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      Don’t go into the Garden alone.

      That statement is what I’ve heard from both Grandmother and Minerva my entire life. I understand that the Garden isn’t just filled with vegetables and fruit like other gardens might be. This one is alive. My ancestors filled it with so much Magick it came to have a life of its own. Everyone who has ever worked inside its gates comes to know this. I really wanted to go in, though. My case was over for now. Director Mills told me to stay in Briarwood for a week or so until the heat over Camilla and the Strega died down. People were dead, and the entire town was in an uproar. I really needed a vacation, and searching the Garden sounded like fun. I tried to remember when Grandmother had first mentioned the dangers to me.
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        * * *

      

      “Child, it’s hard to explain. It’s like that feeling you get…like someone walking across your grave. A distant shiver, a feeling of unease. There have been documented instances where a worker is hurt, too far away from any help. And the Garden helped them,” my grandmother explained. We were in her office on the first floor. I would often play here amongst the books and strange knickknacks she’d collected.

      “Helped them how?” I asked.

      “The Garden would physically send someone down the wrong path or in one case it teleported someone in. Paths will change, and hedges will move. Back in the 1950s we had instances of creatures from the past popping in to say hello. The Garden is dangerous to the unwary. Even Minerva takes along someone as company when she visits the Garden,” she explained.

      “But I’ve seen you go in alone,” I replied.

      My grandmother pursed her lips and looked down at me sternly. Picking up a scroll from her desk, she used it as a pointing mechanism. “Been spying, have we? I allowed both you and Fergus into the small garden near the kitchen alone. That is common ground as is the outer Covenstead. You are not yet ready for the inner Coven areas. I’ve trained you well, Agatha, but there are some things you must be older for. As to where I go alone…” Grandmother paused, looking past me to the books on the wall.  She waved the scroll in a circle. “There is a place, a special place where, when you are truly ready, I will take you.”

      “But,” I started to reply.

      She shook her head at me. “No. Not yet, my dear. For your future to be assured you must obey my rules. Understand?”

      I nodded my head and left her office.

      “There is a place neither close nor far, where people go to learn the things that society has lost. That which is lost is found there by those who truly seek them.” That is what Emesh told me of the place Grandmother was speaking about. He went on to describe the place as a paradise removed from time. It was where he took food from the Garden to enhance learning and culture.

      Even at such a young age, I vowed to myself that I would find the place he spoke of. How hard could it be?

      “Child, the Myst…” Grandmother looked at me sternly from her desk and shook her head. “That wasn’t a nice thing to do. Promise me you won’t go looking for that place? There are many dangers in this world alone. Searching the realms is much worse. Promise me?”

      I nodded my head and spoke the promise I wouldn’t look for strange places without help. She’d caught me climbing her bookcase to get to the top level. Lifting objects with my mind was a new skill that Grandmother was only just now teaching me and like some of my other powers, it didn’t work all that well. There wasn’t a map or a book of maps up there, but I did find a book of the gods written in a strange language.
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        * * *

      

      “Is that the guy from the Garden? He looks mad,” Fergus hopped up on the large book and stamped his foot on an etched image.

      Peering closer I could see what might be Emesh. I had suspected he was a God but could never prove anything. The square cropped beard might be different, but the eyes are what gave it away. They seemed to see everything and nothing just like the man I knew. “He does. Can you read it?”

      Fergus looked up at me with a wild look in his eyes. “Me? Read? Do I look like a human? Besides, all the writing looks like something a chicken would do. I don’t mess with those balls of feathers. Remember when that really big one tried to kill me?”

      I looked down at my constant companion and smiled. “That was a turkey, and she was just as scared of you as you were of her.”

      “Hmmph. You might say that being as big as you are, but I know better. I’m hungry. Where’s the hay?” Fergus asked.

      I ran my fingers over what he called chicken scratching. Grandmother was teaching me everything she knew as a Witch, including ancient languages. This one was similar to Babylonian, but older somehow. I needed to find my dictionary. My desk was covered in piles of books. Some new, some old. The things we studied constantly changed. There was so much to learn.

      “Hey? Food!” Fergus yelled.

      Looking down, I could see him staring up at me pointing at his mouth like one of those cartoon cats in the paper. “Your food is where it always is, back in our room.”

      “You’re a Witch. Can’t you like wiggle your nose or something? I want food now!” Fergus paced up and down across the desk.

      “Sure. Let me think of a good spell for that. How’s your squirrel? You might need to speak the language.” I raised my hand and pointed it at him.

      “Whoa! Let me just go and find that bale. Forget about the spell.” My Unicorn hopped off the desk and ran out of the room. I could hear him muttering about crazy purple rodents.

      Chuckling, I went back to searching for the book. I wouldn’t really turn him purple. The squirrel thing had been a complete accident.

      I came into my powers at a very young age. Much younger than most Witches. My first Magickal act was to change more than half the squirrels in town purple. Ever since, I’ve used it as a threat with Fergus. He didn’t know it, but I might know the spell for how to do that to him if I wanted to.

      Pushing off from the porch railing I took a couple of steps down to the yard. Thinking about the past and all the issues I had as a child here wasn’t getting me any closer to my search.

      “Hey Fergus, let’s go on a small adventure,” I called out to him.

      “Sure, if it means I don’t have to play with the cat anymore!” My Unicorn was wedged into the doorway of one of those toy gnome homes you find at garden centers. Grandmother had a veritable town of them under the large oak tree in the yard. I could remember there being one or two when I was a kid.

      Looking around, I didn’t see Zeus anywhere about. “Is he here?”

      “No. The Gnomes scared him off. He doesn’t like their hats,” Fergus pried himself out of the doorway. “Where are we going?”

      “Hats?” I asked, looking at the houses much closer.

      “Yeah, they’re pointy,” he replied.

      The houses looked like toys, but I could almost swear for just a second there were little faces watching me from one of the windows. I reached out to pick one up.

      “Where are we going?” Fergus asked again. He was standing on top of the largest house.

      I pulled my hand back and looked at him. “How’d you get up there?”

      “I jumped. Where are we going and will we be back in time for lunch?” Fergus asked.

      “The Garden. It’s time to look for where Emesh goes,” I replied.

      “So no lunch then. We better be home for dinner or I’m going to poop in your shoes. When do we start?”

      Picking him up I dropped him into my shirt pocket. “Right now. That gate over there looks like the way to go.”
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      The moment my hand touched the garden gate my Grandmother uses every single day, there was a flash of light. Our house, the garden, and the Gnome town were all gone. In their place was a town or at least a town square. Fergus and I were in the middle of what looked to be some sort of Kabbalistic summoning circle.

      “Whoa!” I did a sort of hopping dance and jumped out of the circle. All around me I could hear giggles and outright laughing. Looking up I could see several people in strange costumes pointing at me. “Uh, hello?”

      A man stepped over near me. He was wearing brightly colored clothing and carrying what looked like a lute. On his head was an animal mask. Doing a little dance, he gave me a flourish. “Greetings! Shall I take you to my leader?”

      The small crowd gathering around all laughed.

      “Did I interrupt a play or something?” I asked.

      “Play? There is no play, there is only life.” He did a pirouette and a backflip.

      I gawked at the man’s antics for a moment, gathering my thoughts. “Do you know where I am?”

      “Of course I do. I’m in the same place. We are all in the same place!” He did another backflip and started dancing a sort of shuffle step. “This is the dance of the day. Do you like it?”

      “Why is it you bring me to all the crazy places?” Fergus asked as he stuck his head out of my pocket.

      “This was an accident,” I replied as I watched the brightly colored man dance all the way around the both of us.

      “There are no accidents. Only opportunities!” The man stopped in front of me and peered down at Fergus. “A Unicorn! Such a tiny one too. You should show him to the Owl.”

      Fergus yanked his head back into my shirt at the mention of an owl. He’d once had a very bad wild bird experience while chasing one of the mouse knights. We don’t discuss it.

      “Who’s the Owl?” I asked.

      The man in the mask burst into laughter. Gripping his body with his arms, he began howling as he ran in a circle, flapping his arms. “Who! Who!”

      “That’s about enough of this,” a voice said behind me. The crowd surrounding us parted to reveal a tall man dressed in archaic armor, holding a scepter.

      Several of the onlookers bowed, muttering their pardons. “Excuse me, Lord Magistrate.”

      The Magistrate looked down at me with fire in his eyes for just a moment. “You I haven’t seen before. This is the Garden gate. Did Emesh send you?”

      “Emesh! He’s the one I was looking for!” I exclaimed.

      “Leave the Mummer be and speak to the Owl then. He can answer your questions better than I.” The Magistrate’s expression softened.

      The Mummer drew himself up and proclaimed to the square, “Mummer? I am not a Mummer. I am a stand-up philosopher!  I coalesce the vapor of human experience into a viable and logical comprehension.”

