woman saw a wide hall that was pristine, without dust cobwebs or any other hint of disorder once again.

Short sword in one hand and throwing stars in the other, Cynthia looked over at the two men and nodded when she saw they were ready. After Alastair and Jared both signaled their readiness to her, Cynthia moved through the door and stood six feet away, watching up and down the hallway, waiting for the rest of her party to join her.

Thankful to be out of the room that had caused them so much trouble, Alastair and Jared joined the woman. The door to the room slid shut with the clunk of finality, and all three of them heaved a sigh of relief. That was when Jared noticed that the hallway was different now.

Alastair quickly pulled out his notebook and pointed to where the numerous rooms had branched off the old hallway. The one they stood in now, while looking to be the same width and brightness, only had one other door for its entire length.

With laughter contained in his voice, Alastair said, “It appears that someone is getting impatient with us. I bet that is the room where we are going to find my possible war robot. What do you guys think?”

When first Cynthia and then Jared agreed, Alastair moved carefully down the hallway. He noticed that behind him, Cynthia and Jared flanked him to either side. With the hallway this wide, the bouncer thought to himself, This way, something that would take me out in the middle would give them a split second to respond, while anything opening on one side of the hallway still leaves two of us able to react. It is nice to go on scouting missions with people that know what they are doing.

They traveled without interference for the twenty-five feet to the next doorway. Alastair threw his hand up in a wait signal as he pulled his camera out and took several pictures of the door. He was uncomfortable with the markings on the door, suspecting that they were Magical but unsure. The bouncer thought to himself, Note to self, take someone with the ability to see Magic on the next trip. It was very shortsighted of us not to bring any Mage or Magic practitioner on this trip.

This time, the door not only opened easily, but it slammed back and disappeared into the wall as soon as Alastair touched it. Motioning the others to just stay where they were, Alastair carefully sheathed his weapons and walked into the room with his hands open and down by his side. The non-threatening pose seemed to be the right thing since the brilliant lines of light that had spiderwebbed the room disappeared as he walked in. Glancing around quickly, Alastair saw fourteen small pillars with attached signs distributed around the room. Each of them was positioned in front of another doorway, filled in with a thick glass.

Although the glass was murky and difficult to see through on most of the displays, one was crystal clear and had a spotlight on it.

Feeling confident, Alastair walked over to that one, did a quick, comprehensive glance behind the glass, and then bent over to read the sign. What he saw in the alcove looked like a folded collection of metal and fur parts. Not the sort of fur that he would expect on an Earth mammal, but the kind that was thick and shaggy-looking and similar to those that he had seen on some of the mercenaries that came through the Badger Hole Bar.

Glancing down at the sign, he realized that he could not read it. Alastair brought his camera out and took a picture, and then proceeded to sketch images and notes into the notebook that he carried. Stretching his back in welcome relief, Alastair then pulled the lead he had in his waist off and held it in his hands. He thought to himself, The sketch on the sign looks like sort of a spider, with two extra legs. Also, it has much thicker legs than most of our spiders would have. However, it is the only one that has a light on, and it is as if this place is telling us that this is what we need.

Letting no sign of his turmoil show on his face, Alastair said firmly, “This is why I have come,” while holding the lead and its free-swinging hook out in front of him.

As if to answer his comment, the glass door in front of the bundle of metal and fur retracted to either side. A whirring sound erupted, and a metal arm grabbed hold of the bottom of the display and pulled it forward toward Alastair. When the dolly had clicked against his leg, the bouncer watched in surprise as the free-swinging metal end of his lead acted like a magnet to click on to a dimpled protuberance in the midst of all of the folded-up object.

As soon as that connection was made, a loud hum began, and the chamber’s light became almost blindingly bright.

Alastair rubbed his eyes but kept hold of the lead. It was nearly yanked out of his hand when the folded metal and fur began to expand. Standing in open-mouthed astonishment, Alastair watched while the compressed assembly before him grew to resemble that of the animal on the sign.

All three of the explorers observed the entity taking form with mingled astonishment and concern. Jared and Alastair noted when gun barrels dropped down below the bent legs, and Cynthia tracked all of the protective layers and armor that began to swath the portions of the entity.

It seemed like a long time, but it was really just a few minutes before the bulky creature went through a rotation of extending each of its pairs of appendages. Having cycled through them and found apparently no problem, a row of five glowing eyes appeared on the body, and the creature walked over to Alastair and crouched down, saying, “Waiting,” in a gravelly voice.

His own voice, now shaking a bit, Alastair said to Cynthia and Jared, “I think this is a perfect time for us to go back to the BHB. What do you two think?” The instantaneous agreement of his fellow explorers felt good to Alastair, but he had no way of knowing if the basement’s sentient entity would agree.

As Alastair turned to move, the creature on the end of his leash turned smoothly to move with him. The movement reminded the bouncer of a dog he had had when he was young. Bess was a sweet Labrador retriever, and he had worked very hard with her to get her to obey his commands. Her favorite trick was when she got to heel. Walking on his left side close to his body was absolute heaven for that dog.

For years after she died, the younger Alastair had turned to give her a pat so many times that it did not feel strange to have the four-foot creature following in precisely the same place as his dearly beloved dog had been so many times before.

Affecting a nonchalance that he did not feel, Alastair walked out of the big weapons room and noted the cautious astonishment that both of his companions felt. He said calmly, “I believe we have what we came for. I would think we should see if the staircase will now take us back to the BHB.” Without waiting for concurrence, Alastair headed for the stairway. He thought it was possibly the longest twenty-five feet he had ever traveled.

Braced for something else to jump out at them, Cynthia and Jared were on hyperalert, watching both sides of the hallway and sensitive to any sound. The only thing they heard was a low-level rumble as the sentient tank that Alastair had commandeered moved beside him.

When they took the first step on the stairway, Cynthia was so tense she thought she would explode. When they got halfway up, Jared could feel the tension in his body ratcheting up so tightly he thought his spine would break from the amount of adrenaline that was coursing through his system.

Even when they reached the door, neither one of them believed that they could find themselves back into the BHB. However, when Alastair stepped through and the relieved voices of coworkers and friends broke out in a giant shout of confused comments and conversations, the two mercenaries finally accepted that they might live to see another day.

First, Jared and then Cynthia almost dove through the doorway on Alastair’s heels. Jared careened into the burly figure of Dov, the Mercenary Guildmaster. The big man caught the scar-faced mercenary and asked with concern, “Are you injured or in need of help?”

Jared just shook his head no and stared dumbly at Cynthia, who took a deep breath and stepped to the doorway before firmly shutting the basement door. Leaning her back against the door, she looked up at a sea of widened eyes and disbelieving faces as she said earnestly, “Whatever Alastair tells you about the basement is an understatement. None of my division’s mercenaries will go down there without adequate backup and without someone that can guide them.”

Even Dov was surprised at her announcement. Standing at his elbow was another one of the senior mercenaries who gaped in astonishment at the Covert Services head before saying softly in wonder, “That must be a serious challenge down there.”

Cynthia ran a slightly shaking hand over her face and said emphatically, “You have no idea how much of a challenge it is.”
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Chapter 7 – Flurry of Activity

Esprit Plein d'Espoir, La Queue-en-Brie, Just Outside Paris, Earth

Chimeg had wakened as soon as the area around her tent started to get noisy but stubbornly refused to open her eyes. She knew today was going to be vitally important and that by the end of the day, some of her party would be injured or dead. Even though she knew it was irrational, she thought just for a few more minutes she could avoid facing that reality and continue to believe that they could spend the day feeling comfortable and safe without travel, without battle, and without worries.

An amused voice crept into her thoughts, saying, << You know that does not work even in novels. All the delay does is make you hurry more after you finally get up. >>

<< You could have left me alone in my delusion for a few moments at least! >> Chimeg told her Familiar. << I just wanted to enjoy a few more minutes of comfortable rest before I open my eyes and faced the reality of what today is going to be like. >>

Suddenly, a big warm, wet tongue was cleaning the Seer’s face as her canine Familiar decided that actions would be far more efficient than words. The young woman jerked to a sitting position as she squawked, “Gack! That is the last thing I needed to start my day!” Martina’s mental voice was amused as she answered, << If that was the last thing you needed, then your day is officially started. So, get your body out of bed and go settle some of the arguments beginning to rise around the common fire. Jeremiah is about to get really annoyed, and I do not want to be anywhere close to that Witch when he gets angry! >>

Thinking to herself, << What has that man got himself into already this morning? >> the young Seer quickly scrubbed the traces of dog saliva from her face and neck and pulled her clothes on. Without conscious thought, the young woman donned the garments she wore when she traveled. Realizing what she had done, Chimeg thought herself, I know we will see fighting by the end of the day. I am not sure who was going to be alive or dead this time tomorrow. The weight of that responsibility, of knowing that something I tell people to do can result in their death or injury, is almost more than I can bear.

Martina’s voice sounded once more in her Witch’s mind. The words carried an emotional blanket of faith, love, and affection, << I know it is hard to lead. Just keep in mind that if we do not get these people away from the situation here, they all will die. Some of those deaths would be agonizing. Do not take responsibility for everyone’s lives, but keep your focus on what you think is best and what you choose to do. Everyone has a choice on whether to follow you or not. That decision and its consequences are on them, not you. >>

Chimeg knew her Familiar’s advice was sound, but it did not change the shaking she felt inside. Toughening her mental muscles, the Journeyman Seer walked confidently out of her tent into the maelstrom of upset people and irritated voices.

A quick glance around the fire showed that nearly twenty people were standing and talking angrily to each other. Confused by the level of emotion, Chimeg looked for the central hotspot of emotional temperature. To her surprise, it was centered on Jeremiah and one other person.

Chimeg could not remember a time when Jeremiah had been the one who started an argument, so she automatically assumed the other person was responsible for beginning it. The man who faced off against Jeremiah was one of the people who accompanied Peotr, the Russian Mercenary Commander.

From the Earth Witch’s flushed face, Chimeg could tell how close to exploding Jeremiah was. She agreed with Martina and found herself unwilling to be anywhere around if the powerful hedge Witch lost his temper.

As she got closer to the fire, Chimeg started to make sense out of the words that were being tossed back and forth. Jeremiah was saying, “… You do everyone else a disservice when you try to label people in that manner. Familiars can be just as intelligent and knowledgeable as humans can. The Hidden Folk are also intuitive and sentient. How dare you act as if they are dumb beasts!”

Chimeg could see that next to Jeremiah’s leg was a fluffed up and angry-looking Davin. The old Witch’s Familiar looked just as enraged as his bond mate.

Softly, Chimeg thought to her Familiar, << What is happening? What is the core of the argument? All I can tell is that tempers are rising, and Jeremiah and Davin are both close to blowing up. Usually, if one of them is angry, the other can calm them down. Right now, it looks like they are feeding each other’s emotions. >>

Martina answered somberly, << I am not sure how it started, but it sounds like this mercenary made a derogatory remark about the intelligence of one of the Hidden Folk.

Chimeg walked quickly over to Jeremiah, carefully inserting her body between the two angry men. Smiling at the old Witch, the Journeyman Seer said, “Good morning, Jeremiah. Thank you for letting me sleep in the little. I feel much better today.”

A stiff finger poked the back of Chimeg’s shoulder blade hard enough to hurt, and a Russian-accented voice sounded from behind her, “Excuse me, Miss. You just interrupted an argument. I need you to move out of the way so we can finish this.”

Even before the man finished speaking, Jeremiah had sprung into motion. Moving so quickly that Chimeg was left momentarily disoriented, the elderly man yanked her away from the mercenary and behind his own body. As soon as she was out of the way, Jeremiah took one step forward, and the mercenary’s finger jabbed the old Witch’s chest.

Chimeg could see his astonishment, and a flash of regret skittered across the man’s face when the mercenary realized he had just made violent contact with a Magic-user. Paling slightly, the man took a step backward and dropped his hands to his side, words tumbling out of his mouth, “I am sorry, I did not mean to touch you. It is just that a young girl has no business getting in the middle of an argument between two men.”

“Timur, you can explain to me why you are getting into arguments with our allies. You can also clarify to Dasule how you can justify thinking that Hidden Folk are not really sentient beings, but only animals.” The speaker who owned that voice walked around Chimeg and pushed his muscular form between the two combatants. The Seer recognized him as the Russian Mercenary Commander, Peotr.

She had thought when she saw him the previous day that he was calm and contained, but now she got to see what he looked like when he was angry. His blue eyes were almost sparking with the power of his emotion, and he had an intimidating presence that pushed against everyone around him.

The effect on his mercenary was nothing short of spectacular, at least to the Seer’s eyes. Timur immediately backed up when Peotr confronted him. The man’s face paled even more when his Commander told him that he would have to explain Hidden Folk intelligence to Dasule. Chimeg could not remember who that person was, but obviously, it was someone who had earned the respect of the brash and arrogant mercenary.

Evidently, Jeremiah also knew Dasule because the old man and his Familiar instantly went from total outrage anger to gleeful satisfaction. However, the hedge Witch was not finished with the man yet. His voice silky-smooth, Jeremiah suggested, “Perhaps you want to tell your Commander why you were just poking the back of our Seer. I am sure he would like to hear the justification of one of his mercenaries physically assaulting one of the primary leaders of this expedition.”

Chimeg did not think somebody’s skin could go paler than Timur had been before that moment. However, the mercenary’s horrified realization of who he had been poking leached every hint of color from his skin, leaving him to appear almost gray. However, that was not what started the battle-hardened soldier to shaking, nor what took the stiffness from his knees to send him crashing to the ground.

The ultimate step in his humiliation was kicked off when Martina roared and advanced on him, snarling like a demented ripsaw. Chimeg’s eyes widened, and she tried to talk to her Familiar through their bond, but the dog’s mind was awash with unbridled rage. All around the campsite, the other Ovcharka and Bankhar canines snarled a backup chorus and begin to advance toward the now terrified man.

The young Seer ran to her Familiar and flung both arms around the heavy fur of her neck, pleading, “Martina, my love. Please do not hurt him. What has you so angry? Please talk to me!”

As Chimeg strained to stop her Familiar, she felt an aching pain in the back of her shoulder where the mercenary had poked her with his finger. That ache was slight compared to the rest of the discomfort that dotted the Seer’s overwrought body, but it was the only one that was getting worse rather than better. She tried to ignore it, but the lack of rest and the constant strain was telling on her stamina.

Suddenly, the white Persian cat introduced as TT and her traveling companion, Jack, were standing with Peotr, trying to contain the threatening riot. Their two mercenary companions were also there, one of them standing beside the two Persians and the other coming over to check Chimeg.

The mercenary that approached the Seer was massive and moved with very controlled movements. Chimeg noticed the impressive garments he wore that hinted at armor without looking awkward. Thinking to herself, I would love to get a set of that. No one would even know what I was wearing would protect me. Maybe when we eventually get to where we are supposed to be, I can get one made for me.

The big man, who introduced himself as Gennady, touched her on her shoulder and asked, “How did you get this wound?” When the Seer stared at him blankly, the mercenary brought the palm of his hand around so she could see it. With shock, she noticed it was covered with fresh blood. While Chimeg stood in stunned amazement, the Russian mercenary raised his voice and demanded, “We need a Healer here. The Seer has been wounded, and the injury is bleeding down her back!”

Only the fact that he was massive kept the man from being bowled over as Jeremiah and Geriel collided with him in their scramble to get to Chimeg. The hedge Witch pulled her straight into his chest, holding her face against his chest as he looked over the top of her shoulder, and Geriel investigated from the back.

Delicately, the Mongolian Healer lifted the bloodsoaked fabric away from her patient’s body. Murmuring softly, she told Jeremiah, “That is a place that I had to stitch her up just a few days ago. Although we accelerated the healing, it still is weak, and the poking apparently ripped through the thin new skin. It is going be far more difficult to stitch it now because the healing skin is so fragile.”

Jeremiah muttered back, “I will carry her back to the tent if you would please go ahead of me and get everything ready. Let us look at what options we have to treat it.”

Geriel gave a sharp nod and took off for Chimeg’s tent without further word. Jeremiah delayed only long enough to say in a demanding voice, “Martina, Chimeg needs you now. Someone else can carry out the punishment. He is not worthy of your time.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Jeremiah swept Chimeg up in his arms and stomped his way back to her tent. He was followed by Martina and the massive mercenary Earth Witch, Gennady. The big Familiar bitch was still growling, but her attention was focused on Chimeg. She was not going to let her person out of her sight again!
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Chapter 8 – Down to Business

Esprit Plein d'Espoir, La Queue-en-Brie, Just Outside Paris, Earth

With the dominant canine Familiar taken out of the way, the other dogs eased up their aggression and stopped snarling. Peotr did what he could to reduce the emotionally charged environment, ordering Timur to immediately go back to his area. Getting the primary irritant out of the nexus appeared to help, and productive discussions began to emerge.

By the time the Chimeg once again emerged from her tent, everyone was ready to come up with the final plan. The Seer was a little bit shaky but was in good spirits and moving more quickly. She was attended by both the Mongolian and the French Healer, who showed no inclination to allow her to be out of their sight.

Peotr explained that his friend, the former General Emile du Arcand, was going to mount an attack on the estate of the Witch, Rosemary d’ Reauvrey, since she had allied herself with the Blood Mages. The Mercenary Commander explained that the expectation was that the attack would draw a good portion of Blood Mage forces out of Paris itself.

After that engagement had started, a hand-selected team was going to make an effort to break the Blood Mages ceremonial circle and free the participants that had been trapped there. Not only were they trying to save those people, but there were two critical elements to complete the ritual, and they would attempt to destroy one or both of them.

While all of that was going on, the Magic users in Chimeg’s party were going to perform the folded method of travel that they had developed on the road. This would be used to get all of the participants currently at the estate to the launch point for their journey through the catacombs. Jeremiah had provided a reasonably detailed map of the known parts of the catacombs, and they had identified the chamber that they thought would be large enough to hold everyone.

Hugh was going to take a wagon through the streets of Paris to openly approach Jeremiah’s house. Since he was a known repeat visitor, no one thought that the initial part of the journey would be a problem, as long as he did not run into any of the roaming packs of Blood Mages. The wagon master would collect all the inhabitants of Jeremiah’s townhome and get them into the catacombs via the nearby entrance that Jeremiah had discovered over a hundred years before.

Since all of the Magic users thought there was a strong likelihood that the Blood Mages would be alerted when their circle was broken, the party executing the smash and grab would need to include a fair number of fighters, both Magical and non-Magical. It was a good chance that they would have to fight their way out of the Blood Mages’ Place of Power. Considering where that was located, it should not be a significant risk exposure for them to still join the rest of the party at the launching point on time. The most significant danger was that if they were pursued after destroying the circle, it would draw the attack directly on the heels of the main party, which included a fair number of noncombatants and unarmored Familiars.

Hugh’s wagon would be the most visible risk, and they needed to think carefully about who would accompany him. Khan Oktai would fly high-level surveillance, providing insight onto where the roving bands of Blood Mages were roaming. However, he needed to stay far out of detection range, and there was a need for some additional Intel.

A Raven from the unaffiliated Familiar group landed with a thud next to Peotr. To the man’s credit, he did not jump at all. He simply looked over at the big bird and asked, “You have an idea?”

The hoarse croak of the bird sounded like an editorial comment, but his mental voice was clear and concise as he said, << We can fly through Paris without a problem. Most people will think we are just large crows, and those that do not will keep their opinions to themselves. However, we would need a liaison because we will not remember all of you, and you need to maintain your personnel staffing without us. So if you can tell me who that person is going to be, we can spread out through Paris and start reporting.” His proposal was quickly accepted, and the cloud of Ravens rose up and scattered out.

Everyone felt the power as they focused on executing their mission rather than just discussing it endlessly. Snapping out orders, Jeremiah strongly recommended that everyone pack a personal bag that they could carry easily with them. The remainder of personal belongings would be boxed up and transported as possible. However, he did not want anybody caught without a desperately-needed potion or Magical item during their trip.

The area was soon busy with last-minute checks and the striking of tents. Even a hail from the walls did not stop them, although Jeremiah, TT, Jack, and Peotr formed an official welcoming committee to stand by the main entry. When the Magically reinforced doors slid open, Jeremiah was stunned to see the Assistant Stablemaster from Rosemary’s Estate and what appeared to be their entire population of horses, ponies, and other four-legged animals.

The old hedge Witch exclaimed in surprise, “Bert, what are you doing here? It looks like you have all of the horses!”

Seeing a face that he recognized, the Assistant Stablemaster cracked a smile and said, “Do not forget the ponies, llamas, alpaca, and goats! Willis sent everything that he could because the situation at the estate is reaching a critical point, and he did not want any of his charges caught in the crossfire.”

Jeremiah caught the younger man in a firm hug, asking quietly, “Where is he? Or is he trying to stay and get killed?”

His own worry showed in his eyes, but Bert said cheerfully enough, “We have two mares that are very close to dropping their foals and one alpaca ready to calve. So Willis stayed with them, hoping that he could just go to your town place if he can extract them safely. He also has one of the dominant herd mares that refused to leave him and the terribly injured Familiar that Rosemary just sentenced to death.”

There were grieving yowls from TT and Jack, and the white Persian sprang onto Jeremiah’s shoulder, demanding, << Not another one! How can the clowder continue to sacrifice people? Why can they not see what is happening? >>

Hugh had been silent up until now, but at this point, the big wagoneer said determinedly, “This situation has sort of made my decision for me. I was thinking of not bringing my wagon into Paris at all, perhaps just riding and towing a couple of pack horses. But now, I will send the majority of the group that accompanied me with the rest of the party, and I will take off with one wagon to go to Jeremiah’s townhouse. That will give us a mode of transport to get the others into the catacombs.”

Jeremiah nodded thoughtfully, saying, “I think that will work. The children are too young to move quickly for any length of time and too vulnerable to leave unprotected. If Willis or Norbert managed to get loose of the palace, they would go to the townhouse first. By sending Hugh there, he can grab all the people that can leave, even those that have been injured and cannot move quickly. The people at the house are familiar with you, and my house wards are keyed to allow you access.”

Peotr’s mind was working furiously examining the strategy. Sighing, he said decisively, “We will need to send two fighters with him. It would be best if both of them had some Magic talent but could conceal it if necessary. We do not want the Blood Mages to chase after the wagon because of an attractive aura.”

Pretty much forgotten by that point, Timur volunteered, “I can hide my power. And you know that I am a good fighter. Let me go to help this man rescue the people. I may be arrogant and prejudiced, but I do try to make amends. This would let me feel like I had done something useful.”

Peotr gave a small’s smile of approval. Before the Commander could say anything, another voice interrupted. It was Gennady, and he had a very determined look on his face when he said, “I should be the second combatant that he takes with him. My battle dress is more powerful than it would appear, and I have no problems hiding my power or aura. Plus, I am physically powerful. If something needs to happen in the catacombs to protect us, who better to send than an Earth Witch?”

That seemed to be the best solution, and when no significant objections were raised, Hugh went to pack. Helene followed him, needing reassurance that he was going to be all right. The big man looked over at his friend of many years and said, “You will have to get everybody on our side sorted out. I am going to have to leave within the next few minutes to be able to maintain the timeframe.”

Softly, Helene asked, “What if you do not come back? I do not know what to do.”

Hugh turned toward her and took her shoulders in his big hands, giving them a little shake. He said, “The only reason Boney and I would not come back is if we were dead. And if we die today, we will go out taking our enemies with us and in pursuit of something that is the right thing to do. So, do not worry about me. Instead, just make sure that you do the best you can, and if the universe is kind, we will meet again.”

Making a valiant effort to look cheerful, Helene helped with the packing and listened to the other members of their party do their own modified farewell to Hugh. The woman that Boney called “Soft Hand Woman” gave her friend the best gift she could. This way, he did not have to carry her worry or grief with him when he went on his dangerous mission.
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Chapter 9 – Launching the Objective

Esprit Plein d'Espoir, La Queue-en-Brie, Just Outside Paris, Earth

Within fifteen minutes, Hugh had his teams hitched up and was pulling out of the enclosure. Realizing that it would have looked strange for him to have an empty wagon, the man had added several wooden crates loaded with miscellaneous goods. That way, anybody observing his journey would not notice the strangeness of either an empty storage area in the wagon or containers that were slipping around without weight.

Hugh had been gone less than twenty minutes when the lookout on top of the enclosure wall signaled that they were about to receive another group of visitors. Once again, the gathered group went to battle stations.

Two wagons were creeping their way toward the main entrance to the enclosure. The guard’s eyes were wide, and Peotr, who was up at a watchtower with the spyglass, called down a couple questions for Jeremy. The Commander said in a carrying whisper, “Is there a reason for a night soil collector and a morgue wagon to be visiting here?”

When Jeremiah admitted that he could think of no reason that they would visit, Peotr suggested, “Then we have one of two things happening. Either this is a concealed attack, or we are about to get more refugees.”

Waiting on pins and needles, when the two wagons stopped in front of the closed gate, the driver of the wagon pulled his shapeless hat from his head and looked up at the guard, saying, “I was told to bring my cargo here by Norbert, the Houndmaster for the Witch Rosemary.” Jeremiah said audibly, “I know that voice! He is one of Norbert’s lads, and we should let them in quickly.”

At Peotr’s nod, the mercenaries quickly slid the bar on the gate open and move the massive doors to allow the two wagons to get inside. Only when the gates clanged shut and were re-barred did the young man driving the soil night collection wagon drop his face into his hands and start to cry.

The driver of the other wagon also pulled a worn cap from his head, revealing an even younger boy. He carefully tied off the brake and looped the reins of the horses over the bar by his knees before stumbling out of the wagon and lying down on the ground. The people standing around him stared at the shudders that were shaking his thin body.

For a moment, none of the people knew what to do until Helen moved forward and helped the youngster still on the wagon down to the ground. She hugged him close to her, saying approvingly, “You did a fine job of getting here. I know it was hard for you, so how about if you come over and sit by the fire, and someone will give you some soup?”

Stopping by the other boy, Helen helped him to his feet and herded the two boys over where they could sit to warm up. The Witch with the flyaway hair brought two steaming mugs of soup and gave them to the boys without being asked. The youngsters looked up at her and thanked her with shaky smiles. After a sip of his mug, the boys looked at Helene and said, “Please let the puppies and younger dogs out. You may want to let the bigger dogs get in with the little ones. There was no other way to get them out alive. The Houndmaster said that he knew that I could do it, but I did not think it would be this hard.”

The Magic-user priest and Wizard immediately went to the wagons and climbed up in the back. The Wizard yanked the cover of the first large crate off with an unnecessary show of force. Just looking at the man, everyone could tell that he was angry about something. A growing tapestry of sound greeted the fresh air and the sunlight. Looking into the box, the Wizard’s mouth made a perfect circle as he froze.

With a visible start, the Wizard attacked the crate once more, with more energetic efforts. The man unfastened the side of the container and let the hinged side swing open. Yipping and yapping, a flood of puppies boiled out. Some of them were so young they could not walk well, while others were agile and energetic, revved up from the hours of confinement.

There was no hope of corralling the puppies. Little dogs were everywhere! They were jumping off the back of the wagon and dashing around, circling people’s angles and announcing with excited barks what they had found. For some of these young canines, this was the first time they had ever seen people other than the Houndmaster and his aides. Yapping at the new stuff they saw, the puppies were impossible to resist.

Chimeg soon found herself sitting on the ground with no memory of how she got there. Her big Familiar provided her back with a wall padded with fur, which cushioned her newly healed shoulder. The scurrying puppies were all too happy to jump in her lap and arms for a short rest and then bounced out to meet another new person.

Everywhere Chimeg looked, she could see people doing the same thing she was. The puppies' joy in being loose was the needed atmosphere cleanser that would counter the negative shroud from the start of the day. With the avian Familiars flying overwatch, puppies that got too far out of the central area were swooped upon and returned.

Meanwhile, back in the rear part of the wagon, the Wizard was having some problems opening the two remaining crates. These were larger and had a more elaborate locking mechanism. The man was about ready to use a spell to blow the irritating things to kindling when one of the mercenaries came over with a short rod with peculiar carvings on it. He asked politely, “Will you allow me to assist you?”

The Wizard nodded in the affirmative and was pleased and very surprised when all the man had to do to open each of the locks was to lay the tip of the rod against the lock. Between the two of them, the mercenary and the Wizard quickly removed the locks and swung the hinge side of the crates open.

Packed in almost as tightly as the puppies had been, the two larger crates were full of adult dogs. Although much more mannerly, the animals were just as pleased to be out of the close confines of their transport. After first sniffing each of the two men, the bigger animals jumped down and went through greeting rituals with the other canines. As the dominant dogs moved around to greet the humans and other animals, the lower ranks of dogs began to help corral the puppies.

By this time, the puppies had worn themselves out, some of them falling asleep where they stood. Three litters were still nursing, and willing hands and paws meant finding them a quiet place to attend to the puppies was accomplished quickly.

It was at this point that one of the crates in the morgue wagon creaked ominously. Chimeg gasped in horror, saying, “We forgot about them! Somebody, please open it up so they can get out!”

Willing hands made a very short job with that, but when the crates had opened, the dogs that stalked out were not the friendly hunting dogs that the other wagon had carried. Instead, these canines were bred to guard and fight. Rather than a quick swirl of introductory sniffs, the animals were tense and suspicious.

Proving why Willis entrusted the boy with this part of their exodus, the older of the two assistants stood up and immediately walked over to the morgue wagon and hopped into the back, saying with reproof, “Now, there will be none of that now! These are friends and allies, not the enemy. You will have plenty to fight by the time we are done today.”

The boy's familiar voice and his smile as he wandered through the tense-looking ranks of dogs, stroking a head or ears here and there, were defusing the situation. Chimeg could see their aggressive stances starting to relax. Thankfully, she thought to herself, We may actually get out of this without bloodshed! As long as they do not have dominance fights all over the place, we should be good. And we only have less than another hour before it is time for us to leave!”

Gan Gerel hopped up on the back of the wagon and started to walk up and down the rows of dogs. To the Seer, she looked like a General reviewing her troops, and that image struck her as so funny that she had a terrible time not breaking out into laughter.

After examining the dogs for a little while, Gan Gerel turned to Peotr and said, “These are smart and responsive trained animals. Some of them are actual Familiars. I would like to integrate them with our forces, but I am not sure how we go about doing that.”

Martina launched herself from the ground to land with a dull thud on the carry box that backed up the driver seat on the wagon. Looking down at the dogs, she seemed to take on an even more massive appearance. Some of the dogs looked immediately away, ceding her dominance. By the end of two minutes, there were only two that could meet her gaze.

Standing defiantly, the Alpha bitch issued a sound that Chimeg thought was partway between a roar and a bark. It seemed to go on for a long time, and by the time her Familiar stopped making that sound, all of the dogs had gone down in a submissive pose. Looking over at her bondmate, Martina said smugly over their mental communication, << Now, That is the way you settle dominance arguments!”

Without any further discussion, the group went back to preparing to leave. Chimeg reminded everyone that they now had less than an hour. All around the encampment, the Seer saw people stowing things as neatly as they could and looking around as if trying to impress something on their memory.

Chimeg knew how they felt, being grateful for their stop but still nostalgic about the camaraderie they had built here. She had been packed a long time ago, and there did not appear to be anyone who needed her rather inexpert help, so the young woman wandered through the area. Picking up odds and ends where she found them, Chimeg was just trying to keep her mind open to incoming Visions or other information that the wind might bring her.

Coming around the corner of a tent that had yet to be taken down, the Journeymen Seer saw the younger boy that had brought the dogs today. He was standing holding a tent peg with tears pouring down his face, and his shoulders were shaking in silent sobs.

Concerned, the woman stepped over to the young boy who could not have been more than ten years old and held him against her chest. She could feel the grief in his muscles and posture. Softly she asked, “If you need to talk about something, I am here.” From her own experience, she knew that sometimes having somebody listen rather than offering false words of comfort was soothing to a sore and battered soul.

In a rambling and disjointed speech, the young boy forced out words between sobs, saying, “… and then this morning Bella and Amy and Trish are all gone. None of the kitchen maids that disappeared have ever come back. Trish is my friend! When I first came there, she sneaked me little bits of the sweet things, so I remember my grandma back on the farm. But I think that means that the evil Witch used her up and threw her way. Just like they dumped the broken Familiars in the garbage.”

Crying even more, the young boy threw both of his grimy arms around the Seer’s waist and sobbed his heart out in the circle of her arms. A soft meow drew Chimeg’s eyes, and she saw that TT and Jack were standing there, watching them. To the Seer’s surprise, both cats transformed until they were almost as tall as the boy.

The woman caught her breath as she looked at what was now not a pair of outsized Persian cats but a massive tiger and an ancient predator with long fangs and huge muscles. The two Familiars moved over to where the Seer held the child and curved their bodies like two halves of a clam around the Mongolian woman and the French child.

The comforting reverberation of harmonious purrs wound around Chimeg’s worry and doubt and the child’s pain and grief. The soothing touch of the contented sound created a safe haven for the child to cry himself out and the Seer to accept her role.
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Chapter 10 – Battleplans

Villepinte, Just Outside Paris, Earth

Emile stood on the landing where the marble steps brought those arriving in carriages and vehicles to his Château. His gaze was focused far away even though he kept drinking from the coffee cup in his right hand. The early sunlight was kind to the older man, highlighting his grizzled locks to silver and stroking him with a benediction of warmth. A light warm breeze carried the smells of orchards and mown grass to tickle his nostrils, and the sound of farmers in the field combined with the morning songs of birds to create the perfect pastoral experience.

A younger man, enough like the elder to be a close relative, strode through the open front doorway to join Emile. His mellow baritone broke the silence, saying, “Good morning, Father. I thought to find you here, knowing you would attend the scouts’ departure. Are there any new updates on the situation?”

The retired General turned toward the speaker, and a surprisingly sweet smile flashed briefly on his face. Emile did not initially answer his son’s question, saying, “Looking out over the family lands has been one of my joys. This gives me a reason to rise from my bed each morning.

“I can stand out here and feel the rays of the sun and look out over what we as a family have accomplished. Our peasants live better than most tradesmen, and the land is flourishing under our stewardship. This was the land where you and your brother were raised and where I brought my bride. These fields and forests are the places where my grandchildren run and play, safe from the depredations of those that are evil.”

The expression on the lined face of General Emile du Arcand changed to one of sorrow, and he placed his left hand on his son’s shoulder. Murmuring, he said softly, “François, I cannot see how any of us can go forward. Everything that we found out shows the Blood Mages will triumph in Paris. Their unholy alliance with the Witch Rosemary will ensure that no one with a speck of Magic will be safe.”

The younger man put his larger hand on top of his father’s, where it rested on his shoulder. For a moment, the two men stood together united, staring out over the golden fields and lush forests of their home.

This time it was the younger man who broke the silence, saying, “Father, we have done what we could. We made the best decisions possible at the time, and we have done a good job of keeping our family safe. As you told me many years ago, when I was just starting as a mercenary, each of us carries our essence with us. Everything we do spreads that influence. Sometimes it is by how we execute our duties, other times it is where we chose to be merciful.”

The old officer shook his body like a dog that had just gotten out of the water. With one last squeeze of the younger man's shoulder, Emile pulled on the persona of the competent general, answering his son’s question from before, “François, none of the updates that we have received during the night have given us a reason to change your plan. The four scouts left on schedule this morning, each of them with an adequate cover story. I would expect them to make initial contact with Peotr’s forces sometime in the next couple of hours.”

Two bundles of energy charged through the open front door to crash into the adults. “Grandfather, Grandfather! Papa says that you might have time to walk down by the river with us so we can show you where we saw the otter! And Adelaide wants to show you where she found the prettiest flowers! May we go soon?”

The somewhat stern face of Emile underwent another change. Eyes alight with affection, his upright posture bent a little bit to catch the hands of a little girl who was wrapped around his thigh. Addressing his grandson, the man said cheerfully, “Of course, Etienne, I will go with you. Is not that part of my job as your grandfather?” When the two children giggled in joy, Emile handed his coffee cup to his son and let the two youngest family members lead him off into a new adventure.

François stood on the landing as he watched his father and children head off for river otters and flowers. The smile that had been on his face changed to one of sorrow as he murmured almost to himself, “I just wanted them to have one last golden memory of our home. I believe with every fiber in my being that this will be the last time that the du Arcand lands will feel the feet of my father and my children. He has earned a respite from battle and a struggle for survival. He loves my little ones unconditionally. I promise you, Mama and my beloved Josefina, one way or another, my father and our children will be safe.”

Drawing himself up and taking a deep breath, François du Arcand turned and reentered his family home. He had scouts to oversee and battle plans to finalize. His strategic planning group was waiting for him, but he needed to have a word with the housekeeper and his father’s valet.

Although his fight for the soul of Paris would start today, he first needed to make sure that his father and his children would be safe. With a back perfectly straight and squared shoulders, François walked into the housekeeper’s den with determination.

It only took him ten minutes to deal with the household support staff before François was standing next to the table showing the expanded map of Paris and their objectives. Looking down at four glowing dots, François said approvingly, “The scouts have made good progress. Do we have any communications from them?”

Remi Dubois, François’s second-in-command, said immediately, “These scouts verified that the weapons caches that we put into place are still undetected and available. The scout that has taken a position close to Jeremiah’s townhouse has identified three other watchers. He is not very complimentary about them, but I warned him not to get arrogant and sloppy.”

Looking at the man standing next to Remi, François asked, “Jules, have the troops started to infiltrate?”

The man answered, “We have had only one close brush with the roving Blood Mages. The two soldiers involved managed to slip into a bar to avoid being seen. Of course, they were then forced to stay for a drink or two.”

Everyone in the room broke out in laughter, but it was the tight laughter of men seizing anything to loosen the tightening of their nerves. This was always the part that François hated. Waiting until it was time to start the action did more damage to his nerves than anything else.

François realized a long time ago that he would rather be in the fight than waiting for it to begin. At first, the young soldier that he had been thought this was a problem only for him. Luckily, a veteran that he respected confessed that he had the same nervousness every time they engaged with the enemy. Knowing that what he felt was common among warriors allowed François to accept that sometimes there were things that could not be controlled.

The men clustered around the table, looking at the diagrams they had spent so much time developing. Although they had known for years that the Witch Rosemary engaged in tainted Magic, none of the career soldiers around that table had ever taken the time to build out a complete assault plan for her holdings.

However, over the last couple of years, their periodic wargame challenges had developed a library of fictional planned attacks on different spots in Paris proper and many of the larger estates that surrounded the city. It was only last year that Estate d’ Reauvrey had come up as the focus of the game exercise. What they had used then had become the skeleton of the battle that would start in just a few hours.

François looked down at the map, mentally running over the different options that they had. As close as they could tell, the estate had never been set up for strategic defense. Ever since Rosemary had inherited the lands, no funds had been dedicated to repairing walls or any other part of the infrastructure that was not used directly by the noblewoman. None of the men surrounding the table could understand the disregard and contempt that many French nobles felt for the peasants on their land.

That attitude was so far away from what the du Arcand heirs had been raised to believe that François felt like it was a different language, which he really did not want to learn. The Commander dreaded attacking through a landscape dotted with tumbledown huts and abused peasants. He knew that it would affect him even in battle. All of the upper officers in his mercenary group made sure to meet with their troops to warn them how different those lands were from what they usually saw.

The battle plan was to use three attack vectors. The initial one would be a direct confrontation through the estate's main gate and moving straight toward the Château. Given what Emile and François already knew and the result of some scouting, they expected the Witch to scream for help from the Blood Mages with whom she had allied herself.

Of the seventeen roving groups of Blood Mages and the four with more prominent establishments, the common consensus was that most of the twenty-one would respond to the Witch. There was only one group that François thought might refuse the call for help. Consisting of three strong Blood Mages and a pool of thirteen acolytes, the Crimson Scream band had no reason to help the noblewoman Witch.

Rosemary, the Premier Witch of Paris, was arrogant and condescending to a fault. She could not bear to have anything that was flawed around her, and that included her allies. The leader of the Crimson Scream had risen from one of the more impoverished areas of Paris. Ruthless and sadistic, Rafael used everything he could to gain power and wealth. The man was slovenly in his personal habits and used the scar from a horrific slash across his face as part of his intimidation and fear-mongering.

