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Prologue

Raz looked at me in frustration and hissed, “Parker, make her hold still!”

My girl, Ella-Marie, was cussing up a storm, the giant scorpion stinger that had penetrated her crystalline leg was just dangling there.  It had to have been as long as her leg itself.  I blushed at some of the colorful phrases she was growling in English, and to my amusement, French, as she lost control of herself and Marie slipped out.  I truly was worried about her, and hated to see her in pain, but her outbursts were pretty damn entertaining.

Even Rose was having problems holding Ella-Marie down with her roiling black vines so that the rest of us could extract the offending demonic-insectoid stinger from her leg.

The rest of our group had taken out the flood of lesser demons that Styche had set upon us when we had tracked him down in Alberta Canada of all places.  Hiding where we would least expect him as he conjured more and more demons to attempt to create an army.

Rose and Ella took on the twenty-foot long scorpion demons since they were least likely to be affected by the acidic poisons in their stingers.  Not to mention my girl is sort of a beast in battle.  Every whumping strike of hers as she draws the very Earth into her can stop a charging elephant.  She's our brute... our sexier than hell brute.

I have to say, Red has an eye for battle, calling out orders and matching each of the Avatars up with the most appropriate enemies on sight.

This was the first mission we took Rapunzel and Eve on, and I can't tell you just how scary those two women are.  They danced through the flood of lesser demons, leaving a trail of broken bodies and black ichor in their wake.  And they are human.

Even Snow's pack are wolves, so they have enhanced speed and strength.  The only thing protecting Raz and Eve is the fact that no black magic can stick to Raz, and her hair is as tough as iron.  And throughout her clothes, Eve has woven strands of Rapunzel's hair in to give her similar resistance.

So to see two human women keeping up with the rest of us is beyond amazing to me.  Well keeping up with slowpokes like me that is, nobody can keep up with Mari and Daria with their wolf speed.

Styche had once again eluded Snow when she battled him in her Perchta, nature goddess form.  I worry about her when she does that, every time she returns to us, she has more and more of her Perchta aspect.  Her white antlers can no longer be hidden by her snow white hair when she reverts back to herself now.  They are at least three or four inches long now.

I stepped up to Ella-Marie as she lay on the ground between the buildings, which were destroyed in the fight.  She was struggling against Rose's vines and Red holding her down.  I leaned in to look at her as she yelled in her Cockney accent, “Mother fuckin', bloody fuckin' hell...”

She quieted as I locked eyes with her as I stroked her hair.  I tried to hide my amusement at her colorful words as I murmured, “Hi.”

She was covered in  sweat and her face was strained with pain which I hated to see her in, but I smiled at her.  She relaxed and gave me that half mad smile of hers that always makes my knees go weak.  God, she was beautiful.  She responded, “Hi.”

I don't think she even noticed that Rose's vines had retracted, and Red stepped back.  I whispered as we smiled at each other, “Hey, Marie?”

Her smile changed slightly as her Marie personality slid forward to greet me.  “Oiu, my Parker?”

I stroked her hair again and crinkled my nose as I said, “Sorry.”

She looked confused for a moment, then Raz yanked the rope of her insanely strong hair which she had tied around the stinger, pulling it free from the hardened crystal of Ella's legs.  Marie hissed out, “Mon Dieu!”  Then she continued in her Cockney accent, “Dirty fuckin' trick, love!”

I chuckled at her as I shrugged in innocence, then gave her a quick peck on the lips, which made her give me a crooked grin and look down at her leg while I heard Marie chastising Ella in my mind.  “Language Ella.  Please.”  Ella shot me a wink, I smiled, and Marie huffed out in our minds, “It's like talking to a couple children.”

I answered verbally, “What did I do?”

She almost chuckled and pointed out, “You are always encouraging her, my Parker.  Do not try to deny it.  Oui?”

I glanced down to survey the damage.  Evelyn was holding the crystal shards she found on the ground against the cracked crystal of Ella-Marie's leg.

We all watched in fascination as the fissures closed up and seemed to heal themselves.  Some material was missing so the last couple little cracks remained.  I winced, they would leave some cuts on her legs when they returned to flesh.  But my girl healed fast.  Not quite wolf fast, but close enough.  She'll have her shapely smooth legs back by tonight.

I cupped her cheek and then helped her stand.  She tested her legs, they clinked on the ground as she stepped.  Then she looked around and winked at the group. “Thanks!  I didn't mean all the things I was yelling at you lot.  You're not a bunch of sodding wankers.  Well, maybe Rachel.”  She grinned toothily at Snow's mate who crinkled her nose back at my girl and flipped her off.  We all chuckled.

I made the rounds checking everyone's injuries, making sure they were all healing properly.  I didn't want a repeat of the last battle where the spores of that fungus demon had gotten into everyone's wounds, it was hell to get that nasty stuff out.

I had to slap Red's hand away a couple times as I checked out the huge gash on her arm that was visibly stitching itself back together.  How in the hell she was able to catch that flaming blade on her forearm I don't know, the Vesper demon was swinging it faster than my eyes could follow.  I growled at her, “Mari?”

She sighed and let me look at it.  I slapped her shoulder when I was satisfied.  “You big baby.”

I heard Daria chuffing behind us with her canine laugh.  I turned on the huge wolf.  “You should laugh.  Don't think I didn't see your limp woman.”  I put my hand out expectantly. “Come on, let's have it.”

She rolled her eyes and placed her front paw in my hand.

I shook my head at the situation as I examined her foreleg.  There was a time where standing this close to a werewolf who came up to my chest would have terrified me.  Now here I am chastising the woman as I looked for... ahhh... here, a break.

It was not set right and would probably heal wrong in the next few minutes and require re-breaking for her to heal correctly if I didn't...  I yanked hard and heard a little pop as the bone slid into place.  She yelped then eyeballed me and growled.

I hugged her neck, my arms barely reaching around it.  Then I let her go and ruffled her ears. “You're a big baby too.  You know it had to be done, that's why you were hiding it.”  Then I added, “Fluffy.” I dove toward my girl, avoiding the swipe of Daria's massive paw, giggling.