      “I’ve heard that before from you as well. Why don’t you take your act elsewhere?” the Magistrate replied.

      “But I like it here. The Library has no law that says otherwise. I can stay where I like, thank you very much!” The Mummer did a little dance.

      “Those laws are more like suggestions rather than actual rules. We have no town council or even a mayor. The Owl speaks, and we listen. My boys will escort you if you like.” Motioning with his scepter, the Magistrate called up a half dozen men dressed in modified Roman Legionaries armor.

      Holding up his hands the Mummer bowed, “I will move to the tavern. There is always an audience for what I do there.” Waving to the now dissipating crowd he shouted, “Come my people. I am adjourning to the fine drinking establishment across the street!”

      The costumed man picked up his props and under the very watchful eyes of the soldiers trotted off to a disheveled looking wooden building across the street.

      “May I have your name?” the Magistrate asked.

      I stared at him. Names have power and I was in a strange place. Keeping my left hand hidden behind my back I started trickling power to it. Fireballs aren’t just for show.

      Playing with the scepter in his hands, the Magistrate sighed and waved it through the air. “I’m not arresting you. This place is open to all. But you didn’t use the public Gate. This Gate is… special. If it’s open and available for just anyone to enter, it poses a risk to us all, and that concerns me. So let’s start with just your name, shall we?”

      He had a point. And I’ve never had a problem with simple honesty. “Agatha Blackmore. The Gate is in my grandmother’s garden.”

      The guards who had been working their way around the lessening crowd froze. The Magistrate waved his scepter and they retreated. “Marcella’s daughter or granddaughter?”

      I relaxed a bit but didn’t let go of the Magick. “Granddaughter.”

      “Then welcome to the Mystical Library, Miss Blackmore. Is Marcella coming as well?” The Magistrate nodded his head at me and smiled.

      “No, I don’t think so. This is my first time through the Gate,” I replied.

      The man suddenly looked alarmed. “First time! By Athena’s shield! Don’t you know how dangerous the pathways are?”

      “Uh, no? Emesh once told me the Gate led to a wonderful place filled with knowledge. I just wanted to see it,” I answered. “I can take care of myself.”

      The Magistrate shook his head. “Puny guns like yours are no match for what lies in wait beyond our boundaries. You are either very lucky or the Gods have laid their hands upon you. I’m thinking the latter.”

      One of the surrounding soldiers approached him and pointed across the square. The Magistrate cocked his head and listened to his man. He made a few hand motions and looked back at me. “You need to speak to the Owl. I would take you, but it appears we have another visitor besides you. And through an even more unusual Gate as well. Since you believe yourself capable, find Glaux yourself.”

      “Glaux?” I asked, recognizing the word. It was Ancient Greek, and one of the languages Grandmother was teaching me. “Doesn’t that mean little owl?”

      “So you do have some knowledge, then. Good. You’ll need every bit of it here. The library is there.” He pointed at the large building surrounded by columns. “Good luck.”

      As I watched the men turn to leave, I asked myself again, Where am I?

      “Are they gone?” Fergus asked as he popped his head out of my pocket.

      “They are. I think we have to go into that building there.” I pointed.

      “Where the owl is supposed to be. Remind me again why you brought me with you here?” Fergus asked.

      “It sounded like a good idea at the time?” I replied.

      “Yeah, like the time we went looking for the Mouse Kingdom. I can’t even go out to Minerva’s garden without those rats dive-bombing me now!” Fergus pointed out.

      “It wasn’t me that challenged them, so that is your fault, buddy,” I told him.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he replied as he slipped back into my pocket.

      “Traitor. Just run away.” I looked up at the building in front of me. It was built of a red granite similar to what buildings in Egypt looked like. Composite columns, each with a different flower top, lined the entire front of the building. Broad steps led upward to what looked to be huge bronzed doors. “Now or never. Maybe Owl is just the name of the leader here? I mean Glaux is another name for an owl.”

      It wasn’t until I was actually climbing the steps that the size of the building caught up to me. It was massive. Literally the largest thing I’d seen in this town so far. If you could call three or four buildings a town.

      “Should I knock or just go in?” I asked Fergus.

      My mini-Unicorn refused to answer, but I could feel him kicking at me through the shirt pocket. The pockets had been Minerva’s idea when I was about ten years old. Our relationship together was only a couple of years old then and he finally wanted to go everywhere with me. Even if it was only to the porch or Minerva’s garden. His little hooves were sharp and every time he ran across my shoulder or clamped on with his teeth, he ripped holes in all my things. That was until Minerva thought to add pockets and line them with Kevlar.

      I gave the door to the left a push and it opened easily. Looking up I could see dimly lit chandeliers hanging from rafters. Strange objects appeared in the distance, as well as shelving that went on forever. “The inside of this place looks bigger than the outside.”

      Fergus was silent. I gave my pocket a poke. “Did you hear me?”

      “Stop poking the Unicorn! You know I hate that. So what if it’s bigger? That doctor guy has a place like that,” Fergus answered.

      “Doctor guy? Who would that be?” I asked. We didn’t have a regular doctor.

      “That is actually my line. Who are you, and why have you come?” A voice called out from above.
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      Back on Earth, a young Russian Witch was on her way to practice her Magick. Scared of the destruction she might cause, she and her familiar used a deep cavern near her grandmother's house. On this night she wasn’t alone. Two bodyguards were with her.

      The deepest part of the cavern looked different than usual. Now, there was a door on the side of the wall.

      “Where’d that come from?” she said. Her body almost involuntarily took a step forward and opened the door. There was a flash of light and a sort of sucking sound. All light vanished from sight for what seemed like hours. And then nothing. A lit hallway appeared before them as another door opened.

      “Welcome to the Mystical Library!” a man said.
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      “We shouldn’t have opened that doorway. You are supposed to warn me of things such as that. This cavern isn’t supposed to have a door!” The dark-haired girl bent down to yell at her cat.

      The cat looked up at her and snarled, “I’m not the one with opposable thumbs here, remember? Where in the name of Bast are we, anyway?”

      The cavern door had opened up to a short hallway and what appeared to be a tavern, complete with candles and a chunk of meat roasting on a spit. Several strange looking patrons talked and ate in the darkened corners of the room. A man stood behind the bar polishing a glass.

      “That man over there behind the bar mentioned something about a library,” the girl answered. Tapping her ear, she asked her cat, “How is it I can hear you here and not just inside my head?”

      The cat froze and cocked her head to one side. Speaking mind to mind was something she did daily. Words were now coming out of her mouth!

      “No idea, so...” The cat’s head swiveled around. “Where are the others?”

      The girl looked around, and sure enough her two beefy Russian bodyguards were nowhere to be seen. “I don’t know! They were right behind us.”

      “Don’t be afraid. All travelers are welcome in this place,” the bartender explained. “From whence did you come?”

      “Russia,” the Cat replied meaning to say the town it had just left.

      The girl responded almost simultaneously with, “Russia.”

      Both looked at each other with questions on their faces. Both opened their mouths but nothing had come out. Not even mouthing the name worked. Something or someone was preventing them from identifying who they really were.

      “Oh ho ho! We haven’t had anyone from there in many a year now. How is the old place doing these days?” the bartender asked. “So much of it was destroyed by the Demons. Do the Vampires still rule?”

      Zee felt her mouth drop open all by itself. Vampires? “Where are we again?”

      The bartender paused and set down the glass and rag he was holding. As if he did it every day, the bartender leaped over the bar in one grand and graceful move. Sweeping his arms overhead and around, he bowed suddenly. “You are in the town of the Mystical Library. We are the last redoubt of learning and knowledge in the Universe. When everything is gone and all seems lost, we will hold against the dark.”

      “The dark what?” she asked. The smell of the meat cooking was starting to make her hungry. It was hard to remember if she had eaten lunch.

      Holding up a finger the bartender replied, “Ah that is the question isn’t it? Darkness isn’t just a phrase. It could be the foibles of man or the disregard of Dragons that cause a realm to fall. This place was created to defend against the loss of knowledge. Those who support us do not wish to experience another Universal Dark Age. One of those is enough for anyone. Being from Russia, you might agree with me.”

      “Dark what?” The smell of food was distracting her so much she couldn’t think straight. “Where am I again?”

      The cat in her arms jumped down and approached the bartender and said, “Mystical Library, huh? Is this the place the Sages reference when they talk about monks that live forever?”

      The bartender shook his head and laughed. “No, Miss Cat, that is Shangri-la. We are more of a literary waystation on the road to enlightenment. My suggestion is to go out into the square. Callimachus over at the Library will be able to answer any and all questions you might have. He’s the big brain around here.”

      “I’m hearing Russian in my head but you’re speaking something else. How is that?” The girl looked at the bartender with a confused look on her face.