The one and only time Rafael and Rosemary had been in the same room had been a disaster. The Witch had taken one look at the Blood Mage and gone into a screaming fit. There was a rapid exchange of nasty names, and the Witch had responded to one of Rafael’s coarse descriptions of her own form by throwing a spell. When the plaster stopped falling and the glass was cleaned from the floor, an understanding had been forged. The two of them would do everything in their power not to be in the same place at the same time. Even their henchmen were forbidden to cross the other’s borders.

Since then, there had been an uneasy posture between the two groups. While there had been no significant incursions against each other, every once in a while, Rosemary would catch one of Rafael’s people wiggling their way into the staff on her estate, or Rafael would find one of Rosemary’s low-level Witches trying to join his acolytes. In both cases, the attempted infiltrator would suffer a painful and drawn-out death. Choice pieces of that person were tastefully put into boxes and sent to their mentor, but no words were said, and no big battle had occurred.

However, Paris would be a big hole in the ground before Rosemary would call Rafael for help, and Hell and Heaven would have frozen over before Rafael agreed to help the arrogant noblewoman.

That still left approximately twenty groups that might come to Rosemary’s assistance. There were far too many for Emile’s forces to take head-on. That was why Peotr’s approach had been adopted to add the three-pronged attack plan that the wargames have taken. If things went as planned, which none of the strategists thought was reasonable, there would be the straight up-the-middle attack, followed by a frantic call for allies. This would result in most of the Blood Mages being drawn out of Paris proper. Once that pulled the Blood Mages away, the two other forces being assembled would alternate attacks from the right and the left, hopefully confusing and infuriating the Witch.

Once that was moving along, the attack from Peotr’s group to disrupt a significant Place of Power would provide a twofold benefit. The first was it would distract the Blood Mages and hopefully draw some of the most powerful off the defense of Rosemary’s estate. Additionally, the destruction of a Place of Power would remove a lot of the energy in the communal pool of Blood Mages fighting with Emile and François’s forces.

If they were lucky enough to kill the Witch, the weakened Blood Mages would be prime prey for up to a week. François grinned, a brutal slash of his mouth drawn into a rictus of fierce anticipation when he thought about how quickly they could thin out the Blood Mage population if they could just kill the Witch and one or two of the most powerful Blood Mages.

That hope was what the fundamental objective of this campaign was. Without the ability to decimate the Blood Mage force, there was no way to protect any group in Paris, let alone the soul of the city itself.

Looking around his room, François noticed his men were all looking to him, ready to take his direction. They were behind him all the way, and he was honored by their loyalty and faith. Even the young Witch sitting in the corner that kept the channels open to his scouts had a look of determined enthusiasm about her.

The weight of their regard was invigorating, but François felt the risk of this endeavor, and it made his stomach turn with sourness. However, this was a way that had a possible solution to a deadly problem, and they had no other options that did.

Taking a deep breath, the Mercenary Commander looked at his direct reports and said gravely, “It is time to relocate half of our strategic group to an area closer to the battle. Let us get going on this, people. We have less than three hours before it is showtime.”
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Chapter 11 – Establishing Lines

Badger Hole Bar

The Mercenary Guild Hall was buzzing like a dumped hornets' nest. People were running in and out on errands at frantic speeds, and all training fields were signed out and busy with mercenaries polishing their skills or critiquing others.

Every morning for the last five days, Dov had walked into a perpetual scene of chaos. He could feel the strangeness in the air, so thick that he could almost taste it. Gustav rumbled on their bond connection, uneasy and hyper-reactive. There was nothing that the Anchor or the sentient building could do to ease the tension, so they had decided to focus on just getting through each day without additional problems.

Dov was finding establishing a Guild to be highly challenging but rewarding. Every day he felt like he made some forward progress, although there were days where one area or another would take a giant step backward. Yesterday had been one of those. The Guildmaster and the Covert Services Commander, Cynthia, had spent hours trying to sort out short-term and slightly longer-term objectives.

Cynthia had been very relieved when no other strange loadouts were built in her area since the one that had equipped Jared, Alastair, and her for a basement mining effort. That did not mean that Gustav was saved from all of the inexplicable events in the Badger Hole.

Strategic piles of ammunition of every sort grew each night, with no source for the additional inventory. Gustav had wakened to a new enclosure for the robot that Alastair had retrieved from the basement. Although many people wanted to see what the rare artifact could do, neither Alastair nor Dov thought that this was the appropriate time. An underlying sense of urgency and drive pushed all of them, but none of the Anchors or sentient buildings had any clue about what they were being urged to do.

The sense of urgency also raised tempers, so the number of arguments and physical fights grew. Each of the division heads and the Guildmaster spent a portion of every day settling disputes and assigning punishments.

Finally, in self-defense, Dov had declared that rigorous exercises would be done by everyone. Instructors for individual weapons skills all the way to better command techniques were packed in, and mercenaries came from everywhere to either attend or sign up with the Guild. It was a time of tremendous growth for the Guild, but Dov had hoped for a slower, more organic increase rather than a sudden huge influx. The slower development would make things easier for his command staff to mature and get their own areas set the way they wanted before dealing with multiple new mercenary candidates.

Dov was very impressed and pleased that Zhanna had signed up to get her mercenary skills improved. She had formed an unlikely friendship with a young woman from Earth by the name of Agatha. The two women could not have been a bigger contrast. Where Aggie was more assertive and did better in individual actions, Zhanna excelled at small-group leadership. Where Agatha had a good grasp on her Magic, Zhanna was scrambling to train her mind to keep pace with her power.

However, neither of the two women aspired to a career of general Mercenary work, which gave them some commonality of viewpoint. Although Aggie was focused on law enforcement, Zhanna had a bit broader scope since she might very well end up leading her troops on frequent missions.

Dov and Cynthia had talked at length, making sure that Aggie and Zhanna had the benefit of similar schedules where possible. When Aggie helped Zhanna with her speed, the Witch reciprocated, working with the law enforcement officer on her accuracy. The two could frequently be found at the open training area, taking turns at practice and critique.

Of course, the two Witches had their own built-in critique group in the Familiars that each one had. Zhanna’s Familiar was the infamous black cat, Dascha. No mercenary wanted to get on the wrong side of that Familiar since she had shown her warrior shape while testing the custom battle dress that both she and her Witch wore.

Aggie, on the other hand, had a Familiar that looked like a miniature unicorn. His size was the result of a long-ago spellcasting by a very young Agatha. His small size made it very difficult to take his pronouncements seriously. The respect and consideration both Zhanna and Dascha extended him helped to smooth his time in the Badger Hole.

Unfortunately, both Familiars had plenty of attitude and never passed up an opportunity to jump in with all feet. Personally, Dov did not think it was terrible since both women possessed powerful Magic and could easily have gotten complacent and arrogant about it. However, that did not protect the rest of the Mercenaries and even their visitors from brutal talk from two small-sized packages.

Just earlier that day, Dov had been involved in settling an argument that had been relatively heated to start with when one female mercenary had mentioned to the other one that her armor was all wrong. Insisting that the armor would do nothing but concentrate blows on the wearer’s body, the two women had started a practice bout that would demonstrate what sort of bruising happened when blows were struck on the older style armor versus the newer one.

Without the Familiars egging them on, the fight would have stopped after four to ten heavy blows. However, between Fergus’s irritating remarks and Dascha’s pointed commentary, the two women had become enraged and set out to try to do significant damage to each other. The bout master was overwhelmed and sent a panicked call to Dov.

The Guildmaster had come down only to hear the sickening sound of breaking bone and a woman’s chopped-off cry of pain. The medics were called in, and both women were hauled off to the infirmary. Even though they were in pain and lying in infirmary beds, Dov had delivered a joint reprimand that had both women alternately red and white-faced while the rest of the ward listened and took notes.

The Guildmaster was pretty sure that those two people would not make that same mistake again, and he hoped that his impressively annoyed speech would be recounted to others, so he did not have to do this once or twice per squad for all of the forces.

Of course, there were collisions of old and new philosophies. One of the biggest problems they had is that some strategists in the Mercenary Guild had never fought a battle that included both technology and Magic. Sometimes, the problem came from a mercenary from a timeline that had not developed Magic. Other problems arose from the reverse happened, and Magic made technology superfluous, or so they thought. Getting these people to use both types of resources was proving to be challenging.

The Archive, a new sentient presence in the Badger Hole, was revving up to speed as fast as possible. Reestablishing the data feeds on various worlds and dimensional planes took some time. However, the Archive and its Anchor, Blaise, were already providing crucial maps and lists of possible places that would use the Mercenary Guild services.

Dov was continually surprised by the thoroughness of the intelligence-gathering capabilities of the Archive. He could think of many engagements in the past where having this type of information would have saved thousands of lives.

Even the staff at the BHB came to practice at the Mercenary Guildhall. When Dov had first suggested it, Madrik had been a bit reluctant. However, as tensions rose and the strange events kept happening, the Main Anchor for the pocket dimension soon saw the vital nature of that practice. Just earlier that day, Madrik had been watching some of his staff work with the half staff. Wynn had just delivered what could have been a disabling strike if carried through on her opponent. Madrik turned to Dov and said, “With one of those available, the next time some idiot tries to grab her, she will have settled them before any of the other patrons have to step in to help!”

The two men exchanged a mischievous grin, and Dov suggested, “Perhaps to drive that point home, you might keep track of how many men she disables. Put it someplace prominent, so they get the idea that she is not to be messed with.” Madrik agreed that that might be a perfect idea, and he would see about starting to track it.

It was the end of the day, and Dov had decided to stop in at the BHB and have a companionable drink with Madrik if he was free. The two of them were sitting on opposite sides of a table, chatting about the latest weirdness that was going on when the Clothier charged through the open doorway and slammed to a halt in front of Dov. Almost shouting, the woman said, “I finally figured out what all of those supplies that kept piling up were for. Most of them are for this!” At which point she shoved a familiar-looking pouch with the Red Cross on a white background on a patch on the center. Raising his eyebrows at her, Dov asked, “You are making first-aid kits? How on Earth would you do fabric things for first-aid kits.”

Rolling her eyes at his obtuseness, Cynthia reached over and plucked the pouch from Dov’s hand. The Guildmaster gave a startled jump and muttered, “Stop doing that!” His reaction brought brief amusement to the Covert Services head before she looked at the pouch carefully.

After asking Genevieve’s permission, Cynthia opened the small bag and laid its contents in the center of the table. As Dov leaned forward to see what the individual items were, he felt the sudden weight of someone’s gaze and looked up. Jumping for the second time in surprise within less than ten minutes, he saw that he was surrounded by a curious ring of mercenaries.

Staring at them in befuddlement, Dov was clueless till Cynthia explained, saying, “Ever since the creation of the Battle dress, anything that Genevieve makes is of prime interest to all of our mercenaries.”

The Guildmaster shrugged his shoulders and then went back to his examination. What he saw on the table were things that look like gauze pads, some that look like Band-Aids, and others that look like supportive rolls for sprained joints.

The man was still wondering if he could ask questions when Cynthia said to Genevieve, “I get the supportive bandage roll for joints, and these two piles feel like different types of Healing spells are woven into them. The round ones feel like they would affect someone’s energy, while these two with the bigger bandages seem to be soothing and filtering. Is any of that close to right?”

Looking very pleased, Genevieve told her friend, “You are either spot on or close with all your guesses. I was hoping that Zhanna would be here so that she could verify what spells went in because that is not my primary skill, and I would hate to have the wrong one embedded in the item.”

A mercenary Witch named Madeleine stepped over to the table and announced, “I do not claim to be anywhere close to Zhanna’s power level. However, I can do a basic detection and tell you if what you hoped to put in them is there.” Two other occupants of the bar also volunteered, and Genevieve was quickly enthroned in a chair by the table next to Cynthia as the Healers got to work with their new puzzle.

In less than ten minutes, all three experienced Magic users that did Healing came back with the results. There was one stack that they disagreed on, but for everything else, the only question they had was how potent the remedy was. The Clothier was quite happy but unsure what to do next.
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Chapter 12 – Game Changer

Badger Hole Bar

Once again, the taproom’s occupants stepped up to fill the breach. Two mercenaries sitting at a table by themselves spoke up, the more human of the two saying, “Both Jarrow and I got badly bitten or stung by something that grew on the planet where we just completed a contract. We were just going to have a couple of drinks before going over and asking the Healers if they could do anything for us. The wound is weeping and very painful and seems to be growing.”

Both he and the reptilian mercenary sitting next to him bared their forearms where everyone could see the perforation of their flesh and the deep oozing holes that the encounter had left. The three Healers that had examined the Clothier’s products went over to check each of the men’s arms. After a short discussion, the oldest of the three, a woman named Paula, told the room at large, There is nothing contagious in it, but the damage to the muscle is considerable. Attempting to heal just one of them would put one of us out for days.”

The Clothier looked at the piles in front of her and slowly passed her hand over the tops of the folded pieces of fabric. Stopping at the stack with knobby light gray textiles, she said, “I think this is the right one.” When the three Healers told her they agreed, two of the folded packets were handed over to the Healers, and they advanced on the men at the other table.

Starting with the human, the medics stretched his arm out and were about to wash it off when Dov interrupted them, saying, “Leave it alone. I believe that what she is making is for field activities, and you do not have a lot of time or opportunity to go through elaborate cleaning when you are out on assignment.” Murmurs from around the room reflected the crowd’s general agreement, and the Healer shrugged her shoulders and unfolded the cloth. The cloth itself was about twelve inches on a side. The Healer glanced down at the injury and folded it into quarters before laying it over the weeping wound.

Looking at the injured mercenary, she said, “Lightly hold your hand over it. If you feel anything strange, especially something painful, let me know immediately! Okay?”

The mercenary nodded his head before volunteering, “Actually, it just feels good, a little bit warm, and it seems to be taking the pain away. At first, there was a flash of heat, followed by a little prickle. Now, it just feels fine.”

Hesitantly, Genevieve suggested, “Perhaps we should try pulling the cloth off after a few minutes to see what progress has been made if any.” Cynthia grinned and told everyone, “I started the timer when the folded fabric first hit his forearm. Part of the reason was I was curious, part of it was intuition. However, now I will do that in each of the tests.”

Jarrow, the reptilian mercenary who was also injured, asked, “Is there any reason to wait until Richmond is done before trying my injury? We are of different races, and I would expect my reaction would be unique for our race. Therefore, it is not going to be any additional damage to try testing them at the same time.”

When no one objected, one of the other Healers folded and placed another one of the knobby gray cloths over the injury. Cynthia nodded to indicate that she was timing this one also, and the tension of the room seemed to be crawling higher.

Stillness blanketed the room as people waited for results. The only noise was the occasional clink of a beer mug returned to the table or the gurgling sound as another pitcher was emptied into the cups.

When Cynthia announced that five minutes was up, almost everyone in the room jumped a little. Her voice had cut through the reassuring silence, and the tension returned to the people in the room.

Paula, the older mercenary with Healing abilities, asked the human guinea pig, “Richmond, are you ready?” When the man signaled that he was ready with a nod, the Healer took two corners of the cloth and began to carefully peel it away. At first moving slowly, the woman pulled back the fabric at a snail's pace watching for the signs of an injury to appear. She kept pulling it further and further until only a tiny bit of the cloth was still lying against the man’s skin. From the back of the room, a voice asked, “Did you put it in the wrong place? I thought I saw a really nasty mess, and now there is nothing there but his skin.”

When Paula pulled the fabric entirely off of Richmond’s arm, she let out an amazed sigh, turning to Genevieve and saying excitedly, “We have to have a bunch of these! I do not think it even has to be a Magic-user that puts it on.”

The room erupted in excited speech, with everyone checking their own bodies for damage so that they could try a second test. Unfortunately or fortunately, no one in the taproom had any extensive injury. Dov felt along his bond to Gustav, checking if there were currently mercenaries waiting for treatment. He and his sentient building partner had a quick discussion before Dov turned his attention back to what was going on around him.

He was just in time to hear Cynthia announced, “Time is up on Jarrow.”

The tension and feeling of suspense in the room were much higher because everyone knew that the nonhuman mercenaries were at more risk because of the dearth of Healers that could treat them. Unapologetically, mercenaries of three other races in the room crowded up by Jarrow, watching with eyes that caught every nuance.

The mercenary with Healing talents who had placed the cloth started to pull it back slowly, looking for injuries. With an amused grunt of sound, Jarrow grabbed the man’s hand in his and lifted the cloth off in one abrupt motion. There was a gasp around the room as, once again, a wholly healed arm was revealed.

The room erupted into side conversations and excited arm-waving. Dov meanwhile called across to Paula, asking, “Genevieve, who does not really like to yell, wants to know if you will unfold the fabric. She believes that only one-quarter of the whole bandage has been used.”

When the female Mercenary Healer shook the folded cloth out, it was apparent to everyone who saw it that only one quadrant of the bandage had been used up. The section that had been in contact with the wound was a smooth white fabric now rather than the knobby gray it originally had been.

Seeing what happened to Richmond’s, Jarrow plucked the fabric from his Healer’s hands and shook it out. The same pattern of usage showed on that one. Only one-quarter of the material had become white and smooth. All the rest of it had the original gray knobby appearance.

Dov felt like his mind was going to explode. Looking over at Genevieve, he asked in amazement, “How did you come up with this?” The Clothier shrugged her shoulders helplessly before answering, “I just go into an altered state, fugue if you will, and as long as all the materials are there for me, I could come up with solutions.”

Dov noticed an argument going on over at the table where Richman and Jarrow were sitting. The two mercenaries were ferociously defending their right to take the remaining fabric with them. The Mercenary Guildsmaster knew that he would have to adjudicate this argument, but before he could say anything, the man Gustav had said needed Healing was carried through the door of the taproom.

Instantly the taproom was silent. Breathing shallowly, the young mercenary could not have been more than twenty-five years old. Looking fully human, he was chalky-white and semiconscious. The source of his damage was apparent. A wound that was obviously a bullet hole went through the top of his left shoulder, and he had a brutal slash across his right ribs, which was currently covered by a tube and plastic film. Everyone in the room could hear the familiar sucking sound of a nasty lung wound, and those with a clear line of sight could see the cut muscle and the exposed rib bones.

Even with full Healers on the battlefield, such an injury would likely prove to be fatal. Dov explained quietly while the man was quickly laid out on one of the adjacent tables, “We have summoned a Healer because no one in the Badger Hole has the skill to do anything with him. Gustav and I are both worried that he will not make it, so it seemed like a perfectly reasonable thing to try the Clothier’s kit on him.”

Genevieve looked extremely worried and a little bit green of face. She all but whispered, “I have no idea if what I made will do anything for him. I do not want him to die, but what if my kits can not handle his wound? What then?” She held one of the knobby gray cloths in her hand, waving it in her consternation.

Patting her hand encouragingly, Dov said quietly, “It will not hurt him any more than he is already hurting. Let us not allow him to die while we argue about this. Put a damn patch on him, Philip!”

The third of the Mercenary Healers all but ripped the square fabric out of Genevieve’s hand and dove across people to get to the sorely injured man. Jarrow and Richman stood up abruptly and zeroed in on him too. Jarrow flipped his cloth to a clean square and laid it gently on the sluggishly bleeding shoulder hole in the front, while Richman took one of his clean areas and applied it to the young man’s back where the exit wound was even worse.

Meanwhile, Philip had seen that the lower injury was bigger in square area than they had dealt with before, so he folded the fabric only in half before laying it gently over the slashed side. Between Dov and Genevieve, Cynthia began timing again, her eyes also locked on the young man who was struggling to breathe.

The room was silent so that everyone could hear the labored breaths as the man clung to life. All of a sudden, jumping up in her seat, Genevieve said excitedly, “Stick one of the round fabric patches on him! I think you can put it anywhere. But please get it on him now, so he has the energy to heal!”

Dov turned to her in shock, asking quickly, “Is the round thing like caffeine? Does it fool your body into providing energy?”

Genevieve shook her head, saying, “None of the things I did draw on the body's resources for healing. They are all external sources of healing, drawing on the power of the spell in the fabric.”

While that exchange was going on, Philip had stretched back to take a handoff of the round pieces of fabric that Genevieve had included in the kit from a helpful mercenary who had picked it up from the table. Never leaving the side of his patient, Philip watched to see what was happening.

Once again, the room got quiet, but the sound was different. Dov was searching his own mind in vain for something else they could do, and he could see other people having the same problem when Philip said in amazement, “The lung wound is no longer sucking. That means there has to be healing going on deep inside that will prevent his lungs from collapsing now.”

Silence descended once more but now there was an air of hope in the room rather than despair. Philip continued to watch his patient and announced one more update saying, “His lips are no longer bluish, and his skin tone is pinker. Also, I no longer hear any wheezing from his lungs.”

Cynthia’s voice rang out, saying, “Time for the shoulder bandages.”

His hands shaking, Philip lifted the cloth that Jarrow had placed over the front of the young man’s shoulder in a single convulsive movement. He gasped so loudly that he sounded like he been hit in the solar plexus. The man reached out a trembling hand to trace the smooth skin on the young man’s shoulder before ordering Richman to lift him up so everyone can see the back.

To most people’s surprise, the horrendous exit wound in the back was also totally gone. The conversation in the room ratcheted immediately to an uproar, with mercenaries exclaiming their amazement or demanding that the first-aid kits be handed out. It was so loud that no one could hear anything, and it took Madrik to quell the furor.

The bar manager commanded, “That is enough. This is the taproom, not a riot room.” The swinging door to the kitchen opened, and Najeer and Wynn came out holding trays that contained broth and a few small packets of wrapped meat. While the waitress made a beeline for Jarrow and Richman, Najeer walked over to the young man sprawled across the one table. Looking at the bloodied body with a sad expression, Najeer handed the tray to Philip before disappearing back into the kitchen.

The waitress's voice rang out, ordering the two previously injured mercenaries to drink all of the broth and eat the tiny meat knots that she had brought out.” She added that in a slightly lower tone, “Do not let any of these other greedy guts get yours. They are delicious, and they pack a lot of energy for replacing lost blood. Or so Najeer says.”

The two mercenaries immediately crouched protectively over their food and began to eat the intricately tied filled pieces of meat, moaning in pleasure at the taste.

Philip looked at the tray in his hand and seemed unsure of what to do with it. When Cynthia called, “Time!” He blindly shoved the tray to someone in the crowd and dove back toward his patient to slowly pull off the bandage that had concealed the exposed ribs and severed muscle.

Most of the onlookers could not see what was being uncovered, and they shifted uneasily in the tension. Dov kept his eyes on Philip’s face, and when he saw tears pouring down, the Mercenary Guildmaster had felt his heart drop into his stomach. However, when he saw that the man was smiling through those tears, his spirits shot up again like a rocket.

Looking across to Dov, Philip said almost incoherently, “The wound is gone. Totally gone! He is breathing normally, and his color is looking good. It is also bizarre, but the tube and the plastic that were in the wound are laying outside of his skin like they had been rejected.”

Before the Mercenary Guildmaster could respond, the young mercenary patient groaned and sat up abruptly. Rubbing his face with his hands, the young man asked, “What is for dinner? It smells amazing, and I am starved.” The roar of laughter that filled the taproom brought his eyes open wide, and he glanced around wildly until he saw Dov. Looking pleading at the Mercenary Guildmaster, the young man said, “Sir, what is going on?”
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Chapter 13 – Start of the End

Estate d’ Reauvrey, Paris, France

The Stablemaster had been up the entire night, alternately worrying about Firespark and obsessing over how to get his remaining charges off the estate alive. The old man was intensely grateful that Bert had not resisted him when he sent the young man off to Jeremiah’s estate with most of the horses. Willis had firmly resisted the ludicrous urge to weep as he watched the younger man drive away in the decrepit wagon, shadowed by the thought that this would be one of the last times he saw the young man that had been in his care since his boyhood.

Willis knew that he could have taken the horses over to Jeremiah’s estate, but there was a chance that Rosemary or her assistant Drew might come down to the stables, and he did not want to risk his assistant’s life.

Unfortunately, Willis had not thought everything through, and it preyed on his mind. It added to his restlessness, and eventually, he could not stay still at all. Even though it was just before dawn, the Stablemaster walked over to speak with Beatrice, Bert’s wife.

Willis realized that he had not set up any communication method with Bert and hoped the young woman had some ideas. The sick feeling in his stomach reinforced his knowledge that this could be a fatal flaw in his plan. The newlywed woman had taken one look at his face and insisted he sit down and have a reviving cup of tea.

The Stablemaster was not sure how she managed to do it, but a few minutes after she had handed him the fragrant mug of a reviving beverage, Willis had told her everything about the mess that was going on now.

Beatrice calmly stated, “It sounds like we actually have two problems. The first is the need to work out some way of exchanging information. The second is more straightforward. Unless we want to sacrifice ourselves and our charges, we have to figure out a way to escape the estate. Is that correct?”

Willis nodded yes but confessed his inability to see a safe evacuation route. Beatrice leaned forward to ask him something else when the light through the open window was blocked by a massive black form. Before anyone could do anything but take a deep breath, a full-sized Raven hopped from the windowsill into the center of the cheery little kitchen table.

Seen from a distance, the Raven looked huge. From less than a foot away, the bird was terrifying. A great scimitar of a beak and sharp giant talons sent shivers down Willis’s spine, but Beatrice crooned to the bird, saying, “Oh what a handsome boy you are! Such a fierce beak and beautifully lethal talons you have!”

To the Stablemaster’s surprise, the bird acted like it understood her. It puffed out its chest feathers a little and stood up straighter, first inspecting Beatrice with its head turned to the left and then again with its head turned to the right. The bird uttered an “Awk” that sounded approving before turning and walking over to Willis, holding a paper-wrapped leg out to the astonished man.

His hands were trembling so badly that it first Willis thought that he could not unwrap the paper. However, he quickly settled down and slid two separate rolls of fine paper from the Raven’s right leg. Skimming over the first one and then the other, Willis announced excitedly, “The notes are from Jeremiah! I think our coordination problem is handled. The Ravens will provide our coordination notices so that we have a better chance of surviving.”

When Willis looked up to see how Beatrice is taking everything, he saw that the Raven had come over to stand by her and was making odd little chirpy sounds as it used its lethal beak to preen the young woman’s hair. The Stablemaster’s face must have been a sight to see because Beatrice laughed, saying, “My father was a Falconer. I grew up with birds of prey all around. Ravens are actually one of my favorite because not only are they smart, but they are capable of great loyalty. Most of the other predatory birds are not as engaging.”

Willis laughed a little bit and said, “Obviously, this big guy likes you too. I need to get this other message role to the Houndmaster. My gut tells me that we will see the end of this game today or tomorrow, and he needs to see the plan. All of his dogs except a single dominant female are gone from his kennels. I am sure that Lady Rosemary is not aware of that yet, and he will be in a lot of danger when she finds out.”

Diffidently, Beatrice suggested, “I am supposed to go shopping in a couple of the markets in downtown Paris today. To get there on time, I was going to take off in the next fifteen minutes so that I can be there when the market opens. It would be easy enough for me to stop by the kennels to ask if he would like me to pick up anything. It also makes sense for me then to stop by the stables to ask you the same. I will take my usual shopping basket, which is fairly long and covered with cloth. It should surely be enough for me to carry things to and from the market. You should go back to the stables and take a quick inventory to see what it is that you would like me to pick up for you.”

Willis looked at her in confusion for a split moment before realizing that she was speaking as if for an audience. Listening carefully, he could hear the sound of someone’s concealed breathing just outside the open doorway. Giving a sharp nod with his head, Willis said assertively, “Yes, I have several things that I would like picked up. I will have a list for you if you come by in the next fifteen minutes. Thank you again for doing this to help me.”

Smiling, Beatrice murmured her goodbyes as Willis got up from the table and strode out of the little cottage. The man was feeling far better than he had before talking to the young woman, but he knew a good portion of that was that he would finally get past this never-ending wait. The Stablemaster wanted action, and he wanted it now.

The sun was just rising above the horizon, and Beatrice had been underway to downtown Paris with a list from both the Stablemaster and the Houndmaster. Concealed under the basket cover and nestled in a bed of folded cloth bags, the sorely injured cat Familiar was kept warm and dozing. Beatrice thought with any luck, no one would suspect what she had tucked away in her basket.

Willis and Norbert managed to cross paths in the area between the stables and the kennels. They were having a somewhat cryptic conversation when several windows on the second story of the estate’s main building exploded outward in Magical rage. Hearing the raised voice of Lady Rosemary, the two men bolted away from each other and toward their own buildings.

The Houndmaster ran into the empty kennels and told his two kennel boys to go hide. Snapping his fingers to get the only remaining dog, the deerhound bitch Adelphia, to follow, the man took out at a flat run for his own home.

The Stablemaster practically dove through the open stable door and spun in place to slam it shut. Barring the doorway, he turned to look at his wide-eyed stable boys and said quickly, “Lads, things are going to be really bad here for a while. Do each of you have someplace to go that you can be safe for a few days?” When they all nodded yes, he told them to leave out the back door and that he would let them know when it was safe to come back.

Quickly and carefully, Willis moved the second pregnant mare into the small paddock with Firespark, calling to the remaining herd mare to come to join them. There was a rustle of movement, and the youngest of the stable boys popped his head over the backside to look at his boss and said, “I really do not have another place to go. And, I think you are going to need help with Firespark, so I am staying.”

The Stablemaster might have argued with him, but the Witch’s strident voice again cut through every other sound. Wincing in pain, Willis stumbled over to the younger pregnant mare when she wickered in sudden distress.

Busy soothing the mare, who was now obviously in labor, Willis at first did not make sense of the two female screaming voices that he heard. He knew one of them was the noblewoman, but he did not remember ever hearing the other voice. Then, with an awful feeling of dread, the man recognized first the words and then the voice of the second person.

“… Three! At first, I did not know what was going on because I thought they were just deciding to go home without notice. Then I could not believe that you would be so perverted as to prey on young girls. But now you have gone too far, my Lady! Three of my kitchen maids disappeared last night, one four nights before. There was no way that these three stole away from their bed by themselves.

“One of them was not feeling well and had been given a sleeping draught. Tricia would not have been able to get up and walk to her door, let alone leave the estate!….” The angry voice belonged to Cook, and she spoke with anger so fierce that Willis stood in awe of the power. Heartsick emotions immediately echoed his pride in his friend. The Stablemaster knew that it would not be enough to protect her from the Lady Witch.

“How dare you criticize me! You are nothing but a peasant and have no right to judge your betters! And who cares if I have taken the stupid girls. They were mine to do what I wish with them, and you should not forget that!” Lady Rosemary screeched back.

Cook was beyond caution and common sense, roaring back with equal volume, “No one has the right to dispose of people as if they are trash. I knew you were leeching off your Familiars, and there did not seem to be anything we could do to stop you. But there is no room for disbelief on my side any longer. Your perverted Magic is built on stolen power from the youngsters that pass through your hands. I will find someone who cares enough to make you pay! The destruction of these youngsters must stop!”

Willis did not think it was possible, but Rosemary’s voice rose even higher until her screaming seemed to pierce his skull. Sounding like an infuriated fish wife, the noblewoman sneered, “There is no one who will stand against me! You and your stupid peasant values have no place in this estate! I will…”

Heedless of the consequences, Cook interrupted the noblewoman again, announcing clearly, “I quit. I will not work for such a perverted person. Everything around you must be perfect, and your appearance is so important to you that the least hair out of place drives you wild. Now I understand why. Inside you are so ugly that only perfection on the outside makes you able to continue to breathe. You may look like an angel outside, but inside you are nothing but a seething bag of pus!”
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Chapter 14 – Flying Consequences

Estate d’ Reauvrey, Paris, France

There was another massive explosion, and Willis heard the thud of something heavy hitting the ground. His gorge rose into his throat as he realized that a body blown out the second-story window might sound that way when it hit the grass. Motioning for the stableboy to stay where he was, Willis quietly crept up into the haymow and across to the window where he could peek through to the area between the main house and the stables.

The man caught his breath when he saw a singed and bloody body on the grass. Willis knew by the white apron that she always wore in the kitchen that it was Cook. He could tell she was not moving, and he feared that she might be dead. He thought to himself, Lori, my friend, what have you done to yourself?

A hysterical voice emerged from the blown-out room. It was the noblewoman, Lady Rosemary, and she was screaming directions at two of her henchmen. Willis’s stomach felt like it was going to revolt and send him spewing the contents of his breakfast across the straw as he heard her scream, “Throw that ugly carcass into the garbage. I do not want to hear anything about her ever again! Everyone should now know why they have to stay in their places. No one here should ever criticize me at all! I am your mistress, and you need to obey me!”

Two of the burly footman that served the Witch came out of the back of the estate house and looked down at Cook’s body. Even from where he was, Willis could hear one of them say to the other, “She was a nice lady. I will miss her cookies.” The other one nodded but stoically grabbed the woman’s ankles while his companion grabbed her wrists.

Willis watched the two men take the woman they had known for years and dump her into the garbage bin with disbelieving eyes. Closing the top with a clang, the two silently walked back to the estate house.

The Stablemaster heard a rustle of grasses from the backside of the stables as someone moved behind the building. Tear tracks still on his face, Willis quickly slipped over to the ladder and climbed down just in time to see the Houndmaster Norbert and Adelphia, his big deerhound female, sneak in through the stable’s back entrance.

Norbert’s face was pale with the strained look that people wore when grieving was imminent. Willis had seen that look on his friend's face when an injured hound had to be put down or when a puppy was born non-breathing and nonresponsive. However, he never thought he would see that expression on anyone’s face when it came to another living human being.

His face set in granite, Norbert asked tersely, “Lori?” Just as curtly, Willis answered, “The garbage container.” A look of pain twisted the Houndmaster’s face briefly, and he closed his eyes. When he opened them again, a sheen of moisture had altered their appearance, but the Stoic-faced man did not break down into tears. Instead, he asked the Stablemaster if the garbage and trash area was visible from the main house.

When Willis answered that it was not, the two men strategized on the best way to check on Lori without alerting anyone in the main house. Adelphia sat next to the Houndmaster, eyes glued on his face. Willis could have sworn that the dog understood every word they said.

Norbert growled, his voice rough with frustration, “If Lori is still alive, we must get her out of there as soon as possible. We might not be able to do much for her wounds, but it has to be better than leaving her to lie there in the middle of the rotting food!”

From outside the stables, a voice hailed them, “Stablemaster Willis, I have some boxes of items that Lady Rosemary wishes to have donated to the church charities. Where would you like us to put them?”

Motioning to Norbert to stay where he was, Willis opened the main stable door and walked out to meet the housekeeper. The woman was accompanied by the two men who had dumped Cook in the garbage, and Willis had difficulty pretending not to know what their role had been. Instead, he focused all of his attention on the housekeeper, asking, “Is this all of it? Or is there more? I need to know so that I can decide what size cart will be needed to haul it.”

One of the two men carrying boxes answered, saying, “One more load for each of us, and you will have everything.”

Willis nodded his head in acknowledgment and pointed to a place by the stable door, saying, “You can leave them right over there. I have a mare that is dropping her foal now, and we need to avoid bothering her. It will be easy enough for me to load a cart from that point without your help.”

Housekeeper said briskly, “Good! That is one item taken care of, but I have several other things to discuss with you. I need to update both Lady Rosemary and the Senechal on any progress made in selling off the unneeded horses and other animals. I have to get an update from the Houndmaster also. However, when I stopped by the kennels, it appeared the Houndmaster has already disposed of all of the dogs as requested. I really do need to talk to him because there were two kennel boys still cleaning up.

“Lady Rosemary was quite specific in getting all of the extra staff released, so I must know what he is going to do about those boys. Also, I do not believe the Senechal has received the final accounting from the Houndmaster for the sale of the dogs.”

Willis saw both of the footmen perk up at the housekeeper’s words. He thought to himself disgustedly, They would just love to go back and tell somebody that things are going on here of which the Witch would disapprove. I think I will cut that off before it can start to cause more problems.

Picking up his cue without missing a beat, the Stablemaster said cheerfully, “Houndmaster Norbert left his accounting with me to give to the Senechal when I gave him mine today. He did tell me that the two remaining kennel boys would be done at the end of the day. I thought it was very considerate of him to keep the two boys an extra day considering that it would not reflect well on Lady Rosemary if the air around the Château was tainted with the odors of the kennels, or for that matter the stables.”

Housekeeper gave a quick shudder, saying quickly, “That was very thoughtful of him. I assume you are going to do the same sort of cleanup?”

Willis reiterated that he made sure that the stable smell was not strong by meticulously cleaning the stables frequently during the day. The man also mentioned that the mare in labor was already sold and that as soon as she could safely make the trip, he was taking mother and baby to their new owner.

The two footmen interrupted at this point, one of them asking, “Housekeeper, if it is all right with you and Stablemaster Willis, we will go get that extra load of boxes right now.” The woman immediately agreed, saying approvingly, “That is a constructive suggestion. Then this unpleasant task can be marked as also done.”

While the two men were still within earshot, Willis asked the housekeeper, “It would save me a trip if you would take Houndmaster Norbert’s and my accounting back to the Senechal. With assurances of delivery sometime today, the new owners of the remaining horses have paid the full amount. That means we can mark this episode as completed also.”

Housekeeper said audibly, “If you have it ready now, I will take it. Otherwise, I am afraid that you will have to bring it up to the house yourself. Some rearrangement in staffing is required today, and I will probably be at my wit's end by the time it is addressed.”

Willis answered with a smile, offering his arm to the housekeeper as he turned back toward the stables. He said in that same clear, carrying voice, “It will take just a moment for me to finish my tally, and then you can take it. When I leave to take the final horses to their new owners, I will be gone several hours, and I would not want to leave this much money unattended for any length of time.”

Even though both the housekeeper and the Stablemaster knew that the two footmen were out of hearing range, they stayed silent until they had entered the stables and closed the door.

As soon as the latch clicked, Martha spun around and grabbed both of Willis’s arms. Although she was shaking, her grip was firm and her voice urgent as she asked, “Where is Lori? Is she alive? Everybody in the Château heard the screaming fight she and Lady Rosemary had. They also heard the huge explosions. The two remaining kitchen maids are now sobbing little puddles in the corner of the kitchen, while I only have one housemaid left and no opportunity to get more right now.”

Norbert’s arms came around Martha from behind, and she let go of Willis’s arms to spin back toward the Houndmaster. Cheerfully, she asked, “Do either of you know if she is alive? And what are we going to do?”

The Houndmaster was the one who answered. His voice was so low and intent that Willis found himself leaning forward to make sure he caught every word.

“Martha, you angel! You have given us the perfect opportunity. Willis and I will complete our little forgery. Then you and Willis can go back to the manor and hand off the accounting to the Senechal while I check on Lori.

“Everybody will be so busy watching what you are doing that they will have forgotten about me, especially since you announced I was out on an errand in front of two of the worst gossips around here. That means that they will not think to look out in the back of the Château and over the wall to see if anybody’s rooting around in the garbage.”

Willis felt suddenly more energized, and he remembered the Raven had left a message for the Houndmaster. Quickly explaining how he had come to be in possession of the notes, Willis told them about the pronged attack and the transport wagon that would be coming up to the stable under cover of the main attack. The Stablemaster was pacing to and fro as he talked while the Houndmaster wrote out his accounting for the funds he had stuffed in an envelope.

Diffidently, Martha asked the question, “Do you think we could smuggle my young housemaid and the two kitchen helpers out on that wagon also? Otherwise, I do not hold out much hope for them escaping, especially during an attack.”

Willis answered, “Only if you agree to go also, Martha. The two of us are going to have our hands full managing newborn and pregnant animals, and hopefully our injured friend.”

Puffing out a shaky breath, Housekeeper commented, although her voice was heavy with unshed tears, “I feel like I am deserting people, but I think it is time for us to leave. If Lori is still alive, I will go.” Her voice turned angry as she finished, “But if that Witch has killed my friend, I will stay for no other reason than to visit some form of punishment on the hideous, tainted criminal that heads what used to be a noble household.”
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Chapter 15 – Making Contact

Paris, Earth

Yaakov had volunteered to go into Paris as a scout. He hated waiting, and being part of the advance forces fit his temperament well. Vitaly, his twin, was not terribly pleased because that meant he was stuck with the command group, which always moved slower than the advance group. Even though the two siblings were close, they were intensely competitive, and Yaakov felt like he had won this small contest.

The experienced scout began to have a change of heart as he drifted through the neighborhoods and streets of Paris. The Russian mercenary had been to the city several times before, and it had always felt like a powerhouse of energy. Full of exciting restaurants, shops, and museums, Paris always provided him with endless entertainment.