Red looked amused as she absently held her hand out and Daria moved under her hand as Mari dug her fingers deep into her fur.  I'm pretty sure neither of them even realize that they do that, they just instinctively need each others touch.  I chuckled as they started arguing, “She's right, you're a big baby.”

 Daria growled, and Red chuckled. “Stop arguing, what is done is done.”

I would have thought Maireni was just being silly, but those two know each other so well, I wouldn't doubt that she knew what Daria was saying.

I moved on to Snow's pack. When I was satisfied that everyone was alright, I looked at my own arm.  The crystal had faded, leaving a couple long cuts where the claws of some sort of lava demon had scratched the organic glass.  Fun, I'd probably get some fine scars from it since I don't heal like Ella-Marie.

Then I said, “Ok, I know we are being careless now.  Does anybody else notice that the only two not injured are the two humans?  Raz and Eve?”

I just got some guilty looks from the woman and two smug looks from our newest members of the group.  I shook a finger at them as I narrowed my eyes.  Rapunzel and Evelyn covered their faces to hide their smiles.

Mari nodded and then said in a serious tone, “She's right.  I think we need to start being a little smarter, take a little more time to assess the threat before just wading in.  Well except Ella, who just wades in any way.”  She smirked and dodged the broken cinder block my girl threw at her.

I grinned.  There was a reason Red was our defacto leader.  And it was my job to keep them all grounded, to remind them that they are all human and mortal under all of their power.  To remind them they are still part of this world no matter how different they may feel.  And to make sure that they are ok.  I kind of feel like a den mother, and I like it.  They are all my family, and I enjoy taking care of them and reminding them of their humanity.

We looked around at all of the bodies dissolving into brimstone, acid, and ash around us.  It seemed like Styche the Trickster was getting stronger as he was calling forth stronger and more varied demons each time we locate him.

This was the longest interval it took us to find him, as he has found a way to mask himself from Perchta, Ella, and Rose, so this horde was almost the size of the one that the Alpha wolves tried to take Seattle with.  But in the end, it was Rapunzel's hunting techniques that found his latest lair.

As long as that greater demon walked the Earth, unchecked and unbound, the entire human race was at risk.  Just one of his curses had terrorized the world for centuries in the form of the Lupus Contagion, leaving werewolves roaming the world.  It was almost the downfall of mankind in the end.  We couldn't imagine the nightmares he could bring to bear if we gave him any time to breathe.

We started to turn toward the south to get to our vehicles when we heard the whupping sound of the military helicopters inbound and searchlights hit us from all angles from the armored vehicles that were showing up at the scene.  Oh, here we go again.  Ella muttered, “For fuck's sake.”

Marie and I both chastised over our link, “Ella!”

***

After being detained by the Canadians and answering all of their questions, sitting through their paranoid questioning and accusations, then being grudgingly released according to the United Nations resolution on the new Avatar Defense Initiative, we headed back to the motel we were staying at here in Calgary.

As usual, everyone wound up in our room to decompress.  I secretly loved it, and being the perpetual hostess to our group.

Amanda dropped her harness onto a chair with her sidearms that the Canadians grudgingly let her keep.  She muttered to the group, “Just once... I'd like to get a thank you instead of getting arrested when we save their asses.”

I had to smile at Snow and Rachel's beta.  She was a tough and incredibly fast fighter, but her insane ability with her dual Glocks was her most frightening skill.  It was almost as scary as Gretta's ability with a sniper rifle.  It was odd how many of our group used mortal weapons.

Amanda always complained that she was their beta wolf, but it was plain to see it was all just bluster, she loved them.  She'd never be beta to anyone else but them, she was that willful.

Mari said in her delightful Romanian accent, “Dream on little wolf, dream on.”

This got her a pillow whap to the face.

All of the people with heavier magics in them moved away from me as I pulled out my cell while they stripped out of their weapons.  It was humorous really, I wonder if they even realize they are doing that anymore, it was a habit now.  I was one of the few of us who could use a cellphone without it getting fried by the magic that surrounds them.

I grinned at Raz who stepped up to me to watch in fascination as I looked up the closest restaurants around us that delivered.  She had slept through the centuries where mankind had advanced so much through technology, and the Internet and cell phones amazed her.  She thought it magic at first that I could communicate through the air.

The group has secretly bought her an iPhone for her upcoming birthday.  That was going to blow her mind.  Eve was tugging her away from me and shaking her head in amusement as she said, “You're crowding her Punz.”

I smiled at the phone and looked up and asked, “Thai or pizza.”

I chuckled at the group response of, “Pizza.”  I swear I spoil these girls.

I made the call ordering nine large pizzas, then changed it to ten since Ella was healing and needed more fuel.  With so many wolves in our group, they all ate a minimum of a large each, and I could eat three-quarters of a large myself, thanks to Ella accidentally making me like her. We'd go broke with our food bill if we weren't funded by the international governments and the fortunes that most of the women in our group had centuries to amass.

Nicole had stripped out of her armor by the time the delivery arrived, and most of us had showered.  She grabbed Rose's hand, and we saw the color infuse our half plant friend's skin as Nicole's touch negated her poisons while the delivery boy was here.

It took him three trips to his car to get all the pizzas and drinks we ordered.  The goofy look on his face told me he must have thought this was some sort of bachelorette party or something.  We paid and shooed him out the door.

Rapunzel stole my cell to play with while she sat with Eve as we all ate and just decompressed.  It was like a collective sigh that let us relax after the adrenaline and heightened emotions of battle.  Raz looked up from her game of Platypus Battles on my phone and asked, “Journals?”

The others straightened a little.  I chuckled.  They were like a bunch of kids.  They enjoyed me reading them the journals that the Grimm Brothers had accidentally left behind the last time we saw them.

They were the stories of the Avatars of days gone past in their own words.  They were always so fascinating, and all had tidbits of information that we have been able to use in our fight against the Trickster.  I glanced at Raz and Eve fondly.  They were also what had given us two more family members.