      “Yet another mystery to solve, young lady. Ask the owl. He can tell you who and why that is. Do you have a name?” The bartender smiled at his own joke.

      “It’s Z…” Her mouth opened but no other sounds came out. Working her jaw several times she pointed at her mouth in shock. “I can’t say it! My name! It’s Z…”

      The bartender pursed his lips and cocked his head. “Interesting. She must not want you to reveal it to me. Ask the owl. We here at the bar will just call you Zee.”

      “Go out the double doors and turn left. Big building with the columns. You cannot miss it. When you’re done, come back to us. Have a drink and some Mammoth stew. We make the best in town.” He pointed toward the large doors on the wall.

      “My bodyguards, where did they go?” Zee asked.

      The bartender shook his head. “No idea. You came through that door over there. It could best be described as a divinely inspired pathway. Meaning that the Gods chose you to go through it, and who you get to take with you. They might turn up still.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Ask the owl.”

      The Cat, who decided her name should be Dee, if for no other reason than to have a name that rhymed with her mistress’s, gave the bartender a look and scampered over to the doors. “Zee, let’s go.”

      Looking around the room, Zee could see that everyone was watching her. Her eyes swept the place one last time, looking for her men. Then she turned to follow the Cat.

      The bartender watched the two go and commented to the room, “Not very many enter through that door. This doesn’t bode well for the Library. She will be one to watch.”
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      “Who said that?” I asked as I looked upward. The light given off by the chandeliers was too dim to really see anything. Even my Mage Sight wasn’t working, and that freaked me out even more.

      “I did.” The voice was behind me!

      Spinning around, a fireball instantly in my hand, I saw no one. Nothing but a few statues and decorative pieces lined the walls. “I don’t see you,” I said quietly into the darkness.

      “Because you aren’t looking properly. You would think that for all the time and money invested in you, the humans would have trained you better,” the voice said.

      “You know who I am?” I looked harder through the dimly lit room. My fireball added flickering light to the mix.

      “Of course I do. Marcella, your grandmother, has spoken of you numerous times. Besides, how many other people in all the realms have a micro Unicorn named Fergus. He is with you today?” the voice asked.

      I patted my pocket just to be sure and replied, “Of course. We’re a team.”

      “That’s good, for you will be tested. I’ve been there, you know?” The voice was male, deep and resonating through the dark.

      “Where?” I asked, not sure where this was going. I really wanted to know who and what we were being tested on.

      “Tir na Nog. It was a long time ago in human reckoning. Time doesn’t work the same way here, so for me it was almost yesterday. I was working for a Wizard. What a wanker he was too. He had a whole tribe of humans convinced he was a great and powerful magic user. Human Mages are rare, and he wasn’t one. Smoke and mirrors. Well not exactly mirrors but you get the idea. I performed most of his really cool tricks for him. Let me tell you, those humans were real suckers for a few vanishing swords and some sleeping potions. But I digress. They lived right on top of one of your world’s few stable permanent Gates and the whole thing was simply overrun with Unicorns. Fun times,” the voice explained.

      “You knew Merlin?” I asked. The story was so similar to one that Grandmother used to tell me. He had to be talking about one of humanity's greatest Wizards.

      “Didn’t I just say I did? It figures that he’s the one that everyone remembers instead of me,” the voice replied.

      “And who are you?” I asked, even as another much newer voice chimed in.

      “His real name is lost to the depths of time. Most here call him the Owl of Athena or just the Owl. The Romans called him the Owl of Minerva, even though Minerva was actually a Greek Goddess, not a Roman one. Some do still call him Glaux but seeing as how that is also the name of the coin bearing his picture, it can get a bit confusing. Just stick to Owl. It’s so much easier,” the voice said from the shadows.

      “My name is not lost. I just misplaced it,” Owl argued with the mysterious voice. “It was several thousand years ago. I can’t remember everything in this place like you do. As we’ve argued before, I’m not a trained scholar. I just find the information. It takes you to interpret it.”

      A short man in a toga stepped out of the shadows. Smiling at me he introduced himself. “Callimachus. Nice to meet you.”

      I looked at his outstretched hand for a moment before taking it. “Hello. My name’s Agatha.”

      Callimachus gripped my hand lightly before dropping it. “The name’s a bit long, so you can call me Mack in a pinch. Many of the newer visitors have trouble with Latin names.”

      “Thank you, Mack. Can you tell me what this place is?” I asked.

      Mack smiled and waved at the darkened area around him. “This place? It’s the Library of Alexandria of course. Do you like it? I brought it here myself.”

      In a flash, the entire place burst into light and life, as if by Magick. Which, of course, it was.

      “Whoa!” I commented as I looked up, up, and up. More than three levels high, the building really was bigger on the inside than the outside.

      What I thought was a statue sitting just inside the entranceway was an owl half the size of a human. As it flapped its wings I visualized being carried high into the sky and dropped. Jack Dalton, my mentor and previous Director of the Magical Division, once told me a story about a Harpy. He was just that big. I could only stare in wonder.

      “Too much?” The owl again spread his wings. “I told her that making me bigger was a bad idea but Nooo, don’t listen to the victim here. You humans are less threatened by small things. Like your Unicorn,” Owl stated.

      “Would you like to taste horn? I hate things with feathers!” Fergus popped up and yelled in his tiny little voice.

      “Come at me, tiny!” Owl yelled.

      Mack stepped in front of the very large bird of prey and held up his hands. “Take it easy now. No fighting in the library.”

      “It’s my library and I can fight if I want to! Important or not, that Unicorn is going down,” Owl barked.

      “Give it your best shot, hootie! I may be short but my horn is sharp.” Fergus hopped out of my pocket and tumbled down to the floor. Like a child’s rubber ball, he bounced a couple of times then landed on his feet. “Get ready to taste horn, birdie.”

      Instinctively I threw a freeze spell at my companion even as I remembered he was immune to most Magick. The spell failed, and he continued to charge the large Owl.

      Hopping off his decorative perch, Owl flapped his wings again. Fergus was suddenly lifted into the air, hovering between us.

      “Sit. Stay.” Owl looked at me with keen eyes before speaking again. “For a Witch you don’t have that big a handle on those powers of yours, do you? Aren’t the bracelets helping?”

      Mack perked up and stepped closer to me. He reached out and moved the struggling, floating Fergus to one side, then got very close to me. Lifting my arm, he commented, “Very nice. Egyptian. Third century maybe. Khonsu’s work possibly. Not something you see anymore.” He gave his feathered companion a strange look. “You should have mentioned this part.”

      “She only shared it recently. You were busy with that last group of paperbacks. Who names a dog Opus, anyway?” Owl asked.

      “Someone who has great taste in both words and information. I’m adding them to my pile, just so you know,” Mack replied.

      “Whatever, half the books in the world are in that pile of yours,” Owl commented.

      I fingered both bracelets. They were quieter than usual. Of late they’d been talking to each other and only answering me with single words. I’d seen the Egyptian markings but assumed they were just for decoration. “Did you mean Khonsu the Moon God?”

      Owl broke off his argument with Mack and responded immediately. “More like the God of Travelers. Specifically, travelers between the realms. It was He that created the Guardians. They used His power to keep your world free of those who would exploit it.”

      “Guardians. My grandmother mentioned them once I think. Isn’t that what the European Councils call their enforcers?” I asked.

      Mack snorted, “They wish. Owl knows all the details, but they started calling the enforcers both protectors and guardians after the first Human crusade. Several Council representatives went along for the ride and discovered many ancient relics that spoke of Guardians and the power they represented. So much was lost when Rome fell. It is one of the reasons we are here. To preserve the knowledge.”

      “Come along,” Owl directed. “Grab your companion and follow Mack. There is much we have to discuss and your training is about to begin. I will join you soon after I round up the other one.”

      “Other one?” I asked, grabbing Fergus as he floated past me.

      “Yes, another Witch has joined us from afar,” Owl said.
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      “Didn’t that man say to turn left and go to the library?” Dee asked her mistress.

      “He did, but I want to know where the boys are. They were right behind us in the cavern. Grandmother entrusted them with us. I don’t want to have to tell her that I lost them!” Zee cried out.

      The cat jumped down from Zee’s arms and attempted to look around the rear of the tavern they’d just left. But there was no rear. The buildings were part of the wall. “This place is strange.”

      “It’s supposed to be,” a voice commented.

      Zee dropped into a combat stance, her sword and athame at the ready. “Who said that?”

      “You humans. Always with the jokes. I could stretch this out and ask who’s on second, but I can see you won’t get it,” the voice replied.

      There was a loud flapping sound and an enormous owl dropped out of the sky, landing in front of the surprised pair.