That memory and the city he walked through now clashed horribly. The mercenary could believe it was a totally different city except for the layout of the streets and the river running through the middle. Instead of the swirling joyful mix of intellectual exploration and hedonism, the buildings and thoroughfares were shrouded in a palatable cloud of grayness.

People were frightened and closed off from each other, avoiding making eye contact and maintaining substantial distances from others. Even his small smile of greeting directed at a group of young women frightened them and sent them scurrying into a coffee shop with terrified looks and trembling hands.

After that experience, Yaakov had changed his body posture and movement to more resemble people traveling the streets alone. He had bowed his head slightly and slumped his shoulders. Increasing the speed of his motion put a bit of a scurry into his gait. The scout concentrated on it until it became a persona he could slip on, which turned out to be a fortunate choice a few blocks later.

The mercenary scout was not very far away from the location of Jeremiah’s townhouse. The foot and vehicle traffic had gotten denser, and Yaakov did not want to give the impression of any special errand or target for his exploration. He had been wandering as if he just was killing time, looking in the window in one shop, checking out an impressive menu posted in front of a restaurant, and sightseeing the architecture and plants.

One way that the scouts were trained to fit in an urban environment was for them to find somebody in the crowd and follow them for a short period before switching to someone else. It was called a mirroring technique and let the scout put some of their actions on automatic while their senses gathered and stored information.

Yaakov was mentally explaining the somber atmosphere to his brother, Vitaly, who was standing with Peotr back in the walled grounds of Jeremiah’s estate. The twins talked a lot during their day as a general rule. Extensive testing against Magical eavesdropping has shown that twin bonds were invisible to everyone except the siblings themselves. That was one of the reasons that their Commander liked having the two of them in his company. That instantaneous reaction and connection had saved many lives in the years they had been serving as mercenaries.

A hissed warning from the current object of Yaakov’s mirroring stopped the mental conversation between twins, and the mobile scout’s attention was immediately locked onto what was happening around him. The first thing he noticed was that almost all the foot traffic on the sidewalks had stopped. People were placing their bodies against the buildings unless they were close to an open door, which they scurried inside.

Yaakov was caught along an unbroken stone wall, so he leaned on the building and dropped his gaze to the ground. Watching out of the sides of his eyes, he saw a highly polished powerful-looking automobile pull to a stop about a block in front of him and disgorge a pair of well-dressed men with impressive muscles. The two of them practically screamed “bodyguard,” and when an older man in a well-cut suit emerged, the men’s role was verified.

Even from where he stood, Yaakov could smell the odors of old blood and rot that seemed to accompany every Blood Mage. Careful not to let his expression show that he could perceive it, Yaakov remained frozen like the rest of the people along the road. From the side of his eyes, the scout felt the gazes of the bodyguards and Blood Mage sweeping the streets, touching on each person briefly before moving on. Noting how the man in front of him reacted and combining it with the posture changes of the men he could see across the street, Yaakov crunched a little harder toward the wall and ducked his head even further down.

The scout heard the snort of disgust from the Blood Mage and his comment to his bodyguards, “There is nothing worth harvesting here either. All of the people at this juncture are just cattle. We will just have to try the old man’s place in a couple of hours. Perhaps by then, our watchers will have some clue of how to break his wards.” With that, the old, tainted Mage slipped back into his car. The limousine began to move forward slowly, the bodyguards keeping pace with it on either side.

Yaakov kept entirely motionless, almost forgetting to breathe until the limousine had driven half a block beyond him. Faintly he heard one of the bodyguards say to the other, “This is the part I love most about my job. Walking down the street with all the power around us and seeing the cattle squirm.”

Even Yaakov’s ability to find humor in every situation failed him at this point. He resumed walking in the direction he had been originally going and fought nausea that welled up inside his stomach. Breathing deeply, the telepath felt calm enough to reopen his communication with his twin after a few cleansing breaths. The first thing he had to do was reassure his brother that he had come through the experience unscathed.

Quickly, Yaakov summarized for Vitaly and then fielded Peotr’s questions to the best of his ability. The mobile scout knew that he was not hiding his shakiness from his brother, but he refused to let it interfere with his mission.

While he answered questions, Yaakov had continued to walk, and he was now on the block where Jeremiah had his townhouse. Vitaly passed along commentary that some of General Du Arcand’s forces would be watching Jeremiah’s townhouse and expect to run into them. Peotr suggested making contact with them and working out some field-expedient methods of communication.

With that in mind, Yaakov coasted slowly around all four sides of the block. For the first hour, he saw nothing out of the usual, but that changed in the blink of an eye. One of the ever-present Parisian pigeons flew overhead and let loose a large casting of chalky-white fecal matter. The apparent target was an empty stretch of wall, but only some of the sticky substance managed to splatter and stay on the bricks.

There was an outline of a crouched figure that had nothing on it, and Yaakov knew immediately that someone was cursing the flying rats inside a containment field and wondering how they were going to be able to get cleaned up.

Stopping a prudent distance away from the disguised watcher, Yaakov looked down at a piece of paper in his hands and commented quietly, “Peotr says hello.”

An equally quiet voice answered, “General Emile will be pleased to know that everything is fine with him.” Without saying anything further, Yaakov moved to a notch between buildings about half a block away. Stopping there, he waited until he felt the rush of air against his skin and commented, “We are going to need some further coordination of field events. Do you have a suggestion?”

The French scout said, “Commander du Arcand is very pleased with the use of the Ravens. Perhaps we can continue working with those.”

Yaakov agreed but added, “What will you use to let us know your forces are committed?”

A faint bark of laughter sounded before the French scout responded, “You will see something that looks like a lot of bright flares. If they are any other color besides red, our forces are moving forward. Red is reserved for bug out!”

There was a silence that stretched on for a while, and then the Frenchmen spoke again, “François du Arcand is the Commander. He is the General’s heir and only son. We are aware of how bad things look, and he has a special request for your Commander. Our forces will fully execute the battle plan, but if he can persuade the General to take his only grandchildren with him, will you allow him to join your party?”

There was a short pause as Peotr was consulted, but then Yaakov said firmly, “We would be honored. If the General and his grandchildren can be at the rear of the estate’s stables after your main attack is launched, we have arranged for transport there. Please, make sure he is there on time with whomever he wants to take.”

It was the Frenchman’s turn to be silent for a bit. Finally, with the sound of tears in his voice, the man said, “He will be there, one way or another. Please tell him from all of those who were honored to be under his command how much we respect and even love him. We will hold the pass just as the Spartans did so that he can escort the spirit and hearts of du Arcand to a different land.”
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Chapter 16 – Advanced Placement

Badger Hole Bar

The entire Badger Hole was boiling over. The Archive was delivering updated Intel by the hour, while the Library and his Anchor did rapid research every hour of the day. The Mercenary Guild Hall had all of his practice areas scheduled, as new spells and weapons were tested and people trained in their use.

The area bounded by the BHB, Library, and Archive was converted into a place to triage and treat injured people and animals. The various Healers and medical personnel associated with the Mercenary Guild formed the core part of the staff there, although volunteers from many places came to lend a hand.

Madrik strode through the confusion and turmoil in a continuing effort to keep overall control of the metamorphosis that was happening. The man was coping, but barely. The BHB itself was twitchy and kept trying to convince Madrik that it was time to allow more seeds to mature. The bar manager was not sure he agreed, as a feeling of approaching doom held him hostage. Coupled with the settling effects of three new sprouting seeds, everyone on the BHB staff felt stressed already.

The cooks and bakers were stockpiling food, and the Clothier was rushing around in an exhausted fog, setting up first-aid kits and driven by bad dreams and waking nightmares. Every single person into the Badger Hole was involved, even the most recent additions to the dimension.

The three women that had anchored the Textile Shop took over the handling of the refugees that they knew would be flooding into the Badger Hole. Even though Zhanna was convinced that many people would ultimately go to Tellus, everybody had agreed that sorting them out in the pocket dimension would be more effective and efficient.

In this area, the Tattersall Market Master Trader, Dede of Cripes, had been a surprise to everyone. Still dressed in violently clashing bright colors, the exuberant man had shown up with twelve of his clan, six men and six women. The women were all dressed in scarves and draped skirts. The men were dressed in close-fitting trousers and tunic-like shirts.

As usual, the merchants made a dramatic entry. Exploding through the left-hand door of the BHB, he charged up to Madrik and flung his arms around the startled Anchor. As was his habit, he was speaking the entire way. “Most esteemed Anchor of the wondrous Badger Hole Bar, I, Master Trader Dede of Cripes, come to offer the services of my clan and me. I bring with me three of my clan Healers! They are all that you would consider Master Healers capable of handling people as well as animals. Six of the remaining can help with the organization of people and transport of items. They will serve as orderlies for the injured or provide muscles for whatever you need to. The other three are expert cooks. They can supplement the food staff as you need.”

Madrik managed to slide words in, asking, “We are overwhelmed with the graciousness of you and your clan. What will your assistance cost me?”

Theatrically grabbing his chest, the Master Trader protested, “Nothing, of course! This is a humanitarian effort that we would do only for such a wondrous client like you. Be assured that this is from generosity in our hearts!”

When Madrik continued to watch him with skepticism, Dede let a genuine laugh erupt from his chest and said less dramatically, “Truly, this is us helping out a client. We never turned down advantages in our trades, but we care about those we do business with. Everything we have heard about this rescue effort speaks to us because we, as a clan, as a people, have been forced to flee from one dimension to another. The idea that the Bright Witch Zhanna has offered refuge to these people fills us with the hope that perhaps someday, someone will offer us a place to call home. It is no more than that.”

Along their companion bond, Madrik could feel the BHB telling him that the merchant was honest. Madrik could feel the wistful sadness that the merchant chose to cover up with his exuberant show from the sentient building. The Anchor was beginning to suspect that there was more depth to the man than he had initially decided.

Madrik let his barriers release and said from the heart, “We all appreciate it. I will hold you and your clan in my thoughts and hope along with you that one of these days, you will find a place to call home.”

Madrik could see the battledressed black cat Familiar sitting on top of a stack of supplies behind the merchant, watching the merchant with thoughtful eyes. Slowly Dascha turned her head to look deep into Madrik’s eyes, and he could have sworn that the cat murmured something too soft for him to hear.

Even the shy Toymaker participated. The vRxa immigrant was not sure at first what he could help with, but when he watched the Clothier trying to stock a variety of the first-aid kits at each of the treatment stations that had been set up, he perked up immediately. Scurrying over to Madrik, the shy biological robot murmured, “I can create something that will automatically fill the inventory without a person having to be diverted to do that task. Would that help?”

When the Anchor responded enthusiastically, the Toymaker started off for his shop, obviously a robot on a mission. Moving past him on another errand, Wynn murmured, “That was very insightful and very kind.”

The Anchor was conscious of the feeling of warmth that accompanied her words and went to the next station to check things out, energized and less worried. Over in one corner of the garden, Madrik saw the Storyteller working with Alistair to arrange a seating area. When the bar manager looked at Alastair, his bouncer told him, “The Storyteller thought that he could keep some of the younger ones entertained while their parents sorted things out.”

Once again, Madrik was amazed at how their community was coming together. He and the BHB felt the energy expressed in every part of the Badger Hole and approached the rest of their day with more optimism.

A short time later, Madrik heard the stamp of feet and saw that Dov was approaching, accompanied by three of the Mercenary Guild members. Looking somber, the Guildmaster told the Anchor, “We have decided that the best strategy is for us to go down the tunnel a distance and establish a fallback point for the fleeing group. If we are set up with entrenched weapon positions to defend their retreat, they can go past us, and we will have an effective protection mechanism to prevent any forces coming too close to the Badger Hole.”

Madrik gave a somewhat jerky nod of agreement, and the Mercenary Guildmaster turned on his heel and headed toward the BHB and the right-hand door. The rest of the away team was already assembled there, fully loaded and ready to ingress.

However, the BHB had a different plan. Trying to open the right-hand door was unsuccessful, but so was the try on the left-hand one. Frustrated, Dov charged out of the center door to ask Madrik why the Badger Hole was uncooperative, only to almost run over Star Child Grace.

The woman said quickly, “You have tried to use the doors for something other than what they are designed. I will take you through one of my portals and go directly to the spot where you have planned on building out your protection point. However, you are missing some key personnel, and I will not take you unless you have those that you are missing.”

Dov and some of his Russian troops looked at each other in confusion, but they did not have long to wait. Moving smoothly up to join them, Cynthia brought a chill to the air with her as she moved smoothly to stand beside the Guildmaster. To everyone’s surprise, one woman and one man from the clan of Dede of Cripes joined them.

Star Child Grace looked at Dov with an uncharacteristically serious look on her face, saying commandingly, “That satisfies your requirements. I am taking you through the secret Ways to get you into a perfect position to ensure that the old hedge Witch, Jeremiah and his cat Familiar, Davin, both survive this encounter. I am well aware that the old reprobate is planning on sacrificing himself and his Familiar so that everyone else in the party will survive. However, he is needed here more than he would ever believe. So find a different solution! Please, preserve his life!”

Dov murmured his agreement, and the mercenaries with him echoed his dedication. Cynthia looked across and stared the Traveler in her eyes, and the assassin’s vow flashed across to ignite the Way Walker’s interest.

Taking the combined party to the back area, Star Child Grace took the group over to the large fountain that rippled happily in front of the Library. With a simple motion of her hand, the spout of water arched over into a large curve that was immediately filled with the Vision of a dimly lit tunnel. Everyone watching in the common area and the mercenaries exclaimed in surprise, but the Way Walker brusquely urged Dov’s party through before the portal could close. The Mercenary Guildmaster marched through closely followed by the mercenaries and clan members except for Cynthia, who leaned over and murmured into Star Child Grace’s ear.

As soon as the last mercenary got through, Star Child dismissed the portal. Without waiting even for an instant, the woman turned and grabbed Cynthia’s forearm in her hand, and a doorway-sized portal opened. Without a sound, the two women disappeared through it.

Silence gripped the area for just a few moments before a tsunami of sound rose and obliterated any possible coherent conversation.

Behind the curtain of noise, the three women of the Textiles Shop exchanged broad grins and kept busy setting up their area.
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Chapter 17 – City Ways

Jeremiah’s Town House, Paris

Hugh drove his wagon through the streets of Paris with a profound sense of sorrow weighing him down. For more than four decades, he had been delivering goods and passengers to various locations and customers in the city. He had been on the streets during protests, even riots, but he had always felt the city's energy in the background. Paris was sophisticated, brutal, seductive, all at the same time. However, in his previous visits, he had never felt the depression and fear of death that he was picking up now.

Gennady rode shotgun on the wagon, his large and looming figure making it clear that he was there to protect the various goods in the wagon. The man’s eyes were continually sweeping the area as he evaluated and dismissed thousands of threats. Timur stayed in the back of the wagon bed, a shotgun carried across his legs. Both men had remained chiefly silent and were acting very professional. The wagoneer had seen more than one person checking out his cargo until they had seen the formidable guards.

The more aggressive would-be thieves might have lingered longer and considered their options more assertively, usually figured out the large mass of brown on the floor between the two men was Boney, Hugh’s long-time faithful companion. The hound’s sheer size was a significant deterrent, and those who realized what the animal was immediately backed off and headed the opposite way quickly. The first time it happened, the wagon driver was astonished. He was so used to seeing his dog as gentle and playful that he sometimes forgot how intimidating a large dog could be.

Hugh thought to himself, If I had come by myself, there would have been trouble even in the daylight and on the streets. They may not have even cared that I have a big dog with me since I am only one man. It is just another sign that something is terribly wrong in the city of lights.

Several times along the route, Hugh felt a faint touch of corruption and smelled the odors of old blood and decay. With difficulty, he had maintained his steady speed as if unaware of anything akilter. Whether it be luck or timing, his path had threaded the needle between roving packs of Blood Mages, avoiding a direct confrontation while still fitting in with the regular traffic of the living city.

All three men were conscious that Khan Oktai, the big Black Eagle, flew high above them, maintaining overall surveillance. Gennady especially kept an eye out for any sign of the Ravens that were their close distance scouts. For the most part, they had not been visible on the trip, although one time, a Raven had landed on a rooftop ahead of them and picked up his foot repeatedly, hitting his beak into it.

Gennady looked at the bird in bemusement for a moment and then turned to Hugh and said, “I believe our friend wants us to find an excuse to stop for a few seconds. Is there something we can do that will not be unusual?”

Without asking for more information, Hugh immediately pulled over to the side and put the brake on carefully, “Sorry, boys. It sounded like one of the horses picked up a stone, and before it causes problems, I need to check it out.”

The big wagoneer walked over to his closest wheel horse and tapped the hock of the Gypsy Vanner. Obediently, the animal raised his foot into Hugh’s hand. The man appeared to loosen and remove the stone from the bottom of the horse’s hoof before standing up and patting the animal in thanks.

Glancing at Gennady, Hugh saw the tiny nod the man gave him and quickly climbed back up into his seat and got the wagon moving again. For the first time since they had left Jeremiah’s estate, Gennady asked a question, inquiring, “Why Gypsy Vanners? They seem to be pretty small for pulling this type of wagon.”

Smiling happily at the horses in front of them, Hugh answered, “Vanners are sturdy without being overly large. They can pull a huge amount of weight for their size and do not eat as much as the bigger horses do. Also, they can be ridden more easily than a full-sized draft horse. So instead of having four behemoths pull the wagon and being totally dependent on them all staying healthy, I bring along six of my Gypsy Vanners and rotate one pair out every three days. They overall eat less and pull just as big a load, and they stay healthier because they are not working every day.” The big Russian accepted the reasoning with a nonverbal grunt, never taking his eyes off their surroundings.

Hugh went back to navigating his team through the busy streets of Paris until they were about half a block away from their destination. He said quietly, “This next part may be tricky. We are going to pull around to the back and go through an alley. I will put in a bit of a show, and someone should pull open the back gate and allow us in. Some people try to rush the cargo at that point while actually trying to get inside of Jeremiah’s wards. We need to stop them cold without using Magic if possible. Then we need to quickly offload two crates and brief everybody at the house on the plan.”

When no one asked a question, Hugh continued, saying, “Then we are going to head off for our rendezvous with the horses that need transport. We are one of the few options available for horses, and so that gives us a cover. However, we do not have a lot of time to spend here. It is a weakness in the plan but one that we have to somehow accommodate.”

Again both mercenaries grunted or nodded their agreement and understanding. A few minutes later, Hugh turned off the main road and drove down a slender alleyway enclosed by the backs of townhouses on both sides. Pulling up to a well-kept-up back gate, Hugh rang the bell that hung by the side of the entryway. When no one answered quickly, the wagon master sighed loudly and set the brake on his wagon before jumping out. While Gennady stood and watched half a circle, Timur covered the rest of the arc, both men continually scanning for threats.

He walked right up to the metal gate and bellowed, “Jeremiah, let me in! I need to drop the stuff off quickly because otherwise, I will be late for my next two stops. I have a big pickup to do that is time-sensitive, and then I have another drop-off for the rest of this cargo. Get a move on, man! My daylight is burning!”

From where Gennady was standing, he could see the subdued flash of Magic as the ward determined that Hugh was an approved visitor. Without any other intervention, the gate released and began to swing open. At that point, Gennady caught a flurry of movement as two men rushed the gate from his left. The big mercenary shouted a terse, “Get the wagon in!” as he jumped to meet the two attackers.

As he moved, Gennady could see Timur leap off the back of the wagon to block another foe from the opposite side. Then he closed with the enemy, and his attention was all on his own battle.

Gennady’s opponents were well experienced and capable, and his instantaneous read of them was that they had weapons both mundane and Magical. While the one on the left sought to bury him under a quick flurry of lightning jabs with a rapier, the big Guild Mercenary saw the one on the right had a strange-looking projectile or beam weapon in hand. Knowing that there was no way of him avoiding that weapon and hoping that his battle dress would deal with it, Gennady focused on removing the threat of the one opponent he knew that he could deal with.

Circumventing the distraction of the multiple blows, Gennady used his greater strength and longer reach to beat aside the saber and bring an end to this battle with a lightning jab of his sword through the man’s neck. Finishing with a quick flick of his wrist, the big Earth Witch sent his opponent’s head flying to land in the dust as his truncated body spouted a fountain of blood and collapsed where it stood.

Quickly turning, Gennady caught the discharge of the other man’s weapon in the middle of his abdomen. The force of the blow was enough to set him on his heels for a moment, long enough for his enemy’s face to crease in a satisfied smile. The smile turned to shock when it became apparent that the weapon had no effect. An instant later, Gennady had shrugged off the impact and brought his sword around in a sweeping strike that removed his second opponent’s head.

Moving quickly for his bulk, the big Guild Mercenary put his body in the middle of the empty gateway. He could hear Hugh and the horses behind him, but his focus was on the battle between Timur and the remaining opponent.

The Russian Mercenary and his opponent were evenly matched. Both were fighting with swords and clearly skillful veterans. Each of them had at least one successful hit, evidenced by the trails of blood that decorated their bodies. Gennady did not see how to insert himself into the fight without disrupting its balance in an unpredictable way, so he watched both the conflict and the surrounding area for additional opponents.

Suddenly, Gennady remembered the weapon that one attacker had fired at him. Darting over to where the man lay, the Guild Mercenary saw the gun lying in the dirt. Sweeping it up with his hand, the Earth Witch pointed at the unknown attacker and pressed the trigger. A black bolt of light flashed from the end of the weapon to strike the enemy in the chest.

The effect on the man was considerable. First, a six-inch hole was drilled through his armor and into his chest, exposing raw bones and flesh. A black fire surrounded the injury and quickly moved outward, destroying everything it touched.

Timur had darted over to stand by Gennady’s side and watched his former opponent disappear as the black fire consumed the man’s body inch by inch. When the entire corpse had been destroyed, the black flames flickered and went out. All that was left of the attacker were his weapons and some jewelry.

Gennady shuddered with revulsion as he looked to the weapon in his hand. He and the other mercenary glanced at the corpse and decided at that moment that there would be no looting of this dead enemy!
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Chapter 18 – Hope Not Forlorn

Jeremiah’s Town House, Paris

Hugh called from inside the enclosure, “Are you all right? Gennady? Timur?” The sound of his voice reminded the two mercenaries that they were supposed to move quickly and close the gate. Moving like a well-practiced team, the Earth Witch and the Russian mercenary dashed through the open portal and split. Gennady headed to the right, and Timur took a left. Grabbing the sides of the metal gate, the two men shut it quickly and secured it with a bar.

Hugh let out a massive sigh of relief when the clang of the crossbar sounded. The wagoneer noticed that his hands were shaking, and his heart was slamming his chest. Mentally scolding himself, he thought, It has been years since I have had this reaction to a fight. Either I am getting too old for this sort of thing, or the pressure of knowing how many people are depending on everything going right is getting to me. There is no time for hiding in corners and shaking, boy. Get it together and move onto the next stage of the plan!

The back entrance of Jeremiah’s house opened cautiously. Dora peaked around the edge of the door but smiled broadly when she saw Hugh and his dog. Flinging the panel open wide, she came down the stairs with light steps and exclaimed, “Hugh, be welcome!” Before she could say anything else, a raucous cry sounded from one of the adjacent roofs. The challenging croak of the large Raven perched on the neighboring building’s ridge pole sounded three times before the big bird flapped his immense wings and took off.

Boney hopped down from the front floor of the wagon and moved quickly to herd the woman back inside the house. To Gennady’s surprise, he could hear the hound talking to himself. << Boney will move mother of Fire Boy and Dreamweaver where it is safe. Food Men will bring the others inside to talk. Move faster, faster, Loves Shiny says three groups trying to sneak in. Must hide boy and girl! Hurry, hurry! >>

Urged by the large hound, Dora retreated into the kitchen, closely followed by Hugh and his two escorts. The Earth Witch was unwilling to leave the captured weapon with a wagon, so he had wrapped it in some sacking and carried it with him. Timur was obviously uneasy in the kitchen, glancing around and checking for threats constantly and unable to sit still.

Seeing how serious the men looked, Dora asked fearfully, “Is Jeremiah all right? He is not injured, or anything, is he?” Her face had turned pale, and her hands were starting to shake so severely that she clasped them together in a white-knuckled grip.

Touched by her fear and stress, Hugh hurried into speech, saying, “The old coot is fine! He is going to be coming back a different way, and I promised I would stop by here on my way to drop off some other things and let you know what was going on.”

Boney’s tail started thumping on the ground, sounding like the beating of a massive drum. Startled, Timur and Gennady looked around the room, trying to see what had changed, and did not at first notice anything different at all. Then the Earth Witch saw a little bit of sparkling air in one corner of the room and shifted to his Magical Sight and looked again.

Letting loose a laugh, the big man said gently, “You two children are very talented. Most Mages and Witches have to be much older to hold an illusion of Not-There for any length of time.”

Dora was pulled out of her fear by the familiar tug of parental exasperation. Huffing a little bit, she said, “Ever since Jeremiah showed them that particular spell, I never know where they are going to be hiding and if they are listening to inappropriate conversations.” Turning toward the spot she had noticed Gennady was looking, the children’s mother said firmly, “Phil and Maddie, drop your spell and introduce yourself to our visitors. You can also apologize for sneaking in here to eavesdrop.”

The covering illusion dropped immediately, and Gennady and Timur were surprised to see two young children revealed. A little boy of about seven and a girl who must have been at least two years younger looked downcast at their mother’s scolding. The little boy looked at the two mercenaries and said, “I am Phil, and I am seven. Jeremiah is teaching me all sorts of things! Will he be home soon?”

The little girl hid behind her brother until Phil tugged her forward, saying in a loud whisper, “They just look mean. They did not bite me, and I am even older than you are.” The little girl gave her brother a look that promised retribution later before opening her mouth to say softly, “I am Maddie, and I am sorry that we snuck in here without telling you.”

Phil protested, saying, “Jeremiah told us we had to practice! This time I made the left half, and Maddie made the right side. It was fun clicking it together, and we wanted to show Jeremiah what we have learned.”

Dora told them gently, “Jeremiah will be gone a little while longer. Hugh stopped in to drop off some cargo and must leave soon. Since he will only be here a short bit, how about taking the big dog and using the brush he likes so much on his sides.”

Happily distracted, the two children soon led Boney away, happily chattering to him about the promised brushing and telling him all about the little blind cat that now lived with them.

As soon as the children were clear of the room, Dora turned to the men and demanded, “Now tell me what really is going on. From the way you are looking and how the streets feel, things are getting worse. Jeremiah has told me that we may have to run away and to always be prepared. If that is what we need to do, just tell me.”

He looked at the other two men and said heavily, “Yes, it is time for us to leave. We will not only leave Paris, but we will be traveling to a totally different land. Remember the little white cat that you helped nurse? She joined up with friends in that other place and made sure that there was room for all of us. She has come back to show us the way. We have gathered a lot of people and Familiars that will be traveling all in a big caravan, and you need to get ready.”

Dora looked at him with tears traveling in her eyes and asked, “What about my husband? What about Brendan?”

To Hugh’s surprise, it was Timur that answered, saying in a soothing tone, “No one has forgotten him. One part of the group will be heading to the location where we now know he is being held. They will try to break him out of the containment circle that the Blood Mages have created. When the circle breaks, they will bring him via a different route to join us at our departure staging area.”

The woman closed her eyes, and a look of relief flashed over her face. Between one breath and the next, her expression hardened, and she opened her eyes again and looked at the mercenary challengingly and demanded, “I need to be there. Brendan is my husband, and you may need me to help get him out. I have felt so powerless this whole time, just waiting for an ax to fall. But now things are moving, and I need to be there to help free my husband or to say our final goodbyes.”

Hugh tried to protest, saying, “We have other obligations, and my taking the big wagon to the area where Brendan is being held would be very noticeable and would bring the attacks of the Blood Mages on top of us. The other parts of the team are coming via a different route, traveling under concealment and skirting the Blood Mages that are roaming the city.”

Gennady added his opinion, saying, “None of us can manage your children for you. Do not risk making them orphans to be on the rescue party.”

Dora shook her head stubbornly, saying, “Minuet, the woman that runs Jeremiah’s apothecary store when he is traveling, has already been included in the people that we had planned on taking with us when we left. She has two children also, and I know that she could manage mine. And do not even bother telling me that I would have to pack things up because everything is already ready to go. We have been living on the edge for weeks now, and we are as ready as can be.”

Hugh took her hands in his and stared the woman in the face to say seriously, “Dora, are you sure this is what you want? How are you going to get to where the collection point is?”

The woman gave him a bittersweet smile as she said, “I will dress up as an old woman and just walk. Especially if I make myself look ugly, no one will recognize me. People do not want to look at old, imperfect people. Their eyes skitter away, and they stare in a different direction. That is how I have been getting around Paris ever since we came here. Jeremiah cannot cover up our presence if he is doing the grocery shopping, so I have been going out and making the purchases. I have plenty of experience in this, and I will send my stuff with Minuet.”

Timur muttered, “The woman has a right to decide to help rescue her husband. I will stay here and escort the other woman and the four children to the rendezvous point. According to what Jeremiah said, part of the route is very cramped, and Gennady would not be a good match for those spaces.”

Hugh dropped his head into his hands, thinking furiously. The others waited patiently for his decision, and in the quiet, they could hear the crooning noises that Maddie was making to the dog as she and Phil brushed him. An occasional whack of a thick tail on the floor told the adults that Boney was having the time of his life.

That sound seemed to settle things for the wagon driver because he let loose a big sigh and sat up, saying, “I will leave Boney here. If for some reason, there is danger, he will defend those children with his life. He should fit anywhere that an adult does, and if you need someone to follow a trail, he is one of the best you could have.”

Timur protested, saying, “I do not know how to direct your dog! Who will keep them under control?”

Hugh answered him, saying, “The very young Mage will. Phil hears the Familiars talk, and he says that Boney sort of rambles in his speech. Although my dog is not the smartest one you have ever seen, he is cooperative and good-tempered. If he goes with you, that will also mean that for four children and some goods, you will have two adults and a four-footed sharp-toothed animal to help you along.”

Dora added, “He loves giving the children rides, so if you needed to get them moving quickly, one or two of them could ride on his back.”

The Russian mercenary threw his hands up in surrender, and the four adults bent over the table and got down to some quick planning. As the three men got two big crates pulled off the wagon and positioned in the backyard of the townhouse, Dora made sure everything that she wanted was in her pack and also swept up some keepsakes that she thought Jeremiah might like to have in his new home.

She carried everything to the kitchen and handed the packs over to Hugh, saying, “You might as well stow these in the wagon now. I am certainly not going to need them before I see you again. The main packs for the children should also be sent with you. That way, Timur and Minuet will only have to struggle with one family’s belongings.”

The discussion that the woman had with her two children was not simple or easy. But despite tears and fears, Dora was resolved on her path. Hearing the determination in their mother’s voice, Phil and Maddie became quiet and retreated behind their own individual wall of protection. They sat next to each other on a couch, holding hands but watching with big eyes everything that was being done.

Hugh could not stand the fear he saw in the two little children, so he came over to them and crouched down with his right hand on Boney’s enormous back. He asked gently, “Gennady and I have to go do something a little dangerous. I do not want to take Boney with me because it is not the right place for him to be. Would you two do me a big favor and watch my dog for me? You know how much I love him, and I do not want to leave Boney with just anyone.”

Maddie was the first to move, standing up to fling her arms around Hugh’s neck in reassurance, saying, “Phil and I will take care of Boney. He is a very good dog, and he might not understand some of the things that are dangerous where you are going.”

Phil burrowed into the man’s arms, sliding under his forearm to join his sister in a hug. For a moment, the little boy did not speak, and then he said carefully, “I think that is a good idea. Boney can talk to the birds and others that are keeping everything together. Since I hear them, I can talk back to them, and we will know what has to be done. Maybe we can avoid seeing the bad men if we all help each other.”

By the time Hugh and Gennady turned the team around and were ready to take off, Dora had already left on her walk. It had been amazing to see how utterly the woman had transformed herself, but her stubborn attempts to do things that would actually make a difference were something that everyone could respect.

Quietly the men observed their surroundings as they once again navigated Parisian streets. With the brightening of the day, Hugh had expected that some of the pall of despair and sorrow that hung over Paris might lift, but if anything, it was worse.

Gennady sat next to the big wagoneer letting his eyes rove the area. To his surprise, he felt somewhat unsettled about the absence of Timur and Boney. The back of his shoulder blades tingled as if someone was aiming at it, and the air seemed to have a faint aroma of ozone as if lightning was about to strike. The big Earth Witch thought to himself, Hopefully, we can have several of the people that we are picking up act as outriders. With the way our day has gone so far, it would be difficult to envision us being able to get all the way to the rendezvous point without having to fight our way through something or another.
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Chapter 19 – You Take the High Road

Esprit Plein d'Espoir, La Queue-en-Brie, Just Outside Paris, Earth

Everything was packed, and the order of travel was set for the leading exodus group. Chimeg felt exhausted from the tension and from all the decisions that she had to make. There was an unseen weight of responsibility that threatened to crush the Seer, and her knees threatened to buckle under that strain. Moving from group to group, she ensured everyone knew what they were to do and in what order. Everywhere she went, Martina was a constant companion, offering her support and assurance through their bond. Poking occasional humor or just providing the solid, warm comfort of her big body, the big Ovcharka did what she could to keep her bondmate going.

Chimeg was not the only person nailing down details and making sure that their exodus would be orderly. Javier, the Priest Mage, was forming similar duties for the Magic users that were not part of their military groups. During his times in the military, the man had been through multiple deployments and retreats. He knew how to locate their Magical forces to ensure that the most vulnerable members of their party were protected.

Javier was also responsible for the overall transportation method to get to the tunnels. He and the Witch, Rada, had worked out the spell of their combined Magic to do the folded travel. The man and his two acolytes and the Witch and her apprentice, Ulyana, had been working to extend their joint ability to create the spell they could move the whole party.

During the journey to Paris, it only was possible to do two of the travel folds in the day. After that, the Witch was incapacitated and needed to be tended. Priests' power came from a different source, so they were not as enervated. It took joint experimentation, but they fine-tuned the spells, which made them less draining for the Witches.

Chimeg knew both the Priest Mages and the Witches were still worried that the folding spell would behave differently in the tunnels than it did aboveground. To address that concern, the strategic group had come up with alternate plans. Plan A was where they would travel like they had on the way to Paris, sending out a Familiar scout to move ahead in the tunnels and locate an area that would allow them to send groups of the convoy.

Javier and Rada could hold the spell open for a little over three minutes, but their Journeymen and Apprentices had a shorter window. Part of what Chimeg had been doing was to get vehicles, people, and animals grouped together so that they could travel quickly and efficiently through the spelled portal while the Magic users held it open. Everyone was aware that there was no expectation of using the folded travel spells for the whole transit. Still, the strategic group had determined that moving some of their most vulnerable people out of the Blood Mages’ reach quickly would be vital in keeping their losses down.

TT moved among the groups of Familiars, her agile form slipping through a forest of legs and hooves without apparent problem. Everywhere she went, Jack was at her back. The big tomcat had a no-nonsense look about him as if he was ready to take on anyone who caused the younger feline any pain or trouble. The young Seer thought he was an excellent bodyguard for her but was unsure why he was so on edge.

Martina’s mental voice sounded in her head, saying, << I know a bit of the terrible times that TT has been through. The little cat is far braver than you would think. If she were larger or more experienced, none of her enemies would have survived. >>

The Seer answered her Familiar the same way, asking, << Do you know her role when we get to Tellus? She seems very much in control of what is going on around her, and I have been watching as she has organized all of the Familiars into clusters for faster moving and to make sure that there is a good mixture of them in each of the groups that are going to charge through the portals. She has been the one that is made sure that there are wagons for infants and children of all kinds, human and other. They are guarded by the smaller felines and canines. Even the horses have been assigned as another layer of defense for each cluster. >>

<< Yes, she is very impressive. She does no hissing and spitting, but everyone listens to her, >> answered Martina.

The Seer said musingly, << Even when the group she encounters shows signs of aggression or temper, as soon as she moves among them and talks, they calm down. >>

Her big Familiar laughed soundlessly, saying wickedly, << Watch what happens when she goes past the unbonded groups of feline Familiars. I believe she is oblivious to it, but they are definitely checking her out! Both of the large clowders that sent half their population with us have already offered her membership in their clowder and probably more. You can tell by the way some of the males pant a little bit when she is by that they are after more than her diplomacy. >>

Chimeg laughed out loud, pleased that even on a stressful day such as the one they were experiencing, life and its exciting nuances continued. There was a gentle stirring of air, and Batsorig moved up soundlessly next to the Seer. The Mongolian warrior woman murmured, “I believe that the group that will be going off to attempt the rescue is ready now. I think it would be a good thing if you went to give them some words of farewell and encouragement.”

Chimeg stomach clenched as she recognized another step of no return. Just like Hugh’s exit this morning, the Journeyman Seer had to send people off on a mission, and she was uncertain if she would ever see them again. For a moment, the invisible weight on her shoulders increased before she took a deep breath and headed for the area by the gate.

The group for the rescue was there, doing last-minute checks and whatever pre-fight ritual they chose. Peotr was in quiet conversation with Boris, his second-in-command who would be going on the mission. There were several other mercenaries from Peotr’s group, a group of five that he had called a fire team. Chimeg knew from listening that the men were experienced at extraction and the use of Magical and non-Magical weapons.

The Seer also saw TT and Jack having a quiet argument over to one side. She wondered what was causing the intensity of emotion that she could feel radiating off the two feline Familiars. They stopped their discussion when the other mercenary from the Badger Hole came to join the conversation. As soon as he did, the dynamics were more noticeable. Now it looked like TT was arguing with the two males and getting increasingly upset.

Chimeg began to walk over to them when a raucous cry from overhead told her that a Raven had returned. Turning her head upward to see who it was, the Journeyman Seer jerked back from a small plummeting bundle aimed right at her head. She stumbled slightly, almost falling to the ground but was caught by someone behind her. Batsorig dove into the position that the Seer had just abandoned, using her warrior reflexes to snag the packet before it hit the ground.

Martina said, << Iron Talons says that you need to read the note in there. The people in Paris have changed the plan slightly, and the group heading for the rescue needs to be aware that they will have another person joining them. >>

Quickly murmuring out loud what her Familiar had told her, Chimeg began to unwrap the tightly bound bundle that Batsorig held out for her. Inside was a handwritten note and what looked like dirty socks. For a moment, the Seer just stared at the contents trying to fit her mind around why somebody would send a Raven to deliver socks.

Adil, the Wizard of their group, moved toward Chimeg, trailed by the Sorcerer Agaton. Peotr and Boris also crowded in close to the Seer, looking curious. The Mongolian woman felt a clamp squeeze her throat, almost cutting her breath off. She tried to take in a deep breath. When she had to fight for that breath, the young Seer could feel panic starting to rise inside of her.

A wave of warmth and comfort came through the hands that were still holding her. The woman pulled her scattered wits together and said, “The note says that there will be another person joining you at the location where you plan to move off the streets of Paris into the stairway that leads to the Place of Power. However, there is no description of who that person is and why they are going! Between that and the fact that they sent me dirty socks, I have no clue what this means!”

Adil leaned over and took the socks from her, calmly sniffing them without embarrassment. The Wizard said softly, “Descriptions can be confused, but I believe the socks have been worn by the person that is joining us. Let us see if Soldier can get enough scent from these that he can identify the person.”

The Wizard turned slightly away from the Seer and made a peculiar whistling sound. A large black and tan dog came trotting up to his side and sat looking expectantly. The robed Magic-user held the socks toward the hound, took a deep breath, and barked. Adil turned his attention back to the Seer and said, “He says it is strong enough that he should not have any problem.”

Batsorig looked over the animal and asked, “What kind of dog is he?” To everyone’s surprise, the Sorcerer answered, saying, “Soldier is a Berger Picard dog. They are extremely intelligent, although stubborn. He is large enough to act as a guard dog for herds and people, but the whole breed has an excellent ability to follow a trail. He is one of the unbonded Familiars that came with me.”

Chimeg asked, “Who else is going?” Seeming to spring out of midair, two large cats with dappled fur materialized next to the dog. Massive and imposing, the two animals almost radiated power. The Seer was impressed but asked, “How can they protect themselves from Magical attack? Both of them are unbonded!”