I sighed in mock resignation and pulled out the thick leather satchel that I sort of view as mine now, and I thumbed through the leather-bound journals as I sat on the bed, Ella-Marie behind me, running her fingers through my hair and acting as my pillow.  I looked up at Rapunzel then back at Ella, “Goldilocks perhaps?”

Raz shut off my cell and turned to me, and the others found comfortable places to sit and gave me their full attention in the overcrowded room.

I pulled out the ancient book and opened the creaking leather cover to the parchment pages bound into it.  Faded, rusted brown ink colored the pages in an elegant loopy script.  It was in old English like the brothers Grimm insisted all of the Avatars use, but I had lots of experience reading that now and substituting the proper words.

I looked around the silent room then back down at the book, grinning, and started the way I always did, being surrounded by all of these fairytale princesses like I was, “Once upon a time...”





  
 

Chapter 1 – So Long Ago

Please forgive me as English is not my first language, it is more difficult for me to relay my story than in my native Slavic tongue of Russian.  Those fucking Scales were adamant that I write down my story in this journal so that other protectors in the future could learn from my quest in Europe.

My name is Katiana Inanov, formerly Katiana Tvardovsky and I may ramble a bit as I have used my amulet too often in my hunt for the dark sorcerer Baird.  I fear that soon I will have to pay the toll that the Scales have warned me about.

I have tracked Baird through the past years, and he has a penchant for slipping out of my grasp like a fog in the morning light.  But now, here in London, I may finally lay to rest my sworn vengeance on the man for what he did to the three men who were my protectors when I was but a little girl... my brothers.

I get ahead of myself.  I should first tell you of how I came to be the wielder of the Kodiak Amulet.  It began when my family was immigrating from Russia to Romania, near the Ottoman Empire in the early years of the Lycan Contagion which terrorized the world, setting werewolves upon the people every full moon.

As a small girl, I had never known a time before the wolves, I had just assumed that was how the world had always been.  Mankind hiding out in stone cellars, praying each full moon that it would not be the night that wolves came for them.

When I was seven, father heard of the communities throughout the world who were starting to erect walls of silver ore around their cities, to keep the wolves at bay so that the cities would need not fear a reaping by the wolves.

We had packed all of our earthly belongings onto our hay cart, pulled by our old chestnut nag and headed southwest.  It would be a long two-month journey to Bucuresti.

Father would sing as we traveled and it always brought such a smile to mother's face that I just knew that was what love was.  It was such a happy time.  Father traded his skills in woodcraft, repairing wagons and shaving spokes for wagon wheels along the way for food, and lodging.  Mother would trade her needlepoint at the various markets.

It was my job to make sure our swayback mare was tended whenever we stopped.  I did so with great enthusiasm.  I was tiny and did what I could, but Father told me that I did him proud.  That I was his Volosy iz Zolota, his Goldilocks, because of my wavy golden hair which looked so much like mothers.

I wish I could go back to those times, to live when life was so full of wonder and happiness.  A life before the wolves had found us and a time before Baird stole the last of my hope.

We had reached the lands near the border of Romania by the second full moon of our journey.  We were just a ten miles outside of Chernivtsi when our horse split a hoof on a stone along the trail.  She had been lamed, and it was almost three hours before sunset.  We had planned on weathering the time of the werewolves in the town.

Mother said carefully, “Peter, the Wolf Moon approaches.”

Even as a child I could tell she was keeping panic from her voice so she didn't scare me.  But I knew things had to be bad the way father kept looking to the forest and clenching his huge fists.

He mumbled, “Da, Adelina.”  He took a moment to think then he nodded once and grabbed a couple sacks of things and his giant woodsman's axe from the cart.  He unhitched the nag and sent her limping off into the forest.

He smiled down at me, but his smile didn't quell the worry in his eyes.  He said in a cheerful voice, “Come my little Volosy iz Zolota, we must make haste if we are to find shelter before the Wolf Moon.”  He put one of his huge hands down and took my hand, then we all started walking quickly down the trail.

I kept looking back at all of our things we had left behind, including my dolls and blankets.  I didn't understand, but I knew that mother and father were trying hard not to scare me, but that just made the anxiety and fear start creeping in faster.

Mother asked quietly, “Perhaps we can find a cottage along the way who might take us in?”

Father nodded.  “Da.”

We went until I couldn't walk anymore.  The sun was low on the horizon when we crested a rise in a clearing and could see Chernivtsi below.  People were busy shuttering their doors and windows and bringing all the livestock into the buildings with them so they would be safe while the wolves roamed.

Father looked worriedly at the sun then down at me.  He gave me a warm, reassuring smile as he handed the sacks to mother then lifted me onto his shoulders and we started down the hill into the forest at a quicker pace, racing the sun.

At first, it was fun, riding up so high, I thought I could touch the sky if I just raised my hands a little higher.  That is until I realized that we were not going to make it to a proper cellar before the sun extinguished itself over the horizon.

I could hear mother making distressed sounds beside us as she looked at the last rays of the sun vanish behind the mountains, leaving us in twilight and the threat of the full moon as it seemed to fill the entire sky in my terrified sight.  I started crying.

Father and mother were running then.

Mother shouted, “There!”

I looked to where she was pointing.  An old cottage was perhaps two hundred yards down the path.  I bit my cheek to stop from crying.  I knew that sound would attract the werewolves.  Every child is taught that.

We had gone perhaps fifty yards when the first of the howls pierced the night.  My blood went cold as my parents froze in their tracks and looked back toward the howl.  It was close.

Then it was answered by another, then another, and another.  They were all around us!  A large silver wolf came out of the shadows near the cottage, sniffing the air.  We all stopped breathing, and it snapped its head toward us, and it snarled and howled as it charged toward us.

I had never known terror like that before.  I believe it was the first time in my young life that I thought I would die.  That thought chilled me to the bone, I didn't want to die, and I felt so helpless to stop it, I just knew it was my end.

I looked desperately at father, surely he would know what to do.  He was so big and strong and unwavering.  What I saw on his face made my tears start flowing more rapidly.  Fear.  Not fear for himself as he looked at mother and me, but fear that he had failed us and was going to lose us.