      “Die Demon!” Zee struck out with the sword, only to have it bounce off thin air like it was hitting invisible steel. Dee struck as well, letting out a sonic blast that should have turned the owl into pillow stuffing. Neither attack succeeded.

      “Are we done? Trust me when I say I was blocking idiots with swords before your people even settled the Russian steppes,” the owl explained.

      Zee gazed at the owl with her Magickal sight but could see nothing. It was as if the gigantic bird didn’t even exist. “What are you?”

      The owl flapped first one wing then the other. “An owl. I know you have them in Russia.”

      “How did you know I’m Russian?” Zee asked him.

      The giant bird clacked its beak in a sort of chuckling laugh. “You’re dressed like a peasant carrying a Russian Blue cat and you have a horrible English accent. There are not many places upon your world where an outfit like that would fit in. Trust me when I say that I’ve been most everywhere on Earth.”

      Zee’s eyes narrowed as she looked at the owl. Carefully, she slid her weapons back into their hidden sheaths. “Who are you?”

      “Still with the jokes. Although that one belongs to Kosh, not I. My name is Owl. You were supposed to come and see me,” the owl answered.

      Zee shook her head. “No… The man at the bar told us to talk to the owl, I guess that’s you? What do you want?”

      Owl chuckled. “You just never quit, do you? That show is my friend Mack’s favorite.”

      Spreading his wings wide, Owl twisted his head in all directions. “Everything that you see here is part of the Library and I’m in charge. You were told to speak to me because this is your first time here. And because of your rather unusual entrance. Not very many come through that particular door.

      “But I’m getting off topic here,” Owl went on. “You clearly want answers and I want to tell them to you. Another Witch and her familiar have arrived as well, and there is much to discuss. When you get as old as I am you don’t like saying things more than once, so come along. I will tell you both at the same time.” He flapped his wings as if to push them forward. “Climb the stairs and push on the big doors. I’ll see you inside.”

      With a big flap Owl launched himself upward and flew out of sight.

      Dee looked up at her owner. “We should go.”

      “No! We need to find the men. I’m responsible for them,” Zee protested.

      “The big flappy bird said it had answers. Maybe where they are is one of them? We won’t find them here. These buildings don’t have backs to them,” the cat replied.

      Zee looked disgusted but nodded. “Fine, we will ask the bird. This is a very strange place.”

      “It is, but trust me when I say that I’ve seen stranger. At least that thing didn’t grab me and carry me off to more classes or whatever,” Dee the cat replied.

      “Classes? Why would YOU have classes?” Zee asked as they exited the fake alley and walked toward the staircase.

      The cat sneezed and said a word at the same time. “I misspoke. I meant your classes, with your grandmother.”

      Zee pursed her lips and gave her familiar a stern look. “We will discuss this again. Bet on it.”

      Dee winced. The others never said she couldn’t tell her Witch, but it wasn’t recommended. Secret familiar training is such a bitch to hide from humans.

      “Have you ever seen anything like this, D…” Zee paused as her mouth tried to say the cat’s real name. Like before, she couldn’t say the name. “Dee” was the closest she could come.

      “Never. None of your people’s Sages or fighters ever described a building such as this. We are not on Earth any longer, Zee,” the cat answered.

      Zee traced the carvings on the pillars with her hands. Strange designs mixed with depictions of birds, boats, and strange looking people. Looking up, she could see flowers and vegetation beyond her kenning.

      “Shall we try the door?” Dee asked. She was sniffing the edges and could smell human and something other. It was horselike, but not.
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      I rubbed my head just using the tips of my fingers. “Let me get this straight. You are more than two thousand years old?”

      Mack nodded and said, “Pretty much. If your calendar system is to be believed as continual, I was born in the year 310 BCE. That makes me pretty damn old.”

      “What did you mean about the calendar?” I asked. Mack had taken Fergus and me to what sort of resembled a modern conference room near the rear of the building. Modern only in design. There were rough-hewn benches and divan chairs that looked like they might be better suited in a boudoir than a meeting room.

      “Not everyone in history used the same system. It wasn’t until 1582 that the Pope announced that the church was eliminating several days to make the official calendar work. But that was only for those countries the Catholic Church held sway over. Even the English didn’t merge their systems to the Gregorian one until the late 1700s. Not everyone could agree. Kind of like herding cats actually,” Mack explained.

      “Cats! Where?” Fergus came instantly to life and looked in all directions.

      “Right here, actually,” Owl answered as the door opened. The massive owl flew into the room and landed upon a giant perch. “Joining us are Zee and her cat Dee. They are here for similar reasons as you two.”

      I scrutinized Zee as she entered the room. She was dressed as a peasant, so I figured she might be from one of the more underdeveloped countries on Earth or knowing this place, another realm. She clutched a green-eyed cat in her arms.

      Motioning to the bench across from me, I welcomed her with a tentative “Hello?”

      Claiming the bench, the young woman set the cat down. She took in my appearance and I could see her eyes widen at the sight of Fergus. In accented English she asked, “Unicorn? Is that unicorn?”

      “His name’s Fergus,” I replied.

      She pointed to herself and said, “Zh…Call me Zee. I cannot say my own name or that of Dee’s.” Looking back at Owl, she glared. “You told me you would say why?”

      “That’s an easy one,” Owl answered. “She isn’t allowing it.”

      “I can say my name. It’s Agatha Blackmore. Nice to meet you Zee. What makes me different? And who is She?” I asked.

      Mack pulled out the chair at the end of the table and sat down. “All will be explained. Trust us. Why you are different is beyond me, but She must want it that way.”

      Owl looked at the human that was his best friend and gave him a long glance with his deeply set blue owlish eyes. “She is the Goddess Athena and the creator of this pocket universe that we call home. It is her will that the library is here rather than on Earth.”

      “Athena is the one that brought both of you to us,” Owl continued. “Would you like to know why?”
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      “The Gods are at war. You two are but pawns in a much greater game than you know about,” Mack started to explain.

      “Uh, what?” I asked.

      Owl flapped his wings a couple of times and swiveled his head to stare at the both of us. “As both of you know, the Gods still walk the Earth. Tens of thousands of years ago a pact was made between the Gods of light and dark. Interference with those of mortal blood was to be curtailed and balance would be respected. Or at least that was the idea. As you can imagine, both sides did try. But it didn’t work. Humanity is just too much fun to play with for some. For others, humanity is simply prey.”

      “Rules were created by those that chose to ignore the pact. They promised to not attack each other directly and to only use intermediaries,” Mack chimed in.

      “If the Gods were to fight each other directly, the world as you understand it would end. Their power is just that great. Certain individuals are chosen each year to advance the cause of the Gods and to do battle for the prize,” Owl explained.

      “The prize? What is the purpose of a prize between gods?” I asked them.

      “A goal, possibly bragging rights. Who knows the whims of the Gods? For our purposes, it gives us a way to keep score. At this moment we are winning. The Gods of Light are on top but that can change with the slightest action. The Dark is ever watchful and they play the long game. Which brings us back to you two,” Mack pointed at us.

      “At some point in both your lives, a God has touched you in some way,” Owl told us. “They might have just pointed you in the right direction. You may not have even been aware of who or what they were at the time.”

      Thinking back, I could only remember Emesh. I looked over at Zee. She and her cat were just staring into each other’s eyes.

      “Here at the Library we serve Athena. She is the ultimate authority here,” Mack continued.

      “How?” I asked the both of them.

      Mack looked at Owl and gestured, saying, “You should take this one.”

      “She’s a Goddess,” Owl started. “I served Athena’s every whim for millennia. When the Eternal War reached its highest point, the Gods separated themselves from us. Most of the dark Gods are still in their own realms, plotting and scheming. Some few are loose or have avatars that can be controlled via dreams or direct contact. I am one of those, an avatar of the Gods. The Goddess Athena whispers to me sometimes,” Owl replied. “Occasionally she sends things to us here. Books, scrolls, or other works just appear. This place is much more than a library. It is a storehouse of knowledge hedged against the apocalypse.”

      Zee sat up straighter in her chair and asked, “The dark Gods, they allow you to do this?”

      “Not directly,” Mack replied. “You may have noticed when you arrived that the town of the Mystical Library is small. Four main buildings comprise the city center. There is a small commercial center off one of its alleys, but this pocket universe is small. One of the greater buildings houses our army. At one time some of them were part of the 3rd Cyrenaica Legion. Travelers such as yourselves have filled out the Legion, bringing with them technology and military tactics not known to Rome. We are attacked frequently.”

      “Attacked by whom?” I asked.

      The Owl of Athena swiveled his head around to stare at Mack for a moment. I really wished that telepathy was one of my strong points. Just being able to hear that conversation would have been priceless.

      “It varies. You have to understand the sort of travelers we get through here. The realms are… Have you ever been to a mall?” Mack asked.