A resonant voice sounded Chimeg’s head, saying, << Little one, no one has ever mandated that Familiars cannot be Mages themselves. My brother and I are excellent at protection spells and are two of the best warriors in our group. We will go to help. >>

The other mercenary that had come with TT joined the group saying, “Jack and I are also going.” Chimeg looked at the tomcat riding on the mercenary’s shoulder and opened her mouth to object. Before she could get any sound out, her world turned silver as a Vision descended on her.

Her heart pounding, the Seer watched as if from a distance as a horde of red-eyed monstrosities charged at the small party. Seemingly without thinking, Jack and his companion charged toward them. Just before the Vision dumped her out, Chimeg saw Jack morph into the largest feline she had ever seen, and the garment that Jack and the mercenary wore began to glow with a brilliant white light.

Chimeg stumbled and would have fallen to the ground except that the supportive arms still held her and did not let her fall. Exhausted, she leaned back and smelled comfort and healing. She thought to herself, It has to be Jeremiah! Why is he holding me up?

Gulping loudly, the young Mongolian woman looked at the group in front of her and said, “Jack and the mercenary need to go with you. You will not live past the encounter I saw if they do not.”

Agaton looked a little bit freaked out, but Adil reacted calmly, saying, “Then we had better get moving. I see that the Priest and the Witch are ready to send us off, and it would not be good to be late.” The party members settled their weapons and made sure that their equipment was stored appropriately. As they began to walk the twenty feet to where the Priest Mage and the Witch stood ready to send them most of the way to the rendezvous, the Scottish Mage with the flyaway hair charged up to the aristocratic Sorcerer. Before the startled man could react, Rachel threw her arms around him and kissed him square in the mouth. Stepping back from the stunned man, she said, “That is for luck, only the good kind.”

Turning on her feet, the energetic woman charged back into the crowd, leaving a very rattled Sorcerer to join the rest of his party and travel the folded ways to the rendezvous.
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Chapter 20 – Pricking of Thumbs

Estate d’ Reauvrey, Paris, France

Rosemary d’ Reauvrey, the Premier Witch of Paris, was engaging in one of her favorite pursuits. She and her maid, Drew, were opening the gifts she had gotten from hopeful suitors. Drew would read the card, and if there was poetry or prose in praise of Rosemary, the lady’s maid would recite the creative component to the gift.

The last poem had been an ode to her beautiful blue eyes, and reminder had Rosemary picking up the hand mirror there was never too far away from her to stare at her own face murmuring, “They are perfect, are they not, Drew? I just knew that color of blue would be fabulous on me.”

Drew immediately agreed, saying, “Yes, my Lady. The blue is perfect, and it goes so well with your golden hair and perfect skin. However, the gift does not suit at all. He gave you an old vase that actually has a chip in it!”

Rosemary shrugged her flawless shoulders and tossed the written missive to the side. Carelessly, she said, “Then just send the vase to the housekeeper. I am sure they can use it to store ashes or something. Obviously, he does not have an appreciation of who and what I am. From now on, he is not to be allowed on the estate property, nor are missives from him to be accepted.”

Respectfully, Drew answered, “Thank you, my Lady. I will make sure everyone knows.” The maid picked up the next package with its attached note and turned to hand it to the Witch but was interrupted. A guard in the Witch’s livery ran into the room and fell on his knees before Rosemary. Gasping, the man said, “My Lady, the far front gate has been breached by a small attacking force. What should we do?”

Instantly infuriated, Rosemary snapped at the man, commanding, “Deal with it! That is why I have guards! There is no reason to bother me with something so trivial.”

When the man still knelt at the Witch’s feet, unable to believe that she did not have directions for him, Drew poked the man with her shoe and hissed, “Go, get out of here! My Lady has more important things to do!”

The man stumbled to his feet and lurched clumsily out of the room. The sound of his retreating footsteps disappeared after a moment. Rosemary allowed her smooth forehead to crinkle just a tiny amount in perplexity. It was apparent that she was thinking about something that was not especially pleasant for her. Drew waited patiently, as she usually did, until her mistress had something to say.

Rosemary nodded her head with a firm little gesture and turned to Drew, saying pleasantly, “I think it is about time that we get rid of all the extra smelly animals that we have. Since every once in a while I feel a spark of low-level Magic from them, we might as well dispose of them in a way that brings us some benefit. Do you not agree, Drew?” When the woman immediately responded that she did indeed think that was an intelligent thing to do, Rosemary picked up her hand mirror and used it to examined her flawless complexion.

The Witch said regretfully, “I suppose it would have been better and kinder to keep all the animals here and just put them to sleep at the home they have always known. The poor things are probably confused by their sale to other people. No place else are they likely to find better living conditions. The Senechal told me that both the Houndmaster and Stablemaster negotiated top prices for the animals. Obviously, their new owners could recognize the quality of our bloodlines.”

Drew first her mouth as if she had bitten into something sour, saying, “No one will miss a few animals here and there. For that matter, no one would miss the Houndmaster either. You could always order him to come up to help ease the animals and accidentally trap him in the circle. It might be the easiest thing to do, and it would certainly give you some benefit.”

The Witch had a big smile on her face, one that displayed greedy anticipation. She said virtuously, “Yes, he and all the others owe us for this wonderful place we provided them to live. For too long, I have let them take advantage of me. It may be because I am a poor orphan, and there is nobody around to give me guidance. Perhaps that is why all of these greedy servants have chosen to betray me by conspiring against me!”

By the time that Rosemary had finished her speech, her voice had risen into an almost scream. No longer did her face look perfectly beautiful. Instead, the rage and twisted nature of her Magic and her soul shown through in a display of horror. Drew just smiled in satisfaction, watching Rosemary’s further descent into evil.

Several large explosions rattled the windows. Dusty particles floated down from some hidden place, and the Witch became infuriated. She exploded into speech, “This is intolerable! I worked too hard to have my few peaceful moments disturbed by anything! Drew, send somebody out to see what is going on!”

The maid stepped out of the room for a few seconds, returning quickly to her mistress, and said, “I have sent one of the footmen to go look at what is happening. I am sure he will be back quickly.”

It was not more than two minutes later that one of the footmen raced back into the room and dropped to his knees in front of the Witch. Bowing his head slightly more than usual, the man explained, “My Lady, I am sorry to tell you that there is a force fighting up the long drive from the front gate. We can see your guardsmen trying to fight them off, but they are outnumbered. For your own safety, we should get you to a more secure location.”

Rosemary jumped to her feet, screeching, “What!? That is impossible! The estate has never successfully been taken away from my family! Call more of the guard out immediately! Besides which no one has any reason to dislike me. I am sure that this attack has been something set up by envious peasants.”

The man looked frightened but managed to say, “My Lady, all of the guards are part of the battle now. Even some of the tenants are trying to help fight the opposing forces off. They just have too many soldiers and a lot of weapons.”

Darting over to her desk, Rosemary pulled out a cloth-covered object. As she unwrapped it, a sense of Magic filled the room, swirling the noblewoman skirts and blowing Drew’s hair back from her face. The Magic had a thick, gritty feel to it, as if it had been pounded out of pain and suffering.

When the Witch had completely removed the covering, she laid the object down in the center of her desk. Staring down at it, she felt a sense of satisfaction at her ability to execute the difficult spell that had constructed this object. Sliding her hand across the surface toward the center, Rosemary could feel the tiny pulses of power held within the artifact. Murmuring the triggering phrase softly enough that even Drew could not hear it, the Witch’s final word caused the object to glow, and twenty-four discs of little beaten metal became mirrorlike.

The artifact was a disc of about a foot in diameter. There was a central crystal that looked to be made of smoky quartz in which a restless fog swirled constantly. Speaking toward the center crystal, Rosemary said quickly, “By the terms of our agreements, I call for you to help defend me against unknown attackers. From the reports, I will need all of your forces.”

One by one of the shining mirrors was filled with the face of a Blood Mage until twenty of them were displayed on the artifact. The first to speak was a blond man whose attractive features were rendered hideous by the greed and lust showing through his expression. He said pleasantly enough, “Witch Rosemary, I and my team will be there within just a few moments. Please make sure that the transport circle that we agreed on is empty.”

Following his lead, the other nineteen groups were coming to her assistance, but the Witch thought that they were not enthusiastic enough on their promises and did not seem to be incorporating the speed that was necessary for their travel.

Glancing at the circle of males, Rosemary said with a seductive grin, “Since Witches do not gain power the way you Blood Mages do, I will award what section of the battle you may take over in the order of your arrival. What that means is that any of the people defeated in that area are yours to drain. If you do not get at least three bodies to drain by some chance, you may pick three people from the estate’s village and take them away. I hope that will give you some incentive for getting here quickly.”

With a wave of her hand and a muttered word, the artifact turned off. Rosemary carefully rewrapped it in its muffling cloth and slid it into her desk. Ordering the footmen to make sure the transport circle was clear, Rosemary walked to the window and stared out toward the front of the estate. What she saw upset her tremendously.

“They are destroying my lawn! How dare they! We will roll over them and make them pay for such an unsightly mess. The gardener will be beside himself, trying to repair this before my next party. It is such an unprecedented and undeserved insult!”

A male voice said comfortingly, “My dear lovely Rosemary, it is an insult and such an affront to your charming and gracious nature. The rest of our associates and I will be most pleased to help you out with this minor matter.” Henri Grunwald strolled into the room and bowed elaborately over Rosemary’s hand. Charmed is always by the man’s ingratiating nature, Rosemary simpered and accepted the compliment as her due.

As the Witch explained to Henri that he had the prime location for harvesting, which was the center front, the narcissistic woman failed to see the grins of triumph that Henri and her maid Drew exchanged.

Driven by both the competitive nature and the promise of additional power, the other Blood Mages showed up quickly. Rosemary sorted them out as to where they should focus their attention and then watched them move out of the main door of her Château and advance to a couple hundred feet in front of the encroaching enemy’s line.

Rosemary thought with satisfaction, Now, they can get this mess cleaned up, and all it is going to cost me is a few random villagers. The peasants breed like rabbits anyway, and there are always more of them.”
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Chapter 21 – Taking the Low Road

Esprit Plein d'Espoir, La Queue-en-Brie, Just Outside Paris, Earth

TT stood silently as she looked at the portal closing behind the team that would be rescuing the people trapped in the Blood Mages casting circle. She could not get her mind off their primary mission, which was to destroy or remove the critical artifacts required to complete the spell to drain Magic from everyone in the area. She had a hollow feeling in her chest, and her eyes burned.

No matter what she said, Jack and Fyodor had refused to let her go with them. When she tried to turn the argument around on them, they had insisted that they were more expendable and better armored to take on the Blood Mages than anyone else on the team, including the Russian mercenaries. She hated that she could not argue with that point.

Only now did she understand what Dascha had been telling her about going on the mission being easier than staying behind. The white Persian would have much rather have been there fighting with them than worrying and wondering how they were doing.

An unfamiliar mental voice rumbled from behind her, its cadence and tone somehow easing a little of her distress. It said, << I have found that it is easier to put myself in danger rather than worry about those I care for being at risk without me. There is no way of easing that because there are so many unexpected turns in life. >>

Turning to look at the source of the attractive voice, TT was surprised to see an extremely impressive tomcat sitting and looking calmly at her. His ears were tipped forward, and his gaze was intent, staring at TT in a way that made the white Persian feel a little strange.

Shrugging off that mystery, TT asked courteously, << I would have to agree with you, although I have minimal experience with sending people out into danger without me. Mostly, I am upset with them because neither my uncle Jack nor Fyodor thought that I should go on the rescue mission. They did not believe that I would be a hindrance, but they pointed out that I am doing the same thing for the Familiars that Chimeg is doing for the Magic users and Peotr is doing for the mercenaries and fighters. Removing my support from the primary group would be shortsighted and could impact the group's survival and our extraction from Earth. >>

The big male stood up and stretched in an extravagant pose that showed off his musculature and the thickness of his coat. He stood half again as tall as TT at the shoulder and probably outweighed her more than twice. His markings reminded the white Persian of a Siamese with delicately shaded points and velvet-like fur, but with a far longer coat and whose ears were crowned with little spikes of delicate hair.

Feeling a little unsettled, TT asked courteously, << My apologies, but with so many strangers, my ability to remember names is appalling right now. Would you be kind enough to tell me your name and where you are from? >>

There was a flash of something in the big cat’s eyes that came and went so quickly that TT could not capture it. It looked vaguely like approval, but it was subtly different than when Dascha or Jack thought she had done something extraordinary. The little cat locked onto what the unknown feline said as his tail came out and draped gently over itself in the air. He told her, << My name is Skrytnost, and I am with the Caucasian clowder split moving to Tellus. If there is anything that I or any member of our clowder can assist you with, please feel free to let me know. You are doing a fantastic job, and your reputation, while impressive, does not do you justice. >>

TT, at this point, was feeling a little stunned by the surreal feeling of being taken seriously and not for her beauty. When another mental voice inserted itself in the conversation, the small Persian just went with the flow, accepting the interaction and promising herself to think about it later.

This voice was smoother but felt more dangerous to TT. That impression was something else she was going to have to think about later, but in the meantime, the small cat turned around and saw another big tomcat.

This feline was a dappled pattern of grays and black with an occasional soft white thrown in for relief. Unlike Skrytnost, the tom’s coat was shorter but just as thick. However, it was easy to see that this feline was a fighter. TT knew what to look for when evaluating scars, and this fellow had a lot of them.

Every time she saw herself in a reflection, TT was reminded of the loss of her beauty. However, exposure to Dascha and Zhanna had taught her a lot. She no longer defined herself by her appearance but had not yet figured out what that new definition was.

When the big male did the same elaborate stretch as Skrytnost had done, TT was surprised. Her mind scrambled around trying to come up with a reason that the motions would be identical before taking it as something else to think about when things quieted down. Instead, the young diplomatic cat asked politely, << And what is your name, sir? Just please do not be insulted if I cannot remember it the next time we talk. Between the Familiars and the Hidden Folk, plus all the Magic users, my poor brain is having a tough time remembering everybody’s name and affiliation. >>

The big dappled male made a rough purring sound that somehow carried amusement and understanding with it before he answered her mentally, << I am Zashchitnik or Zash for short. I am with the Amur clowder split that will be taking up residence on Tellus. I hope you will also feel free to call on any of us for needs that you have. I know that I personally and any of the members of my clowder would be thrilled to assist you with any of your requirements or desires. >>

A low growling sound came out of Skrytnost, which seemed to amuse the other cat. Zash told him, << Skryt, you cannot expect that you would come over and make her acquaintance, and I would not. I thought we were going to be restrained until everything got settled in our new home. >>

The Caucasian clowder male said defensively, << I just wanted to make sure she knew that she could call on us. >>

Zash responded with amusement, << A totally valid offer. It was such a good idea that I thought I would come over and do the same. >>

TT was confused and becoming a bit uncomfortable. That was why when Chimeg called out for her, the white Persian said briefly, << Sorry, gentlemen. I am afraid duty calls! >> she took off at a run to rejoin the Journeyman Seer.

Hopping up into the Mongolian woman’s arms as Chimeg held them out, TT told the Seer, << I am not sure what just happened, and I do not think I want to think about it right now! >>

Before the Seer could answer her, Martina interjected, << I think the two Toms just declared their positions. This courtship should be interesting to watch. The only bad thing is, I cannot think of a way to sell tickets! >>

TT could feel the shaking of Chimeg’s arms as the young woman walked over to take her place by Peotr and Jeremiah. When the four of them were together, Jeremiah asked, “Is there anything else left for us to do? Time is drawing tighter, and we need to get going.”

Chimeg said, “I think the Magic users are ready, and to delay any longer will just make everyone’s nerves worse.” When everyone else agreed, Jeremiah looked over at the area where Javier and Rada waited. The old hedge Witch nodded his head, and the Priest Mage and the Witch began their incantations as the Journeyman Seer called out to everybody in the area, “The first group is going to head out now. The portal will be only open for three minutes. Make sure you are clear of the transitway well before the end of that time. Pull as far forward in your area as possible. There will be a fifteen-minute interval between each of the groups. During the interval, it is your responsibility to move to your assigned quadrant and clear the incoming space for the next group.”

The area was quiet as everyone waited with tense nerves and determined looks. Taking a deep breath, Chimeg looked at the other people around her and said, “It is time to make this a reality. We leave Earth for a new chance at life. May God and the spirits look kindly on those we leave behind and bless us in our new home.”

The portal came alive with fiery tendrils weaving a braided arch in the air. To the inside of the arch, everyone could see the dim light of a large cavern. Ignoring the butterflies in her stomach, Chimeg put a smile on her face and motioned for the convoy to get moving.

Suddenly, there was plenty of noise as the convoy started to move. Leading the group was a spearhead of the larger cats and dogs. They would flood through the portal quickly and identify any problem area that those following should avoid. Right behind them were some of the vehicles that had come with Peotr.

Their headlights would be used to light up the cavern until another source of illumination could be employed. Behind them came some of the other conveyances with lines of horses on either side. Bringing up the rear were more of the cats and dogs whose agility and ability to sprint might be needed if the time interval became cramped.

As soon as the images stabilized through the folded teleport portal, the first part of the convoy took off with a cacophony of sound. The screams of the Wildcats and the roars of the dogs mixed with the beeping of horns and the raised voices of humans and Hidden Folk to make a heavy tapestry. It would be one of the lasting memories in many people’s lives that signaled their departure from their old life and the first step toward embarking on a new one.

Chimeg waited with shortened breath, hoping that they had not tried to pack too many vehicles or beings into the first wave. The Seer was more than impressed when the efficient way the order of travel had been laid out easily cleared the portal in less than three minutes. Without any reason to extend the time, the Priest and Witch released the spell, and one of the humans started the timer that would tell them when they could open the next one.

Without any hesitation, the second group was forming up in the deployment area. This group was smaller because the Priest Mage and Witch throwing the spell were weaker and could not sustain the same amount of time as their mentors.

The general traveling order was the same as the first group, only this segment of their convoy had more horses packed into it. The wagons in the middle of the travel order had many of the birds that had joined the exodus perched on the side rails and the cargo crates located in the open back of the wagons.

When the interval time was called, Ulyana cast the Witch portion of the spell while Kesare cast the Priest Mage portion. Once again, the waiting group moved through quickly as soon as they could clearly see the other side of the portal. For the second time, there were no problems, and Chimeg was both relieved and worried. Somehow, the young Seer felt like an accident was waiting to happen, and the longer that it took to show up, the worse she thought it would be.
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Chapter 22 – Last Ones Out

Esprit Plein d'Espoir, La Queue-en-Brie, Just Outside Paris, Earth

The third group started to line up even before the second portal had been closed completely. It was smaller than the second group and deliberately so since the Witches had been concerned that their energy might give out. This group had the remainder of the wagons and a large portion of the different fighters. Temujin headed up the section, looking proud as he stood at the front, waiting for the portal to open.

Chimeg saw him and awarded him a proud smile, and the young man sat straighter on his horse. The Seer felt guilty because she had not had a lot of time to spend on him, even forgetting to ask him how he was doing. Peotr leaned over toward her and murmured, “I have several of my mercenaries working with Temujin. I have seen a lot of young men like him, and he does have some good skills once we get past the arrogance.”

The Journeyman Seer murmured back, “Thank you. He does not seem to know how to deal with women very well, alternating between being terrified and trying to bully us. Considering the women we have with us, such behavior could be injurious to his health!”

Peotr laughed and said, “That could be said of many of the male fighters. Luckily, my troops are pretty skilled, and I do not think many of them would be so stupid as condescend to a woman who carries weapons.”

Chimeg’s shrugged her shoulders, smiling inside and thinking of some of the Visions that she had seen of Peotr later in his life. She thought to herself, He has no idea how much his attitudes will have to change. It should be fascinating to see how he manages that.

The portal was opened for the third time, and the waiting vehicles, animals, and people charged through it in a coordinated and clustered arrangement. With the smaller group, only half the planned time was needed to keep the portal open. It was just as well because after this portal dropped, Ulyana collapsed bonelessly onto the ground.

Chimeg headed for the young Witch but saw that some of the Healers had gotten there before her. Realizing that she could not add much to what was going on, Chimeg watched as the remnants of the convoy walked around the area to make sure nothing had been left that would be needed. The young Seer saw Jeremiah walking around to each of the men staying on his estate. She saw his heartfelt thanks and the highly generous monetary gift he gave them. She also heard him telling the two remaining officers that all of them should bring their families inside the estate walls. He gave them contact names for the du Arcand group and a few others that he thought might help them in the future.

The young Seer felt a pain in her heart when she saw the sadness in the elderly Witch’s eyes as he looked around the estate that he had owned for so many years. He must have felt her eyes on him because he looked up at her and shook his head, saying, “I knew I would have to say goodbye to it. That knowledge does not make it any easier, but at least I am hoping to leave it in the hands of people that will nurture it like I have.”

Davin butted his head into the old man’s leg and purred loudly. Jeremiah’s face lit up with amusement as he reassured his Familiar, “Do not worry about me. I will be fine until we find someplace that I can get some rest. Hopefully, someplace that has copious amounts of hot water!”

Javier and Rada were casting the final spell for the FoldedSteps teleport. The arch snapped open, and the last few people could see the empty space waiting for them. Anxious to be done with saying goodbye, they moved with alacrity through the portal, emerging in the large cavern. As soon as they got clear of the portal, Jeremiah and Chimeg turned to glance back at what they knew would be their final vision of the area where they had all come to be together as a group. Peotr joined them, resting a hand on each of their shoulders. They waited there as the Witch and the Priest Mage made their way through the crackling portal to the cavern to stand by their side.

The last sight they had of the Peaceful Estate would remain with them for a long time. The sunlight was golden, and the grass and bushes vibrant green. Everything had been cleaned up and left pristine for those who followed, the next hurting people who needed a peaceful balm for their souls.

Even after the image disappeared, the five of them stood for a moment looking far beyond the rough wall of the cavern, just remembering.

With perfect timing, the barking of one of the dogs standing sentry alerted everyone to the action happening by a slender gap in the cavern walls. For an instant, there was only the sound of the midsized terrier as he announced the advance of multiple people and a dog. Then, the joyous bay of a large hound bounced off the walls, followed a split second later by the exuberant Boney. The delighted hound galloped into the cavern with two children clutching desperately at his back.

Helene quickly called for him, and he zeroed in on her. The combined weight of the dog and the two children slammed into her sending her tumbling to the ground. The big dog stood over her, licking every bit of her skin he could find. Unable to resist his joy, Helene mopped off what she could and climbed to her feet with a smile.

Looking down at the two children, she asked gently, “My name is Helene, and you can tell that Boney knows me. Are the rest of the people behind you?” The two youngsters stared at her silently with big eyes and frightened expressions. Chimeg and Marina joined them, but it was not their arrival that broke the youngsters' silence.

The littlest girl saw Jeremiah rushing toward her, opened her arms, and ran quickly toward him, repeatedly screaming his name. The old man swept the little girl up and gave her a big hug. Touching her gently, the Healer found out that she was exhausted but not hurt.

Getting her calmed down as much as possible, Jeremiah asked her, “Maddie, were there other people walking with you?” When the little girl nodded her head, the old man asked even more quietly, “Did they get hurt? Or are they just slower?”

Instantly the little girl’s eyes filled with tears. Peotr and Batsorig stood close enough to hear as Maddie choked out, “Minuet stayed with Timur and the boys. She said that Boney would find you and take care of Alisha and me. But I am scared for them. When the bad flying things came at us, Timur covered up all of us with the packs and him. Some of them bit him, but then he got up and chopped lots of them up so that they got scared and flew away.”

The other little girl was shaking so severely that Chimeg dropped to the ground and tucked her against her chest. Alison’s eyes were wide with incipient shock, and she asked in a shaky voice, “Can you go back and get my mommy? She will not leave the man that protected us, and the bite is making bad bubbles on his skin. Phil hurt his ankle and cannot walk, and my brother got a scratch and a bite from the bad things. Mommy is really scared.” The little girl started to sob inconsolably.

A couple of the women from Peotr’s group trotted over to where Chimeg sat on the ground. Handing the Seer a warm quilt, the woman that Chimeg remembered was the oldest daughter of the injured pawnbroker, Marina Maksimovna, also gave a quilt to Jeremiah to wrap around Maddie.

Speaking softly, the sturdy woman said, “We are warming soup. Some of it we will send with the party going out to retrieve the others.” Abruptly, the woman got up and trotted back the way she had come from.

Chimeg saw that Peotr was lining up several mercenaries to go after the missing people. She asked Martina along the Familiar bond, << Can you please ask Boney if he is ready to lead them out or if we need to find someone who can backtrack them? >>

Her Familiar answered quickly, << No need to ask him. He is over recruiting who we need right now. His description of the creatures that attacked them is good because he is providing scent information as well as the fact that they make very high-pitched sounds.

Chimeg waved at Peotr to join her. When the Mercenary Commander arrived, the Seer spoke first, saying, “Boney is already getting the Familiars that we need to take. Apparently, he is providing them with scent and other information that will allow them to fight those attackers if they reencounter them. Who do you have going?”

Nodding his head respectfully to the Seer, Peotr said succinctly, “Four people will be going. From the way the hound was scratched on both of his flanks, we can tell that the passageway narrows considerably. Therefore we are sending the smaller fighters. Batsorig is leading the mission. The other three are men from my company that I know will not refuse to listen to her and are extremely fast.”

TT’s voice sounded in both their heads, stating calmly, << I will be leading the Familiars. We are taking one of the hounds that came with Rachel, an Irish Terrier. Kills Quickly is lightning fast and has killed bats before. There will be two more cats going because this type of fighting requires front claws that can do some damage.

Even though many of the canines are not happy, they admit that their flanks are highly vulnerable to multiple opponents attacking from the air. >>

Chimeg made a soft protest, asking, “Are you sure that we should risk you? Why are you going and not a bigger fighter?”

TT snarled loudly enough that the cavern grew quiet, and their small group became the center of attention. The small cat stalked to an empty area and announced loudly along the mental band, << This is the last time I will make this statement without losing my temper. I may not be huge in this form, but I have trained to fight. On top of that, I am better protected than any of you, including the mercenaries. The Clothier created our battledress, which was tested by an idiot group of Magic users who threw full-size attacks at Dascha while she was learning how to use her battledress. To top that off, I also know how to take my warrior form! We plan to teach as many of the Familiars as wish to learn, but we have not had time to do that yet. So I would recommend that everybody stop treating me like I am going to break into tiny pieces. As my friend Dascha says, if you want to learn how to hurt, keep on doing what you are doing. >>

With that, the Persian cat in the flexible garment was suddenly replaced by an obviously feline animal that weighed close to half a ton. Most of the people in the cavern froze in frightened immobility. The delicate and refined Persian had changed into a massive feline with immense front fangs and a chunky and muscular body. Her coloring ranged from cream to buff with what look like Siamese points marking her muzzle, jaw, and ears. When she snarled while in this shape, the entire cavern rumbled. Standing still for a moment longer, TT shifted back and was once more the cuddly-looking Persian.

Without saying another word, TT headed off toward the gap, ready to start the rescue mission. Batsorig trotted with her, grinning ferociously. As the two females slipped through the opening, the Mongolian warrior congratulated TT, saying, “That was awesome! I hope nobody gives you crap after that but, if they do, you could always change shape and smack them with your paw. Then just hold them still and make sure that they can count all of your teeth while you growl!”

Picturing that, TT immediately felt better and got her mind focused on their mission. As they ran, the Persian thought to herself, Perhaps this is why I needed not to go on the other rescue mission. If I had gone, nobody with adequate body protection would have been available.
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Chapter 23 – Rescue

Paris Catacombs, France, Earth

Boney took an immediate lead. His thoughts were unusually focused as he moved up his back trail quickly, keeping TT informed of what he was seeing and sensing. Batsorig and TT took turns in the second position, while the two large cats ranged around the two mercenaries from Peotr’s command. One of the men, Melor, was carrying the Terrier Familiar Kingston. The canine was held in the battle harness in front of the mercenary. This position put the alert dog’s head facing forward so that he could constantly sample the air.

The other mercenary, Aleks, brought up the rear. Both mercenaries traveled with a weapon in hand, and TT noticed both the cats were in hyperalert mode. The Persian was on high alert also, with her senses extended as far as they could reach and nerves thrumming with power held ready for rapid reaction.

It did not surprise TT that Zash was one of the two feline volunteers that had joined her. She had noticed at the time she met him that he definitely had fighting experience. From the scars on his body, the white Persian knew that his battles had been more than small encounters to settle personal issues. The long welts in on his underside and the one visible along his hind leg told her that he had been in more than one life or death struggle.

Even as they moved quickly through the narrow tunnels, TT could see where old burial sites had been created on either side of the narrow catacomb. There was a faint smell of ancient death in the air and a mixture of dampness and pungent sourness that made the feline Familiar want to stop and wash her face off.

At that moment, Boney gave a short growl and said, << This is the smell that came with the bad flying things. I did not smell it when we came to find you. >>

Quickly TT passed the message on, and there was an immediate shifting by the mercenaries that told her they were checking weapons and preparing for an ambush. She replied to Boney, << If the bad flying things attack go behind Batsorig and me. You watch for other bad things coming upon us and make sure the fighting men behind you are not taken down. >>

The Terrier Familiar said urgently, << I am beginning to see them! There are two groups, one with about twenty flyers and the other with five. They are flying close to the ceiling, and I can hear their high-pitched cries bouncing off the stone. They will be here in just a few seconds! >>

It took just an instant to relay the information to Batsorig, who called out to the mercenaries. Both the men had dropped protective coverings over their heads, and Batsorig was wearing her standard helmet. At the last moment, TT remembered that she could summon her head protection by a particular twist of her neck.

Even though she had only practiced with the head covering several times, her first attempt was successful, and a soft and resilient helmet slid up over her head. The Persian was concerned it would limit her ability to hear and see, but in actuality, it improved both. TT had just realized that the eye covering was enhancing her ability to see in the dark when she saw the shapes of the flyers beginning to dive at Boney.

Without conscious thought, TT surged into her warrior form and sprang forward just in time to intercept the two creatures that were heading for Boney’s head. Their outstretched talons would have done significant damage to the hound but could not gain purchase on TT’s battledress. Snarling in rage, the feline warrior struck out with both paws, smashing the two attackers to the ground and oblivion. Other attackers dove at the big cat, and TT spun from one side to the other, crushing and snagging.

After that, the flood of new attackers slowed and finally trickled to a stop, and the Persian warrior realized that the direct attack group had been obliterated to the last creature. She took a deep breath and spun around to see what else was going on.

TT saw Batsorig fighting in a double weapon style to her left side and slicing several more flying creatures out of the air. When another one dove for the side of Batsorig’s neck, TT took the flyer in by his wings and smashed him on the ground with one large clawed foot.

Realizing that there were no more flyers in front for her and Batsorig to fight, the females turned around to see a general melee occupying the rest of her party. The two mercenaries were standing back to back, slicing flyers into bloody shreds. They seem to be doing well and did not look like they needed any assistance.

Zash and Ice Fang were whirlwinds of slashing claws and ripping fangs. Using Boney as a springboard, the two feline warriors conducted an aerial ballet of death that only momentarily touched the ground. Their long leaps and graceful snags were punctuated by Kingston.

The terrier had his back to Boney's flank. The alert, smaller dog watched carefully for anything that would come within his reach. Apparently, some of the flyers did not realize how high a terrier could jump, and they paid the price, as the sturdy animal jumped twice its height into the air and snagged a wing of one of the flyers. Kingston’s weight pulled it down to the ground near Boney’s head, and the two dogs ripped it apart.

As the two mercenaries sliced through the last of their attackers, the two feline Familiars snagged their last prey and beheaded them.

There was a moment of quiet where the only sound that could be heard was heavy breathing. Everyone was still high on adrenaline and searching around them for more foes. When Boney calmly walked in front of TT and started out again, Batsorig and TT exchanged amused glances and started after him. The Mongolian warrior asked the rest of their party if they were fine and found that they had come through the entire fight with no injuries.

As they turned a corner into a separate passageway, TT looked over her shoulder at where they had come from and saw the blood-drenched area, piled with corpses everywhere. She shuddered to think what a single defender and Boney had to do to protect the vulnerable children and woman they were escorting.

Boney had gone back to talking to himself so that TT and other Familiars could hear him. The hound was saying, << Yup, need to go find Hurt Man and Nice Voice. Fire Boy is there and needs help. Scared Boy there too. Need to hurry, hurry, hurry! >>

TT was having a bit of difficulty managing to go through the narrow passageways in her full warrior form without thinking about it too much, shrank her body down to an interim size of about fifty pounds. The enhanced sensory input from her battledress helmet was too much of an advantage to discard even temporarily, so she left the helmet up.

When TT shifted, she could hear the muffled commentary from the trailing mercenaries. The pressure of the gazes from the two big male cats made a warm and somehow sparkly feeling at her back. However, it was Kingston that trotted up next to her to ask bluntly, << Do all Familiars have a warrior form? Or is it only cats? >>

The white Persian answered thoughtfully, << As far as I know, all Familiars have the possibility of having a warrior form. However, some are not predators by nature, and I am not sure about those that identify more as prey animals. >>

Kingston thought about that for a while as they walked before asking, << Would you be willing to work with me to see if I have one? Many of our smaller breeds get killed trying to protect their bonded Magic-user. If we could shift into a warrior form, fewer of us would die. >>

TT answered, << Dascha was the one who taught me and my uncle, Jack. She is bonded to the Bright Witch Zhanna Artyrofna. I will be happy to check with them to see what they think, and if there is nothing that they know that prevents it, I am sure that Dascha and I would take the time to see if you have one. >>

A gravelly mental voice interjected, << Both Zash and I would be very interested in joining that class. If a few of us can learn how to help somebody into their warrior form, we can finally build a decent protection force for our clowders and packs. Tellus also has a Blood Mage problem, from what we have heard, but it is at the stage where it is possible to get it under control. Having at least a core of solid defenders in each area would allow us the flexibility needed to both protect our own and go after the Blood Mage predators. >>

Zash’s voice rumbled in TT’s mind, saying, << Ice Fang and I are also very interested in your battledress. The fact that it resizes to fit your changing form is nothing short of miraculous. I noticed it took no damage from the batlike creatures even though they managed to hit you several times. >>

TT responded, << The armor is a little more complicated. We would have to work with Zhanna to obtain the leather and then fit into the BHB Clothier’s schedule for the construction. If we want to include artifacts similar to those that Zhanna made for me, we will need to negotiate with her. >>

Zash as quickly, << Artifacts? What do they do? And where are they? >>

TT could feel Kingston turning to look at her also as she answered the cats, << Zhanna has been studying how to store spells into inanimate objects. Genevieve, the Clothier, has learned how to make those objects an integral part of the battledress. It gives me offensive weapons as well as boosters for my shields. Dascha took multiple full-scale fireballs and an explosive rocket in her side with no discernible damage in testing. >>

Boney shouted mentally, << Fire Boy is close but hurting. We must hurry! >> With that comment, the hound sped his pace up to just short of a run. The rest of the party scrambled to catch up with him, and there was no more conversation.

Coming up to another bend in the passageway, TT heard the murmur of voices ahead of them and knew that they were very close. Once they turned the corner, she could see the huddled group positioned against a pile of broken stalactites and boulders.

Boney galloped up to a small boy leaning against one of the boulders and dropped himself down to the ground to snuffle the boy's hands, face, and belly, all the while whining in happiness. The little boy called out, “Boney! I knew you would come back! When Minuet worried that no one would ever find us, I told her that you would never give up on me.” With that, the youngster's courage evaporated, and he flung both of his arms around the hound’s neck and cried.

There was a small meow, and a bedraggled feline head peeked out from behind Phil. Sniffing the air for danger, a shaky Persian crept toward Phil’s sobbing body and began a rusty purr. Everybody turned and stared at the feline, noting her worn and fragile appearance, as well as the opaque white of her eyes. Although shaking in fear, the little feline was trying to comfort the crying child. Her frail mental voice sounded, saying, << It will be all right! These people came to help you, and you know that Boney would never abandon you. >>

Phil was still clinging to the big hound’s neck, but Boney was now thoroughly inspecting the blind cat. His mental voice was cheerful and welcoming, << Soft Paws took good care of Fire Boy! Smart to hide in rock, bad flying things cannot reach there. We go now, find others and cousin of Soft Paw! >>

The little cat’s ears flattened on her skull, and her purr stopped as if cut with a knife. The cat began to wiggle her way back into the crevice of the rock that she had hidden in before, but Boney planted one large paw behind her and refused to let her retreat. Whimpering in distress, the cat pleaded with Boney to let her go, << I would not be here, but the boy stuffed me in his shirt and told me to be quiet. There is no reason for me to add more to the load that has to be carried. The boy cannot walk, so someone will have to carry him. That is enough. >>

With a bit of catch in her voice, she added, << No one in my clowder will ever want to see me again. I am crippled now and cannot even feed myself. Any of my cousins will be just as disgusted as the main clowder. I just wanted a little time to feel what it was like to be loved. >> His own tears forgotten, Phil turned and scooped up the small cat in his arms. Holding her against his chest, the little boy said hotly, “I am not leaving her behind. She is coming with me, and I do not care if she is blind!”

That was the moment when Batsorig and TT reached the party. While the Mongolian warrior went to check on the status of everyone’s health, TT headed straight toward the small cat. Shrinking down to her usual size, the cat carefully sniffed the trembling, bedraggled body of her cousin. All the Mages could hear the tears in her voice when TT finally spoke, << Oh, Valerie! I tried to prevent more sacrifices on the bloody altar of that horrible woman! We will get you back to our main camp and let the Healers take a look at you. But just know this, I will never turn my back on you. You are my cousin and deserve to be loved. In fact, I think you already are and just do not want to accept that. >> With a tiny lick and a bit of an encouraging purr, TT left to join the Mongolian warrior.

Batsorig saw the small pile of packs in the one corner and realized that they were there to prop up Timur’s upper torso. The wounds on his side were uncovered and visible, presenting a nauseating picture of the suppurating injuries. Peotr’s two mercenaries joined her quickly.

TT knew that both of them had some degree of battlefield healing, but she saw their faces and knew that they would have to travel back to the main group quickly if the injured man would live.

Batsorig realized that also, saying quickly, “We need to get him back to the more talented Healers as soon as possible. Let us get everything packed up and move.” There was no disagreement within the group, and a few moments later, the combined party was on its way back to the rendezvous point.

Boney was both a tall and strong hound, and Helene had included his stretcher harness in the things that she packed for the trip. It was a strapped affair that hung over the big hound’s back and had a place to stick one end of a pair of full-sized stretcher poles. This allowed the stretcher to be carried by only one other being.

Timur was only semiconscious at this point. The poison in his system was slowly winning, and the angry puffing around his wounds and the odiferous, virulent green ooze that came out of them told the experienced fighters that speed was essential.

One of the mercenaries carried Phil on his back and the younger boy in his arms. Minuet’s son was not out of the danger zone yet, but his injury was less infected and far less urgent than Timur’s. As the seven-year-old boy settled on the man’s back, he could feel the lump on the side of the boy’s shirt where a small cat was tucked against his rib cage.

Minuet was not capable of carrying either of the boys for much distance, so she was told to take as many packs as was comfortable. She quickly picked up most of them but ended up staring helplessly at the two remaining ones. TT suggested that they load those packs in the saddlebags designed into Boney’s harness. Attached to a stretcher, he would not be helpful in any battle they got into, but nothing had to be abandoned this way.

The suggestions were implemented, and the small party headed back for the rendezvous point at their best speed. There was no lighthearted discussion this time. Instead, they focused on speed and safety, driven by the thought of some of their own slowly dying from poison as the minutes ticked by.

Passing by the recent site of their battle with the flying creatures, TT and Batsorig both took special note that there were no dead bodies or much blood still there. The Persian repressed a shudder at the thought of monsters that were that fast to scavenge the corpses.

The trip on the way back to the rendezvous point was much faster than the outward one had been. Long before Minuet became exhausted, Batsorig and TT recognized some of the landmarks and realized that another ten minutes would see them back with their primary group.

A sense of relief washed over the party. Some people were breathing a little easier, and the group’s situational awareness was reduced. At that moment, a massive long-armed form dropped from the ceiling and smashed into the line where the mercenary holding the end of the stretcher was followed by the mercenary carrying the two boys. Both men were forced to the ground, the one with the two boys desperately trying to protect them with his own body.