His brow furrowed into a look of determination and anger as he made a decision, as answering howls and growls closed in on us faster than any animals should have been able to move.

That look gave me hope.  He Looked at a mighty oak tree and pointed as he handed me off to mother.  “There!  Adelina, Katiana, get into that tree, climb as high as you possibly can, both of you!”

Mother pulled me to the tree as I sobbed and father unslung his great axe from his back and backed slowly to the tree, keeping himself between the charging were-beast and us.

I just knew he would protect us.  That gave me strength to climb when mother lifted me to the first branch.  She prompted, “Get to the highest branches baby girl.  They can climb, but they are heavy, and the higher branches cannot support them.”

I didn't even see it, it happened so fast, one moment mother was there, the next there was a blur of motion and a snapping, gurgling sound as something huge pulled her away from my grasping hands.  I screamed and screamed.

Father bellowed, “Adelina!  Nyet!”

He started to turn toward the second beast dragging her limp body into the trees, but the silver wolf had reached us at inhuman speed and father had to turn back to it as he yelled to me, “Climb, Katiana!”  His first mighty sweep of his axe came down on the skull of the charging beast.

Even as a child we are taught that without silver, it is extremely difficult to kill a werewolf, they can heal from almost any injury, it takes catastrophic amount of damage to stop them from recovering even from an axe blade to the skull like that.  The only sure way to dispatch them is with silver, fire, or... father brought his blade down in another vicious blow that separated the wolf's head from its shoulders... decapitation.

I smiled through my tears as I started to climb again with renewed energy.  Father would protect me, there wasn't another man as big and strong as him.  The forest seemed to go still, and I froze, pushing aside my terror and shock over the loss of my mother and listened.  There were no more animal sounds, no birds, not even the crickets that filled the nights with music.  The howling had stopped.

I listened more carefully, and I heard from all around us something coming closer on almost soundless feet.  Then all at once, no less than ten large wolves broke out onto the path and the snapping, growling and snarling again filled the night with sound.

I screamed and started scrambling higher into the tree, the branches swaying in the wind.  Father seemed to hesitate then tightened his grip on the handle of his axe and he bellowed out a challenge, turning all of the wolf eyes on him, and he charged into their masses, bloodied blade smashing into them, knocking them aside, burying deep into their flesh.

I saw another wolf head, freed of its body, tumble from the fray.  For an infinitesimal instant, I had hope.  But then that was pulled away from me as they all dove onto father, jaws snapping, teeth shredding.  I barely heard father's last words as he stared up at me, a hand reached out toward me as the flood of wolves overwhelmed him, “Katiana... climb.”

I screamed out, “Father!  Nyet!  Nyet!”  But I did as I was told and I climbed as high as I could into the tree holding on to the highest swaying branch for dear life.  I was in shock.  In less than a minute, my life had changed, turned into some dark nightmare as both of my parents had been taken from me.

Wolf eyes snapped up to the sound of my sobbing and unlike normal wolves, who cannot climb, the werewolves extended their long recurved claws, and a couple of them started making their way up the tree toward me.  I heard a little girl screaming.  I wished she would stop screaming, or the wolves would get me.  I didn't understand at the time that it was me screaming.

A mangy red furred wolf was no more than six or seven feet up the trunk of the tree when the entire valley was filled with a roar so deep and rumbling that it shook the very ground around us.  From the darkness of the trees and a bear like no other came charging toward the tree.

Even the wolves backed off a bit, circling, seeing this monster bear who had such a roar it could be heard for miles, as a threat.  Werewolves are just animals like any other animal, driven by the basic needs.

All animals are wired for fight or flight, it is just that werewolves are usually the biggest and baddest animal out there, so they are usually stuck in fight mode.  It is rare they come across something even bigger and badder than themselves like this, so they hesitated.  They kill and eat just about anything, generally going after the weakest first.  I had hope that this bear would chase them off to hunt for easier game than a little girl with no meat on her bones.

The bear slammed one of its huge paws across the nearest wolf.  I heard snapping and bones crushing under the impact as the wolf yelped as it tumbled into two others, sending them all sprawling.  The bear stood on its hind legs.  It was a Kodiak!  This far south?  But it was unlike any Kodiak I had ever seen, it had to have been ten or eleven feet tall.  It bellowed again, and some of the wolves skittered back a few feet showing their fangs, curling their lips back in snarls, their tails tucked down.

The bear tore the red furred wolf from the tree and crushed its skull into the ground with its great paw.  It made a sickening crunching sound that still haunts my dreams.  The bear bellowed in triumph and challenge toward the second climbing wolf that looked prepared to launch itself at the bear.  It did just that as it snarled, leading with its razor sharp claws.

It made a glurking sound as a second Kodiak which came out of nowhere stood and intercepted the wolf in mid-leap, bringing its own jaws down on the wolf's midsection, crushing its ribcage.  I was breathing so fast I was getting light headed as I watched the carnage below.

The other wolves had had time to decide against the urge to flee, they were enraged now, seeing their pack members being killed true dead by trauma not even their werewolf healing could recover from fast enough.

They started circling, looking for an opening.  The two bears kept their backs to my tree.  I blinked in realization as I slowed my breathing.  They were protecting me.

Just when the wolves started tensing in preparation of leaping forward at my unlikely defenders, another great bellow sounded from just behind them, as a third bear, larger than the first two came slamming down on the apparent leader, driving its skull into the hard packed ground, crushing it like an eggshell.

The other two bears added their challenge to the fierce roar of the newcomer, and they charged at the other wolves.  Apparently, they had had enough, because the wolves retreated, knowing they had been bested.  I listened as they crashed through the underbrush to escape the fate of their packmates, growling the whole way.

The biggest bear stood on its hind legs and huffed in satisfaction as it watched them go.  It was an odd, almost human gesture.  The bears looked at the bodies of the dead wolves that were now returning to human form.  One looked up the tree to me then started dragging the bodies off into the underbrush.