      Zee looked puzzled, “Mall? We are attacking someone?”

      “Wrong word Zee. I meant a shopping mall,” Mack replied.

      I nodded. “Of course. Lots of shops all in one big building.”

      Mack pointed at me. “That. The realms are like a gigantic mall. Many doors on a hall if you like. Each opens up to a new and interesting place. And like shops in the marketplace, sometimes they move, sometimes they completely close up. This small pocket universe was created for us by Athena. She dragged this building here before it was to be destroyed in Alexandria on Earth. The other buildings here came from other places. People and things appear as they are needed. Do you understand?”

      “The people in the square,” I said. “They weren’t surprised by us.”

      “No, they weren’t,” Mack answered. “We have four marked Portals into this realm at the moment. Three of them are used on a regular basis by scholars, traders, and travelers. You, Agatha, came through one of the most used. Zee over there though? She surprised us. Her Portal was thought to be closed.”

      Zee gave him a surprised look. “Closed? It just appeared inside my practice cavern. It was never there in the first place!”

      Owl flapped his wings again. “Blame the Gods then,” he said. “You are a part of this somehow. In my time they would have been all mystical about it. They would have said it was your destiny to be here.”

      “There were once several Portals leading in and out of Russia. Each of the major Vampire cities used them for trade and as a safe way to travel. After what your people call the Purge, they were either shut or destroyed,” Mack explained.

      Zee shook her head. “Nyet! Vampires do not exist.”

      “I’m sorry to say they do,” Mack said. “Ask Agatha if you don’t believe me. She has one on her team. Your country was ruled by them for centuries. The Tsars were but puppets to their control. But the fall was hard. Too many of their elders died and chaos ensued. The Portals were closed. You, Zee, are the first in decades to come through that particular one. We hope you aren’t the last.”

      Mack sighed. The smile that seemed to stay on his face slipped away for just a moment.

      “Why would she be the last?” I asked. Zee looked like she was still busy coming to terms with the thought of Vampires running her country.

      “Because we depend upon trade to survive here. The Gods may have given us this place, but we are responsible for protecting it. Emesh is one of the few active Gods that we see on a regular basis. He keeps us fed but there are things beyond food that we need. Keep us in mind when you return to your respective countries,” Mack replied. He scrutinized each of us. “Owl and I don’t know why you were selected by the Gods. Each of you has strengths the other needs, perhaps? So we will train you to the Legion’s standards and find your mettle. We won’t force you to do this though. It has to be your choice.”

      Dee, Zee’s cat, had been silent but now turned to her mistress and said, “Your grandmother would want this.”

      Zee shook her head. “No. We have to return to the village. They will think us lost.”

      “She is a seer,” the cat said calmly. “Do not discount that woman’s powers so easily. For all you know she foresaw this.” The cat turned to stare at me. She picked up a paw and pointed. “That one and her Familiar are known to me.”

      “What are you talking about, Dee? How could you know an American woman and her Unicorn? No one from our village has ever seen one of those before!” Zee exclaimed. She laid both hands upon the cat as if to pet her. “There is no way this is another one of your insights. Tell me the truth!”

      The cat rubbed her head on Zee’s hands and then shrugged out of the Witch’s grip. “I have taken oaths but I’m sure they will understand. There exists among familiars a sort of society. We have training and ranking such as our Masters do.”

      Zee leaned back in her chair in shock. “Training? Is that where you disappeared to? You lied to me?”

      The cat gave her mistress a discerning look. “I never told you a lie. I just never gave you the whole truth. It was those stupid birds that catnapped me in the first place. They introduced me to the concept and the training of being a familiar, like I didn’t already know it. Familiars like to be among our own kind. Ask the Unicorn if you don’t believe me.”

      Fergus trotted out onto the table and gave the cat a look. He shook his head and said his favorite phrase. “No idea what you’re saying right now.” He looked back at me and batted his eyes. “The only kind I know of are other Unicorns and my herd thinks I’m dead.”

      “Then maybe I’m mistaken. But I don’t think so,” Dee replied. Turning back to Zee she lowered her voice to almost a whisper. “This Witch is the one that has caused our people to lose their places in America. Remember what the men said? That a woman of power who spoke the mother tongue suborned their oaths? It is she.”

      Zee turned to me. “Truth?”

      “Not exactly. Most Americans take contracts at face value and don’t understand what your people are saying. Your people do what the contract says exactly. Nothing extra. All I did was correct how the government looked at them,” I explained. Switching to Russian I went into detail about how the mercenaries said one thing and the contract another. It took a moment but finally Zee nodded.

      “Ah, is language interpretation. I will tell my village when I return. Maybe we can correct that,” Zee replied.

      Mack looked at both of us. “All better now? We’ve arranged quarters in the Legion hall. Training begins immediately.”
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      My head spun in all directions as we exited through the rear of what the librarians had called the barracks. “This is crazy!”

      More than a hundred men hacked and chopped at each other in mock combat in what I could only describe as the largest artificial parade ground in the universe. The enclosed area had to have covered at least a thousand acres.

      “When we first arrived, there was only the Legion,” Mack explained. He brushed a bit of dirt from his toga-like garment. “Several units of the 3rd Cyrenaica Legion were snatched by the Gods from their post in Arabia. They were originally from Alexandria, and I suppose the Goddess thought it was poetic justice. They brought with them most of the 4th Martia Legion and auxiliaries.”

      I allowed my eyes to focus on the main group of warriors in front of us while scanning with my Mage sight. Except for a couple of sparks here and there these men were all human. “What’s an auxiliary?”

      “Good question. Think of them as volunteer special forces. While only actual citizens of Rome could serve in the Legion, they would recruit non-citizens who could earn their way in. Serve twenty-five years in the Legion as a volunteer and gain citizenship. One of Earth's twentieth centuries best science fiction writers said it best. ‘Service guarantees citizenship.’ They served as archers, slingers, lancers, scouts, you get the picture.” Mack watched the men, deep in thought. He looked like he was trying to remember what it was like in Alexandria more than two thousand years ago.

      “These are the same?” Zee asked, her eyes were very wide as she took the field in.

      “The same men?” At Zee’s nod Mack continued. “Some are. The rest are more recent recruits. You would have to ask Owl just how many he’s brought here, but the number is very large. A few have found their way to us through the Portals. But not many. Feel free to ask around if you wish.”

      A man dressed in what appeared to be an archaic uniform of black pants and red shirt complete with epaulets approached us. Stamping his foot as if marching, he came to attention. “Sir!”

      Mack smiled. “Sergeant Adams, thank you for joining us.”

      “As ordered, sir!” Un-shouldering his carbine, Adams came to a parade rest.

      “Ladies, this is Sergeant Ernest Adams, late of his Majesty’s 44th Regiment of Foot. Owl snatched up the sergeant and several other men in Afghanistan. He is to be your primary training instructor here,” Mack explained. “Sergeant, this is Agatha Blackmore and Zee. As instructed, they are to learn tactics, both singular and unit. Any other instruction is up to time permitting. Miss Blackmore is part of the American constabulary and might need handgun instruction.”

      “Excellent sir. It shall be done as you ask.” The sergeant stomped his feet in response.

      Mack nodded and looked me in the eyes. “This is where I leave you. Your quarters will be shown you and all amenities will be provided. We are not barbarians here. Have fun.”

      Sergeant Adams waited until Mack was almost out of earshot before laying into the both of us. He pointed toward the library. “Attention! Out there they still call us the 3rd Cyrenaica but we are so much more now. We are the Legion of the Damned. Damned to fight and damned to stay. Our world is gone. If we wish to live, we have to fight for it. For the next few weeks you will learn, as we have, that any training is good training.”

      They say that war is hell. Whoever they are haven’t been trained for it by Sergeant Ernest Adams. Before we knew it, Zee and I were dressed in basic Legionnaire uniform and exercising with our new unit.

      “Keep going ladies! I want twenty push-ups before you stop,” Sergeant Adams yelled. He was marching up and down past us screaming encouragement as we went.

      “Ugh, Sergeant? Were you in the British army?” I pulled myself up on my toes and arms and counted out my last push-up. Calisthenics was not something I did in the morning anymore, but maybe I should start up again.

      The sergeant stopped in front of me and looked down. “Good job recruit. Zee, you need to work on your upper body strength like Blackmore here. Don’t worry, we’ll show you. In answer to your question, yes. Before the Owl brought me here, I was in her Majesty Queen Victoria’s army.”

      “Two hundred years ago, Sergeant?” I asked him.

      Sergeant Adams cocked his head and looked upward. “Yes, that sounds about right. Amongst the troops I’m but a babe in arms. They are the true ageless warriors. We were in Gandamak, putting down a revolt by rebel tribesman. It was winter in the mountains. So cold there were icicles on the horses. I can remember telling the men to check their fingers and toes hourly for frostbite. Too many of the young ones hid their affliction, not wanting body parts removed. The rictus of a man in agony caused by gangrene is a worse condition by far than just having one’s finger chopped off.”