A guttural roar filled the passageway and reverberated. Minuet had been following TT and Batsorig, ahead of Boney and the stretcher. At the sound of the impact, the woman had turned to see her son smashed to the ground by a huge apelike figure with almost colorless hair. She dropped her packs to the ground as if she would jump into the fight but could not move from fear. The woman stood there torn between the fury of a mother with an endangered child and her terrified response to the vicious-looking monster, locked into place.

Batsorig and TT closed in on the cave ape from the front of the line, while Zash and Ice Fang charged in from the back. Knowing that he would be of limited help in this battle, Kingston took off for the rendezvous point, barking loudly as he went and yelling on the Familiar mental band for assistance.

TT exploded into her full-size warrior form, and she and Batsorig worked like a well-oiled team to keep the giant ape from killing the people crushed underneath it. Zash and Ice Fang attacked the monster's back, attempting to confuse him and possibly draw him off their injured party members.

When the ape showed no intention of moving, the caravan members ratcheted up the violence and frequency of their attacks. TT changed from darting attacks to one that she had seen demonstrated at the Familiar Trials. With a mental warning to Batsorig that something surprising was going to happen, the warrior feline jumped up over the cave ape and settled lightly on the ground behind him. With Batsorig and her swords taking slices out of his arms and body on one side and the damage done by the slashing cat attacks on the other, their opponent had no time to pay attention to TT’s actions.

Taking advantage of the lapse, TT opened her mouth wide and took a big bite of the cave ape's back, hooking her lower fangs underneath the ape’s shoulder blade and yanking him back as hard as she could. Roaring in frustration, the cave ape tried to reach back for her, but the two clowder males pressed their attack using their wicked claws to shred flesh and bone furiously.

Eventually, the combatants realized that the cave ape was no longer living, even though TT kept shaking it. Taking a sharp, deep breath, Batsorig looked around at her party only to realize that it had been reinforced. Warriors stood two deep all the way around her with hastily grabbed weapons and spells. Their astonished eyes went from the Mongolian woman warrior to the shredded and bloodied corpse of the cave ape that TT just could not bring herself to put down.

The ordinarily calm Persian was still angry at the attack and took that fury out on the cave ape’s corpse. When Peotr and Chimeg joined the group, they went directly to TT and tried to talk her into a calmer position. Reluctantly, TT eventually slipped her long fangs out of the corpse and resumed her typical form. Everyone in the area drew a relieved sigh, and they quickly picked up the wounded and the packs to hurry toward the infirmary and the waiting Healers. The entire short distance back to the rendezvous point, everyone was obsessively looking for more cave apes. This was not something any of them had thought to encounter, and the horrendous appearance of the dead enemy would figure in many nightmares over the weeks to come.

Pacing back along the pathway, TT had to practice meditative breathing to not automatically respond in battle mode if anything else happened. She thought to herself, at least we got them back to here. Timur and Valerie are in the hands of the gods right now, and I need a bath.
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Chapter 24 – Away Team

Paris, France, Earth

The Folded Step spell had opened the portal to a thriving forested area with a clear meadow inside the borders of Paris, but about a mile away from the entry to the Power Place. When the rescue team had come through the portal, no one else was anywhere visible. Birdsong came back after a few minutes, and life resumed in the underbrush. Looking around, Adil said to no one in particular, “Khan Oktai certainly picked a perfect place for us to conceal our entry and exit points. Interesting that this area is riddled with caves, many of which have been used for burials.”

The rest of the extraction team was doing last-minute checks again. Although both the Wizard and the Sorcerer looked calm, Jack could tell that they were anything but. The big tomcat Familiar had been thrilled when he found out that he could talk mentally to Fyodor even if the big mercenary could not talk back that way. He took advantage of that connection to say, << Now that we are here, it does not seem like many people take out a spellcasting circle. Granted, we have a potent Wizard, the superstrong Sorcerer, two feline Familiars, Soldier, five mercenaries, and the mystery person, in addition to us.”

Fyodor shrugged his shoulders and answered,<<It will have to be enough. I think that is why we are trying to be very quick. If we tried to bring a bigger party through Paris, we would be discovered immediately, and then we would have a pitched battle. This way, we have a chance of avoiding the eyes of the Blood Mages. >>

They were sorted out at last and exfiltrated through the trees in groups of three or four and headed off for more centralized Paris. The streets of Paris were a little busier this time of day. Most of the foot traffic came from groups of several people, banded together for safety. The groups had two or more people in them, but not so many to be perceived as a threat. The rescue team subunits interspersed themselves with the other pedestrians working their way downtown without any apparent notice.

As the team got closer to the small park that backed up to the concealed stairway, Boris was unobtrusively checking for anyone who looked like they might belong to their group. No single person was standing or sitting along the way, and there had been no clue on how to recognize them. Boris and Soldier were walking together accompanied by Zahkar, one of the other mercenaries from Peotr’s command. This left Adil to walk with Fyodor, who was carrying Jack and accompanied by another one of Peotr’s mercenaries, a slender, average-looking man by the name of Yaromir. Agaton walked with the remaining three mercenaries from Peotr’s command, the core fire team that consisted of Varnava, Savin, and Rurik.

The walk was fairly short but uneventful until the last few feet. Although everybody had concealed their aura and their Magic abilities to the best of their capabilities, Boris could feel someone poking at their protections, testing to see if they were real. The big mercenary knew that it was a Blood Mage, and they were close by from the faint smell of old blood and corruption.

Refusing to make the rookie mistake of turning around and looking, Boris continued to walk past the entrance to the small park and over to a small café. The men sat down and ordered some coffee and croissants, apparently without any reason to hurry. The Blood Mage refused to leave until the men were almost done with their coffee, obviously suspicious but unsure enough not to confront them.

Although people were watched suspiciously, no one paid attention to pet dogs, which was what the spectators thought that Soldier was. This made it possible for the canine Familiar to watch as the rest of their party smoothly and unobtrusively slipped into the garden entrance without anyone tracking their movements.

Boris and his companions had been indulging in idle conversation about imaginary people and situations while they drank their coffee and ate the croissants. He was too experienced to include any reference to actual people or places, and he was finally rewarded by the taint of the Blood Mage disappearing into the distance.

Allowing a generous allotment of time, Boris paid for their food and drink and left a good tip for the waitress. Clicking his tongue to Soldier, Boris and his companion took the dog toward the Parkway, acting like thousands of other pet owners. Behaving totally unstressed, they wandered slowly back to the small park and moved away from the street behind the concealment of the trimmed trees and bushes.

The big mercenary could not resist a sigh of relief when they got off the street. He noted that the other two groups were already there, but they had not merged into a single unit. Instead, they were in different park sections, perched on benches and low walls while waiting for Boris to appear. It seems strange to the big Russian Mercenary, and he wondered if there was a specific reason behind the awkward positioning.

Glancing around the paths in the park, he could see a pair of young lovers sitting together in one of the benches furthest away from where they were. They seemed to be absorbed with each other, arms entwined in a torrid embrace. The only other occupant of the park was a very old woman, huddled over her shopping bag and clutching the cane as if it were a weapon. She looked frail and helpless, with straggly gray hair escaping her head covering and one age-spotted hand resting in her lap.

Soldier shook off his loosely attached leash and trotted directly over to the woman, laying his head in her lap and wagging his tail emphatically. Automatically, the woman patted his head and scratched behind his years, all the signs of a long-time dog owner. The big dog then confused Boris by firmly pulling on the woman’s sleeve.

Quick on the feet of that confusion was the realization of why the other groups were nervous. The woman seemed innocuous, but the hair on the back of his neck told him that she was not what she appeared to be. Boris decided to trust Soldier’s senses when the dog tugged her determinedly in his direction.

The woman came over, chatting to Soldier with the usual phrases of a long-time dog owner. They heard her say, “Such a good boy, and a handsome one too. I bet your daddy is very proud of you! He might even have a cookie for you.”

The old woman reached Boris and looked at him with a big smile saying, “He is such a wonderful dog. You must be very proud of him! I also understand that you have a pair of my socks.”

The big mercenary had already decided that she was an innocuous old woman. So when the last sentence finally penetrated his brain, he stared at her with his mouth wide open and his eyes rounded, almost falling out of his skull.

The woman transformed right in front of his eyes, shifting from an ancient-looking crone to a woman in the prime of her life. Pulling her head covering off, she carefully removed the straggling gray locks that were attached to the front of her hairline and let her thick brown hair fall freely to her shoulders.

The rest of the team had congregated around her and were speechless with amazement. Boris finally gathered his wits enough to ask, “How did you do that?”

The woman who had introduced herself as Dora answered, “No one looks at old women. Especially if they have age spots and twisted features. I do not know if it is because they do not want to think of themselves that way or if they just object to the tracks of time on a woman’s face. Either way, this is how I get around Paris without getting accosted. Since I am totally non-Magical, there is no reason for the Blood Mages to pay me any attention either.”

Curiosity apparent in his voice, Adil asked her, “Why were you convinced that you needed to be here? I would say that you are not a mercenary, and you do not look practically skilled at any form of fighting. Without Magical talent, I am not sure what you are going to contribute. Forgive me for being blunt, but this is going to be very dangerous.”

Dora looked at him, and fire blazed in her eyes as she said, “My husband is trapped in that casting circle. He has been drained and used by the Blood Mages. I am unwilling to have anyone else attempt to break the circle without someone there who specifically cares for him. Our two children are too small, so I am here.”

Startled, the Wizard bowed to her respectfully and wisely shut up.

Boris had been feeling somewhat uncomfortable for the last few minutes, but it had not been specific enough for him to understand why. A shiver ran down his neck, and he shrugged his shoulders to ease the tension. Adil looked over at him and said, “Ah, you are also feeling the Blood Mages advancing on us. I know we are supposed to wait for the signal, but what are we going to do if they keep coming and we get pinned against the catacomb entrance?”

Boris opened his mouth to answer but stopped, suddenly staring off past Adil toward the sky. The Wizard turned to see what he was looking at and saw with relief that orange and green signal rockets were exploding south and west of them. With relief evident in tone, Boris announced to the group, “That is the signal! We have Blood Mages zeroing in on us so let us beat feet, people, and get moving!”

Quickly, everyone grabbed their packs and bags before following Soldier and Boris through the concealed entrance and down the staircase into the catacombs. The darkness of the tunnels was disorienting until the Wizard and the Sorcerer created little floating balls of light that preceded them.

Once again, Soldier took the lead, moving smoothly through the messy passageways until he came to an area that caused him to stop and whine. Moving to the front of the party, Adil waved a ring over the place that the dog seemed to distrust and said succinctly, “There is a trap here.”

Agaton spoke up immediately, saying, “That I can help with!” Looking a lot more settled now that he had something to do, the Sorcerer threw a shadow blanket of a spell over the trapped area, saying, “That will prevent the traps from firing for the next fifteen time. After that, they will go off again, so if anyone follows us, they will have to deal with the danger of the traps.”

Again, Soldier took the lead, letting his nose follow the traffic of multiple people who had headed toward the casting room. The big hound stopped at a sizeable closed doorway, signaling that this was their destination. Without a word, Adil checked for traps but indicated that the door was clear.

Yaromir moved to the door and inspected it once more before gently opening it. There was no explosion or any Magical transmission that any of the Magic users could detect. The mercenary infiltrator looked back toward Boris and raised his eyebrows in question, and the big man motioned for the scout to move in carefully.

Adil and Boris watched from the doorway as Yaromir stepped carefully into the room, checking around the circle and into the shadows on either end of the large chamber. His voice held a low murmur, the scout said conversationally, “The room appears deserted except for the circle of frozen figures in the middle. However, there is an atmosphere of looming danger, and I have caught several flashes of red eyes watching me from various directions.”

Dora was sticking by the side of the Sorcerer as if glued there. Her choice seemed to surprise Agaton tremendously, and he glanced several times at her as if to discern what was going on. Seeming to understand what his question was, Dora turned to face him and said simply, “I can tell that you are the sort of person that will automatically protect me. You will not get lost in a warrior’s lust for battle, nor do you forget where you are and what is around you.”

Now even more unsettled, the nonsocial Sorcerer thought to himself, That is true, but how does she know that?
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Chapter 25 – A Casting Shatters

Blood Mage Place of Power

Adil stepped around the casting circle, his hands outstretched in front of him and a translucent gray orb nearly three feet wide floating from his fingertips. The fighters had taken protective positions around the circle. Boris had situated them to face each other across the ring, enabling them to watch each other’s back. If attacked, the fighters could easily spin in place to face outward, providing coverage for the entire perimeter with their line of sight and weapons’ reach.

Jack and Fyodor walked in one direction around the circle, using their senses to identify anything strange or unusual. Soldier move the other way, using his superior sense of smell to determine if there was a particular entry point that the Blood Mages preferred. Boris kept general overwatch, concerned about any new threat coming through the doorway and tracking the red eyes that Yaromir had reported.

It seemed to Boris as if Adil and Soldier took forever to complete their circuit, but eventually, Adil turned to him and said, “The Casting Circle does not have many protections. I am not sure if that is because the Blood Mages are so arrogant they do not think anyone will attack it, or if there is some spell present that I cannot detect.”

Agaton joined him, still shadowed by Dora, and added, “I have come to the same conclusions. However, I was able to determine that once the circle is broken, the two Mages that are keyed to it will be notified. I can also see that there are lifeforce hooks into the circle.”

Dora caught her breath in a frightened gasp, asking, “Does this mean that Brendan will die if we break the circle?”

Agaton shook his head emphatically, saying, “No. Although that is how most Magic users would have powered their casting circles. It makes for a far more stable spell, but instead, these two Mages have tied it to people outside the circle.”

Boris nodded his head as an old memory sprang to life in his mind. The big man said heavily, “We have run into this before. Some of the evil ones create a Magic conduit from their Apprentices and Journeymen to maintain their Magical works. Usually, it is not with the knowledge or consent of the lower-level Mage.”

Adil caught his breath in sudden understanding and said with a sick voice, “That would not only prevent the Magic users needed to cast a spell from being drained, it would also get rid of potential challengers for the Blood Mages’ power.”

Boris grinned with a gleeful viciousness that no one had seen in his expression before. His sudden good humor confused both the Magic users who stared at him until he explained, “That means that if we break the circle, most of the people that they would use to trace us will be incapacitated or dead. If the people that were trapped in the circle scatter and hide, the Blood Mages’ power level will rapidly drop, and other groups may take them out for us.”

Thinking about the trap that the Blood Mages had set for themselves, both the Sorcerer and Wizard joined Boris in broad smiles of celebration. Jack asked from his position on Fyoter’s shoulder, << So the idea is to break the circle, grab the two artifacts, and destroy one of them if possible. Then we take them and as many people as we can get out of the circle with us and run like hell for the rendezvous. Right? >>

Agaton looked over at the Familiar and said, “You make it sound so simple!”

Boris shrugged his shoulders and said, “in many ways, this part is simple. Break the circle, then some of us can work on destroying the amulet, while others try to rouse the people trapped in the circle casting.”

The Sorcerer waved arms in the air and demanded, “Just tell me how we are going to break the circle? It is a very well woven circle, and it has no obvious weak points. If we are going to try to overpower it with straight Magic, we may not have enough power with us to do that.”

Fyodor asked quietly, “Is attacking the outside of the circle until it shatters the only option? What if someone just walked through the containment and moved the items on that pedestal that are keeping the wall up?”

Agaton was thoroughly agitated at this point. Raising his voice, he growled, “Sure, if we had a Golem or something that was totally impervious to acid or fire or both, it would work. As close as I can tell, and Adil agrees with me, either deterrent would kill any of us by themselves if we just tried walking through that spell circle.”

For a brief moment, Fyodor and Jack stared at each other’s eyes. No one could hear the conversation going back and forth, but the massive tomcat and the quiet Mercenary both got a strange glint in their eyes and a snarl plastered on their face.

Jack twitched his head to the side, and a helmet slid up from his neckline to totally enclose his head and face. When the feline Familiar sprang down to the ground, a blue flash of Magic outlined the boots that now covered his paws. Simultaneously, a helmet rolled up over Fyoter’s head from the collar of his battledress. Both the cat and the man’s eyes were covered by mirrored and opaque shields, making it impossible for Boris to anticipate what they were going to do.

Stabbed by sudden alarm, Boris got half of an articulated shout out of his throat to tell them to stop, but the cat and man enclosed in the Clothier’s armor charged the circle without hesitation.

There was a massive explosion of fire and the smell of burning. Acrid fumes threaded the air. The mercenaries stationed around the circle dove forward, frantic to avoid the searing heat and whatever else was happening.

Boris scrubbed his face desperately, trying to see what had happened, while Agaton was yelling, “Where did they go? I cannot see them!”

The flames rose up, reaching higher and gaining in intensity. The temperature repeatedly jumped, sending crushing blows of increasingly hot air against those outside the circle. The hammer blows of searing temperatures forced the members of the away team to retreat from the ring.

Coughing and rubbing their eyes against the acidic content of the air, Boris and the rest of the away team gasped at the searing sensation in their throat and lungs for several heartbeats before the problem abruptly disappeared. The hot blue flames receding more slowly, and the team members crowded closer to the circle.

“Slava Bogu, I cannot believe they did that!” Boris’s voice was shaky and conveyed his astonishment. Most of the team could not believe their eyes when they realized Fyodor and Jack were inside the containment circle, and the two of them were calmly discussing the items that were clustered on the main altar.

Finally, the cat and human appeared to agree, and Jack made a flying leap that arced over the table. As the big tomcat jumped, his front claws stabbed down and snagged a heavily jeweled amulet that had been carefully arranged around a knife and what looked like a still-beating heart.

Another explosion of light brought tears to everyone’s eyes and spots to spangle their vision as a reminder. When Boris’s weeping eyes cleared, he saw that there was no longer a circle of dark light around the incised circle that held fifteen people. Instead, there was a smell of brimstone in the air, and the labored breathing of those that had been trapped in the casting circle could now be heard.

With a low haunted cry of, “Brendan!” Dora ran directly over to a tall brown-haired man who stood staring numbly toward the center of the circle. Crying and talking simultaneously, Dora touched her husband’s face and flung her arms around him. Still sobbing, she told him about the children and what everybody was doing. At first, the man just stood there like he was mindless. After a while, as her tears kept moistening his shirt as she hugged him, Boris could see jerky movements in the man’s arms and hands like he was trying to hold his wife but could not.

The other people who had been trapped in the circle were slower to wake than Brendan. Some of them were starting to blink their eyes, while others had recovered enough that they were stumbling around aimlessly and treating the rescuers as if they were invisible.

Ignoring them for the moment, Adil and Agaton rushed to the center of the now unpowered circle to see what Jack and Fyodor had found. As the Seer had told them before, there were both an amulet and an athame. Even from six feet away, the twisted evil power of the charm caused the Wizard and Sorcerer to swallow sudden nausea and cast protective spells on themselves and Boris.

Jack had the necklace pinned to the ground with all four feet on the jeweled chain. The cat Familiar was careful not to touch the amulet itself. Boris fell to his knees beside the Familiar and asked, “It worked, but that was damnably stupid!”

The cat Familiar was still enclosed by the complete environmental form of the battledress. That did not prevent his mental comment from being heard by any of the three people around him, stating smugly, << If it is successful, it was not stupid. If it is wildly successful like this was, it is not only not stupid, it is brilliant. So thank you for admitting my brilliance! Fyodor and I are pleased that you can appreciate us.” >>

Fyodor cut in more diplomatically, saying, “We both knew how good the battledress is. In the testing, Dascha came through an acid cloud and was repeatedly hit with huge fireballs. There was absolutely nothing that could get through the battledress, and she was not even bruised. So we trusted the Clothier and moved.”

Boris shook his head and commented, “Fine, but I am sure we will hear from TT on the subject. Also, probably Chimeg will have a thing or two to say about it.” At that comment, both the feline Familiar and the mercenary looked a little uneasy, and Boris concealed a smile of amusement.

The Wizard and the Sorcerer had come up with a way of destroying the amulet that they thought would control the evil emanations and curses that might erupt from the jeweled necklace when it was shattered. While Agaton set up what he needed, Adil went over and looked at the athame. Examining it closely, the Wizard said, “This is neither good nor evil. It is simply a tool and a very good one. I would suggest that we put it in shielding cloth and take it with us as is.”

Boris was standing next to the altar when Adil delivered his conclusions. His nod in agreement seem somewhat distracted, and the Wizard realized the big mercenary was staring at the heart that was still struggling to beat. Silence stretched for a few seconds before Boris murmured, “We lost so many family members and friends to the Blood Mages. It makes me wonder whose heart this is that is trying to beat. Is their body someplace that just needs the heart to come back to life? In destroying this, are we killing one of our own?”

Adil grabbed his shoulders briefly and said comfortingly, “The person and the body that this heart belonged to have been dead for a while. The heartbeat comes from the rapidly-draining power of the circle. There is no reason to keep it going and no good reason to torture yourself with thoughts like this.” Without another word, the Wizard sent a small targeted fire strike and burned the heart to ash

Boris continued to watch the gently settling ashes until there were no more in the air. His haunted eyes looked up at Adil, and the big mercenary softly said, “Thank you.”

The mood was broken when Agaton shouted, “I am ready, and we need to hurry! I can feel a stronger Blood Mage force zeroing in on us!”

Boris gave himself a shake, and his eyes lost their haunted look. The team leader saw that more than half the people who had been trapped in the circle had disappeared, choosing to flee rather than confront either their team or the encroaching Blood Mages. Brendan was sitting next to Dora with his arms wrapped around his wife and broken phrases tumbling from his lips as she cried against his chest.

Adil went over to join the Sorcerer, and the two men stood at the opposite sides of the amulet. Both men held their staff in front of them, and powered jewels were glowing along the length of each. Jack remained on the floor anchoring the amulet. The one time he had taken paws off of it, the necklace had started to slither across the floor under its own power, and the feline Familiar had to recapture it.

Agaton said clearly, “Jack, on my count! One, two, three, go!” At the word go, Jack took a mighty leap away from the amulet, and the Sorcerer’s containment dropped around the dangerous artifact. The piece of jewelry acted like it was alive, flinging itself up off the floor to batter the invisible walls of the field that the Magic-user had constructed.

Everyone could see how strong that amulet was by the rocking of the Sorcerer’s body and the strained lines that developed across his face. The Wizard stepped up to the column of containment and placed his staff along one side of it. Warily, Adil reached out his other hand to touch the column with his palm. His voice raised in a liquid speech and in a language that no one else knew, the Wizard created a rhythmic word picture that was pure artistry. It brought tears to everyone’s eyes, even Brendon’s, but the amulet reacted far differently.

The buffeting that Agaton had to control increased to desperation levels. Sweat was now dripping down the man’s face, but he did not release his spell. Adil was equally focused and stressed. Inch by inch, the Wizard compacted the space that the amulet was allowed to hold until, with a screeching scream of failure, the pressure became more than the internal structure of the artifact could resist. One by one, all of the gems in it cracked and released their collective energy in a fiery fountain of power and evil.

Still intent, Adil did not let up. The Wizard continued to tighten the pressure within the containment field until nothing but powder and pellets of metal were left of the amulet.

Gasping and exhausted, the two Magic users stood staring at the remnants, their heaving breaths rough in their throats. Agaton moved slowly like a very ancient man as he used a cantrip to pick up all the debris and slip it into a shielded bag. He looked over at Boris to explain, “I am uncomfortable leaving this powdered evil anywhere.” Boris could not agree more, so he just nodded at the Sorcerer and turned around to check on the rest of his group.

The big mercenary knew that they were exhausted but could also feel the approach of a large group of Blood Mages. Herding everyone toward the door, Boris threw out some rapid orders. He said, “Soldier, please take point again. I want two Magic users right behind Soldier in case we need any sort of protection. Fyodor, you have the rearguard position. Keep your battledress on full environmental mode. Everyone look lively because it would not surprise me if we had an encounter in these blasted cramped tunnels.”

Taking the first thorough look around he had done since they walked into the room, Boris said, “Are all of this equipment and the supplies useful to the Blood Mages? If so, can we destroy it?” Both the Wizard and the Sorcerer looked at him with disbelief saying, “No, we are both pretty much tapped out.”

Then Jack suggested, << Fyodor and I can use some of the weaponry that the Clothier built into the battledress to cause havoc. We will not do anything with too massive an explosion, but we can certainly make the supplies unusable. >>

Fyodor got a big grin and said, “Yay! I finally get to blow something up!”

Shaking his head as he moved to the front of the party, Boris said to himself, “There is always one in every party!”

Jack and Fyodor waited until the rest of their party were several hundred feet down the catacomb passageway before they took position by the open doorway of the Place of Power and let loose with their respective weapons.

Jack had decided to test out the artifact holding a medium-sized bombardment stored spell, and one that was non-Magical in nature but simply triggered Magically. He and the other mercenary clad in Clothier Battledress did not want to test the more potent weapons while they were underground. The thought of causing a collapse of the catacombs was not attractive to either cat or human.

Starting off, Jack took aim at a set of locked cupboards that contained highly Magical components in the left corner of the room furthest away from him. Then Fyodor planned to drop two bombardments in the room, one percussive in nature and the other that would be flame.

As soon as they had released their shots, they were going to sprint toward where one of the mercenaries waited for them down the passageway. He was just barely in sight, and they hoped that was far enough.

Fyodor looked at Jack and asked, “Are you ready?” For an answer, Jack let loose with his flying bomb. They both expected a big boom but not one quite as large as what happened. The Earth heaved, and the entire corner of the room was obliterated, blown into splinters of glass and wood. Luckily, both cat and mercenary were wearing their complete environment battledress, which ignored the barrage of glass, stone, and other sharp materials that were blown back with the force of the explosion.

Taking that as a warning of the battledress ammunition strength, Fyodor decided to take the smaller of his medium-range weapons and drop one in the middle of the circle, hoping that it would reach all corners of the room equally. Depending on how successful that was, he might release the second one before he and Jack raced to catch up with the rest of their party.

Shouting, “Fire in the hole!” Fyodor released his shot using his forearm controls. He and Jack ducked quickly behind one side of the doorway toward the direction they would need to run.

Once again, the Earth heaved in the Place of Power and then flamed up in dark green and black flames as the circle itself was destroyed. As the incised inscription in the floor was obliterated, there was a high-pitched wailing and screaming as the thousand tortured souls that had gone into the construction of the Place of Power were suddenly released.

The shattering exploded first outward and then immediately was sucked back into the circle's center, forming a funnel rising to the tall ceiling of the chamber. Jack and Fyodor watched in amazement as the twister swept up all of the contents of the room.

The funnel spun more quickly, and the flash of captured items became almost blurred. Insubstantial bolts of gray-colored lightning crackled and stabbed through the walls and ceiling of the chamber toward the sky, only to return as ominous red thick bolts that were sucked into the spinning cloud.

As more red bolts added their contribution to the funnel, the overall cloud began to take on a crimson hue. Unnoticed at first, the contorted faces of men began to be seen scattered among the other debris that the cloud had captured.

All around the city and in the estate where Blood Mages battled the du Arcand forces, Khan Oktai noticed as the acolytes and low-level Blood Mages that had been tied to the health of the circle went from fighting to dry and drained dusty piles of dark gray ash. Sending that observation to all of his liaisons, the big Black Eagle realized that his feathers were ruffled by this fundamental betrayal of the mentor bond.

Feeling immoderately sad, the Black Eagle Familiar thought to himself, It is so hard to look at the world you have nurtured your whole life and be forced to admit that it is irreparably flawed. It is even more difficult to see the massive effect of those flaws showcased in something like this. I truly hope that Tellus can be different.

Meanwhile, Jack and Fyodor watched as the number of bolts returning became sparser until they seemed to be done. For a short period, the funnel continued to spin in place, showing the feline Familiar and the Guild Mercenary many faces of the men that had been used to support the powerful casting circle.

Suddenly, the funnel began to spin faster, and it started to sink into the Earth. The sound of desperate screaming rose until neither Jack nor Fyodor could tolerate being around it any longer. Just before the two teammates turned to run down the hall after their party, they saw a pure white funnel forming in the exact center of the circle, just like the sinking red one had done.

This one carried the smell of spring rain and fresh flowers with it, and the faces that flashed by were thankful and smiling ones. Jack’s nausea began to retreat, and Fyodor’s sense of doom lightened as the illuminated funnel became a column of white that slid through the ceiling.

Fyodor and Jack turned and began to run down the catacomb passageway toward their party. When they caught up with their waiting teammate, the man was surprised to see that Fyodor was smiling and Jack was purring.

Unseen by any observant watcher, the released sacrificed souls swept into the nearby Cathedral of Notre Dame. Now silent, the benediction of the breeze added to that of the mass that was just ending. The sparkling light seemed to touch each congregant before joining with the sunlight streaming through the stained-glass windows. The entire atmosphere in the church began to sparkle in a joyous celebration of rescue and freedom. As the congregation and the clergy stared in wonder, the final column of light slowly lifted up through the Rose Window and into the sky.
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Chapter 26 – Attack Commitment

Estate d’ Reauvrey, Paris, France

The du Arcand forces had advanced halfway up the long estate drive and were starting to engage the Blood Mage forces. François’s command post was quietly established in the Eastern estate village. His men made sure that all of the peasants were warned about the battle and that if the du Arcand forces lost that the Blood Mages had Rosemary’s permission to come and take three people each from their village. Suggesting that if they had no place to go, they should hide, Emile and François were devastated by the gratitude and disbelief contained in the peasant responses.

One of the farmers had said unbelievingly, “Since when do nobles care about us?” Before François could answer, one of his officers said abruptly, “My father is a farmer on the du Arcand estate. He is treated with consideration and is listen to when he has an opinion. Different nobles treat the people in their estates differently. This is just the way the du Arcand family has always worked with their people rather than preying on them.”

The man had stared at the officers shaking his head and walked off, mumbling, “Surely I am dreaming….”

The fighting was settling down, with a stiffening of the estate defenses due to the Magic of the Blood Mages. Emile looked grim as another two mercenaries were caught in a spell and dropped to the ground, unmoving. François reminded his father, “In just a little bit, we will bring in the left flank and draw their attention that way. Then shortly after that, we will attack with our right flank forces and pull the attention away from the back of the estate so that the last few people can escape.”

A messenger ran into the command tent, gasping out, “The last expected Blood Mage force has joined the line and is committed. The Witch is out on her balcony in the front screaming at them about messing up her lawn. She sounds totally unhinged, and the Blood Mages are not listening to her or coordinating with each other.”

François said, “Excellent, tell the artillery people to set off the signal rockets. That way, we can start the next stage of this battle.”

Looking around at the group clustered by the map table, François stated, “It is apparent that the Lady Rosemary has no understanding of combat. I do not believe the Blood Mages do either. Instead, they are acting without coordination, and we should be able to peel them apart easily. Unfortunately, we have to wait a little while to bring the hammer down.” The Commander then turned to the head of his skirmishers and directed him to do a fast recon of the area at the rear of the estate and bring them back news as soon as possible. He also told him that the personnel in the stables and the kennels needed to escape and join the others traveling to the New World.

As his various officers charged out to go carry out their tasks, François looked at his father and said, “Papa, I need to speak to you about something important. Will you join me in my sleeping quarters?”

Looking puzzled, Emile immediately agreed, saying, “Of course, I hope nothing else is the matter.”

François gave his father a loving but sad smile, admitting, “I need you to help me do something very difficult. I would not ask it of you if I saw any other way around it. But you are the only one that can do it, and it is terribly important to me.”

Now concerned, Emile followed his son into the room and the tent, commenting, “You are my son. Of course, I will help you with something important to you. What has you so distressed? I thought you were as determined as I to try to salvage some part of Paris away from the depredations of the Blood Mages.”

As they moved into the other tent chamber, there was a loud roar, and green and orange signal rockets exploded across the sky, from where the artillery people had clustered. This was the first thing they had fired, and the signal rockets themselves did not indicate any power from that location. François was betting on getting the Blood Mage forces far enough in front of the estate to allow his mortar and cannon people to have some target practice.

The two men moved into the small room big enough for a cot and washstand and a little table. Motioning to his father to sit on the chair, François sat on the bed and looked at his father with dark and serious eyes.

Emile saw his son's expression, and his worry ratcheted, searching his mind for what could cause this much distress in his usually calm and even-tempered son. He thought to himself, Whatever it is, it cannot be good. But for him to beg me to help him is something new. Even when his wife died, he did not look this torn and conflicted.

Taking a deep breath, François stated baldly, “Papa, you and I both know that what we are doing here will most likely not stop the Blood Mage ascendancy. All we can do is slow it down.”

Emile nodded but took his time to respond, “Yes, that is true. But that would be a betrayal of everything we have done so far and everything at the heart of our family to give up. I thought we were in agreement about this. Has something changed?”

Françoise shook his head, saying, “No, we are still in agreement, but something indeed has changed. It is something that I have been thinking about now for a while, and it is something that I dread asking you to do, but my heart tells me it is the right thing.

“The du Arcand family will continue this fight. We owe it to our heritage, our sense of honor, and all the people who look to us to resist the forces of evil. However, the thought of what would happen if and when you and I are killed and our people, our children, are left to the nonexistent mercies of the Blood Mages is more than I can handle. The risk is too great for two small children that have lost their mother and their grandmother.”

Emile reached across and grabbed his son’s shoulders, and leaned his head down to place a kiss on the top of his son’s head. The retired General asked, “What is it that you want me to do?” François heard the pained note under his father’s voice and realized the great strategist who had taught him already knew at least subconsciously what was coming.

That thought gave him courage, and François took a deep breath and said, “Papa, I want you to take my children, your grandchildren, and go with them to the New World. There a young woman has a similar situation where the Blood Mages have not yet become totally ascendant. She is trying to re-establish a sense of honor for Magic users while protecting her people. This young Witch is attempting this without the benefit of your training and background.”

Silence held heavy in the room as Emile closed his eyes in pain, and François felt his heart shatter. Resolutely, the Mercenary Commander continued, stating, “You have a chance to make a difference there, one far larger than can happen here. You do not have to fear that the du Arcand family is abandoning our responsibilities because I will be here fighting the good fight. However, the risk is smaller there that my precious children will be killed or destroyed. There, it is more likely for them to prosper and grow. They will have you and whoever you gather around you to nurture and guide them.”

When Emile would have protested, François overrode him, saying, “There is no solution that has our family prospering here. You know that as well as I. You were the one who trained me, and I have been a good student and learned well. I know you love me and are proud of me. You realize that I am an adult. So, Papa, I need you to believe in me once again. Trust that I will continue the fight as if I were you. Go to where you can make the largest contribution to the overall good and protect our hearts. Comfort me by giving me the hope that Etienne and Adelaide are well and joyous and that you have established the du Arcand estate on Tellus so that the spirit of our family can live and prosper there.”

Emile desperately wanted to find a hole in his son’s logic, some glimmer that he could point to that would make this further pain unnecessary, but François had learned the lessons from his father too well. The retired General was familiar with the ghostly summoning to combat that he had lived with most of his adult life. He knew that call to responsibility, the one that demanded that he pick up the mantle of strategist and Commander. It was a familiar place but one that could become addictive. He had the strength of mind and will to step away from it once before, but now he was being asked to assume that burden again.

The older man thought to himself, Am I capable of doing this? Can I truly take my grandchildren away from their father and walk away from this battle? Can I abandon the people on my estate that depend on me?

Emile knew the answer and realized that there was no time for delay. Looking over to his son, he asked wryly, “I suppose the children are here someplace, and you have already packed for me. If we are going to meet up with the group leaving from the rear of the estate, we do not have much time. I also believe they do not have any leeway for second thoughts or time to rationalize why we should not do this.”

François looked at his father with a calm expression on his face before breaking into the mischievous grin that poignantly reminded Emile of the six-year-old boy who successfully maneuvered his mother into allowing him to adopt a mongrel dog. Fighting the prickle of hot tears in his eyes, Emile stood up and drew his son into a tight embrace, holding his only surviving child for one last time and trying to commit that sensation to his memory.

François hugged him back, praying that his father would one day forgive him for the pain he was feeling and the losses he would have to deal with. The two men looked at each other with love and belief, shining clearly.

That moment was broken up by Remi’s voice calling from the other room, “It looks like all of the Blood Mage groups are here. We have counted twenty of them, and we know that is how many alliances the Lady Rosemary has made. In a strange throw of the dice, Henri Grunwald’s group is positioned in the center front of the line. I could not have picked a better place for him since when our allies break that casting circle, his abandonment to deal with their attack will open a wide gap.”

François strode into the room and immediately went over to the table, drawing all of his officers with him. Emile looked at the men, committing each of their faces to memory one more time. Quietly, the retired General walked to the doorway, turning at the last instant to gaze at his son. Feeling the weight of his father’s eyes, François du Arcand raised his head and smiled a bittersweet smile full of love, respect, and farewell.

Remi looked up just as François locked eyes with his father, placing his right hand over his heart. The second-in-command of the forces tendered a grave approving nod of his head to the man he had worked with most of his life.

Emile felt like his heart was exploding, but he did not want to burden his son or his students with any more grief or regret. Instead, the retired General put his open hand over his own heart, holding it there for just an instant before he drew himself up and offered them a picture-perfect salute. Almost overcome with emotion, the man turned and made his way out of the tent.

Behind him, the men clustered about the map table turned and returned his salute, wordlessly thanking him for the priceless gifts he had given them. Pride and acceptance filled their expressions, and they held their salutes until Emile had moved out of sight.

Almost blind from the tears in his eyes, Emile headed to where his horse was tethered. Somehow, he was not surprised when he saw he had a group waiting for them. His two grandchildren were there with tear-streaked faces, accompanied by his long-time Batman, Andre Barbet.

The children had stuffed saddlebags on their horses, and Andre led two heavily loaded packhorses. What did surprise the retired General was that there were three more people in the party. One was Andre’s second oldest boy, Russell. Emile knew that Andre’s oldest son was François’s Batman, so he had not expected to see him. It made a strange sort of sense to the nobleman that Andre was bringing additional generations of the family that had served the du Arcand family for centuries. A wave of exhausted relief passed over Emile as he realized that he would have assistance in this endeavor. That slight easing of tension made it possible for the retired General to mount his own horse and address those waiting for him by saying, “We do not have a lot of spare time. We need to cut around the estate and enter toward its back to meet up with the people expecting us. Is everyone ready to go?”

Most of the riders nodded affirmative, except Adelaide, whose tears were still trickling down her face. Maneuvering his horse over to hers, Emile asked gently, “Sweetheart, do you want to ride in front of me? I am sure someone will lead your horse.”

For a moment, he thought she would say yes, but then a look of rockhard stubbornness altered her expression, and she sat up straight, saying, “No, Grandfather. I am ready to go!”

At that moment, Emile saw traces of both his beloved Marie and the child’s dead mother, Josefina. Both of those loved spouses had the same core of stubborn determination, and he hoped this quality would serve his granddaughter well.

Without another word, Emile wheeled this horse and headed to the circle road that would take them around the estate to the service entrance used by garbage collectors and the like. In just a few moments, they were on that common road and began to travel at a trot, driven by Emile’s sense of timing and his concern that he was ignorant of the general plan and its variations.
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Chapter 27 – Tides of Battle

Estate d’ Reauvrey, Paris, France

Rosemary was pacing back and forth in front of the window that looked out over the front drive and lawn of her Château. The battle still going on, and the Witch was getting more and more irritated. Fussing and fuming about how the fighting was affecting her day, Rosemary spun to look at Drew, demanding, “Why do not they just get done? I have more people than they do, so they should just give up. The Blood Mages are powerful, stronger than any of the local Magic users. And non-Magical people should keep to their place. Who are these people who dare to attack me? They will absolutely rue the day they were born by the time I am done with them!”

Drew, the ever-perfect lady’s maid, kept her eyes down respectfully and answered calmly, “I believe the fighters are wearing the patch of the du Arcand family. They have an estate to the northeast of Paris. The property has been in the family for quite a few centuries, and they are highly regarded by the Royal Court.”

The statement, as was intended, totally distracted Rosemary. Her voice raised in a peevish screech, the noblewoman fumed, “Royal Court, indeed! They should have been honored that I was willing to marry one of their idiot sons. Instead of being properly grateful, they declined, saying something stupid about needing to make alliances with other courts and keeping the balance of power here in France!”

Drew murmured, “You would have graced the Court like no other, my Lady. The French Court would have been renowned for its transformation around your grace and charm.”