Then the three bears came to the base of my tree and sat.  Like immense guards there to stop all who would threaten me.  The first bear who had come to my aid looked up and tilted its head, it bared its teeth in a scary looking grin.  It was such a human action that I smiled my thanks back to it.

I came down a little lower, to the crook of a great branch, exhausted as the adrenaline and terror wore off.  And I just shook in silent sobs as I laid back against the trunk of the oak.  I'm not even sure I know when I fell asleep.

The morning sun on my face woke me.  It had been such a bad dream I had.  I turned to look for mother and almost fell out of the tree.  I was fully awake with a start, as the knowledge that it was not a nightmare, but reality hit me in full force.  I bit back a sob and looked down.

Below me, sleeping around the base of the tree were the three humongous Kodiaks. I made my way down to the lowest branch.  The smallest of the three stirred and opened one eye, looking up at me.  It lifted its head when it saw me huddled there.  It smiled again and sat up, making a beckoning motion with its paw.

That was disconcerting.  Like last night, the bear acted more human than beast.  I knew I had most likely lost my mind over the fact of losing my parents.  I was just a little girl with no home or family, mad as a loon.  I asked it, “I've lost it haven't I?”

The bear shook its head.

I blinked.  I asked, “Can you understand me?”

It nodded and looked pleased with itself.  I waited a minute, gauging my madness.  Surely I had lost my mind.  I didn't feel mad, but would I know if I were?  What did madness feel like?

I glanced at the other two bears as they stirred and cocked their heads to look up at me.  They backed off behind the smaller one who beckoned me again.  I asked it, “You want me to come down there?”

It nodded.

I asked carefully, “You'll not eat me?  This isn't a trick?”

I was mad as a hatter, I was talking to a bear.  It shook its head.  Well if I were mad, why was it responding to my questions?  I scolded it, “Well if I do and you eat me, I'll be quite cross with you.”

The three bears seemed amused and actually snickered at that... if bears could snicker.  I narrowed an eye at them and pointed as I asked, “Promise?”

The bear nodded, and I lowered myself cautiously to the ground, ready to bolt at any given instant.  They didn't make a move toward me.

I took one hesitant step toward them, then another as the tears started flowing again.  I confided in the bears, “I don't know what I'm supposed to do now.  Mother and father are...”  I choked back a sob.  “What do I do now?”

They actually looked sad.  I reached out a hand slowly to touch the smallest bear.  I flinched back when my hand came into contact with it's thick, reddish brown fur.  It was real.  It was truly there.  I wasn't going mad.

I marshaled all of my courage and touched it again.  It just sat there unmoving.  It was all too much for me, and I collapsed onto the bear, wrapping my arms partially around its neck, and I sobbed into its fur.  The intense heat from the beast seemed to wrap around me like a blanket as I sobbed out, “Thank you for saving me.”

The other bears moved in close, and we just sat there like that.  Them comforting me as I just cried.

After a bit, the bear nudged me, and threw his head back, indicating he wanted me on his back.  What was I supposed to do?  I had nowhere to go, nobody in the world.  I climbed up on his back and wrapped my arms around his neck again as he turned with the other bears and started walking down the path with me.  The little girl inside of me who still hadn't broken smiled.  I was riding a bear!

They brought me to the little cottage and prompted me inside.  I knocked first.  Maybe the owners were here and could help me, and tell me what I was supposed to do now.  When nobody answered, I opened the door slowly and called inside, “Hello?  Is anyone home?”

The place was a mess.  I started to call out again when the three bears pushed past me inside.  I scolded, “Hey, no need to be rude.  It's bad form to come into someone's house without announcing yourselves.”  I swear they chuckled.

The smallest nudged me toward the little table with three chairs.  I got the idea and slapped his nose lightly, “Don't be pushy.”

He snorted and grinned again, showing those fangs that were longer than my fingers.

I sat as he lumbered behind a screened off area of the open space.  I felt a buzzing of my skin and the hairs on the back of my arms stood on end.  Then I saw some of the clothing that were draped over the screen disappear as they were pulled from behind.

Then a moment later, a huge man, as big as father stepped out from behind the screen.  He was quite muscular and had shaggy black hair and a matching beard and mustache.  He wore the clothing of a woodsman.  And he said in Russian, “Much better, now we can talk, da?  I figured this was less stressful than speaking with a man with no clothing.”

I blinked and looked back at the partition and whispered in confusion, “Little Bear?”

The big man's face transformed when he smiled, into something warm and non-threatening.  He mumbled to himself like he was trying on a new coat, “Little Bear?”  His grin doubled as he nodded once emphatically to me, “Da.”

I looked at the man, not knowing what to do as the other two bears lumbered behind the screen and a minute later two bigger men stepped out behind Little Bear.  I looked at the three men, not knowing what to do or say.  I was lost without my parents, I had never felt so alone in my life.

I started to cry again, and the men's faces turned from curiosity to concern, they seemed to be at as much of a loss as to what to do as I was.  Little Bear knelt in front of the chair and his brow furrowed in concern as he looked at me.  He was so large that he was still towering over me like that, he was trying to make himself as small and non-threatening as possible as he said in a soft, kind voice, “Do not fear us tiny kotenok.”

I couldn't stop the tears as I shook my head.  “I'm not afraid of you Little Bear.  I just... mother and father...  I don't know what I'm supposed to do.  I want my parents.”  My tears turned into violent body-wracking sobs, and the big man engulfed me into a hug, and I buried myself into the safety his strong arms provided.

He shushed me and carried me to one of the three beds on one wall of the cottage and laid me down, the others following.  He tucked me in, never leaving the bedside as he stroked my hair and offered soft words of understanding.  He said, “Sleep now tiny kotenok.  We can figure things out when you are rested.”

I nodded through tears, as exhaustion took away all of the fear and uncertainty.  For now, there would be the peace of sleep.





  
 

Chapter 2 – The Three Inanovs

I don't know how long I slept.  When I awoke, my stomach was growling and the smell of bread and meat was making my mouth water.