      The sergeant made a chopping motion with his hand that made my blood run cold.

      “It was a mistake on the General’s part to take us that far north without proper planning, and we paid the price. Twelve thousand of us, not counting the civilians started the march. Attrition and guerrilla attacks took the majority of the men. The Afghan tribesmen were just too many for us to hold against. They hit our column in waves of screaming cavalry. At the end of our campaign we held the mountain pass that led to safety with a single unit. Two hundred of us against thousands of them. If not for Owl I would have died with my men,” Adams mused. He stamped to attention and saluted.

      Zee looked up at him and asked, “Where was this?”

      “Afghanistan.” The sergeant took a deep breath. “Kipling had it right when he wrote, ‘When you’re wounded and left on Afghanistan's plains, and the women come to cut up what remains. Jest roll to your rifle and blow out your brains.’ Of course, his was a much later time than ours, but the sentiment is there,” Adams eyes were clouded over in remembrance.

      “That sounds horrible, Sergeant Adams,” I said.

      “Mmm, it were an experience. I recommend having them. It builds up your character,” he replied.

      Zee sat up, brushing her clothing off. “How many of your men did Owl bring here?”

      Adams turned to look at her. “Didn’t I say? The regiment was wiped out to a man. History says that only two survived. But from the final retreat and the battle of the pass, it was only I. Come now. We’ve lollygagged enough. Much more training to do.”

      And that was just our first day. We were introduced to the rest of what was to be our training cadre. All were survivors of units destroyed to the last man through more than fifteen hundred years of history. They really were the Legion of the Damned. Damned to remember those they lost.

      “What do you think?” I asked Zee after we were shown to our barracks room.

      The Russian girl cocked her head and considered the ceiling of the room for a moment. “They have much to teach but I wonder about the goal.”

      I nodded. “Exactly my thought. They keep saying we have a destiny, but they haven’t explained exactly what that destiny is.”

      “Destiny is funny. My grandmother says that if you know your own you are tempted to change it. Better to not know,” Zee replied.

      “I can see that, I guess. This grandmother of yours, is she teaching you Magick?” I asked Zee.

      “Some. Is more job of ghosts,” Zee explained.

      “Ghosts? Real ghosts?” I asked. That totally tripped me out because most Witches don’t believe in ghosts. “That’s pretty cool.”

      Zee nodded, her eyes starting to tear up. “They live in ruined city. I go there to learn to protect my people. I need to learn better Magick.”

      I frowned. “What sort of Magick are you learning?”

      We talked Magick and grandmothers into the wee hours of the morning. I planned to fix her magical issues the next day.
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      Learning a new Magickal system practically overnight is extremely hard. Throw in gunfighting lessons, tactics, and personalized instruction and it’s insane! But that is what we started to tackle the very next day.

      Zee and I had several hours to ourselves that we took advantage of after our morning calisthenics.

      “Let me see your best fireball spell,” I said.

      Taking a fighting stance, Zee summoned a basketball-sized ball of flame into her hand. She flinched back from it like it was attacking her.

      “Don’t pull back, Zee. The fire came from you. It’s yours until you release it. You cannot be burned from your own flame,” I explained. I held out my hand and summoned my own flame. Mine was much smaller and more controlled. Demonstrating, I rolled the ball across my arms and even cuddled it up to my face like a kitten. “Fire is one of the elements that all Witches have an affinity for. You just have to trust in your own power.”

      Cautiously Zee reached out with her other hand and stroked the flame. When she wasn’t burned, she leaned in closer. “It’s not hot!”

      “No, but it is death to the one you throw it at. Always respect the fire and it will respect you. Take my advice to heart, Zee. Your Magick, your power. Don’t let others beat you down. You are the one in charge of your own Magick,” I demonstrated to her how I made smaller fireballs. “I use these instead of my gun.”

      Taking aim at one of the rows of targets, I started tossing fireballs. As soon as one left my hand, another would form. The targets were man-sized but made out of wood instead of the metal I would use on most FBI ranges. “You have to concentrate. Visualize where you want them to go, and if you are able, direct them with your mind magic.”

      Zee stepped closer to me and concentrated upon her hand. I could see a faint glimmer as a much smaller fireball formed inside of it. “I did it!”

      “Now try tossing it and forming another,” I directed.

      For more than an hour we threw fire at the targets. Zee mostly stuck to the new size with only a couple of throws being the much larger balls. “It just takes practice,” I said.

      “What can I help you with?” Zee asked me.

      Fergus and Dee, her cat, had been watching us and talking to each other the entire time we’d been working. With my Mage sight I could see a sort of interaction between Dee and Zee that I didn’t have with Fergus, so I asked about that. “Familiar Magick. You and Dee have something that Fergus and I don’t have. Or maybe we have it, but we don’t know how to use it.”

      Zee looked at her cat and smiled, “Dee is special. I’m the first in many years to have a familiar. She came to me when I was sleeping one night. We are a team. She taught me how to link and share. Is very simple.”

      “Maybe for you. I’ll bet yours isn’t the most irritating creature on the planet. I made him indestructible, did I mention that?” I told her.

      Zee smiled and let loose a giggle. “He does seem temperamental. But he stuck with you. He could have left you if he’d wanted to. Have you asked why he stayed? Sharing is part of the relationship. You have to trust each other. You are very powerful but with his help you could move mountains.”

      I pursed my lips and looked back to where Fergus was bouncing around. We were lifelong friends, but did he truly trust me? Grandmother had told me she spoke to him, but I didn’t know what she said. It sounded like I had a conversation coming tonight.

      “You ladies ready for your next assignment?” Sergeant Adams yelled from the edge of the field.

      Looking toward the sound of his voice I could see the Englishman standing with two new men. Both were dressed as if they were going to church, in antique three-piece suits. One even sported a bowler hat. As the men approached, I could see they each had gun belts slung low across their hips. The sight of the six shooters made me smile. Target practice with handguns was hard.

      “Magick is one thing but nothing beats a gun in hand for putting down threats.” Adams waved toward the ceiling. “If the other realms still used flintlocks, I would be teaching you myself. Instead I brought you a couple of wild fellows. Harry and Robert here are going to show you a few things and give you some pointers.”

      The two dandy looking men frowned and looked at each other before laughing. Whipping off his bowler hat, the man on the right smiled at me. “Don’t listen to the limey, only my mother called me Harry. My name is Sundance.”

      Robert smiled as well and motioned to his friend to start. “Go on with it boy. Show them what’s what.”

      Shaking his fist, Sundance glared at his partner. “Who you calling a boy? You’re like a whole year older than me.”

      “I’m older in experience. We both know that,” Robert started to explain. “and the name’s Butch, get it right.”

      Sundance snorted, ignoring the name comment. “Just because you bought a ranch and sold horses doesn’t give you more experience than me. I actual traveled more than you. Wanna bet Canada is still really nice?”

      “Better than Bolivia, for sure. Just teach the ladies. I’ll jump in if you get into trouble. Does that work for you, Sundance?” Butch asked.

      “Sure.” Sundance pulled out both his guns and gave them a spin. Barely taking aim, he started shooting downrange at the targets. “The trick to gun fighting is knowing for a fact where your bullets are going to be when you fire them. Trust me on this. Until I arrived here, I never killed a man.”

      In the FBI they taught me to shoot straight as I could direct my aim with my Magick. Doing that took concentration though. Sundance’s approach was completely different than that.

      “Aimed shots are fine but in an emergency, or if you’re being attacked, you need to be able to use your gun as if it’s a part of you. Ever aware of it and what it can do for you.” Butch quickly pulled his six shooter and fired a single round.

      “I might not have the experience that Butch claims to have but I know how to sling a gun. What sort do you use back in the world, Agatha?” Sundance asked me.

      “The FBI issued me a Glock 22, but I rarely use it. I qualified just enough to be able to carry it daily,” I explained.

      Sundance shook his head. “That won’t do, little lady. You need to be so acquainted with your iron that it has a name. A powerful name that your life might depend on one day.”

      He looked over at Sergeant Adams and said, “We have a couple of those Glock things for them?”

      “We do. I anticipated the need for them today.” Reaching into a rucksack I hadn’t noticed before, the British soldier presented a case to us. “The Glock 22 is standard among American law enforcement. Depending on magazine length, it can possibly hold as many as twenty-two rounds at once.”

      “That many? If you need that many shots to kill something, you shouldn’t be hunting it!” Butch stated as he gave his gun a spin.

      “They often engage forces similar to those that breach our gates. Owl thought they could learn much from us,” Adams informed him.