The Lady Rosemary preened looking at herself in the mirror on the wall. She touched the side of her hair, admiring its perfect blonde color and soft texture. The vain woman ran through a variety of expressions, practicing and tuning them for effectiveness. Every once in a while, she would stroke the delicate gold chain that hung around her neck and dipped out of sight in her cleavage.

Just then, a deafening boom rattled the windows, and the enraged Witch stomped over to stare outside once more. Muttering angrily, Rosemary started to bemoan the lost perfection of her lawn and the dead bodies that now littered her front driveway.

Seeing where two men in the uniform of the du Arcand family were caught by luminescent balls of green fire and dropped to the ground, Rosalie smiled viciously, saying, “See that! The Mundanes should know better than to challenge those of us with power! They do not have that many people. Soon they will have to stop and get off of my property! The gardener is going to be beside himself, trying to make it perfect for my next party!”

Behind her, safely out of view and the reflection of the mirrors, Drew rolled her eyes, reminding herself, I should not have to put up with this much longer. Henri had promised me that when we finally slit the bitch’s throat, I could have the estate. Then it will be my turn to be lazy and pampered.

Telling Rosemary what she wanted to hear, Drew reflected back, “I am sure that the gardener will have the lawn looking perfectly, long before the party. He will not make the same mistake as the previous two did, especially since you left the bodies hanging in the rose garden for a week.”

Intense orange and green light flashed through the window into the room. Rosemary looked outside and saw nothing different. The same fighters that had been there just a few moments before were still there and struggling. Satisfied, the Witch turned back toward her mirror, murmuring to herself, “I need a new Familiar soon. I must make sure that this complexion stays youthful and firm. Hopefully, the next one will last a little longer.”

There was a roar of many voices from the front of the estate, and once more, Rosemary ran to the window. There was so much turmoil in front of her she could not make sense of it. She stammered, “But, but… Drew! Come look at this and tell me what is going on!”

The lady’s maid joined her mistress by the window and looked at the confusing swirl of men and actions covering the front expanse. Drew asked her mistress, “Are there more of the du Arcand forces than there were to start? It seems to me that our allies outnumbered them at the beginning, but now it looks like the number on each side is even despite the motionless du Arcand bodies that are littering the lawn.”

Rosemary moved to peer over her maid’s shoulder. After a moment, the noblewoman screeched, “That is not fair! They brought more people in! It still should not make a difference because the Blood Mages are more powerful, but they will be sorry that they decided to attack me and then did not immediately run away when my allies showed up.”

The two women watching could see that some of the Blood Mages on their right had stopped to drain the wounded people lying on the ground. The rest of the du Arcand forces had retreated, leaving empty space around the Blood Mages.

Just then, two mortars came flying from Rosemary’s right. The explosions that followed created huge flashes of brilliant white and gold light. Pieces of sod and bodies flew high in the air as the shells dug deep gouges in the previously manicured lawn. The heat from the explosives seared flesh and vegetation alike, kicking clouds of flaming ash in far-reaching clouds.

Rosemary yanked the window open and leaned out, screeching, “The right, they are coming from the right!”

Disoriented by the sensory overload of battle, the Blood Mages turned and swarmed toward the right, spreading out further to fill the space between the estate and the line of the du Arcand forces. Unfamiliar with battle tactics and used to preying on disorganized and underpowered opposition, the Blood Mages struggled to focus on their opponent’s group as a whole and instead devolved into a series of individual encounters.

With Rosemary leaning from the window and screaming directions, the Blood Mages teetered on the edge between overwhelming greed for power and the desire to destroy. Some of those that had stopped to drain the dying had been caught by the sudden mortar fire, releasing even more death energy into the air. The scenario was the ultimate temptation for a Mage that drew their power from pain, suffering, and death.

In the du Arcand command tent, François felt the shift of battle as if it were the bunching muscles of a horse under his hands. His eyes suddenly burning, the force Commander shouted, “Release the Western reserves! Two more shots from the mortars to soften them and then hold off!” As his command staff scurried to comply, François thought to himself, Goodbye, Papa! May God and angels look over you and the children!”

Just when every one of the Blood Mage groups had moved to meet the advancing du Arcand forces that were striking from the East, François’s Western reserves began to advance, preceded by two massive explosions as the shots from the Eastern artillery guns smashed into the swarming field of Blood Mages.

The two forces came together with a clashing of spells and the pounding of weapons fire. For the first time, the du Arcand Mages were free to cast their Magic, and they erupted with all the frustration they had felt while watching their battle mates take unanswered damage.

There were not that many Mages under François’s command, but he did have a group of Witches. While the Witches concentrated on protection, the Mages were free to focus on offensive attacks. The disorganized nature of the estate forces would be ruthlessly leveraged by the more experienced commanders of the du Arcand troops.

However, individually the Blood Mages were more potent than any practitioners on the attackers’ side. For a while, it looked like the Blood Mages had enough power to overcome the few Magic users that François had enlisted, but something interfered.

There was a gust of wind and wisps of low, dense fog suddenly raised across the battlefield. The temperature dropped enough that the panting fighters could see their breath in the air in front of them, and a whistling, keening sound grew until it became a stabbing pain to the head of everyone that heard it.

The assault on their hearing grew so great that people were crouched down and holding their ears all over the estate. It was impossible for any Mage or Witch to successfully cast a spell in such an environment. All fighting paused as the wind grew more vicious, and the fog moved more wildly.

Suddenly, a chorus of screaming voices rang out, and the hellish choir screeched higher and higher notes. It became hard to breathe, and across the battlefield, flickers of transferred energy showed where the senior Blood Mages were siphoning off lifeforce from their acolytes and other minions.

When no one believed the chorus could sing any higher, there was a pause. Then an explosion erupted, scattering splashes of light across the sky as the magnified sounds of a shattering circle smashed into combatants and noncombatants alike.

The chorus was silenced, and for a stunned moment, everything was still.

Then, piercing the quiet was a scream of rage from the largest group of Blood Mages. Their leader, Henri Grunwald, raised his arms to the sky and demanded in a loud voice, “Who? Who dares?” The man on his right side grabbed Henri’s arm and asked urgently, “What happened? What happened?”

His face twisted with fury, Henri shouted to his people, “We have trespassers! Leave the rest of them to the cleanup here. We have more important things to do!”

Continuous curses streamed from the infuriated Blood Mage’s mouth as his group dashed back toward the Château and the prepared transport circle there. When bolts of dark lightning began to strike his people, Henri became even more enraged.

One by one, his acolytes were hit with the otherworldly strikes. Each time, the eerie flames of the lightning quickly consumed the Blood Mage’s body as they screamed and tried to run until only a small pile of ash marked their passing. Now terrified, Henri’s acolytes began to run and hide. Their frantic efforts were far naught as the dark bolts had no difficulty finding them no matter where they hid.

The Blood Mage force was thrown into disarray. Henri had anchored the middle of the line, and without his large group, the two wings of the battle line had no way to coordinate, and there was no direction coming from the estate. Before they could recover, the du Arcand forces charged forward with renewed vigor, turning the single battle line into a swirl of beleaguered clumps of Blood Mages under attack from all sides by their enemies.
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Chapter 28 – Arranged Pickup

Estate d’ Reauvrey, Paris, France

Emile and his small party of people and horses had made good progress on their short journey. The retired General felt numb with reaction from the momentous events happening around him. His grandchildren were very quiet, riding close enough for them to touch him when they needed. The old man did not know what to say to comfort them, so he stayed silent.

Trying to focus on what they needed to do next, the man pushed and prodded his own thoughts for a proactive option but could not get past his feelings of sorrow and guilt. His wallowing in his emotions was rudely interrupted when his Batman, Andre, announced, “The turn to the right up ahead is the one that we want to take. It comes in along the back of the estate property and goes directly to the stable yards.”

Nodding to show that he heard, Emile straightened up in his saddle and shoved his feelings into a small metal chest he pictured in his mind. Looking around him more alertly, the career military man saw almost no traffic on the road and no activity around their turnoff. Comparing it to the area around his own estate, Emile found it strange that a place he would have expected to be busy with commercial traffic at this time of day was so deserted. Considering how close to Paris the estate was located, he had expected denser traffic and more energetic travelers.

Shrugging off his thoughts, Emile turned onto the drive and urged the horses forward at a brisk walk. The other travelers with them were silent, content just to watch.

In the silence, Emile could hear the sounds of battle. He had been subconsciously tracking the fight's progress as they rode around the estate, but he tried to avoid getting invested in that action. The man thought to himself, This is no longer your fight. It belongs to François, and you know he is well-suited to it. Focus on your own responsibilities and leave second guesses and regrets for later.

Ahead, Emile could see a massive transport wagon drawn by four Gypsy Vanners waiting in front of the stable doors. A large man was directing some activity in the back of the wagon, and several other men and boys were helping guide an obviously pregnant horse up into the back of the wagon bed.

Emile slowed his horse down as they got close, unsure of who he was supposed to talk to and if they knew he was coming. When a man wearing the insignia of a Houndmaster approached, shadowed by an immense deerhound, Emile realized that he was going to have to take a chance.

Emile opened his mouth to ask for help when a massive gust of wind blew through the area carrying shreds of dense dark fog with it. The temperature dropped so quickly that Emile could see his breath in the air between one word and the next. Overriding any sound he could make was a doleful keen that grew in volume until Emile could do nothing but grab his ears and squint his eyes against the tears of pain.

The horses started to move uneasily, and Emile was jolted out of his own discomfort with a stab of concern about his grandchildren. Turning quickly toward them, he saw their horses were being held by a youngster in his early teens that calmed the frightened horses with his hands and easy manner.

Adelaide was terrified and dove for the safety of her grandfather’s arms while Etienne curled into the neck of his horse and held on desperately. A quick glance at Andre showed that he and his son were tending to their children and the packhorses.

Finally, the keening note stopped, and Emile took a deep breath in relief, only to hear the wagoneer shout, “Get off your horses! Quickly! There is worse to come!”

Energized by the concern in the man’s voice, Emile swung down from his horse, holding Adelaide in his arms and tucking her head inside his open jacket. With gratitude, he saw that his horse and the one that his granddaughter had been riding were being firmly controlled by the deerhound who had their reins in its mouth.

When the animal looked at him and winked with one of its eyes, Emile thought his head would explode, except that on the strangest of all days, his ability to react with genuine astonishment had been worn out. For now, he decided to settle for being relieved and thankful.

A woman in the dress of an upper servant called out to the children, “Come over here, dearlings. We expect more very noisy parts to occur in just a few seconds, so if you hurry over here, you can slip into the side compartments where it will not be so loud.”

Emile put Adelaide down, and the little girl ran as if she was pursued by a hungry bear. The child headed directly toward the woman and flung her body into the woman’s embrace. Without showing any surprise or rejection, the woman tucked Adelaide against her with one arm and use the other to pull the remaining children along with her into the side of the wagon.

The wagoneer and another man wearing the emblem of a Houndmaster quickly and efficiently stripped the packs off the packhorses, taking the baggage on the run toward the wagon and slipping them into a storage compartment behind the wheels.

They moved so quickly that Emile began to feel her sense of urgency and searched around him for a threat. Slightly amused, he realized that he had placed his hand on the gun at his waist. His mirth grew more when he realized that Andre and Russell had done the same.

The men loading the packs snapped the covers on the compartments closed just in time.

So suddenly that Emile jumped, tortured screams from many voices sounded, and the sound fountained up so high that Emile felt the breath catch in his throat. His lungs began to burn, and panic etched scars across his emotions as he wondered how long he could avoid breathing.

The cries of anguish terminated abruptly into the sounds of something large shattering. So realistic and immediate was that sound that Emile almost expected to feel the debris and fragments pelting his body, but nothing was there.

The nobleman watched as the Stablemaster and the young man that had calmed his horses carried two newborn foals tenderly to the wagon and laid them gently in a nest of straw and old blankets. Right behind them came a young girl dressed like a kitchen maid leading a mare who had evidently just given birth.

Emile could see that the transport wagon had a dropped carriage between the two double axles that allowed animals to enter the vehicle with only a single step up. In most cases, horses would need a fair amount of persuasion to do even that. However, the sight of her babies made the ascent difficulty irrelevant, and the young mother horse required no other urging to step into the wagon and move forward. Anxiously nuzzling the foals, the mare seemed to relax and leaned against the hay bales that had been used to separate her from the other horse in the wagon.

The sound of lightning strikes sizzled through the air, and Emile looked around, trying to locate the targets but could not do so. The lightning was not like anything he had ever seen before. Looking more like eerie bolts of some malign spell, the man’s ability to determine the strike points was blocked by the Château’s imposing structure.

The wagon master was closing up the back of the wagon, and Emile saw that the young stablehand was staying in the back of the wagon with the pregnant horse. At first concerned about where his grandchildren were, Emile relaxed when he saw the clever area built out in the wagon to hold large items for storage. In what the retired General thought was a brilliant move, that area had been fitted with cushions and blankets. It was now occupied by children, including Etienne and Adelaide. When he saw the calm older woman settling herself there also, the concerned grandfather relaxed.

The wagoneer, who hurriedly introduced himself as Hugh, explained that they needed to look like a transport wagon moving valuable animals and goods to a client’s home with an escort of armed men. Emile immediately caught on and asked, “Would you like Andre, Russell, and me to arrange ourselves around the wagon as an armed escort, including tying up the pack animals in the appropriate places?”

Heaving an audible sigh of relief, Hugh said, “Yes, thank you! I do not know enough about setting up escorts to make it look believable, and if we are challenged, we need to respond correctly.”

Emile asked, “Will we run into Blood Mage packs?”

Hugh gave him a grim smile of satisfaction and answered, “There is only one other formal Blood Mage group in Paris. Your son will keep the remnants busy here, and Grunwald’s group is going to go straight for their broken circle. We are following a different route and entering the catacombs via one of the two ways that wagons can get in there. If we make it past the first ten miles, we should have no problem.”

Once again, the retired General and the wagon driver exchanged savage grins before turning back to their individual tasks. As Hugh climbed onto the wagon prepared to leave, Emile deployed the scratch force composed of his two men and several coming from the estate around the wagon in a standard configuration for an armed escort. It took the experienced military man only a few minutes to sketch out who would respond to what in a couple of likely scenarios.

When Hugh looked up to see if the escort was ready, Emile was able to nod his head and motion the escort detail forward. Moving at a steady pace, the escorted wagon and its precious contents were soon on the Parisian beltline and headed toward the rendezvous with the main party.

Emile realized, to his surprise, that not even fifteen minutes had passed since he had arrived and met Hugh. Acknowledging that his grandchildren were now safer with additional protectors around them, the retired General and grieving father spared a prayer for his son. He thought silently, May the good Lord you safe in his arms, François. May you live long and well, my well-loved son. I promise you to do my best to take care of your two children and keep the memory of you and Josefina alive for them. Take my blessings and love with you wherever you go. Amen.
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Chapter 29 – Blood Mage Trail

Estate d’ Reauvrey, Paris, France

Henri Grunwald stormed through the Château, practically dragging Marcel with him. The remainder of their circle straggled along behind them, shocked from the experience of actual combat and that of having the majority of their fellows destroyed in the last hour.

The two Blood Mages were the most powerful in their group and had been together since they had begun to explore the darker side of Magic so many years ago. It worked out well for the two men since Henri insisted on being in control, and Marcel did not wish any specific responsibility.

It had taken them a long time, but the two men had built up their circle of Blood Mages to be the strongest and most prominent in Paris. For many years they had flown under the radar, concealing precisely what they were doing. In fact, Henri had willingly acted like a fool so that no one would take them seriously. That day had passed.

Now, with the Blood Mages ascendant, all of Paris trembled and waited for disaster to strike. Henri gloried in the feeling of power and the knowledge that he could pay back every slight and every insult without fear of retribution. His gleeful embrace of the tenets of Blood Magic had powered them through many thresholds that other groups had crumbled upon.

Patiently, the two had gathered information from all over the world and pieced it together until they had evidence of the two unique components required to perform a Great Working that would cement their place as a global power.

It had been just serendipity as far as Henri was concerned that the Witch Rosemary was too blinded by her own vanity to detect the fact that she was being manipulated. Henri was looking forward to slitting the woman’s perfect throat on his alter and harvesting not only her great power but her wealth.

Everything had been going well, without any significant problems. They had even successfully inserted one of their own, a low-powered Witch that longed to be a Blood Mage, into the stupid noblewoman’s household. Now, just when they were on the edge of a Great Working, something had gone wrong.

Marcel did not know precisely what had happened, but he could tell from Henri’s reaction and the violent curses that continued to pour out of his mouth that something was definitely and significantly wrong. The man’s skin ruffled in goosebumps, and he shivered as if a cold wind had blown over his neck. Looking to where their followers trailed after them, Marcel wondered where all the rest of them were. Finally deciding to brave Henri’s anger to settle the issue, the indolent Blood Mage asked anxiously, “Henri, where are the rest of our guys? There should be more than twelve of us total!”

Spinning like a disturbed snake, Henri shook Marcel by the arm he had been using to pull the man with him and demanded, “Were you not paying attention when I told you that we were going to tie the circle’s integrity to our lower-level followers? What do you think happens when a circle is abruptly broken, and their life energy is tied to fixing it? There is no fixing something if some audacious fool went in and broke it!”

Henri would have said more, but the Witch Rosemary came racing out of the salon that opened into the hall a few feet in front of the two men. Sounding like a Parisian fishmonger, the noblewoman demanded, “Get back outside! You coward! You left the others there, and the regular soldiers are now pushing the Blood Mages back! Even more of my lawn is getting destroyed, and it could take weeks to fix it!”

Henri focused his eyes on the Witch, and Marcel could see the red flames in the back of his gaze. The Blood Mage looked to where the Witch had grabbed hold of his jacket lapel and said viciously, “You little twat, if you are such a vaunted Magic-user, supposedly the Premier Witch of Paris, why are you not out there fighting? Getting allies does not mean you can have them sacrifice themselves as you sit on the sidelines buffing your nails. You are expected to share the danger, not offload it.”

Rosemary stepped back from him in horror and exclaimed hotly, “I am a noblewoman! There should be no reason that I have to sully myself with manual labor, let alone risk my beauty on the battlefield. That is what peasants are for!”

Henri let out a nasty chuckle and crowded in closer to the Witch. Pitching his voice low and menacing, the Blood Mage gritted out through his teeth, “You are descended from a man that killed his own father and brother in order to inherit. The other side of your family is just as warped with a mother that sabotaged her sisters to make a high-profile match with your father. They spent their whole lives being miserable and taking lovers to satisfy the empty holes within them.

“You should not get too disdainful of peasants, my so-called Lady Witch, because at the time of your conception, your father had found his entertainment in the bordellos of Calais, and your mother was busy running through every decent-looking peasant on the estate. One might wonder who your father actually is!”

Rosemary stepped back, her hand against her cheek as if Henri had slapped her. So angry that the words seem to stick in her throat, the Lady Rosemary turned white in shock before her complexion flushed an ugly red in a fury. Finally forcing out words past her spasming throat, the Witch screeched, “How dare you! You are a poser, someone who wants to be powerful but will never achieve that. You think you have all the power, but you lack the intelligence and wisdom to use that influence. Someone will strip everything away from you, and I will sit and cheer as they do it!”

Henri ignored the fuming woman and waved his followers past him toward the transport circle. Responding to Henri’s cues, Marcel led the second and third-tier Blood Mages of their group quickly around the hysterical Witch. The woman did not appear to even notice them.

All of her focus was on Henri, and the venom and bile in her speech continued to splatter everywhere. When the powerful Blood Mage turned his attention back to her, he realized that she had continued to scream at him the whole time. “… Paris is mine! After I take care of these idiots that have messed up my lawn, I will come after you, and you will rue the day you ever thought to insult me!”

Henry shrugged his shoulders at her, muttering, “Whatever!” Totally ignoring Rosemary’s hysterical rant, the Blood Mage followed his team down the hallway, already planning on what they would do when they reached the Place of Power.

Behind him, Rosemary stood in the middle of the hall, screaming, “Come back here! Come back here this second! We are not done yet! Do not ignore me, you stupid filthy peasant!”

No longer paying attention to her, Henri disappeared into the room that held the inscribed transport circle. A few seconds later, the flash of a transport spell sent a bubble of light out into the hallway.

Rosemary was so angry she was shaking, but she had no idea what to do next. The soothing voice of her maid, Drew, reached inside her shell of anger and fear to provide comfort and calm direction. The lady’s maid crooned, “My Lady, please calm yourself. No charlatan Mage is worth your trouble. I just looked at the battle, and the Blood Mages are doing pretty well, even with the cowardly retreat of one of your allies.”

Rosemary allowed herself to be guided back into the room and seated in a chair by the fire. Tenderly, Drew pulled a small Ottoman over and elevated the woman’s feet. Still using her calm, sweet voice, the maid asked, “Perhaps a soothing cup of tea would help you. We would not want any strong negative emotions causing those terrible wrinkles on your face. Why do you not just sit here and warm up? I will go down and bring back a tray. I am sure that someone in the kitchen will prepare a beautiful one worthy of your regard.”

Strong emotions are always a drain on strength, and Rosemary’s had been swinging on a pendulum for several hours. Drawing in a shaky breath, the noblewoman agreed, saying, “Yes, Drew. That sounds like a perfect thing to wash the unpleasant taste of this encounter out of my mouth. Let me recover for a little bit, and then we will see if there is anything I need to do to assist my poor abandoned allies in their cleanup of the last of their defeated foes.” With the automatic motion of a well-ingrained habit, Rosemary ran the tips of her fingers down the delicate gold chain that was barely visible as it plunged into her cleavage.

Making sure that her mistress had a cozy, beautifully done lap robe thrown across her legs to keep her warm and a hand mirror to keep her occupied, Drew slipped out of the room and made her way toward the kitchen.

In the main salon, Rosemary calmed down enough to start plotting out her revenge. Sitting there in comfort, the woman shivered in the suddenly cold air. Pulling the lap robe up a bit higher, the noblewoman thought peevishly, For as many people as I have to maintain the Château, you would think they could solve the problem of drafts better.

The cold got more intense, and Rosemary felt the ache of the temperature in her fingers and an icy band around her neck. Raising her free hand up toward her neck, the Witch was stunned to see that her hand was covered with blood. There was a strange gurgling sound, and Rosemary became even more confused.

There was blood everywhere, spilling down her gown and dappling the expensive upholstery on the chair. Frantically, Rosemary thought to herself, No one will be able to get all of this blood out of the furniture. Hopefully, it does not stain the carpet!”

Sensing someone else in the room, Rosemary looked up, expecting to see Drew. Instead, it was some horrible woman dressed all in black. Feeling offended by the unheralded visitation, Rosemary attempted to speak. Only when her voice did not work, and the gurgling sound increased did she realized that the blood was hers.

The noblewoman tried to get her feet, but the strange creature in the black outfit stuck a finger on her chest and pushed her back into the chair. Leaning forward, the woman said in a cold voice, “Goodbye, bitch! TT hopes your soul burns forever in hell!”

With a powerful abrupt movement, the woman grabbed the chain around Rosemary’s neck and yanked it hard enough to break the links. Panicked, Rosemary clutched for her necklace, but the strange woman was too fast. Stepping back from the dying Witch, Cynthia held up the delicately made jeweled amulet in triumph. Her controlled, cold voice rang out, “Can you feel age setting in? Are you still conscious to feel the little prickles of pain as your skin wrinkles and sags? Now, when they look at you in your casket, all they will see is the ugliness that is you.”

Rosemary tried to deny what was going on, struggling against the spotty darkness that was taking over her vision and her body’s unwillingness to breathe. Her lips formed her desperate plea, “Mine, please give me…” but Cynthia had no sympathy for the woman who had sacrificed so many for vanity.

Looking like Nemesis personified, Cynthia swung the amulet against the marble of the fireplace. The smashing sound cut through Rosemary’s fading senses and pulled another gurgling, tortured scream of anguish from her. Another gout of blood forced its way from her severed throat when the black-clad assassin swept up the hand mirror left so conveniently next to the woman and showed her reflection. The horror of that had the noblewoman trying to twist away, but her body no longer obeyed her.

Rosemary’s vision was growing dim, and her limbs were unresponsive. As her consciousness began to shred and her sense of self dissipated, the Witch’s last thought was, TT, I think she was a Familiar, but there were so many I cannot remember which one she was. Now unable to think, the last sight that Lady Rosemary d’ Reauvrey saw before her soul left her body was the blotched and raddled face of an ugly old woman staring at her from the mirror.

Drew walked into the room with a tea tray, saying cheerfully, “My Lady, they put together a lovely tray for you….” The bloodsoaked chair and the spreading pool of crimson fluid on the floor startled the maid, and she quickly put the tray down on a convenient surface. Stepping carefully over to where she could see Rosemary, Drew smiled and said, “Now, this is interesting. I guess that real life has finally intruded on your reality, you pompous bitch! Henri will be thrilled when I tell him, and I will hold him to the promise he made me. This estate will be mine, and it will be my turn to be pampered and spoiled. Then I can take my proper place among the Magical elite of Paris!”

Turning quickly to leave the room, Drew was startled to find that a woman was standing directly behind her. Dressed all in black leather, the woman was stunning in an ice-cold way. White-blonde hair, bright blue eyes, she could have been a winter storm come to life.

Before Drew could say anything, there was a sharp pain in her chest, and the dumbfounded woman stared down at the black-hilted dagger protruding from her rib cage. The maid’s brain could not process what she was seeing or feeling, so she lifted up her eyes toward the strange woman and raised a trembling hand in the air.

Easily avoiding her touch, the woman leaned closer to her and said, “This way, you can keep Rosemary company in hell!” There was another puff of ice-cold air, and the woman was no longer there. Drew tried to force her legs to move forward so she could ring the bell and summon other servants, but the distance was too great.

The maid fell to her knees and a second later collapsed onto the floor. Nothing she did would allow her to draw in a breath, and she reached for the dagger, only to find that it was gone.

Instead, her hand was filled with the hot blood pouring out of her chest and across the floor. Another whisper of cold slid across her face, and the chilly voice told her, “Just so you know, Henri never would have allowed you to have this estate. He had already made arrangements to dispose of you as soon as Rosemary was dead. Unfortunately, both of you have died before he can set himself up as the Mage of Paris. I suppose I should be sorry, but I am not. The souls of all the people you have sacrificed for your own benefit are waiting for you, Drusilla von Berger. They will be your entertainment for eternity.”

The woman’s presence disappeared, but Drew did not notice. Her staring eyes seemed to be looking at the ceiling, but all they did was stare, refusing to blink as the flow of blood stopped.

<< <> >>

François du Arcand was bent over his map table, studying the locations of the remaining pockets of Blood Mages. Once they had broken the groups apart, taking them out had not been a complex problem. The combinations of munitions and stabilizing Magic that his forces were using were working incredibly well, and his mind was busy trying to determine how best to leverage the new protocol.

There was a cold draft in the air and a flash of a black leather-covered arm in front of him. The Mercenary Commander jumped back from the table, reaching for his weapon but saw that there was no longer anyone there, although they had left several items on the map.

Approaching the map table with caution, François saw that one of the items was the Chatelain’s keys for the Château. Catching his breath in wonder, the man picked up the small book sitting beside the bloodied keys. Opening it and flipping pages, it took him a few moments to realize that what he held in his hand was someone’s meticulous notes about the location of every Blood Mage’s Place of Power and residences in all of France.

Raising his eyes up to the room in general, François said in a humble tone, “Thank you. This is literally priceless and may make the difference between life and death for many of us.”

As Remi walked back into the room to find out who François was talking to, the air just behind his second-in-command trembled, and the black-clad woman stepped out of the disturbance. She stared at him for a moment before she smiled, changing her face in an instant from cold and remote to breathtaking and approachable. Softly she said, “That is compliments of the Badger Hole Bar and the Bright Witch Zhanna. Use them well, François.”

At the first sound of the strange voice, Remi dodged to the side and spun, drawing his weapon. By the time the big man could act further, the woman had slid back into the trembling air and disappeared.

The two men stared at each other in amazement before François waved his friend over to see the gifts they had been given.
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Chapter 30 – Ready Set Go

Paris Catacombs, France, Earth

Emile saw the landmark that Hugh told him to watch for on a building a short distance ahead. Signaling to the rest of the escort that he would go speak to the wagon driver, the retired military man eased his well-trained horse back to where he could hold a position at the side of the big man’s seat. In a low voice, Emile asked, “What do we have to do next? We are about half a block away from the turnoff and do not want to look like we are flailing around. That would draw more attention than anything else.”

Hugh answered, smiling easily, “There is a great set of horse troughs so we can look like we were just stopping to water our horses. As soon as we get the Vanners watered and back in their traces, we should get the wagon through the entrance as quietly as possible. But the escorts should water their horses and disappear one by one to join us. If we feel observed, just chill out and act like we are taking a break. After everyone is in the tunnel, we need to go straight through a dimly lit broad tunnel and do a small dogleg to the left. Then we will have one downward slope and should be able to enter into the same area where the rest of our party is waiting.”

Emile said, “that sounds straightforward enough, but I am sure there is more to it than that. What else do you have to tell me? It will help us be better prepared to respond appropriately.”

Hugh grinned, saying, “It is so nice dealing with a professional! We may encounter the robbers in the first half-mile, but unlikely. Some nasty threats could attack us from the air, but they do not like any form of sunlight, and the light is filtered but still very present until we take that dogleg. Once past the dogleg, which will be tight maneuvering for the wagon, your guess is as good as mine.”

The older man thought for a moment and said tentatively, “Will the main party have scouts out? Or sentries?” It was evident from his expression that he had no idea, so Emile took the information he had obtained back to the other men riding horses and pretending to be an armed escort.

Emile’s mind kept cycling through the different areas that he wanted to think about. His senses still strained to listen for any crumb of information about the battle that he knew was still raging at Rosemary’s estate. He kept praying for his son. First, the man would survive, and second that he would do well.

Realizing that it was probably just as well that he needed to spend so much of his energy watching for danger, the retired General felt like he was a young officer again, just removed from the sharp end of the attack and trying to fit his mind around defensive moves instead. There was a nervous energy about everything that he did, thrumming with the adrenaline of facing unplanned and unexpected dangers.

He was not the only one who was invigorated by what they were doing. Emile could see Andre smiling and exchanging comments with the people riding close to him. This was more liveliness than he had seen in his dour Batman in decades. Russell, Andre’s son, was stealing glimpses of his father and looking astonished. The devil may care, young soldier that Emile remembered first meeting more than four decades ago appeared more and more as they rode.

The big surprise for Emile was the change in behavior of both the Houndmaster and Stablemaster. Both men sat their horses as if they were an extension of the animal itself. More than that, the Stablemaster not only wore multiple short guns at his waist but also had a long gun holstered through a slip sheath that Emile recognized as the hallmark of a famed group of scouts that fought in the last major French war overseas.

The Houndmaster was the most perplexing. The man rode with a slouched competence, his eyes continually darted around looking for threats. His massive deerhound bitch, Adelphia, kept pace beside him as if she knew she belonged there. His scuffed-up overcoat had padded leather at his shoulders and forearms, and he carried two pairs of wicked-looking knives tucked in his belt. Resting on his shoulder was the coil of leather that marked the presence of a long whip, but no projectile weapons were visible on his person.

Emile thought to himself, If I did not know better, I would think I had fallen in with a band of buccaneers, or even pirates. I wonder if they all feel like I do right now? It is as if I took sorrow and regret and combined it with the excitement of discovery and anticipation of testing myself against a new situation, a new enemy.

While the retired General been thinking, the small cavalcade reached the watering area, and the Gypsy Vanners were quickly watered and harnessed again. While other members of the escort checked the place for watchers, Emile kept his eyes on Hugh. If he had not done that, he would not have believed his eyes when the wagon turned left and disappeared. Startled, the man sat there dumbfounded for a few seconds before remembering that he was supposed to move into the concealed entrance next.

Giving his own body a shake to knock himself out of the contemplative troughs that he had fallen into, Emile turned and smoothly slipped his horse into the visually deceptive break in the rock. He thought to himself, You would think that a passage wide enough to admit a big wagon would be more difficult to conceal, but this proves that theory wrong.

Emile could see the familiar back of Hugh’s wagon with the faithful packhorses still tied to the vehicle's side rails about two hundred yards ahead. He waved at Hugh, who waved back. Then, Emile pulled his pistol out of his waistband and waited for the next escort to come through the concealed notch.

One by one, the escort slipped into the passageway entrance without incident. Drawing a breath of relief, Emile headed off for the vanguard, leaving the rearguard position to Andre and Russell.

Moving reasonably quickly but cautiously, the wagon and its escort drove through the increasing darkness down to where the passageway appeared to turn to the left. Without asking, the Stablemaster moved to the van, checking with Emile before drawing a short-range gun and moving through the dogleg as point. Norbert, the Houndmaster, backed him up with drawn blades. Close behind him was Emile, checking the next area for threats and strategic advantage. Only then did Hugh get the approval to move the wagon through the tight dogleg.

It was agonizing to watch Hugh maneuver the big wagon through the tight spaces. Emile could see how this point would be the most vulnerable section of the trip. He also was profoundly grateful that he was not the one driving the wagon. At last, the wagon was through, and the rearguard tightened up as they set off for the rendezvous area where hopefully their fellow travelers were waiting.

They traveled for about ten more minutes in the fading light before the Houndmaster threw his arm up and instantly stopped their forward momentum. Emile could see the man was staring intently at a jumbled pile of stones and stalactites in the far left corner of this section of the passage. Adelphia moved a few feet away from him and advanced so that she was her body length ahead of her human. The dog’s ears were pricked forward, and her posture conveyed curiosity rather than a threat.

Sitting motionlessly, the man seemed to be willing to wait forever but was eventually rewarded by two massive and sleek bodies slipping off the rocks and padding forward to greet him. Dappled gray, black, and cream colors gave the two massive cats perfect camouflage for the dim light. Each of the feline’s touched noses with Adelphia before moving closer to where Norbert waited.

After a few moments of silent conversation, one of the cats headed off in the direction the rendezvous point was supposed to be, while the other took up a post just outside Adelphia’s position next to the Houndmaster. Without looking back, Norbert led the way.

Moving from the dark passageways to the light in the larger chamber was confusing to the eye of both man and beast. The Vanners shook their head and kept going, but most of the riding horses needed to pause for a few seconds before becoming comfortable enough to move.

Hugh pulled the wagon into a large empty space and was immediately surrounded by people asking for status or inquiring if anyone needed help. Before he could respond, there was a deep, joyful bark, and Boney’s familiar figure came charging through the crowd and took a flying leap to clear the wagon and people on the way to his beloved master.

The man was immediately covered with a thorough face washing as the hound reassured himself that his adored companion was safe. Wiggling like an overexcited puppy, the big dog's tail repeatedly slammed into Hugh’s thigh, making him laugh.

The Houndmaster had already dismounted and was offloading enough things from the back so that Lori could be carried off by the Healers. She had been on a small pallet in one of the storage areas while they had traveled. Her unconscious body was tenderly extracted by several of the larger Healers and moved to the area where all the more seriously injured patients were kept.

Timur was there, although the man had improved enough that he was hoping to be released within the hour. The two youngsters injured on the trek from Jeremiah’s townhouse had spent only a few minutes in the treatment area before being declared well enough to resume regular activity. The only current patients in that area were a battered Persian cat and the Russian pawnbroker that had come with Peotr.

Lori soon became the center of a swirling mass of Healers, Witches, and one allopathic Doctor. Geriel was directing most of the Healers, reminding them, “Remember, we need to get these people stabilized because we have to be leaving in just a few moments.”

The Houndmaster watched from the sidelines, a worried and desperate look on his face. Adelphia leaned her head against his thigh, trying wordlessly to comfort him. After a short while, the man took a deep breath and turned to check on the young man that had brought the rest of his dogs to safety. As he walked away, he cast several glances back where Lori’s still form was being treated, and his lips moved in a soundless prayer.

Suddenly, there was a flash of bright light, and people flattened themselves against the floor or other protective surfaces, trying to figure out what was happening. In the sudden quiet, two voices were heard. One was the triumphant roar from TT grown to her warrior size. The other was the thankful caterwaul of the no longer bedraggled Persian cat.

All of the Mages and Witches could hear Valerie’s joyful mental cry, << I can see again! I no longer have scars, and my coat is undamaged. I look like myself again! And I can see! >>

TT was less thankful and more celebratory, proclaiming to everyone who could hear her, << The Wicked Witch Rosemary is gone! Gone from this reality, and her thefts have been released. May those that she has wronged feel resolution, but for me, I rejoice in the fact she no longer pollutes this world! I just hope that she suffered as much as her dead Familiars and hapless servants did. >>
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Chapter 31 – Picking Up the Trail

Parisian Catacombs

Henri’s transport node tied the Witch’s estate to his opulent offices in the Fourth Arrondissement of Paris. It was only several blocks away from his Place of Power, but the journey between the two had never seemed to take as long. To Marcel, the time seemed stretched out and artificially slowed, peppered as it was with Henri’s curses and diatribes.

Every member of their Blood Mage circle moved together in a silent and clustered arrow of anger and determination. Although Henri was not conscious of anything outside of his targeted fury, Marcel was greatly disturbed by the feeling of pressure from the Blood Mages that he could detect around the entrance to their previously secret location. He exchanged glances with Jacques Dulin, the strongest of their second-tier Blood Mages. When the man nodded his head in agreement, Marcel laid a gentle hand on Henri's upper arm and stopped him in mid-rant.

The furious Blood Mage looked at him and demanded, “What? What is so important that you have to disturb me?”

The ordinarily calm Marcel heard the tension in his own voice as he answered, “It feels like we have a welcoming party. Jacques and I are both reading it as a confrontation or ambush before we get to the actual entrance to the stairway, but considering all of the Blood Mages that were drawn over to help the Witch Rosemary, it has to be the Crimson Scream.”

Henri threw his hands in the air dramatically and half screamed, “Wonderful! Now I just have to deal with Rafael’s crap! He is the last person I want to have to talk to today, but it looks like that is what I have to do.”

The head of the Parisian Blood Mage circle worked on throttling his boiling anger so that he was controlled before he met up with the man who always irritated him, just by breathing. Pulling on all of his abilities, Henri managed to erase the furious look from his face and changed his stomping progress into a more relaxed walk.

Stepping off the street and into the small garden park that concealed the entrance to the Parisian catacombs and his circle’s Place of Power, Henri was confronted with the smirking face of Rafael Louis. As usual, the slovenly man wore clothing that was wrinkled and stained, but the self-satisfied smile on his face was what sorely tested Henri’s control.

Rafael asked in a patently fake sympathetic tone, “It feels like you have had a bit of a problem here. We tracked a partially concealed Magic-user here, but then he disappeared. Unable to find him again when we walked around all directions, the explosion of energy and the massive release of chained souls drew us back. I figured you would be coming this way to try to punish whoever had done this, and out of the goodness of our hearts, we are offering you our assistance.”

Henri really wanted to slap the smirk off Rafael’s face, even more than he wanted to slit the man’s throat. However, he was very conscious that his entire surviving circle was there, and if they took any more damage in this fight, he would be prime prey for whichever group chose to attack him. Rafael’s Crimson Scream circle was the largest remaining Blood Mage circle, even if the ambitious Mage did not know it. By accepting Rafael’s assistance, Henri thought that he could direct most of the damage toward the rival circle and still maintain his group’s ascendancy.

Driving his resentment deep underground, Henri graciously accepted the offer. The two circle leaders made their way down the concealed staircase and approached the former Place of Power. Henri stepped confidently through the open door but stopped immediately, aghast at what he saw. Beside him, he heard Rafael gasp in horror, inadvertently asking, “What in the hell happened here?”

One by one, the Blood Mages of each group stepped into the room and stared at the scene of total destruction. Where cabinets once stood, all that was left were splinters. The smell of noxious chemicals burned the eyes and clogged up the nose.

Henri and Marcel stared in disbelieving horror at the fragmented incised circle and the bottomless pit in the middle of the room. Neither man knew of any force that would produce such a massive transformation of a Blood Mage’s shielded area.

Thomas Mack, one of Henri’s stronger third-tier Blood Mages, leaned forward deferentially and said to Henri and Marcel, “I had taken several drops of blood from each of the people that were bound in the circle, as you two know. On a whim, I checked to see if I could pick up any trace of them or if they had disappeared in the explosion.”

Eyes alight with his anger, Henri turned to the man and grabbed his upper arm, shaking it slightly as he asked, “And? What did you find?”