I sat up and looked over to the table by the wood fired stove.  The three men were eating a meal in the light of oil lamps.  I glanced at the windows, and it was dark outside, no light filtered in through the gaps in the shutters.  Had I slept all day?

The men were laughing boisterously and joking with each other.  My stomach gurgled again, and they paused and looked back at me.  Then all of their faces broke into huge grins.  The biggest man rumbled, “Good, you are awake.”

I rubbed my eyes and slipped out of the bed.  I walked over to the men and gave a little curtsy like mother taught me to do with guests.  I was the guest there, but I figured it would be the same principal, and mother would have my hide if I didn't use my manners.  My blood ran cold at the thought of mother.  I said quietly, “Sirs.”

Little Bear slid out of his chair and motioned his chin to it as he said, “You look positively starved tiny kotenok.  Sit.  Eat.”

I cocked my head at him then bowed slightly and did as I was told, hopping up into the chair.  I asked, “Sir, why do you call me tiny kitten?  How do you know my name?  Are you friends of father?”

He blinked, and the three exchanged confused glances, and he turned back to me and said, “I say that because you are tiny... like a kitten.”

I blushed.  “Oh.  I thought you knew my name was Katiana, and my mother called me Kat.”  Then my eyes went wide, remembering all the time mother scolded me for forgetting proprieties.  I blurted out, “Hello, my name is Katiana Tvardovsky.  I am very pleased to meet you.  Thank you for saving me from the wolves.”

Little Bear waved it off and made a dismissive sound.  “That was nothing.  Pesky dogs they were.”  His face fell a bit as he said, “I only wish we had arrived a little sooner.  I'm deeply sorry we were unable to save your parents.”

I looked down at my hands as I wrung my fingers, trying not to burst out in tears at the thought of mother and father.  I looked around at the cluttered space and said, “You men are messy.  There is no excuse but laziness not to put things in their proper place.”

The men looked at me then each other, and they broke out into laughter.

I shook a finger at them like mother did to me on occasion and scolded, “The measure of a man is in his manners.”

They stopped laughing and had the good sense to look sheepish.

The biggest man ladled some venison stew up for me into the bowl Little Bear had been using, tearing off a chunk of bread to set in it.  He slid it in front of me and dipped a wooden mug in a bucket of water beside the table and sat it beside the bowl.  “Eat little Katiana.”

I looked at each of them before starting to wolf the food down greedily.  It felt like I hadn't eaten in ages.

I slowed down when I noticed they were all staring at me.  I noted that they all looked similar, they had to have been related.  Little Bear said, “Sorry.  Do not mind us.  We do not get many visitors.”  Then he wiped his hand on his shirt and offered it to me.  “Pavel.  Pavel Inanov.  My brothers Andrei, and Vladimir.”

I bowed my head slightly as I shook his hand since I was sitting and couldn't curtsy.  “A pleasure gentlemen.”

The largest man, Andrei, snickered at that then straightened when I narrowed my eyes at him.  He held up a hand in surrender and said, “Forgive me.  You just seem so formal and proper for such a young one.”

I stated plainly, “There is no excuse for bad manners.”

Vladimir belched, and the three burst out laughing until they saw me glaring at them.

They quieted, and Vladimir looked down in embarrassment and said, “I apologize, please pardon me.”

I gave him a beaming smile that put a toothy grin on his own face.  Then I ate as they seemed to examine me.

I paused and looked at my spoon then asked in the smallest voice I had heard from myself,  “What am I to do now?  Without mother and father?  How am I to live?”

Little Bear asked, “Do you not have relatives who can take you in?”

I shook my head still looking at the spoon.  Would I be like the street waifs from my hometown, begging for scraps to survive, sleeping in the alleyways at night and in the church on Wolf Moons?

There was silence for a moment then Andrei said in an encouraging tone as my tears started to flow again, “Then we will see to you little Katiana.  We do not have much, but what is ours is yours.”

I blinked tears out of my eyes as I looked around to the impossible bears that came to the aid of a child they did not know.  They would take the burden of one not of their blood?  I asked in disbelief, “Truly?”

The other two looked at him then at me and nodded in assurance.  Little Bear said, “Our own mother would never forgive us for turning away one in need.”

I smiled as I looked around at my protectors, then at the little cottage that was so similar to the one my family had left behind to take this journey to Romania.  I scowled and said, trying to mimic my mother's tone, “Right then.  First thing we need to do is to tidy up.  A cluttered home is for the slovenly.”  I didn't know what slovenly meant, but it was one of mother's favorite lines.

The brothers all laughed heartily, causing me to smile in spite of myself.  I started eating again, feeling some of my panic and anxiety ebb.  Then Pavel asked as he stole some bread from Vladimir and tore the crust off, “You seem not to be shocked with the impossibility that we can change into bears.  Are you not afraid?”

I paused and looked at him and shrugged. “Do not men turn to wolves three nights a month?  If that is possible, and there are maidens who can turn into crows and lords that can turn into stags, then why not men into bears?  And if you were going to eat me then you would have done so already, Little Bear.”

I drank some of the water then furrowed my brow in thought and asked, “Are you bears who turn into men, or men who turn into bears?”

Little Bear asked, “Does it matter?”

I looked around the cottage at the disarray and mess, with clothing strewn all over every surface.  I said plainly, “Well if you were bears that turned into men, it would explain this mess.”

The men laughed long and hard at that, causing me to grin uncontrollably.  The Inanovs certainly were a happy bunch.

I furrowed my brow again and asked, “Does this mean I am an Inanov now?”

The men all stopped laughing, and suddenly their mood was somber.  Little Bear reached out from where he stood by the table and laid a hand gently on my shoulder and said in a soft tone, “If you want to be tiny kotenok.”

I pondered that a moment.  My life had ended the prior night when I lost everything I had ever known and loved.  I found myself slowly nodding, refusing to let another tear fall for the death of Katiana Tvardovsky, who died with her parents that terrible night, and the start of my new life as Katiana Inanov.

I exhaled and then stood, gathering the dishes from the table as the men watched me.  I looked around and said, “Right then.  Where is the basin or well?  We'll start by washing your dishes and then we can tend to the rest of this mess.”