      Both Zee and I took one of the offered guns. Like Adams has said, they held the extended magazines. Despite their ages, the two men were very knowledgeable about how and when to shoot. They trained the both of us in everything but trick shots. Not something a serious person would worry about, they said.

      As we were wrapping up our session, I just had to know, so I asked the question that had been bothering me for hours. “Didn’t you two die in Bolivia?”

      Both men looked at me for just a moment before answering.

      “You’ve seen that stupid moving picture, haven’t you? The one where we jump off the cliff? Do you know how crazy that is? I can’t swim a lick,” Sundance cried out. “We went to Bolivia to try and shake those Pinkerton boys. You have no idea how it is to be tracked across half the known world by a bunch of pantywaists in smart suits. We were going to hit that bank while we were there but one night got so drunk on local tequila that we woke up in an alley. A couple of mineworkers rolled us and took off. By the time we caught up to them, the bank was taken and the army was moving in. We took that as a clue to leave but then we ran into a giant talking owl. I should've said no and just shot the blasted thing.”

      “Partner, you don’t mean that, and you know it. Those boys are all dead. We’re not. It was a good deal after all. Where else do you get three squares and all the demons you can kill?” Butch explained.

      “Nowhere, but I wish Etta had made the trip with us,” Sundance reminded him.

      Butch shook his head. “She wanted different things than us.”

      Sergeant Adams had vanished during training but reappeared and interrupted their story. “Well?” he asked. “Did they manage to teach you anything?”
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      Zee and Dee didn’t move on to tactics with Fergus and me. We were comparing notes on Magick and its uses with guns when Mack showed up at the door to our room with a message from Owl.

      “Zee? Owl has gotten word that your Grandmother and your village back in Russia need you,” Mack started to say.

      Zee jumped up out of her chair, ran to Mack and started yelling at him.

      “Is she hurt? What happened? Is it the other faction? Did the village blow up?” Zee was frantic. She grabbed hold of Mack and hugged him to her. Dee jumped down from the table and wound her body in and out of Zee’s legs in an attempt to calm her.

      Mack made calming motions with his hands and carefully pried her from around his body. “You need to speak to Owl. All I can say is that they have opened the Portal for you. As soon as you are ready, you may go.”

      Zee nodded and took off running toward the Library entrance. I turned to Mack and asked the obvious question. “Is it really bad?”

      Mack shook his head. “Not really. She and her familiar are just about to enter a new reality. Around here we trust in two things: the Gods, and Owl. In some ways they are the same thing. Zee and Dee or whatever their real names are will end up where they are supposed to go.”

      I nodded and thought back to our conversation the night before, when I had asked, “Zee you live in Russia, so I might never see you again. Is there any way we can stay in touch?”

      Zee had looked at her cat for a moment and then shook her head. “Nyet. I mean no.”

      Searching my pockets, I had pulled out an American quarter. Concentrating for a moment I had put a spell on it, a spell similar to the ones my team members have. Zee had watched me with surprise on her face. Handing over the coin, I had explained. “Keep this on you at all times. It will monitor your health and tell me if you are ok. If you truly need me, and I mean life or death, use it to call me. If I can help I will try to.”

      Wordlessly Zee had taken the quarter and examined it before tucking it away inside her shirt pocket.

      Now, I tucked the smile she gave me away in my memory.

      If she truly needed me, I would know. Hopefully in my position with the FBI I might be able to help, but in the eyes of my government she was a foreign national that I was not supposed to have any contact with. Mentally I wished her luck in her journey home.

      “And then there was one,” Sergeant Adams remarked as he examined my face. “I have a small unit tactical instructor lined up for you but I’m not so sure that you need him.”

      I frowned. “Maybe? Even though most of us went to school together, I have a newly trained team. Our technician and public affairs officer are the most experienced even though I’m ultimately in charge. We aren’t military, but we do have to take down things more powerful than us occasionally.”

      “Trust the Goddess then, because it was she that selected this man for you.” Adams waved a man dressed entirely in green over to stand beside him. “Meet Lieutenant Allen Grant.”

      “You brought me a Leprechaun?” I asked.

      The man dressed in green started laughing with the Sergeant but almost instantly the smile dropped away and he was all business. “No. I served from 1758 to 1763 with one of my time’s greatest experts in small unit tactics, Major Robert Rogers.”

      My grasp of military history isn’t all that sharp, but I did know about the French and Indian War and how it related to Maine. And Roger’s Rangers were very prominent in that history. I explained all of that to the man in green, then said, “Sorry Lieutenant Grant, I misunderstood.”

      The smaller man cocked his head, clicked his heels, and said, “Understood. Nice that we are remembered. I was with the Major for almost the entire campaign and as an officer, I was privy to all command decisions and planning. Since joining the Legion, I have made a study of other conflicts including the World War, the Demon conflict, and many, many others. Small unit tactics is a unique skill that few understand and can plan in advance for. Your constable service, this FBI, do they teach unit cohesion?”

      “They do,” I said, “but it’s more of an advance class taught at the other Academy.” I carefully explained about how there were two Academies.

      “Interesting. Your people are handicapping themselves by keeping those you call Paranormals separate from the others. So much to learn and so many talents are being wasted. I have sand tables set up inside for you. We will game the battles and you will learn.” Grant pointed toward the barracks.

      Very quickly, I discovered that the Legion was made up of a wide variety of warriors. For the next week I learned about conflicts I never knew existed as more than a dozen men battled against me. Grandmother home schooled me, and warfare wasn’t one of the topics she thought I should know. Even the FBI glossed over the basics. I was now learning that the art of war was so much more than I thought it to be.

      “Think of this as a test,” Lieutenant Grant said as he laid out a table. He placed a large wooden block in the middle with unit figures surrounding it.

      “Modern tactics. This is the high ground, a very large building with multiple floors. The top levels are still under construction and can be accessed from the roof. You have less than a dozen men, but all are heavily armed. There is an unknown number of hostages as well as an enemy infiltrator amongst them,” Grant explained to me.

      I studied the board carefully, mentally placing my units. “What is the opposite force?”

      “Paramilitary units with a single armored car. Their mission is to save the hostages and kill or capture you. They have little to no intelligence about your group,” Sergeant Adams pointed to specific figurines.

      “Goals? Or is this just a terror tactic on my part? Do I have an exit strategy planned? And what about the infiltrator, is he feeding intel to the paramilitary or is he a random element?” I asked.

      Adams glanced at the Lieutenant and smiled. “The infiltrator is random. We can tell you the op force is aware of him but don’t believe anything he says.”

      “What is my ultimate goal here?” I asked again. Just defending the building made no real sense to me.

      “There is something of value in the building and you have to steal it,” Adams explained.

      I nodded. “Understood. That makes more sense now. Give me a moment please.”

      After studying the plot, I looked at the Lieutenant and said, “Two things come to mind. Either leave by helicopter or walk out the front door.”

      “How?” Sergeant Adams asked.

      “Convince the opposite force to attack but use them as a diversion. Either bring in a helicopter or convince the enemy that you and your men are among the hostages and allow them to rescue you,” I explained.

      “What about the infiltrator? He could spill the beans about your plan?” Grant asked.

      “If he came in at the top of the building as you suggested when you said it was under construction, then you try and keep him up there as much as possible. He would be unable to see any hostage replacement plans and anything he could pass along. Even though the paramilitary group doesn’t believe him they might start to,” I pointed out.

      “Exactly. Good job. It’s impossible to teach someone a lifetime of skills in a month or two, let alone overnight. But we would like to say we’ve laid the foundation. Command is hard. Whether it’s a military unit or FBI, the basics are the same,” Sergeant Adams explained.

      I stared at the sand table still playing out the scenario in my head. “Is this one based on anything?”

      The Lieutenant shook his head. “Pure fantasy, but it makes a good sample game. The infiltrator is the key. In the original, he breaks free and organizes the outside force while taking out key elements inside. They see through your idea of replacing the hostages and your group is killed. When you get to where you are going I would suggest keeping up this practice and gaming your conflicts. It might save your life one day.”

      “It was hard,” I replied. “Is this it? Do I go home now?”

      “Not quite. Owl has sent for you. It is he that will give you the last bit to help you survive. Know that if you need help, you may call upon the Legion and we will answer.” Sergeant Adams and all the other men in the room saluted me. “Now go. Don’t keep him waiting for long.”
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      As I walked toward the library, I tried to figure out just how long I’d been here amongst the Legion of the Damned. Time moved really differently here in this pocket universe. I really hoped that grandmother wasn’t too worried about me and that I still had a job!

      I found Mack and Owl at the very end of the library, studying what looked like a scroll. “Did you want to see me?”

      Mack looked up, “Agatha. Excellent to see you. Please have a seat with us.”