The younger Blood Mage smiled, his expression radiating sadistic anticipation before he said, “We can track two of the people. Sebastian is outside of the room holding those traces for me. Both of the two were among the stronger Magical sources. The strongest one, Bernard, was the last one in the room, and his tracks lead deeper into the catacombs.”

Energized, Henri spun to his people, saying, “I need a couple of you to track down the person that fled onto the streets of Paris. If it is acceptable to Rafael, I would like one or two of his people to go. Bring back the person if possible. Otherwise, kill him.”

Rafael immediately pointed at two of his people and offered, “These two will work with them. I think a 50-50 split of whatever we recover or find is reasonable without protracted negotiations. Is that all right with you?”

When Henri wanted to argue, Marcel tapped his forearm and stared him in the eyes, trying to remind him of how depleted their circle was. Shrugging his shoulders, Henri said with a fake smile pasted on his face, “Yes, Rafael, that is acceptable to us.”

In very short order, the two circles figured out how they would temporarily come together. Their forces were about equal at that moment, with the Crimson Scream having two more low-level people than Henri’s group did but lacking one of the tier-two Mages that held substantial power.

To even out the risk, the Mages that led their small force were pulled from both circles. Edward, a trusted third-tier Mage of Henri’s, alternated taking point with Justin, one of Raphael’s Mages with similar abilities and power. Henri and Rafael were in the middle of the order, protected by their minions to the front and the rear.

As they set out, there was a fair amount of chatter among the Blood Mages, who all were excited about the chase and looking forward to acquiring more Power of their own. Marcel was the only one who did not appear to be energized about the pursuit.

Henri knew that his second-in-command was disturbed about something, but in a rush to catch up with the fleeing Bernard, he did not think it was necessary to stop and check why Marcel kept glancing uneasily all around them. He thought to himself, I am sure that Marcel will tell me all about it when we are done. However, we need to catch up with Bernard and find out what he knew and if he was part of the destruction of the circle. I do not see how that would be possible, but I also do not know what sort of power was invoked to obliterate a 1000-soul ring.

The group had not gotten very far when the ground in the passageway abruptly opened up into a pit. Edward barely avoided impaling himself on a rusty spike as he fell to the bottom by twisting his body into a painful-looking contortion. Luckily, Justin was just far enough back that he could fling his body backward and avoid the dropping ground.

Getting Edward out of the pit and strapping his strained ankle delayed them a few minutes, but Henri did not want to split their party up. Finally, after much moaning and groaning, they were on their way again, still following the flickering of the tracker that was locked onto Bernard.

Henri held his hand up and yelled, “Stop!” Everyone froze where they were and glanced wildly around for danger but saw nothing. The high Blood Mage said softly, “Listen. I hear a group of people somewhere close.”

Many of the Blood Mages started to grin, and others began to prepare spells. The noises were varied and sounded like a murmur of many voices. Henri could not think of why many people would be in the catacombs. Therefore, his assumption was that the echoing effect of the underground tunnels was multiplying the apparent number of people. To his mind, that made an understandable goal for Bernard, and Henri was determined to catch and punish them.

Rafael directed everyone to stay quiet, and the group began to creep forward once more. This time they moved about half the speed they had been, listening carefully and practically salivating with anticipated greed. So focused were they on their prey, they forgot to watch their own surroundings.

Smashing down into the middle of the line was two large, vaguely humanoid forms. With longer arms and large pupils in pale eyes, the attackers reminded Henri of monkeys he had seen a long time ago in the zoo. One of the Mages exclaimed in horror, “Cave apes! Do not let them get hold of you!” For the people that had been smashed to the ground, that advice was too late. The stunned Mages were grabbed one by one, and the cave apes quickly ripped their throats out.

Ingram, one of Henri’s third-tier Mages, managed to fire off a strong bolt of force. It struck one of the cave apes squarely in the center of his chest, and the big animal was thrown backward a good ten feet to smash into the side of the passageway. Although injured, the big animal crawled to its feet, shaking its befuddled head for a moment before launching its body directly at the group of Blood Mages with a spine-chilling roar.

Although most of the Mages reacted by firing spells back, several more timid ones were frightened into immobility, which proved to be fatal. Focused on the drama going on with the one cave ape, the Mages had inconveniently forgotten about the second. This slightly smaller animal grabbed two more of the Mages frozen in their tracks, and without apparent effort, it ripped their heads off and began to chew noisily on their necks.

Even through the noise around him, Henri could hear the sound of those distant people getting louder and thought at first they might be coming to help his party. After a second analysis, he knew that just meant they had telegraphed their presence to the group, and it was going to do what it could to get away.

Henri’s temper grew hotter, and he chafed at having to slow things down for the weaker Mages. However, deciding that he would need all the manpower he could get when he met up with the group they were pursuing, the more powerful Mage began to throw targeted spells to confine and weaken the cave apes.

Battling the cave apes to a standstill and managing to kill one and cause the other to flee took far longer and more power than any of the Mages expected. They had gotten lazy and spoiled over the last few years. Most of their so-called fights had been against people that were blindsided and totally unable to protect themselves. That was not true for this battle with the tunnel’s apex predator.

For the most part, the cave apes absorbed the damage that would have floored or destroyed a human. The big animals appeared to have additional natural protection. Only when all the surviving second-level Mages teemed with Henri, Marcel, and Rafael, did they succeed in destroying the one cave ape and injuring the other one to the point where the animal fled into the darker parts of the catacombs.

The sound of the fleeing animal's footsteps grew fainter until the rattled Mages could not hear it move any longer. They realize that much of the sound had gone away while they were fighting, making it easy to discern the pain-filled gasps and the heavy breathing of both injured and uninjured Blood Mages.

Henri and Rafael were all for leaving the injured Mages to fend for themselves, but Marcel pointed out that even an injured Blood Mage would be an asset in the battle that they were probably going to have to fight. Giving way to the man’s opinion, Henri and Rafael perched on convenient boulders and glowered at the rest of the Blood Mages as they worked out makeshift bandages and crutches.

Both Rafael and Henri could feel the time ticking away and knew that their prey was getting further away from them. However, realizing that they needed more than just one or two men, the two men sat and waited, Henri drumming his fingers on the side of a rock while Rafael paced back and forth.
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Chapter 32 – Off to the Races

Parisian Catacombs

Chimeg and Peotr were talking with Javier, the Priest Mage, and the Witch Rada. The approach they had decided to take was to use the Folded Step spell to move the bulkier items and vehicles through the portal rather than try to fight them past any narrow section of the passageway. The horses and other four-footed animals that could sweep through the portal quickly would also be a priority for inclusion in that process. The birds would either perch on a wagon or some other stable platform since none of them were comfortable in the caves.

Everyone was concerned about the capacity of the Magic users since they had already cast the exhausting spell multiple times that day. The plan was that the Priest Mages and the Witches would perform the casting three times for each of the sections of travel. Then, those that had not managed to make it through the Magic portal would follow up on foot while the Magic users rested and recovered.

When they used the folded method of travel before, Khan Oktai had scouted ahead to spot their touchpoints. Since such aerial scouting was not possible in the tunnels, two of the snow leopards with the strongest mental voices had volunteered to run ahead and find areas suitable for stopping. Chimeg was confident that the big felines were capable of overcoming or evading any danger they might encounter, and their speed was high enough that the group’s movement would not be too inhibited.

Chimeg knew they were in place because they had tested their conductivity periodically on the way there. The whole time they have been trying things, Chimeg worried about all sorts of failure points. Would their voice reach far enough to get to the party? What happened if they were attacked by an overwhelming force without reinforcements? All of these questions and more splintered her night.

The Journeyman Seer did not want to think of how difficult this would be if the Blood Mages chased them. However, they had worked out a scenario that included an active pursuit by the Blood Mages. In that situation, the front section of the convoy would take off on the next step before the entire group had come together at the waypoint. Everyone understood that it was vital to keep their most vulnerable noncombatants as far away from the Blood Mages as possible. Without active shields, the unbonded Familiars and low-level Magic users would be easily killed by the tainted Mages they were fleeing.

Peotr had assigned combat Magic users and mercenaries to each of the people involved in casting the spells. He did not want a situation where they were unprotected, and none of them were fooling themselves into thinking that the catacombs and the tunnels were safe. Between the flying batlike creatures with poisonous claws and teeth and the massive cave apes, the idea of leaving any of their party without protection was anathema.

The first group of horses and conveyances was positioned, and Magic users were ready. Chimeg felt nauseous with anticipation, her stomach in rebellion and her heart slamming energized. Martina leaned against her, the big dog's mental voice rumbling gently along their bond, << There does not seem to be a reason to delay, so give the signal and let us start this adventure! You can feel sick later. >>

The Seer smiled at the impatient sound of her Familiar’s voice and gave the signal to Javier to begin. Immediately, a ghostly oval grew at the far end of the chamber, a short distance from where the narrower passageways started again. When the circle became the large size they had seen before in this casting, Rada joined in. Her efforts quickly solidified the image and blended outward until Chimeg knew that she would feel stone under her fingers if she touched the edge.

Javier's voice raised louder in a paen of praise, and the center of the oval faded to black and then slowly changed to a view of the two cats sitting in the middle of an empty expanse. The portable pulsed, and the lights curling around the edges grew brighter as Peotr’s voice rang out, “Group one, move quickly, hurry hurry. Make sure not to stop until you are totally clear and off to the side! Move it, people!”

The beginning of the line was comprised of experienced travelers who had traveled the folded ways before today. They took off at a dead run, wagons and vehicles rattling on the uneven ground of the chamber until they burst through the portal and swept through and around, removing their bulk from those following.

Moving as quickly as possible, the large majority of the conveyances and horses had traveled through the portal before Chimeg saw Javier beginning to look a little fatigued. Peotr had seen it also and exhorted those the convoy to move even more quickly. Although all the group had passed through, they had contingency bunches of Familiars and vehicles that would run the portal if there was enough time.

The general experience of the group showed itself in the rapid and tight transit that occurred. All of Group one was through, and the entire contingency group had followed them before Javier began the countdown to closing the portal. When at last the spell was finished, Javier looked exhausted but exhilarated at the same time. The Priest Mage had explained it before, saying that his deity filled his heart and soul with such joy that he did not feel the fatigue at the end of the spell.

While Chimeg thought this was a wonderful thing, she also worried that it would make him lose his perspective on how drained he was from a physical standpoint. The Seer had no desire to deal with dead travelers or a burned-out Mage. She and several other people were watching the spell casters, ready to jump in and tell them to drop the spell if they were getting shaky. The woman thought to herself, I hope it does not come to that, but I know that no plan survives its interaction with reality.

Once the portal was dropped and Rada and Javier had been escorted to waiting spots in the second group’s vehicles, Chimeg relaxed enough to take a deep breath. She thought to Martina, << That went very well. If we can just keep pushing them like that, we should be able to get far enough away from here that the Blood Mages will not be able to chase us. >>

The Seer suspected that the universe had a wicked sense of humor when at that very moment TT came rushing over to her and said, << We can hear the sounds of fighting along the rescue team’s back trail. The Blood Mages must be already pursuing us, and we need to move as quickly as possible. I do not want to send anyone to scout because they run the risk of discovery, and a visible sign of us will just make the Blood Mages rush toward us more. >>

The second pair of Priest Mage and Witch was in place and ready to throw the spell again. The second group of vehicles and the remainder of the horse herds were lined up and ready to go, along with a good portion of the larger dogs and other fleet-footed Familiars. Chimeg raised her voice so that all could hear her and announced, “We hear sounds of pursuit and want to get moving quickly. Make sure you stay orderly as you are going through the portal and clear off to the side so that more can follow. This includes the end of the line vehicles because we are going to have as much of Group Three as possible travel on this round.”

There was no sign of panic in any of the travelers. Instead, they moved into place quickly and waited for the portal to open. An air of grim determination to be felt, and Peotr deployed some of his mercenaries to watch the passageway that Boris and his rescue party had emerged from. As planned, Chimeg slipped into the lead vehicle, leaving Peotr to coordinate the traffic.

The portal came up quickly, and an instant later, the lead vehicles and horse herds were thundering through it. Spurred on by the news of pursuit, the small remaining group positioned themselves right behind the end of the second group, alert for Peotr’s signal to move through the portal after the others. Even the mercenaries watching the back trail of the rescue party came up and stood at the end of the queued travelers.

Less than half the planned time to hold the portal open had passed when the last of the second group cleared the surface of the portal. Peotr immediately yelled, “Move quickly! We should have enough time for all of us to get through on this one. Hurry!”

At a full run, the remaining personnel and Familiars streamed through the portal. Peotr was the last one through and yelled to the Priest Mage and the Witch, “Everyone is through! Now march yourselves through and collapse the blasted thing!”

Singing in praise, the Priest Mage, Lorenzo, walked in step with the Witch through the portal and then turned and dismissed it. Only then did Peotr and Chimeg draw a deep breath in relief and thanks that the first step of their exodus had successful.

Four miles behind them, the first of the Blood Mages burst into the chamber from the catacomb passageway. Hands glowing with spells ready to cast, the man stumbled and almost fell when he saw a totally empty space.

Henri snarled in frustrated rage, thundering, “They were here just a short time ago! You can still smell them and feel the heat of their Magic Power. To be so close and miss them is unacceptable! We cannot let them escape!”

Rafael, for once, wore a serious expression. The man asked somberly, “I agree, but how are we going to tell which of the five passageways they took?”

Once again, Blood Mage Thomas spoke, offering, “The tracker that I have tied to Brendan’s blood is pointing to the second one on the left. As long as the man lives, the tracker should show us where he is.”

Henri and Rafael began to smile at each other, each of them thinking of how wonderful it was going to be to chase this group of recalcitrant Magic users down and how enjoyable the sacrifices would be afterward.

Energized by the thoughts, the two men directed their circles to continue the pursuit, using the branch of the catacombs that Thomas had indicated.
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Chapter 33 – Awaiting Arrival

Badger Hole Pocket Dimension

As Madrik came down the steps from his bedroom into the taproom of the bar, he could feel how energized the BHB was. Sending a feeling of curiosity along their bond, the Anchor was surprised to be inundated by flashing pictures of arriving animals, vehicles, and people. He immediately asked when they should expect all of the commotions and was nearly stunned senseless by the power of the sentient building’s response. The man stumbled to a stop, clutching his head in pain and trying to wait until it subsided. There was a flash of apology from the BHB before it went back to cartwheeling around their joint mental playground.

“Madrik, is everything okay?” asked a voice that Madrik took a moment to identify as Alastair. “Yes,” mumbled the man before adding, “According to the BHB, we are going to be seeing our new arrivals today. He gave me no sense of time, but he is so happy that he is bouncing around inside my head like a child waiting to open presents on Christmas.”

Alastair laughed a full-throated expression of mirth before choking out, “My sympathies. I assume then that you want us to get all set up and ready to receive visitors and deal with the wounded.”

Still holding his head as if he could keep the pain controlled with pressure, Madrik managed to sit down at one of the tables and turned to look at Alastair through squinting eyes. “Could you please let everyone know what is happening? Then, we should get as much as we can set up before they arrive. I am a little worried about our space, however. I had a dream last night that we ran out and ended up having horses in the Library and, for some reason, goats in the Archive.”

Alastair responded as he headed for the front door, saying, “Neither Cal nor Blaise would be happy with that at all. So do what you can to restrain the BHB. I will get the troops moving.”

Fifteen minutes later, Madrik was enjoying his second cup of coffee and comforted by the excellent breakfast he had already eaten. Feeling much more able to take on the world now, the Anchor decided to take his coffee out into the back garden area of the BHB and see what else he could do to facilitate the amount of space he thought they would need.

Madrik was still about twenty feet from the door when Alastair crashed through the doorway with a spooked look on his face. Before Madrik could ask him what was wrong, the big bouncer said, “Madrik, you need to come outside now! Please, we all need you now!”

Unsettled by the unusual emotion shown by his typically calm bouncer, Madrik speeded up his walk so that he was only a step behind Alastair when they came out into the light of day. Madrik immediately looked around to see what had so rattled Alastair. At first, nothing appeared to be amiss. The beer garden area of the BHB was pristine, with Wynn’s touches evident in the small vases of flowers on the tables and the scattered break cushions.

Looking out further away, Madrik could see the fountain bubbling happily and the undamaged façades of both the Library and the Archive. Continuing to examine the area, the bar manager noted himself that someone had raked the Zen garden in front of the Archive and that the fountain in front of the Library seemed to be throwing out tendrils of colored light. Neither of those appeared to be anything that would have caused Alastair to freak out.

Now very puzzled, Madrik took one last inventory before he was going to ask his bouncer for a clue on what had him spooked when the realization that the swirling gray wall of chaos that had extended from the far side of the Library to the far side of the Archive was no longer there. Instead, a U-shaped street was surrounded by possible lots for buildings and several small gardens and water features.

From in front of the Library, the new street was the same length as the one from the Badger Hole Bar to the Dirty Bucket Brewery before bending to run to the right as far as the new Textile Fabrication shop before turning back and joining with the small road section that bordered the front of that building.

Now, Madrik understood what had spooked Alastair. The man thought to himself, This increases the size of the Badger Hole by half again! I wonder why the BHB did not tell me this was happening.

Madrik drank the last of his coffee and put the cup down on an empty table before walking out into the big area where people had been setting up for injury triage and other things. He nodded at Alastair, who seemed to take comfort in the fact that Madrik was not upset. He would have spent some time talking to the bouncer, but Star Child Grace’s voice commanded his attention.

“Madrik, the addition was brilliant! I have been worried that we did not have a lot of wiggle space, which gives us plenty of places to route people and vehicles. As of yet, I have no idea how many we are going to be getting in. Do you?”

The dimension Anchor answered quickly, “No, unfortunately. All I am getting from the BHB is that there lots of people, lots of animals, lots of everything. Oh, yeah, and the BHB is so excited he is bouncing around in my head like an insane Mexican jumping bean!”

The mysterious woman Traveler was dressed conservatively today. Instead of her beaded-trim tunic and pants, she wore a full ankle-length linen skirt in a pastel blue with a gauzy tunic tucked into the waist. Her dangling earrings chimed softly as she moved, and her smile was relaxed and joyous.

Star Child Grace pointed to the fountain by the Library and said, “I will be using the water from this to open a wider entry into the Badger Hole. With the addition of the landscape, we can route the incoming traffic away from the areas where we will treat people. That means it will be so much easier to set up food and everything else without worrying about having to juggle things.”

Madrik nodded in agreement but said ruefully, “I would love to claim credit, but all I did was have nightmares running out of space, and the BHB seems to have taken my worry and dealt with it this way.”

The Traveler laughed and answered him, “It does not really matter what your contribution was. The result is awesome and extremely helpful.” With that being said, she turned and walked away toward where several of the Mercenary Guard people were waiting to speak to her.

Alastair had definitely gotten the word out. As Madrik watched, Najeer came out with food and walked over to where the new woman who had camped out in the Bakery was putting out twists of savory pies, loaves of bread, and trays of brownies. Najeer positioned his food at the table beside hers and chatted briefly. The next thing Madrik knew, the two were sampling each other’s food and talking energetically.

A rumble sounded as the Brewmaster and his assistant from the Dirty Bucket Brewery rolled several large barrels of beer over to an area that had been obviously set up for beverages. They were followed a short time later by Sage leading a donkey pulling a small cart with three other smaller barrels. Madrik would have loved to stop and say hello to them, but even more was going on, and he felt like his eyes were on swivel mountings trying to take in everything.

Over closer to the Archive, Madrik could see the Clothier and the shy Toymaker testing out his little restocking robot. The Clothier seem quite impressed, and so did the Healers that were clustered around them. The dimension Anchor could tell that the man was not used to positive attention by the flushed cheeks, but he also could tell from the body language the Toymaker was enjoying every minute of it.

Out of the back gate of the training yard came a group of mercenaries. Dressed in the workout clothes, they headed over to talk to Star Child Grace, and then one of half of them set up a firing station on the steps of the Library while the remainder took a position on the other side of the planned portal in the grass.

Glancing around, Madrik could not see any obvious flaw with what they had laid out. He knew that only the abrupt clash of reality with the layout would tell them if they had done a decent job of preparation or not. Almost to himself, Madrik muttered, “I think we are ready now.”

One of the mercenaries must have had extraordinary hearing because he turned toward Madrik and asked, “Ready for what?” Madrik answered him, and at that response, the man smiled and went back to his task.

The answer popped out came from Madrik’s subconscious and was sparked by the BHB when he said, “We are ready for whatever happens. So, bring it on!”
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Chapter 34 – Take One More Look

Parisian Catacombs

Chimeg let out a shaky breath as the portal came down. The Seer was so tense that her knuckles were white and Martina could feel trembling in her body as she leaned against her. Peotr pushed his way toward Chimeg, and she saw the experienced Mercenary Commander was not any calmer than she was. Perversely, that made her feel better, but then she started worrying even more that perhaps she had not understood all the dangers.

Immediately, two mental voices were talking in Chimeg’s head, both of them snarky and both of them kicking her backside. Martina scolded her, << Stop borrowing trouble! At this point in the action, stop doing the worrying bit. We need all of your attention on what is happening now and how to react to it! >>

TT was even blunter, saying, << The time for obsessive worrying and planning is done. Now we have to execute. Stay in the here and now. Stop trying to slip off into some future that we do not have the energy to find. This is the point you should be walking around checking to ensure that the rest of your party is doing all right. You have to look calm and collected so that they take comfort in your attitude. If you go through the group looking like this in front of them, they will flip out, and then you will have to deal with hysteria on top of everything else. So get your head out from underneath your tail, girl, and act like the leader you are! >>

Peotr stopped by the Seer, and Emile and Boris came to join him. Seeing the cluster of people around her, Adil and Agaton wondered over, accompanied by Batsorig. TT and Fyodor push through, dragging Hugh and Iron Hooves. Outside of the close cluster of the various group leaders, a pool of quiet spread out as everyone wanted to listen to what was said.

Remembering what Martina and TT told her, Chimeg kept her voice steady and her expression calm. Looking at Peotr, the Seer asked, “How close did they get to you? And do you think they will follow us?”

Peotr said somewhat grimly, “Very close, and I think we need to count on them following.” Still shaky looking and supported by one of the mercenaries that had gone out on the rescue team, Brendan spoke up loudly, flatly stating, “They absolutely will follow us. Unfortunately, it feels like they may be able to trace me. There is a strange pulling on my Magical Power, and I vaguely remember one of the mid-tier Blood Mages drawing blood from each of us on the circle. At the time, I had no way to resist.

“So I think we have to take it as given that they will trace us using me. If we had more time and space, I know how to remove it. But it is not something easily done, and we simply do not have the time to prep and execute that ritual. At this point, Henri Grunwald and the rest of the Mages in a circle have been embarrassed and highly damaged. The destruction of their Place of Power will make a huge difference in the overall ability of the Blood Mages to dominate Paris. If they do not punish that, they will lose face, and some other group of Blood Mages will come around and gobble them up.”

Emile said thoughtfully, “We may be facing fewer Blood Mages than we thought we would. The battle at the Witch Rosemary’s estate was going very well for my forces. My son would do everything he can to secure this the estate, and I know that he planned on several rounds of artillery fire to thin them out.”

Brendan looked much relieved, saying, “I would really not like to have to fight fifty-some Blood Mages. I hope your son trimmed them down, but we should plan for the worst case.”

Chimeg thought for a little bit and then suggested, “How about if we implement the pattern that we had planned for active pursuit? That would get all of our vehicles closer to our destination and safety, but it will possibly expose some of us in the rear to increased danger.”

Peotr said flatly, “You will no longer be in the rear. Instead, others of us can direct traffic. The rearguard needs to be comprised of fighters. If there are Mages that know how to fight, then we can keep them back with us. Otherwise, all we are presenting to the Blood Mages are convenient targets.”

So faintly that they almost did not hear, Bernard said, “If you are injured at all, they will be able to eat your Power and soul alive. It is a horrible thing to see, and we do not want to offer them the increased strength that anyone of you would give them if that happened.”

A ripple of dread spread out from where Chimeg stood as the import of his words riled the crowd, following his words repeated by those that heard. The Seer made as if to sit down, but halfway through the motion, a Vision slapped over her, and she was lost.

The River of Time swirled determinedly around her, and Chimeg felt herself tumbling over and over, reaching for something on which to anchor. Shaken and bruised, the Seer felt her fingers catch on something warm and supportive, and she clung to it as the Journeyman forced herself to relax into what the River had to show her.

She could hear her mouth reporting what she saw as the Vision expanded around her, showing a dimly lit cave with people in uniform waiting patiently behind barricaded walls and holding weapons. The men and women in that uniform moved competently and as if they knew how to fight. A patch on the upper arm of one of them became more prominent as if it were showing off for approval. The badge said Mercenary Guild and pictured a shield with a badger head on it.

A large man in the uniform and wearing stars on his collar appeared to be in charge. He was directing people, and the Seer could make out some of what he was saying. He said, “… Set up so that we can give them covering fire. If some of them have to run the last segments, they will probably have the infernal Blood Mages right at their heels. Hopefully, they have left some of their warriors and mercenaries in the back, so they will recognize what we have set up here.”

A woman’s voice sounded, and the Vision showed her face. Chimeg was surprised to see the young woman had at least a trace of Mongolian ancestry. Her tumbled dark curls were held back from her face, and she wore a battledress similar to the ones worn by TT and Fyodor.

Her straight eyebrows were drawn in, and her face had an expression of determination as she said clearly, “We must not let any trace of Blood Magic come past this point. If I have to slag the entire chamber, I will do so. No more of my people will be sacrificed on the altar of depraved avarice!”

Chimeg was abruptly yanked away from that Vision and dragged like a bag behind a wagon slamming into three places in the tunnels. The first one she was flung into was totally deserted, and Chimeg just had enough time to look around and describe the roiling mist and fog that concealed the sides of the tunnels and felt like it was pressing down on anyone who stood there.

Then the Seer was yanked to another place, one where only one end of the chamber had the rolling fog, and the other looked like the catacombs they were already in. A final abrupt transition happened, and the Seer was presented with the chamber they were all in now, but in her Vision, it was empty.

She stood there as an immaterial observer when the Blood Mage force erupted from the far end of the chamber. By her quick count, there were only twenty-one of them. Ten of them were dressed differently than the other eleven, and Chimeg heard the coarse-looking big man turned to one dressed differently and snarl, “Henri, are we getting any closer?”

The other man answered, “Marginally, Rafael, but their Mages doing the transportation spells have to be wearing out. However little I would like to suggest this, I think we need a couple of Blood Mares.”

The other man shrugged his shoulders and said, “What is the use of having low-level Mages if you cannot use them?” The two of them shared nasty grins, and Chimeg’s Vision pulled her elsewhere once more.

This time the Seer was looking at the chamber where half the walls were covered with the peculiar, almost intelligent acting fog. Chimeg knew she was watching the last part of a transport spell when she saw the Group Three travelers moving quickly through the portal. There were very few people left in the chamber, just a group of fighters protecting the two Mages holding the portal open.

Bursting out of the hidden nooks and crannies of the chamber came creatures that looked disturbingly like a cross between a lizard and a dog. That was assuming that both lizard and dog were three feet at the shoulder and massed more than twice what Chimeg did. They rushed at the reduced forces and the Mages, who cried out to the fighters to go through the portal.

Peotr was there, and so were Fyodor and Gennady. Chimeg saw TT and Jack expand to their warrior shape as the tired-looking Mages were ordered to go through the portal and take it down. Just before the dog lizards hit the defenders, Chimeg was yanked away once more and tossed out of the River of Time.

Gasping for air, Chimeg clung to her support as her whole body was wracked by tremors. Her ice-cold hands almost could not feel anything, and the woman had to battle the weaknesses of her own body to gasp out the last bits of what she had seen.

Chimeg was falling to the ground, and she knew that the abyss would swallow her when she hit. The last thing she gasped was, “No Jeremiah, No Emile. They cannot be there!”

Blackness descended, and Chimeg was buried under it.
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Chapter 35 – A Stern Chase

Parisian Catacombs

When Chimeg woke, she was warm and comfortable. The Seer could feel the presence of her Familiar and noticed that there was a vibration under her body. Still a bit disoriented, she asked Martina, << How long was I out, and where are we now? >>

Martina replied gently, << We are in the vehicle with the Pawnbroker Trobich. You repeated enough of your Vision that Peotr and Emile could weave what you saw into a strategy. However, you will be in the first group in one of the first vehicles to go through the portal from this point forward. Your Healers are insisting on it. >>

Chimeg tried to object, but she did not have the energy to do so. Leaning back, she had barely enough time to think, << Where is everyone else? >> when her exhaustion from the Vision pulled her back into sleep.

Jeremiah was looking through the open car window when Chimeg woke for that brief moment. His relieved smile cemented a suspicion in the big canine Familiar’s mind, but she did not say anything to the hedge Witch. Tilting her head to the side, Martina asked Jeremiah, << You did not say anything about the booby-traps we are setting and the fact that we are using the last of our Mages’ capability to get everyone but the rearguard force to our destination as quickly as possible. >>

Calmly he answered, << Neither did you. >> The massive Ovcharka gave him a big toothy grin, and the grim-faced Witch broke into a laugh. Wiping his eyes, Jeremiah thanked her, saying out loud, “Thank you, I needed that.” With a wave of his hand goodbye, Jeremiah turned and walked back to where Emile and Peotr were consulting a makeshift map laid out on a flat stone.

If the Seer had been awake enough to realize how far they had brought her, she would have known that most of the convoy was on its last segment. All of the noncombatants had been sent forward to the last known stop of their journey. While Chimeg had been unconscious, the Blood Mages had closed the gap, and now the rearguard was fighting to keep the tainted Mages away from the rest of the convoy.

So far, none of the people fleeing to Tellus had been killed. There were several minor and inconvenient injuries, but that was due in part to the Blood Mages being unused to people fighting back. The return fire from their targeted prey was throwing them off, and they could not seem to mount a successful foray to take advantage of their initial attacks. Peotr and Emile were fiendishly taking advantage of that shortfall in command to preserve the defenders’ agility and health.

The first time they had a physical encounter with the pursuing party, it had been nineteen Mages and two skeletal-looking Blood Mares. In that situation, the rearguard had barely made it through the portal before it closed, leaving the Blood Mages screaming behind them.

The next time Henri and Raphael’s group caught up with the convoy, there were only seventeen Mages and two different Blood Mares. Brendan had looked distressed and ill as he explained, “I believe that Henri and Rafael are sacrificing the Blood Mares before they tackle another segment. That way, the top-level Mages are getting more powerful while the underlings are being used up.”

It was not just Brendan who was nauseous at the thought. None of the others, fighters or Mages alike, could understand wishing to exist in such a hostile environment. But the evidence was apparent as the Blood Mages pressed their attacks on the rearguard defenders.

Peotr thought that this understanding of their enemy helped them fight even harder. The next time the two groups clashed, TT, Gennady, Fyodor, and Jack each took out one Blood Mage, and TT mortally wounded a second. Watching the warrior forms of the Familiars lay into the Blood Mages was both frightening and mesmerizing. No matter what spell the Blood Mages cast at Peotr’s wrecking crew, the Clothier’s protection worked flawlessly.

Some of the spells even bounced off the battledress, splashing back on people in the pursuing party. By the time they had run for the portal, only eleven Blood Mages had remained on their feet, plus the badly injured man. Peotr’s last view of the frustrated tainted Mages was one of the group's leaders leaning over the injured man and pulling a cloudy shape out of the man’s throat as he screamed.

When the rearguard reached the main party, all of the fighters and Mages collapsed and were checked quickly for damage and then made to drink a thick herbal tasting milkshake. Peotr was not sure where it came from, but he was grateful to whoever had made it because after drinking the concoction with its strange taste of grass, he felt a thousand times better. It was not the vibrating-in-place feeling he got when he had too much coffee, but instead, it felt like a morning after a good night's sleep.

To try to get the Blood Mage party whittled down even more, some of the convoy personnel had been collapsing random sections of walls and leaving what traps they could. However, the Blood Mages were pressing them too hard for Peotr’s forces to have the time to lay proper explosives.

During this latest evolution, the Blood Mages had come up so quickly that real injuries were being inflicted on the defending force. Emile had wondered if they were getting too complacent, but Peotr thought it was more a function of exhaustion. Doing a backward leapfrog, Peotr was conducting a fighting retreat, delaying the Blood Mages and whittling away at their power with the hope that they would become so weak that they could be taken down safely by the other Mages.

The last flurry had resulted in one of Peotr’s mercenaries sorely becoming injured by a glancing beam from one of the Blood Mage’s weapons. TT had bounded in, grabbing the mercenary by the back of his uniform and dragged him behind the temporarily entrenched position. The Familiar use her body to protect her teammate, and the Blood Mage hit her repeatedly with the same beamed weapon to no apparent avail. Peotr muttered, “I do not care what it costs. My men need that protection!” before moving over to see how badly wounded the man was.

There is no question that the man was injured severely, but none of the people left behind were exceptionally skilled at Healing. For the most part, they were experienced mercenaries that had some training in first-aid. After a quick consult, the injured man had been lashed to the back of another slightly wounded soldier, and he and a protesting Emile trotted back toward a more secure position.

Peotr had to remind the retired General who the Commander of the convoy forces was before the older man would listen to his reasons. He had been succinct and unyielding when he told his old mentor, “You know this sort of battle is coming down to a struggle that only fit and younger man survive. I need you to go ahead and see if the rest of the convoy has passed the secured fixed operational base set up by the BHB mercenaries. If they have, I trust you to ensure that the chokepoint is clear for us to run thru.”

Emile had not argued after that point. The retired General looked decades younger as he checked his ammunition and weapon before tapping the ambulatory soldier on his helmet, saying determinedly, “Matthew and I will make sure you have a place to run to. You make sure to bring them all back with you. Leave no corpse behind to be defiled by the Blood Mages.”

Even as he watched Emile and his companions disappear, Peotr could feel the Magical forces of the Blood Mages building up. Time seemed to stretch as a threatening tidal wave of pressure tightened the air in everyone’s lungs and strum their taut nerves like a guitar.

There was a sudden jump in the force buildup before a massive explosion of green gas slammed into the chamber and began to settle toward the ground. Just looking at how the vaporous cloud twisted oily-looking tentacles down the walls of the cavern told Peotr it was poisonous and probably malign. So he quickly signaled a fast short retreat, and the twenty-six people left in his active command pulled back several hundred yards in good order.

Gennady and Fyodor leveraged their battledress to ferry their comrades across exposed areas. At the same time, Jack and TT were lightning quick to attack any Blood Mage that separated from the main pack by even a few feet. The two Familiars took advantage of the sloppy advance formation of the Blood Mages to shred the man on the far left side. The effectiveness of their sally instilled some further caution into the attackers. This worked to slow the advance of the Blood Mages and resulted in the broader separation between the two forces.

Peotr lost sight of TT. He quickly scanned the area, looking for her distinctive form, but failed to spot her location. Growing concerned, he asked Boris if he could see her. His second-in-command, who covered a position about six feet to Peotr’s right behind a jumbled pile of stalagmites, answered that he could not see her either. Neither man had more time to spare because the Blood Mages were advancing.

The Blood Mages used the oily green fog for cover as they moved closer to Peotr’s embattled men. More beams crisscrossed the area, and a steady stream of sharp, dark arrows materialized in front of one of the Blood Mages in the front of the line, which he flung at the defenders.

Peotr knew his people were exhausted. The unending attacks of the Blood Mages were becoming overwhelming, and more of the Magic missiles were getting through their defenses and causing injuries. The Commander knew that there was a kink in the tunnel a short distance behind him. He thought to himself, If we can withdraw past there, we should be able to use some of our explosives and the advantage of the terrain to wipe out these last Blood Mages. All we need is a distraction to draw the Blood Mages’ attention away from us so that we can retreat past that point. Without that distraction, we will have no protection for our backs as we travel through that strange part of the tunnel.

Startling the Commander, TT’s mental voice sounded in his head, saying, << One distraction coming up! >>

Before Peotr could ask what was going on, he saw TT’s form start to grow into her warrior form to the rear of the Blood Mages. At first, he did not understand how the battledressed Persian had managed to get there. Then he realized with a flash of admiration that she had shrunk her body down to a tiny creature that could infiltrate unseen using the crevices between stones.

Peotr thought to himself, The Blood Mages are about to have an awful day!

With a tremendous roar, TT attacked with claws and fangs, hitting the unsuspecting Blood Mages like a scythe of death and destruction. The feline warrior ripped the necks of the two closest Blood Mages before pouncing with all her weight on one of the Blood Mares. The skeletal creature was smashed to the ground and stunned long enough for TT to rip its head off.

At a sign from Peotr, the remainder of his force turned their backs on the enemy and ran for the kink in the tunnel. Peotr was the last man to leave, turning to look toward TT just before the deviation in the tunnel would break his line of sight. He saw that there were more Blood Mages down, and the other Blood Mare lay in pieces. Unwilling to leave a battle companion by themselves, Peotr shouted mentally toward TT, << You are clear! Now get your furry butt back with us! No martyrdom for us today! That is an order! >>

With that comment, Peotr turned and ran at a full-out sprint through the strange deviation in the tunnel and into the chamber beyond it. Behind him, the sound of the Blood Mages die down, and he almost stopped to go back to see TT.

Then the Commander felt a hot breath on the nape of his neck, and a mental voice growled, << Move my furry butt? Commander, you need to learn to run faster!”
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Chapter 36 – No More Retreat

Tunnels to the Badger Hole

Peotr emerged from the disorienting kinked passageway with TT in her smaller warrior form. The feline Familiar easily matched his stride when she was this size. The two of them acted and looked comfortable as they moved out of the passageway and toward the clast of stalagmites and stalactites that provided cover for their waiting team members.

The force Commander was surprised to see three members of the convoy that he thought had gone ahead. One of them was the rescued Mage, Brendan. Peotr could understand the man’s motivation for wanting to be in the final battles with the Blood Mages, but he failed to understand why the man’s wife was also present.

The third person was Timur. The last Peotr had seen, he was still too injured to walk and had been carted out with the more severely wounded. Those vehicles and personnel had been ordered to go through all the way to the sanctuary as quickly as they could. But obviously, he was both mobile and healed.

Feeling his Commander’s eyes on him, Timur met Peotr’s gaze and muttered somewhat shamefacedly, “I want to fight these tainted Mages. I know I did my duty by protecting Minuet and the children, but I need to engage with the Blood Mages that have caused such pain and anguish. They have cost us our families, friends, and birthplace. I need to strike back at them, if only by being here.”

Giving the mercenary an approving nod, the force Commander then glanced at his forces crouched behind the confusing jumble of stalactites, stalagmites, and rock that composed the clast. He saw that they were positioned well and threw a quick smile at Boris for a job well done.

Peotr continued his perusal, feeling a difference in the atmosphere that surprised him. His curiosity pushed him to understand why this area felt so much more welcoming than one before they had run through the tunnel kink. Unfortunately, there was no time for the luxury of indulging himself. Instead, they needed to prepare for what was hopefully the last battle with the Blood Mages.

Skimming his eyes around, the experienced Mercenary Commander noted the floor obstructions and the fact that this tunnel smelled faintly of flowers rather than the musty smell of mold and the acrid scents of Blood Mage Magic. Only after noting those observations did Peotr notice that the sides of the tunnel were filled with wisps of a dark fog that scurried about in the still air of the passage.

When Boris called out, Peotr’s eyes snapped to his second-in-command. After a moment of disorientation, the man looked to where Boris was pointing and saw an emptied vehicle with a smashed axle and two blown tires. The two men had worked together for so long that they did not have to have exhaustive discussions. Instead, they moved smoothly and quickly to work on the new plan that had been hatched only a couple seconds ago.

Calling out instructions, as he ran, the Mercenary Commander had all but of fire team helping him to shove the dead vehicle into the end of the kink in the tunnel. Peotr had seen immediately what Boris had thought. They could use the vehicle as an obstruction that would provide a good base for a trap and force the Blood Mages to come in single file.

It took just a few moments to trap the vehicle with IEDs after they had jammed it into position. Motioning his forces back further, Peotr insisted that the more battered combatants retreat past the FOB that the BHB Guild mercenaries had established to protect the refugees.

As nearly half of his forces moved to where the fixed operational base could provide them with better field medicine and water for the dry throats that had nothing to drink for the last three hours, Peotr saw the woman who had come with Bernard as she watched her husband intently. Following the direction of her eyes, Peotr was surprised to see Bernard engaged in an intense conversation with Timur.