Andrei's laughter boomed out, and the others quickly chimed in as I saw the first rays of sun filtering through the windows.





  
 

Chapter 3 – Settling In

Later that day, I learned that my new brothers were triplets, though not identical.  After the death of their mother, they had left Russia to find their fortunes when they had become adults.  They wound up on the borderlands, where their skill as woodsmen kept them fed, and they had a comfortable life.

I wanted to make sure I made myself useful, to earn my keep, or I feared that I would end up in the back alleys of Chernivtsi as I had envisioned.  So I put to use the chores mother had always made sure I did.  I went about washing all of the discarded clothing and folding and stacking it after it had dried.  I made the men's beds and went about organizing the little household, to their vocal complaints.

More than once I had to chastise the men, they seemed quite amused when I did.  They were no better than the boys I knew in my old village, messy and unkempt.  But they were my saviors.

I had just brought in another bucket of water from the well out back and started scrubbing the cobblestone floor when Pavel said, “Little kitten, you do not need to do so much.  We like how we live.”

I remembered something mother had caught father with once and smiled to myself then said, “You are right Little Bear.  There are two scrub brushes, make yourself useful.”

He just blinked at me a couple times as his brother's laughter boomed out.  He sheepishly took the other scrub brush and started helping.  I hid a satisfied grin.  I would teach my new brothers not to be lazy.  He cursed softly under his breath though he had a bemused smile on his face.

I paused to look at the two other men just snickering as they watched their brother clean.  I pointed at them and said, “It isn't polite to mock others.”

They hid their smiles behind their hands, and I pointed at the wrought iron firewood rack.  “Make yourself useful and chop some more firewood, we are almost out.”

That quelled their smiles.  They sighed as their shoulders slumped and they trudged to the door, Vladimir grumbling, “She is worse than mother was.”

Andrei chuckled and clapped his shoulder, giving me a little wink as they headed outside.

I turned back to my work to see Pavel just grinning after his brothers.  I tapped his scrub brush with an expectant look, and he saluted me and said with enthusiasm, “Da, little kitten.”

As we worked, I had a sense of satisfaction that I was able to get these big men to take more pride in their dwelling.

We stopped for lunch, and I took inventory of their larder, it was a mess too and had meager offerings, though they had a few months supply of salted or smoked meats.  I shooed the men out of the way.  I had always been mother's helper in the kitchen, so I was able to put decent fare together, and we ate sandwiches and a venison soup I made with some smoked meat and dried vegetables.  I was determined to pay my way.

After lunch I had asked where the outhouse was, I had not seen one behind the cottage, only the well.

Andrei shrugged and asked, “Why do we need an outhouse?  We have an entire forest of trees out there.”

Eww.  I was starting to think that maybe they were truly bears who could become men.  I shuddered and headed to the forest, grabbing handfuls of leaves as I went.

Before long, we had the cottage looking more like a home than a battlefield.  I was exhausted, and the men looked to be worn out as well.

Vladimir looked around, rubbing his hand on his chin that had a day's growth of whiskers.  He mused out loud,  “I do not believe the place has looked this tidy since the day we moved in.”

I beamed with pride.

After I had made dinner, accidentally overcooking the flatbread, we ate.  They said nothing about the crispy bread.  I sat on a little barrel since they only had three chairs.  They told me of the wonders of the land and the freedom they had, traveling the forest and harvesting wood for the nearby villages.

That is when I looked around again and asked, “I saw no cellar, where do you hide on the Wolf Moons?”

This just got me boisterous laughter, then Andrei sobered suddenly and said in a dangerous tone, “I pity the wolves who try to take us.  You saw our bears.  Wolves are stupid animals, they have only three thought in their heads, hunt, kill, mate.  But they are not so stupid that they don't know when they are outmatched.”

Vladimir grinned.  “We chase them off every month.  Sending them running with their tails tucked between their legs to find easier prey.”

They grinned at each other.  Oh.  I looked around and hugged my arms across my chest.  Pavel stopped smiling, and his brow furrowed when he looked at me.  He said softly like father did when he spoke to me, “Fear not tiny kotenok, we will not let them get to you.”  The brothers all looked at each other and seemed to nod in agreement to some unspoken agreement.

When it was time for bed, I stared at the three beds.  Where was I to sleep?  Little Bear saw me looking and said, “Use my bed.  The floor is fine for a bear.”  And he went behind the changing screen and came lumbering out a few seconds later in his Kodiak form.  I wrapped my arms around his neck the best I could and said, “Thank you Little Bear, I don't want to be a burden on you.”

He snuffled and grinned, then laid down beside the farthest bed.  I got into it and pulled the covers around me and drifted off as fast as my head could sink into the feather stuffed pillow.  I was beyond exhausted.

I woke up, extremely warm, I cuddled into the thick blankets.  My eyes fluttered open when I realized the blanket was breathing.  I found myself sleeping on Little Bear.  I must have rolled off the bed in my sleep.

I wiped the sleep from my eyes and looked into the bear's eyes.   Andrei called out from where he sat at the table, arm wrestling Vladimir, “He hasn't moved since you fell on him last night, he is scared of breaking you.”  He turned back to his other brother and with a decisive thud, slammed his arm to the table.

I looked back at Pavel and whispered, “I'm sorry Little Bear.”  I slid off of him and back onto the bed where I sat and stretched.  He stood on all fours and ruffled his fur and shook.  Then he shot me a bear grin and lumbered back behind the screen.  A moment later he was saying, “It is alright, little kitten.”

The men took turns getting ready for a hard day's work in the forest as I made a light breakfast with the last of their goose eggs and some smoked meat.  I scowled at Vladimir and Andrei.  “You are going out without shaving?  Don't you have pride in yourselves?”

Andrei said, “But we are just going to the forest to chop wood and...”  He trailed off when I crossed my arms expectantly like mother had done so many times with me when I was misbehaving.  Honestly, how had these men survived before I came along?

He lowered his head in resignation and the two men took a straight razor and trudged off toward the well, Vladimir complaining, “We should have let the wolves eat her.”