      Owl did a sort of flapping hop and moved to the other side of the table. There were piles of books and things scattered everywhere across the surface.

      Clicking his beak a few times the very large Owl settled onto a scarred and worn wooden high-backed chair. “Your time with us is almost at an end. But we cannot allow you to leave without a history lesson.”

      “This whole place is a history lesson!” I exclaimed.

      Mack smiled and stroked the table. “The Goddess provides.”

      “Yes she does, and that brings us to you and those bracelets of yours,” Owl stated with a click of his beak.

      “My bracelets?” I ran my right hand over the newest one.

      “They are very special. Once upon a time there existed a group of Magick users call Guardians,” Owl started to explain.

      I interrupted him. “My grandmother once told me that when Verity worked for the European Council they called their enforcers that.”

      Mack snorted. Owl turned and began to glare at me. His eyes actually changed their color as he flapped his wings.

      “They are not the same,” Owl snapped.

      Mack made calming motions with his hands. “Calmly, now.”

      “As I was saying,” Owl shot me a glare that made me bow my head. “Guardians. The very first of them were appointed by the Gods to protect the paths to the otherworld that separated the faithful from the profane. They were the first and last barrier on Earth. But empires rise and fall with time. The true reason for having a watcher at the door became lost as the power of Paranormals went underground.”

      “Groups, such as the Councils, made the position ceremonial and lost true control over the paths. The Gods took a back seat to politics and the hunger for power on Earth. Much was forgotten in the interim. Bracelets such as you wear were signs of office and the tools of the original Guardians,” Owl explained.

      I held up my hand. “Wait. My bracelets, Verity’s bracelets, belonged to Guardians?”

      “Yes. They were originally gifted by Khonsu himself. Only a God can imbue a mortal device with knowledge and power. They each have a soul wrapped up inside of them. It just takes the correct person to awaken them. Verity was a Witch of the ages. She paved the way for so many of her kith and kin that it’s sad she is barely remembered by history. She had the power but not the will to use them the way they are supposed to be used. You, Agatha Blackmore, are who they have been waiting for. And it is you who will assume the position of Guardian for your realm,” Owl instructed.

      “Realms. The Guardians protected the Portals, is that what you mean by paths to the otherworld?” I asked.

      Mack shifted in his chair and replied, “In simplified terms, yes. There is a great deal more history and tradition wrapped up in those bracelets, but essentially you are correct. Once the original purpose was lost, the bloodlines were scattered across your world. Bracelets were passed from one generation to another with many not knowing their true purpose. The Witches Councils suborned the name and used similar bracelets as signs of office among their appointed agents. It was either by accident or divinity that Verity received true Guardian ones.”

      “A God made these?” I lightly stroked the golden symbols on my arms.

      “Correct. The Goddess Athena is who directs us, and she has foretold your coming amongst us. Zee and her companion were a surprise but have their own task to fill. Just as you do. In her case, she is attempting to revive her people and bring them back into the light. A weighty task, and a dangerous one. There are those who would oppose such an attempt. You on the other hand have an even greater task,” Mack said.

      Owl flapped his wings and clicked his beak at me. “Before you ask, contemplate what it means. A seer’s vision is very private. It is to be shared with the subject very carefully, lest they be tempted to change or alter what is to come. For some, the impulse to tamper with things is too great and the lords of Karma come calling. Your grandmother, Marcella, had such a person in her Coven for many years. Ask her to clarify what we mean before seeking out your own vision. But know that the bracelets are a part of what is to come.”

      It was all I could do but stare at the two librarians. “Does it mean my death?”

      Mack smiled, “would you believe that everyone asks that? A person’s fate was set down at birth by the Gods. Hide in a hole if you like, but nothing will change in the end.”

      “But you just said that things can be changed, didn’t you?” I asked the ancient human.

      Owl squawked, “Ignore him. I do. Trust in the Gods and talk to the bracelets. They can be an excellent guide for new Witches, as well as pointing you in the proper direction.”

      “Is that direction the way home?” I asked. My team and my family had to be missing me by now.

      “Of course,” Mack answered. “The town circle will activate the moment you step into the middle of it. Be sure to tell Marcella that she needs to visit us more often and let Minerva know we have more cookbooks for her to copy.”

      “Time flows differently here as you may have noticed. Three months here is like three days on Earth. They will have barely missed you,” Owl said with a squawk.

      Home! I ran from the library and collected a few souvenirs and Fergus from my room. Getting to know the Legion and having them pass on so much knowledge had empowered me to make my team the best. This may not have been a proper summer vacation, but it was a useful one.

      “Do you want to dance?” The Mummer asked.

      “Not this time. I just want to go home,” I replied. The square looked as it always did. People, mummers, and the circle. No matter how many times I stepped into the middle of it, I had never gone anywhere before.

      The fancily dressed man bowed and waved towards the circle. “Your chariot awaits then. Merry meet and merry part. We will await your return.”

      Stepping into the circle, I could feel a sudden surge of energy as it came alive with all the colors of the rainbow. For just a moment before the Mystical Library faded from my sight, I thought I heard a woman's voice wishing me well.

      The Garden gate appeared Magically in front of me. I could see the house and the yard and I knew that we were home. Grasping the rough metal of the gate, I pushed it open and stepped forward. You don’t miss home until you leave it.

      “And how are Mack and Owl doing?” Minerva asked. Grandmother’s oldest friend and the only cook I’ve ever known was sitting in a lawn chair in the middle of the Gnome village.

      “You knew where I was this whole time?” I asked her.

      Minerva smiled and let out a laugh. “How much time do you think it has been? They didn’t tell you, did they?”

      “Umm they may have. I wasn’t really listening very well at that point. I just wanted to come home,” I explained.

      “Three days. You’ve been gone for less than three days. Your team has called multiple times and Marcella has informed them you were on a sort of vision quest for the Coven. Your friend Catherine is rather persistent, but I’ve always been partial to cats. No worries,” Minerva smiled. “Was it worth it?”

      Remembering all the lessons, I nodded my head. “Yes. It was worth it.”

      “Then it wasn’t wasted effort. Get along now. I’ve got a pot roast cooking and your grandmomma is anxious to see you. We have so much to talk about.” Minerva pointed toward the kitchen door.

      I turned back to look at the simple looking garden gate and asked, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Would you have believed us? There is a time and a place for everything, Agatha. And right now, getting inside is your time and your place,” Minerva replied.

      Shaking my head, I absentmindedly patted my shirt pocket. Fergus was inside and asleep as usual. After dinner we were going to have a long talk about secrets and just what a familiar really is. Whether he liked it or not!
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      Agatha’s vacation was a long time coming. There are many reasons for the delay and I’m only going to say it was a result of poor timing on my part. This story fills the gap between Witness Enchantment and Night of the Unicorn, explaining some of Agatha’s new skills. While she did have a handle on being a leader, she was missing something. She needed to go through a sort of “Officers’ training course” that the FBI didn’t have time to put her through. Too many bad guys or monsters to hunt down.

      

      Several of the characters in the Mystical Library Universe are ones that I’ve either created or have been kicking around for a while. Callimachus was a real person in our world. There are historical records to prove it. Sergeant Adams is a fictional name, but his unit and circumstances are not. History shows that his unit was wiped out as told. The same goes for the members of the Hole in the Wall Gang, Butch and Sundance. Yes there was a most excellent movie with the same name but like most things from Hollywood the details were blurred. The Bolivian army killed a couple of Americans but were they Butch and Sundance? That is one of history’s mysteries that I’m taking advantage of. Lieutenant Grant is or was a real member of Rogers Rangers and he did serve during those specific years. Was he a tactical genius? Only history knows.

      

      The battle scene at the end with the sand table is a sort of in joke if you are paying attention. Instead of Agatha inside the building with the hostages pretend it’s Hans Gruber. Just my way of having a bit of fun.

      

      As with all my books, you can expect to possibly see one or two of the characters again in another work. After I created the Legion of the Damned, I dropped hints as to how some of them would fit into future stories. You may or may not see them again.

      

      There are unanswered questions about some things. Fergus is always a mystery, but you can expect to see him in many things including his own, non-canon meaning they won’t fit into any of the current stories, short story series. He has become the most popular character, surpassing even Wilson and his robot CATT friends. The Library is a mystery but its story ties into the greater picture and all will be revealed someday. I usually do explain.

      

      This is but one chapter of so much more to come in the Federal Witch Universe. Verity will soon have a series, as will the Mer sisters. The bracelets will be explained, and Mongo may finally get his series. So much to do and so little time.

      

      Stay in touch! Check out my Facebook page and join the Fans of the Federal Witch group as well. You can find Fergus on Twitter @ Allaboutthehorn. So if you like tweets from a snarky Unicorn, that is where to go.

      

      Until the next time, enjoy.

      TS Paul
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