Shortly afterward, the Commander saw the rescued Mage go over to his wife and kiss her forehead. Without appearing to, Peotr moved within listening distance and shamelessly eavesdropped on their conversation.

Bernard said lovingly, “Dora, I want you to go with the rest of the party to join the children. I am going to stay here so that I provide some Magical support for the last part of this battle.”

Dora had a stubborn look on her face, and she answered heatedly, “Absolutely not. I am not leaving you again. Do not ask that of me!”

The Mage protested, saying, “I will not be that far away, and I will catch up after the battle.”

The woman said with tears in her voice, “I spent months wondering if you are alive or dead, going through the motions of living on the off chance you would come back to me. I cannot survive that again. And I cannot live with you dying in this battle without me being at your side.”

Bernard crushed her to his chest, saying thickly, “If the worst happens, and I am killed, then you need to live for our children. We are all that they have.”

Peotr felt his throat clog up and his eyes burn with tears unshed. He blinked his eyes to clear them only to hear her say, “My love, we swore to one another that we would be there next to each other until death parted us. I lived for our children when you were gone from me the first time. They now have others to parent and mentor them. They are loved by more than you and me which is a wondrous gift from God. I have made sure that there are people to care for them, so do not try to force me from your side. You are my dearly beloved husband, and where you go, so do I.”

Realizing that Dora would not leave him, Bernard curled his body protectively around his wife and held her, letting her heartbeat join with his as he breathed in the familiar scent of his spouse.

Peotr scrubbed his face with his hands to regain his composure. Glancing around, he could see that he was not the only person affected by what had just gone on. Boris was surreptitiously wiping a tear from his cheek and his other mercenaries look sadly at each other. The Mercenary Commander knew that they were thinking the same thing he was, We have spent so much time fighting for other people and taking on the load of their struggles that we have had no time to establish our own family. I am in my late 30s, battle-worn and scarred. Will there ever be someone who cares about me like that woman does her husband? Will I ever see that look of love directed at me?

A scrabbling sound on the jammed side of the vehicle warned the defenders that the Blood Mages were close by. Peotr prepared for the Blood Mages’ next moves, pulling his skeleton force back behind the clast's jumbled rocks.

Slowly, the vehicle began to inch its way out of its jammed position with the screeching of metal and the grinding noise of the rocks underneath marking its progress. The defenders waited with bated breath, hoping and praying that their improvised explosive traps would soon go off.

The vehicle had moved about twelve inches, and Peotr knew that another couple of good pushes and the cork they had put in the passageway would pop free. He was conscious of a sense of disappointment in their field strategy, but his regret was felt too soon.

The first explosion moved the vehicle up in the air a few inches, and screams were heard muffled by the massive pile of metal that buffered the Blood Mages from the defenders. There was time to take a deep breath, and then the rest of the propped grenades went off in a rapid sequence that sounded like fireworks. The rat-tat-tat of the blasts was accompanied by the screams of wounded men. When silence followed, the defenders caught their breath in hopeful anticipation.

That hope was dashed when an agonized scream of ultimate pain cut through the quiet and brought sympathetic tears to everyone’s eyes. For a moment, the defenders were stunned, unable to fathom what sort of torture would produce that scream.

Bernard snarled, and his voice was thick with emotion when he explained, “The upper Blood Mages are eating the souls and Power of their injured. They will come through the gap far more powerful than we have seen yet.” Horror and disgust filled the emotions of the defenders as they braced for more powerful adversaries. Three times more, the tortured scream of a sacrificed Mage rang out, leaving Peotr’s force horrified and furious.

The rescued Mage said seriously, “Everyone has to be committed to removing any of our injured from the battlefield as quickly as possible. Without the right kind of shields, anyone with a serious wound can be drained by a very strong Blood Mage. And after the consumption of their second and third-tier Mages, whoever is left will be that strong.”

TT and Jack looked at each other, and Jack said, << We will be the fastest way to get them out of here. I do not know if our battledress will protect us from that spell, but none of our people have any protection from this sort of nastiness. >>

The white Persian agreed, adding, << If needed, we could carry one person on our back who was holding another person. There straps on the battledress that would let the conscious one hold on. That is something we really need to practice with! >>

There was no more time for discussion. With a resounding boom of sound, the remains of the vehicle acting as a plug in the tunnel disintegrated, throwing large pieces of shrapnel to slam into any exposed surface. Peotr saw one of his men dropped to the ground, clutching his ribs and gasping for air. Another one was quickly tying a tourniquet around his upper arm as the blood from the deep forearm cut gushed all over his lower body. Jack was beside him in an instant, guiding the man on how to climb on his back. TT picked the mercenary struggling to breathe up gently in her fanged mouth and placed them in front of the mounted mercenary. Peotr could not hear what the cats told the man to do, but he saw the determination in the man’s face and the way that he curved his body protectively over his brother in arms.

Jack accelerated smoothly, disappearing back into the tunnels and headed for the FOB and relative safety. TT took a stance in the gap that the loss of the two mercenaries had opened and crouched down with her tail flipping back and forth and her ears pricked forward.

Suddenly, five Blood Mages were standing on the ground past the vehicle. All five of them glowed with a sullen red light, and their faces were filled with unholy glee. Raising their staffs simultaneously, a dark beam from each met in the air to create a growing globe of twisted bilious green and sickly yellow light. With a guttural yell and a flick of their Magic Staffs, the orb rushed toward the defenders’ positions.

Bernard yelled, “Get down!” at the top of his lungs as he tackled his wife to the ground and covered her with his larger body.

Peotr delayed long enough to make sure all of his force was taking cover before worrying about himself. That was a severe mistake as his body had not yet reached the ground when the power of the exploding orb breached the defenders’ line.

Everywhere the fragments of that casting touched, large cuts were ripped through the affected surface. In Peotr’s case, two deep furrows were cut across his back. One of them came dangerously close to his spine, missing it by less than an inch. The other tore a deep canyon across the side of his back and continued to emerge on the top of his right arm.

Blood splatter was everywhere. The only people not significantly damaged by the spell were Bernard, his wife Dora, and Timur. Even the Clothier’s battledress was insufficient protection. Although TT showed superficial scratches across the outside of her protective suit, the underlying flesh was riven and bleeding. Gennady and Fyodor were equally injured, with Gennady holding one useless arm against himself and Fyodor struggling to breathe.

Jack had raced back just in time to corral all of the walking wounded to help those that could not move. Boris, stumbling with the pain of his injuries and favoring the leg with a rough bandage around it, did quick first-aid to Peotr and slung him across Jack’s back. The big man insisted that one of the other wounded mercenaries climb up on Jack to hold the Commander there, but there was no question in Boris’s mind that they needed to retreat.

TT took on the advance of the Blood Mages. Using the artifacts in her tail covering, the feline Familiar smashed the five Mages back time and time again. The transformed cat fought to keep her breathing even and her mind focused but knew that her blood loss would soon become a problem.

Finally, a couple of TT’s beams caught two of the Blood Mages at a weak point, and the two men disappeared in fiery sparks of disintegration. That left three Blood Mages on their feet, but TT felt her weakness growing and knew that she could not hold them off any longer.

Bernard grated out, “Cat, you are going to be falling over on your feet soon, and we cannot afford to have the Blood Mages drain you. Timur is hurt, and you two are the only ones left to evacuate. Get out of here as quickly as you can. This is about to get very nasty.”

Timur protested, saying, “I was going to stay with you to light the explosion if you went down. Who was going to do that if I leave?”

Quietly, Dora said, “I will.” Before Timur could argue with the woman, Bernard said, “Dora has decided she is staying, and I realize I have no right to change her mind. She will make sure that neither one of us is drained. If we die, we depend on you to tell people what happened and remind our children that we love them very much. We want them to be happy in their lives and grow strong, and if it is possible, we will watch over them and love them from afar.”

Timur’s shoulders slumped, but he obediently climbed on top of TT’s back. The two wounded warriors moved as quickly as they could back toward where the Healers waited for them.

Dora slipped her hand into Bernard’s and laced her fingers with his. The Mage said, “You know how much I love you.” The woman wordlessly raised his hand to her lips and gently kissed the back of his palm before releasing it and saying bracingly, “Let us finish this.”

Turning, Bernard took a stance out in the open, confronting Henri, Rafael, and Marcel. Gloatingly, Rafael bragged, “Now, it is only you. Someone so weak that he was trapped in the casting circle decided he would stand up to us!” The Blood Mage’s face was alight with evil anticipation, and drool hung from his mouth.

Bernard kept his calm, staying focused on his objectives. Watching carefully, he waited until Rafael took another step away from the other Blood Mages and struck with a prepared spell that caught the Crimson Scream leader by surprise. Unprepared for a transformation, which was not regarded as a potent spell by most Blood Mages, the slovenly man could not breathe past the solid rock in his trachea. Clutching first his throat and then the Mage standing next to him, Rafael dropped to his knees on the ground. His face turned blue as he smothered, but his iron grip on Marcel’s sleeve provided Bernard with his second opportunity.

This time, Bernard used a simple relocation cantrip, something they taught in the first year of Magic school. Although not designed to move something inside another object, Bernard ignored that and forced a cup of strong acid inside Marcel’s chest. As his heart and lungs were destroyed by the liquid, Marcel turned beseechingly to Henri, the man he had followed for so many years, but the man was not looking at him.

Instead, Henri watched for the split second when Bernard released one spell to pick up another. He knew that if he caught the other Mage at precisely the right time, he could incapacitate him and then eat his Power at his leisure. The sole remaining Blood Mage in Paris thought to himself with relish, Of course, I will keep Bernard alive until after I drain his wife. What could be more delicious than drinking in that despair and grief?

Henri caught that split-second window and let loose with a damage spell that ripped muscles and skin, incapacitating with pain when unable to kill with damage. The wear and tear on Bernard had been terrible, and the Mage managed to hold his shields long enough to duck the first part of the spell, but with a spectacular shimmer of light, the shields collapsed, and Bernard was forced down on his knees when the tendons in his legs were severed.

With his quarry incapacitated, Henri advanced to stand over the man and gloated out loud, “Now you will learn what pain truly is, Bernard. If you had stayed in the circle, it would have been a pleasant way to go compared to what will happen to you now. But before I deal with you, I am going to make sure that wife of yours demonstrates all of the torments that I will inflict on you before I chase after those children of yours.”

The Blood Mage leaned over to put his hand on Bernard's shoulder, but before he could touch the man, Dora’s furious voice said, “Burn in hell, you disgusting waste of air. I hope the thousands of people that you have killed and tortured are waiting for you and make your eternity and torment and experience that exceeds anything you have inflicted on them!”

Snapping his head to the side to look at the woman, Henri was about to make a disparaging mark when he saw that she was holding a small plunger in her hand. Her moving fingers were the last thing that Henri saw before his world came apart in an explosion of fire and blood.
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Chapter 37 – Triage

Badger Hole Pocket Dimension

The area bordered by the BHB, the Library, and the Archive was crowded with a mixture of refugees, visitors, and inhabitants of the pocket dimension. For the most part, people were just trying to reassure themselves they were still alive. The triage area was busy but not overstressed as the Healers, and few doctors did what they could to repair damage and alleviate pain.

Madrik was profoundly grateful that they had the expanded space because even that was filled to the brim. Part of that was he had never expected to see herds of horses, let alone llamas and other four-footed animals in such large numbers.

The food that had been prepared seemed to be evaporating off the tables, and at some point, three bronzed men in a powered wagon showed up to provide feed for the horses and other herbivores.

Najeer was full of smiles, running an almost constant stream of waiters from his kitchen to the food tables. The Dirty Bucket Brewery was also bustling as people finally relaxed enough to enjoy a beer or ale. Even Brechal’s appearance as he brought out large trays of drinks did not seem to cause any significant disruption. Madrik thought to himself, We really need to see about getting a better wine supply and distilled spirits. I will add it to my list of things to do in the future.

The dimension Anchor was briefly worried when he saw that some people were drinking directly from the fountain. However, checking with the BHB, the man put it at the back of his mind because his partner was so happy he wanted no shadow of anything but a celebration to color the day.

There was a powerful sense of community and celebration. Madrik had never felt this strong sense before, even during their Grand Opening. However, underneath the joy, Madrik could detect a layer of exhaustion and sadness. He was very conscious that each of these people had losses and had to deal with them in the near future to move on.

Alastair stopped beside his boss and friend, leaning casually on the side wall of the BHB. Looking out over all the people and Familiars, the bouncer said thoughtfully, “I can tell that the BHB is happy. Do you know what that is about?”

Madrik side, saying, “Yes, right now, the BHB actually has too much power. We were warned before that if he got too ramped up and we did not use it that bad things would happen, so I think my partner is thinking of seeding a variety of new buildings with the extra energy. Perhaps some of these people will end up being Anchors for those buildings.”

Alastair deliberated on that for a moment before stating, “It would be much easier if he would give us a warning, though. This ‘spring the surprise on the humans’ gets really old very quickly.” Madrik agreed with a laugh and promised to take that up with the BHB once he stopped feeling so giddy.

Zhanna hopped up on the side of the fountain and called for everyone’s attention. She announced, “Many of you came here to join us in creating a new start on the planet Tellus. That world also has a Blood Mage problem, but it is infinitesimal compared to what you have just fled. However, it is a parallel world to our Earth, and the similarities and differences take a while to understand.

“This has been too momentous of a day for any of you to expect to make a final decision on where you want to go. Just be aware that the cooperation between the Badger Hole Bar and us is close, and we employ mercenaries from here to supplement our own forces while the BHB calls us to help in our own areas of expertise.”

The young Witch paused, giving everyone time to digest what she said. When no one asked any specific question, the young woman continued, “As you can tell, the landscape here at the Badger Hole is limited. To give all of you a chance to recover and relax, to ask questions and explore, we have arranged for accommodations on Tellus for everyone. Then we can organize explorations to find your preferred ranges for the horse herds, clowders, and packs.”

Iron Hooves strode to the front of a mixed herd of horses. The big stallion asked her in a loud mental voice, << How constrained will we be in our temporary quarters? Quite a few of us have a need to run that will get worse each day. >>

Zhanna considerately repeated the stallion’s question and comment for those who could not hear him before answering, “The walled and protected area is approximately hundred and fifty acres. That is the safest place to leave your nursing mothers and foals while the rest of you do some exploration. Some of us are just as eager to explore as you are, and we would like to have Magic-user escorts for any of you that will travel a goodly distance away from the city of Blagogarsk until we all have a better picture of the dangers. Other than that, there are thousands of square miles of sparsely populated and unclaimed territory. The world of Tellus is like an almost clean slate for us. It is up to us to build a Magic-user honor system again, to ensure that no evil gets a stranglehold again, and to build for future generations.”

There was a murmur of conversation as people turned to their neighbors to discuss some of the things that the young Witch had said. Jenna waited until most of the discussion had died down before turning to Dov and saying, “I would like to introduce you to Dov, a former Mercenary Commander from the town of Brasilov in Russia. He is now the Mercenary Guildmaster and would love to speak to those of you considering general mercenary work.” With a graceful gesture of her hand, Zhanna pointed to Dov and said, “Your turn, my friend.”

The big Mercenary Guildmaster stood up next to Zhanna and said simply, “We are building a new Mercenary Guild that resides in the Badger Hole. Since this is a pocket dimension, we have access to all sorts of planets, technology levels, and interesting people. For anyone interested in learning more, I will bring several of the people helping me organize it to speak on Tellus with you sometime in the next week. After that, you are welcome to come and observe the workings of our Guild and ask any questions that you wish.”

A voice from the crowd called out, “Will we be able to get the same battledress that Gennady and Fyodor wore? Without them and the two cats, we all would be dead. I spent a fortune on this armor and it does not do a small portion of what that comfortable-looking uniform does.”

There were murmurs of agreement scattered throughout the crowd, and Dov’s smile broadened into an unabashed grin. He said, “That is the plan. However, it will take a while to roll that benefit out to everyone, especially since Zhanna provides many of the key ingredients to that protection, and she will balance the needs of her forces against ours.”

The same man asked in a somber tone, “How will we be able to pay for it? Will we have to work for free for some time?”

Many in the audience did not understand why Zhanna and Dov started to laugh. Gennady stepped over next to them and said, “Many of you know me from the trip we just finished. You asked me how much the battledress cost, I paid no coin for it. Instead, I volunteered for an honorable action, and Zhanna and Dov decided that I needed protection. The battledress is mine, and theoretically, I could go off to work someplace else, but why would I want to?”

The murmur of conversation was louder this time as people expressed their amazement and confusion. Finally, Zhanna stood up again and announced, “This has been an extremely tiring day. There will be time for more questions and discussion after you have rested and healed.”

The young woman turned to Start Child Grace and asked, “Will you please open the extra-wide portal to Tellus? I believe you know the best area to locate it, so the horses and others that wish to roam can take off in one direction and the rest of us can disperse the other way.” Smiling sweetly, the Traveler waited until Dov and the Witch were clear of the fountain before creating the same extra-wide arc that the refugees had used to enter the Badger Hole. Zhanna and Dascha, followed by TT and Jack, were the first to step through the portal.

A curious terrier stuck his nose through and paused for a moment before yelping, << Rabbits! >> and charged through at a dead run. Although many people laughed, the little bit of humor was just with the weary people needed.

With all their practice in transiting portals, everyone quickly formed a line and started to push through the portal in an orderly fashion. Madrik and Alastair watched in amazement as the large group of beings cleared the entire crowded area in less than fifteen minutes. The only people left were those with severe injuries that the Healers wanted to supervise in the Mercenary Guild infirmary overnight.

The contrast between the bustling crowding that had existed so little time before and the quiet of the deserted field was almost shocking. Madrik looked over at Alastair with a satisfied look and said, “I think this was an excellent exercise in checking our preparedness. If we have to deal with many injured people for some reason, this has been good practice.”

Alastair shivered as if someone had walked over his grave. Marking his reaction down to superstition, the bouncer clapped his boss on the back and suggested that they go in for a drink. In the quiet of the waning light, the shimmer of the portal slowly faded, and Star Child Grace disappeared.

No one was left to see the trembling of the ground as five more house seeds emerged around the newly created space. Once everything was quiet again, an arm of the small river that ran through the Badger Hole stretched out to bisect the area.
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Chapter 38 – Aftershocks

Blagogarsk, Tellus

The entry into Zhanna’s estate had been painless. As soon as Iron Hooves had broken the plane of the portal into Tellus, he had let out a loud neigh of pleasure and pounded out toward the promising area of thick grasses and running water. Most of the herds followed him, content for the moment to just find a place to rest.

The clowders and packs had chatted with Dascha, and she told them she would give them a quick tour and let them figure out where they were going to sleep tonight unless, of course, they needed to have somebody tell them that sort of essential thing. Of course, they reacted exactly as she had hoped, assuring her that they could work it out among themselves if she just pointed them in some promising directions. Without further ado, she had taken off at a lope with the wilder cats trying vainly to keep up with her and the more domesticated ones looking closer to the primary residence.

Baba had been waiting with the elders of the Hidden Folk already on Tellus. The relieved and excited babbling from the Hidden Folk who had traveled in the convoy was a happy note that brought a smile to the woman’s face. When Dasule stepped out so that she could see him, the elderly woman had tears running down her face, but that moisture was turned to a rainbow by her broad smile. Opening her arms wide, Baba said, “Oh, I am so glad you came. I have missed you so terribly much.” Gruffly, the big Domovoi responded, “I suppose you have another dirty oven for me to hide under. Some things never seem to change!”

Baba laughed, warning him, “Things are a little more energetic around here than they were back in the village. I hope you are not going to mind that!” Surprisingly, the Domovoi blushed, pulling a young girl and boy out from behind other people. He said, “They came to you for refuge, and since you were not there, I invited them in. They all only have you now.”

When Baba crouched down and opened her arms, the little boy ran over and flung himself into her embrace, sobbing incoherently. The little girl turned to the Domovoi and tugged on his arm, saying, “Does that mean you do not want us anymore? You promised not to leave us.”

When the large Hidden Folk male seemed to be at a loss for words, Baba said consolingly, “He would not have promised that if he did not mean it. It just means that we will all stay together.”

As Baba stood up and began to herd the two children and the Domovoi toward her new residence, she saw an older gentleman standing with a totally lost look on his face. Two young children with shocked eyes and shaking bodies stood next to him. On the other side of him were two other children that looked enough like him to be close relatives. They were not as frightened, but their proprietary hold on the man told Bolormaa that quiet healing would be needed for all of them.

Driven by compassion, the older woman raised her voice and said, “Why do not you five come with us also? I have hot soup on the stove and plenty of warm blankets for sleeping.”

Jack chose that moment to lay down in front of the two children with a shockier look and purred at them until the children numbly got on his back. Standing up, the big Familiar said to Baba, << The two are Phil and Maddie. They have lost their parents and are hurting very badly. If it is all right with you, they can sleep in the big bed with me so that they know they are protected. >>

Baba started to agree but was shocked down to her toes when the little boy responded, <<Please, Baba. We know that Jack will protect us, and we do not know what will happen to us. Our mama and papa got killed by the Blood Mages today, and nobody has told us where we will have to go. >>

Bolormaa responded heatedly, “If you want to stay with me, no one will take you away. Even if I allowed someone to overrule me, my granddaughter Zhanna would not. So let us get you back to your new home and ready for bed. Sleep is exactly what you need right now.”

The trip back to Bolormaa’s home took only a few minutes. Without thinking, she brought the four children, trailed by the older man, into the kitchen. Fussing a little bit, the woman got the children seated at the table. By this point, all four children were numb, barely aware of their surroundings. Concerned about the chances of them going into shock, the Seer turned to dish up bowls of hot soup. Without thinking, she asked, “Taxxu, can you please get each of our guests a spoon for the soup? Bero and Bari, get them napkins and make sure the butter is on the table with a knife.”

Emile asked, “Who are you talking to? Forgive me for asking, but I do not see anyone else here.” Reminded of her manners by his question, Bolormaa turned and introduced the three tiny Hidden Folk orphans that lived with her. She said, “Taxxu is the tallest of the three. All of the children are orphans also, and he and his two friends Bero and Bari, live with me. They all are very small and move quietly, so sometimes they are difficult to see.”

Adelaide pulled on her grandfather’s sleeve, saying with a touch of excitement in her voice, “Look, Grandpa! Taxxu has a spoon for me!” The astonished nobleman focused on the six-inch tall, heavily furred reddish-purple creature that watched him with wary eyes. Gravely, Emile said, “Thank you, Taxxu. I appreciate you helping us.”

The scrabbling sound at the side of the table drew Emile’s attention as well as all four of the children’s. Over the edge of the table, a slightly smaller version of Taxxu laboriously dragged the front part of the cloth napkin up and onto the surface. An even tinier Hidden Folk with silvery fur clambered up over the napkin and clamped her little paws on the corner, heaving until the item was entirely on the table surface. Straightening up, the larger of the two waved tiny paws and squeaked in a little voice, “I am Bero, and she is Bari!”

As Bari pulled the napkin to place it in front of Adelaide, Bero dashed over the edge of the table and disappeared. All four of the children ducked to see underneath the table, thinking that Bero had fallen. Emile wanted to look with them but stayed frozen in his seat. Because of that, he was the only one that saw the tiny Hidden Folk swarm up to the open drawer that held the napkins and begin pulling on the next one.

The children were no longer numb and shocked. The novelty of the small Hidden Folk pulled them out of the cage of unthinking existence and let the fire of their curiosity blaze up and warm them from the inside out.

Emile could never figure out how the situation had changed so quickly. It seemed like in just a few minutes, Bolormaa had changed his grandchildren and the other two orphans from automata that did what they were told to engaged and happy youngsters. Although he was well aware that the children’s losses were not forgotten, the French nobleman was massively relieved to see the spark of life back in the children’s eyes.

Adelaide and Maddie were helping Bari to set the table while Phil and Etienne brought the butter and spoons over. The two boys and the two male Hidden Folk were chattering away about the adventures that the Hidden Folk had gotten into over the last couple of days.

Emile heard his grandson ask, “Do you think that we could go and see how the Land Kraken fishes? My grandpa, Papa, and I used to do a lot of fishing.” By the end of the sentence, Etienne’s voice was shaky as the stress of the day hit again. Before Emile could do anything, the two Hidden Folk boys were perched on his grandson’s shoulder, reassuring him and sharing his grief.

When Bolormaa began to carry the bowls to the table, Emile rose courteously to his feet and helped her. He murmured quietly, “Thank you for providing this comforting touch of normality. Although you can see the effect on the children, it is not just them that needed it.”

Bolormaa answered him, and he could hear the laughter in her voice when she said, “That is, of course, assuming that normality includes tiny Hidden Folk.”

With a smile on his face, Emile helped her corral the seven children to the table for the wonderful smelling soup that she had made. The enticing smells and the comforting tastes were visibly easing the children and their sense of dislocation, while the presence of the three Hidden Folk orphans gave them something to think about other than their losses.

When Baba tried to press food on the gentleman, he protested, saying, “If you do not mind, I will delay my own meal until you and I enjoy it together. Right now, I am worried about the children.” Feeling a strange flutter of sympathy, Bolormaa assured him that that would be perfectly acceptable, and she went into the other rooms to find clean nightclothes and towels for the children.

As she emerged, she saw that everyone was being entertained by the cheerful banter between Dasule and Iskar, the Fire Child that inhabited Bolormaa’s stove. Smiling, she interrupted the children, saying, “Time to wash up before bed. You can sleep in as late as you want tomorrow. Just let your body rest as long as it needs.”

Baba did not make each of the children take a full bath. Instead, she had them wash their face, neck, hands, and arms before putting in nightclothes and crawling into bed. Tucking each child in and kissing them sweetly on their heads, Bolormaa said a prayer with each of them. Her heart clenched when Phil and Maddie both prayed that their parents were now together and promised never to forget them and what they had sacrificed.

The Seer felt the weight of a burgeoning Vision beginning to tremble on the edges of her consciousness, but knew enough that it would be long past dinner when that harbinger pulled her into the River of Time. Determined to put the sad man at ease, at least a little, Bolormaa chatted cheerfully as she filled two more bowls of soup and cut into a new loaf of bread.

Emile sat across from the kind woman who had opened her heart to his grandchildren and her house to them all for the night but struggled to maintain a polite conversation. After a while, Bolormaa told him gently, “There is no reason that you have to talk to me. I will not consider you rude if you do not. However, I can tell that your troubles weigh you down, and I am quite willing to listen to you as you tell me what they are.”

The retired General was shocked. No one in his whole life had made such an offer of listening to him talk about his problems. Usually, he was the one that needed to listen to others and solve their problems, or at least see the way through their issues so that they could solve them themselves. With her exotic Mongolian features and warm gentle smile, this woman was different from anyone else he had ever met.

Taken unawares by her offer, the man heard himself telling her how his son had pushed him into leaving him and taking his grandchildren to a safer environment. He talked about the guilt he felt abandoning his tenants and the terrible grief that rolled around in his stomach and not knowing what had happened to his only child.

Bolormaa’s eyes had turned silver for a moment, a startling color change that made Emile sit straight up. Before he could ask her about it, she looked him in the face and said, “I am a Seer. If you would like, I will try to see through the veil between worlds and give you a glimpse of what is happening with your son. Would that help you?”

His reply was torn from his aching throat as Emile said fervently, “Yes, please. If it will not hurt you in any way, I would just like to see if my son survived today.”

Nodding her head, Bolormaa got up without another word and went out of the room briefly to reemerge, holding a fabric-wrapped object. Carefully placing it on the table, the Seer unwrapped her scrying bowl with reverent hands.

The retired General was caught by the beauty of the glass and how it seemed to flow and change color. Bolormaa maintained her silence, pouring a small amount of water in the bowl and capturing his hands in hers to hold it. Swirling the bowl in a circular fashion, Emile was astonished to see the liquid multiply until it was three-quarters full.

Bolormaa’s eyes had gone straight silver, with no sign of a pupil or iris. Emile was caught in the ceremony and mystery of the Seer’s power, feeling like he was standing on the edge of a precipice ready to fall off.

When the Seer turned to gaze intently at the liquid in the bowl, Emile’s gaze went with hers. To his surprise, the liquid showed the destroyed lawn at Lady Rosemary’s estate. There was no sign of dead bodies, so Emile did not know how bad the damage was. Now locked on to the Seer’s Vision, Emile held his focus during a dizzying scan through the hallways of the Château.

Finally slowing down, the Vision stabilized on the image of long legs that extended toward the fire from the depths of an oversized wingback chair. Barely able to breathe, Emile whispered gratefully, “I would know those boots anywhere. That is my son.”

The Vision shifted perspectives, and Emile got to see his son's face. François looked sad but other than some odd bruising, he appeared to be in good health. Still dressed in the garments that he wore to start the battle with the Witch, the Commander looked exhausted but somehow satisfied.

Tugging at Emile’s heartstrings a little more, he realized that François held in his hand the amulet containing the picture of the first time that Adelaide rode a horse. She had sat perfectly on the back of the old gelding looking proud of herself, and Emile had his arm around her with an approving grin on his face. Etienne had been mounted on his horse and was crowded next to his little sister with a happy look plastered all over his boyish features.

The retired General and the old Seer watched as the younger man carefully closed the necklace and pressed his lips against it. Speaking so softly that it was hard to hear, François said, “My prayers and thoughts are always with you. Papa, I pray that the good Lord finds you and my babies a safe place to live and prosper. Know that I will never forget you and that you have all of my love.”

As if waiting for the end of the man’s comments, the Seer’s Vision splintered into the thousand silvery pieces, and the water in the scrying bowl was gone.

Brokenly, Emile tried to thank Bolormaa for her efforts, but the woman insisted it was her honor. When the older man got up as if to find a different place to stay, the old Russian woman said in exasperation, “Do not be ridiculous! I have already prepared a bedchamber for you, and your grandchildren are here, so off to bed with you. I am going to seek my own bed, and I will see you in the morning.”

Realizing that compliance was much easier than argument, the retired General knew when he was outflanked and went meekly off to bed. He did not even remember pulling the blanket up over his shoulder before sleep had yanked him into the darkness.

A short time later, Jack was stretched out on his big cushioned bed, heated by the warmth of the fire. The three Hidden Folk orphans crawled into their usual places of comfort, burrowed into the tomcat's thick fur. As he expected, one by one, the human children came looking for him and crawled in to tuck themselves against a part of his body. Ratcheting his purr up to resonate more, Jack was just pleased to be home again. Stretching out a little bit, he made sure that he was touching each of the children that needed comfort and was about to fall asleep himself when the outside door to the kitchen cracked open a tiny bit, and a small silver-striped kitten crept in. Standing down below the stepped side of the enclosed oven, the orphaned kitten mewed piteously.

Feeling extremely mellow, Jack thought gently, << Come on up, little one. There is definitely room for you here. >>

As soon as he gave her permission, Silverstripe dashed up to the big tomcat and crawled on top of his head. Positioned between his two ears, the sad little feline began to groom him and ended up chewing on one of his ears until she fell asleep. Jack just purred louder and closed his eyes also.

<< <> >>

The steam rose thickly from the water in the recently completed hot springs area of Zhanna’s estate. TT was soaking her body in the hottest pool. She was relaxed and enjoying the warmth, happy that the exhausting mission was completed. The splash in the water soaked the Persian cat, but she refused to get even slightly stressed out. Instead, she commented mildly, << Perhaps you need to go on a diet if you cannot get in the water without making a big splash. >> She felt more than heard Dascha’s concern and was not surprised to hear her friend ask, << Are you all right? >>

Still, in a super relaxed mode, TT responded, << Yes, surprisingly I am. We managed to rescue most of those that we knew were left behind and others who would have been prey for the Blood Mages. It was an exciting adventure, and it satisfied something I felt I must do. >>

The silence stretched out between the two friends as stressed and strained muscles became pliable in the soaking heat. Finally, TT spoke again, saying << It did have one unexpected benefit that I will thoroughly enjoy. >>

Dascha asked curiously, << Oh? What was that? >>

The white Persian cat Familiar answered with great glee, << With all the practice that I got, I am going to so kick your ass at the next Familiar Trials!”
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Author’s Notes

The story has been on my mind for a long time. When I started writing the Standard of Honor and Familiar Magic series, it was set in an alternate history that another author had set up. When he and I diverged on our objectives and quality issues, we started to unbraid the tight connections between our stories. Since the base universe that he created remained his, I had to do a lot of world-building and heartfelt examination of where I wanted my characters to exist and flourish, as well as what type of environment fit my worldview.

After completing this book, I have successfully rescued my favorite characters, killed off the villains that haunted my nightmares, and positioned my books to exist in a world and universe that fits my vision as an author.

As I worked through the story, every rescue that was completed and every bad guy that got his or her just retribution energized me and lessened the guilt I felt when I did not have a vehicle with which to move them to the new universe. As I hit publish on this book, I am proud of not leaving my characters behind.

That may sound strange, but it is the same thing you experience when working with a team that you trust with your life. The thought of abandoning anybody is almost impossible to consider. Whether it be a teammate brought down in a battle or a coworker who cannot find a job like yours that will get them out of an abusive workplace, there is a core part of us that desires to save those people close to us.

I have a lot more planned for these characters. Sometime in the next three months, I will be writing the next Familiar Trials book. Titled Familiar Trials - Expert, it takes us back to the combination competition and educational convention where all Familiars are welcome.

In the meantime, look for Bridge to Honor, a Standard of Honor book, coming out after my current project of Wedding Fashion in the Badger Hole Bar series.

I am excited and feel freer than I have for quite a while. As always, I appreciate your reviews, your feedback, and your incredible support.

Thank you all for your contributions and your interest. It makes it all worthwhile.

Cheerfully,

Taki
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Author Introduction – Taki Drake

The mixture of technology and magic is where my mind and heart live. In today’s world, it mixes engineering and creativity. In the worlds of my mind, technology and magic live intertwined. I hope that you will find my stories interesting enough to be frequent visitors to where my heart beats.

I am continuing to write my stories of intertwined technology and magic. The challenges of that are fertile grounds for many story lines and series. Several of those planned for the next few months have been listed below. I am happily writing each of them, discovering new worlds, new situations and new challenges. The wonder for me is the number of readers that are enjoying my visions and tales.

Enjoy the stories in the emerging genre of techmage!

Please feel free to contact me via email at taki@technologymage.com or visit my blog or my Amazon page.
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Unfettered Mage

Magic and Technology in a SciFi Universe

We Are Not Prey

Fleet of the Mage

Mage and Mate (with Paul C. Middleton)

Traditions of Childhood

Social Combat (with Paul C. Middleton)

Social Conflict - June 2021

Social Warfare - Sept 2021

Elemental Connections - Oct 2021

Mate’s Gift - Nov 2021

Mage Emergent - 2022

Mage Ascendant – 2022

Mage’s Sword – 2022

Fleet Genesis – 2022

To Shield and Shelter

Defending Heart and Soul

Time of Gifting

Price of Service

Achy Broken Heart - May 2021

Life’s Garden

The Mechanic Prince [The Imp Prince]

Kuchen in the Kitchen [Let Them Eat Pie]

The Cottage Garden (compendium)

Knitted Stockings for Christmas

Rune Force

Spilled Tea, Stolen Goods (with Summer Donnelly and Grant Morgan)

Denied - May 2021

Surf Diamonds - June 2021

Vorcian Imperial Chronicles

Pledged to Duty, Driven by Honor

Cadre Files

In the Cards

Power Nexus

Power Surge

Power Spike - Sept 2021

Burnished Blade -  Oct 2021

No Money for Marriage -  Dec 2021

Steel Harvest -  2022

Count Off -  2022

Deadly Mascot -  2022

An Attitude Adjustment

East Haven Chronicles (with Etienne LeFevre)

Seeking a new beginning? Welcome to your new home.

My Name is Lost

Predatory Behavior

Journey Toward Justice - mid-2021

Explosion of Skills - mid-2021

Purity of Balance - 2021

Pursuit and Cover - 2022

Ruins of Ambition - 2022

Test of the Guardian - 2022

East Haven Rebirth - TBD

BattleMage Investigates

Power of the Mage, Focus on Crime

Battle Cadre Arises - May 2021

The Case of the Frozen Hand -  Oct 2021

No Accounting for Taste - 2022

The Case of the Missing Sniper  - 2022

Sing a Song of Politics  -  TBD

The Case of Short Shots  - TBD

Explosive Echoes  - TBD

The Case of the Darkling Spear  - TBD

Badger Hole Bar

Come for a Drink, Change Your Life

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Thru the Badger Hole

Grand Opening

Fashion Forward (with Kris Endicott)

The Gift of Fashion (with Kris Endicott)

Badger Hole Bar (4 book series) [Thru the Badger Hole,

Grand Opening, Fashion Forward, The Gift of Fashion]

The Remembrance Wall

Wedding Fashions - May 2021

Treasured Knowledge - Oct 2021

Dirty Bucket Brewery - Oct 2021

Alastair and the Dungeon - late 2021

A Matter of Trust  - late 2021

Kitten in Waiting - 2022

Death Walking - 2022

Clingon - 2022

Najeer  - 2022

Echoes of Knowledge - 2022

Becoming Sephera

When Beauty is More than Skin Deep

A Learning Experience (book 6)

You Just Go On - 2021

Life Rebuilt - Late 2021

New Paths - TBD

Standard of Honor

Rediscovering Heritage, Forging New Traditions

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex

Floating in Time

Road to Honor

Bridge to Honor - June 2021

Carp EDM - Nov 2021

Familiar Magic

When Magic is a Team Effort

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Travels

Unfamiliar Pathways 

Familiar Enemies

Familiar Trials - Expert - July 2021

Familiar Trials - Master - 2021

Familiar Trials - Adept - 2021

Cookbooks

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Marcella’s Garden Cookbook [Potluck Perils](with Kris Endicott)

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook [Diet of Doom](with Kris Endicott)

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest [Sanctuary]

Tasting Sampler

A Food Palate - Holiday Heartwarmers

Taking it on the Road

Your Goose is Cooked [The Great Turkey Hunt]

Let Them Eat Pie [Kuchen in the Kitchen]

Baba’s Kitchen [Kitchen Helpers]

Anthologies

The Expanding Universe: An Exploration of the Science Fiction Genre [An Attitude Adjustment]

Against the Tide [Judgment and Despair]

Inanna’s Circle: Flight of Imagination - Thru the Darkness [We Are Not Prey]

Inanna’s Circle: The Game Begins [A Learning Experience]

Holiday Heartwarmers: An Anthology of Short Stories [Time of Gifting]

Mysterious Hearts [Heart of Stone]

Cyber War: Digital Battlefield [The Backup]

CyberWar: Black Ice [CyberCoda]

CyberWar: Byte Conflict [CyberSong]

Phoenix Fantasy [The Quiet Pool]

Phoenix Imagining [Deceptive Practices]

The Goblin and the Grocer [Balancing Costs]

Prime Peek I [Gazillipede]

Haunted Hearts I [Echoes of Past Love]

Silent Thanks [A Thousand Flowers]

Shadowed Light [Death Walking]

Traveling Man [Daytripping]

Powerhouse Punch [Mara’s Honor]

Sensorium I [Recharge]

King of Cats [Over the Garden Fence]

Footsteps in the Snow [Knit One Claw Two]

Spirit of Thanks [Cranberry Stuffing]

The Hand You Were Dealt [Destinations]

The Imp Prince [The Mechanic Prince]

Treated to Tricks [Everyone Loves Halloween]

Tricky Treats [Traditions of Childhood]

Special Kind of Love  [Still Air and Soaring Wings]

Let Them Eat Pie [Kuchen in the Kitchen]

Your Goose is Cooked [The Great Turkey Hunt]

Janus Speaks [To Spin a Thread]

Fireside Tales [All I Want for Christmas]

Ticking of the Phoenix Clock [A Man’s Got to Do]

Weekend at Cupid’s [Misfire and Consequences, Keystone Concierge, Success and Challenge]
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Keep Connected

Keeping connections is so important today in our digital world. Readers can always reach me at taki@technologymage.com, or by signing up for my newsletter at http://www.technologymage.com.  I promise that one of these days I will actually stop writing long enough to publish one!

My blog is at http://www.takidrake-author.com/.

If you would like to learn more about the Phoenix Prime program or authors, please visit  pprcollective.com and look for her book-related merchandise here!

Thanks for joining me for this brief time.

Cheerfully, Taki
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