I grinned in triumph at a thoroughly entertained looking Pavel, who said, “I fear we saved the wolves from you, not the other way around.”  I gave him a toothy grin.

Then I cocked my head at him as I watched his brothers through the newly cleaned windows.  “Just how is it that you brothers can change into bears anyway?”

I asked more to keep my mind off of mother and father than curiosity.  I didn't need to be breaking down in grief just then.  I'd wait until I was alone.  Well, da, I was curious too.

He glanced out at his brothers as he furrowed his brow and thought a moment like he was deciding something.  Then he nodded once and said, “Ok little Kat.  I will tell you a story that you can choose to believe or not.”

I giggled at the man.  “I have seen you turn into a bear, I'm pretty sure I will believe just about anything you tell me.”  He smiled crookedly as he nodded and he began to tell me about how he and his brothers came to be.





  
 

Chapter 4 – Perchta's Feather

Pavel picked me up by my britches like I weighed nothing, and sat me on the edge of the table and he sat in a chair in front of me.

He clasped his hands together as he rested his elbows on his knees.  “Let me tell you of a woodsman and his bride, on the western forests of Moscow.  Our mother, Niska had become pregnant a year after she wed our father, Iosif.  She had been weak before, and the pregnancy had made her even weaker and sickly.  The midwives had told Iosif that they feared for her life and the lives of the children in her womb.”

He shifted in his seat.  “Father went to seek out the best healers of the land, but all said the same.  It was likely that the birth would kill us all including his fair bride.  Time after time they all said the same.  So father went in search of the magic users said to inhabit the lands of Romania.  He trekked to the mountains there and found a vrajitoare there who said she could tell him how to save us all, Narcisa.  But there was a price.  Father agreed without hearing her price.”

He narrowed his eyes.  “So it was that she sent him deep into the wilderness to get an item infused with the power of life.  He knew it was most likely to his death, but he had to try.  She told him that he needed to get a single white feather from the nature goddess of the lands, Perchta.  It was a fool's errand because all knew that Perchta was also the leader of the Wild Hunt.  It was said that Perchta had abandoned the lands and roamed the world half mad.  The ancients and druids said that she had changed in some inexplicable way, long ago.”

He straightened a little and unclasped his hands.  “He traveled the deepest and darkest parts of the forest calling out the goddess' name until his legs were weak and his throat raw and bleeding.  He could go no farther and dropped to the ground, trying to regain some strength.  He coughed up blood that spattered the bed of moss he found himself on.”

Then his eyes twinkled, and he said the next with reverence, “Then a voice behind father made him sit up and turn.  There she was in all of her terrible beauty, a woman like no other.  In a cloak of white feathers, the white rack of antlers of a great elk growing from her head and an unnatural white light that made him cry to be in its shadow, was Perchta.  'Who dares call upon... me?' she asked him, almost in confusion.”

Pavel looked up, deep in the retelling of the tale. “Father groveled at her feet and said, 'I am but a humble woodsman, Iosif Inanov.  I seek your help.'  The goddess crouched and touched the blood on the moss and watched as it seemingly absorb into it.  She scowled at father and said,  'You have paid the sacrifice of blood to nourish my lands.  Speak Iosif Inanov, why have you chanced my wrath?'”

He lowered his head, and I shifted a little on the table, as he continued, “Father plead his case to her, telling her that to save the love of his life and his unborn children he needed but a single feather from the goddess.  The living incarnation of nature was swayed by his words.  She narrowed her eyes and said, 'If I am to gift you in this way, you must bind yourself to your word that you will destroy the feather in flame once you have done as you need.  A single feather can be used as a great and terrible weapon in mortal hands.  If you do not do as you pledge, I will know and will send my Hunt after you and all those you hold dear.  A curse upon your line.'”

He smiled at me and tilted his eyes to the left and said plainly, “Father accepted.  She reached out to him, her great cloak of white feathers stretching with her arm, and he realized it was no cloak at all but great wings.  The goddess had wings like no other.  She gave him a reassuring smile and nudged her chin toward her wing.  He timidly touched the wing, a feeling of great warmth and calm flowing into him from the contact.”

He smiled then as he recalled the tale.  “He shared with mother that it was like basking in the sunshine on a summer day, feeling one with nature, but also being aware of the terrible destruction that same nature was capable of.  But it comforted him to know that at the moment, it chose to gift him with the serenity he desperately needed.”

I shifted on the table, leaning on the heels of my hands, eager to hear the rest as he continued, “He pulled a single feather from her wing and she disappeared in a whirlwind of feathers.  When he looked for her, all he saw was a great white crow winging toward the heavens.  He could hear her voice calling out in warning, 'Remember your vow Iosif Inanov.'  He looked upon the white feather that seemed to glow in an unnatural light, and his heart dared to feel hope for his family.”

He straightened in his chair.  I glanced over to see his brothers standing in the doorway with loads of kindling and wood.  They seemed to be listening in rapt attention just as I was.  They all exchanged sad smiles as the two walked in to fill the wood rack.

Pavel smiled back at me and said with renewed vigor, “So father located Narcisa with his prize in hand.  He said that her eyes gleamed with something disturbing as she looked upon the feather with longing.  She told him how to use the feather to infuse the strength of nature into his unborn children and reminded him that he agreed to any price.  She would be there with her son, Baird, to collect when father had done as she told him.”

Now Little Bear's eyes narrowed as he seemed to regard something distasteful.  “Father trekked back across the lands to his bride, Niska, she was close to giving birth and looked even more sickly than when he began his quest.  He invoked the ritual that Narcisa had instructed him to perform, speaking the words and brushing the shining feather across mother's belly.”

He exhaled heavily, “Mother says a summer wind blew through our home even though the doors and windows were all shut.  With that unnatural wind, it brought power.  The power of nature.  And it enveloped her and seemed to infuse itself into her womb, where a great warmth spread.  With that warmth, it brought something strong, something wild and primal.  Then it was gone, leaving father standing there looking at a healthier looking woman as he stared between her and the feather.”

He smiled fondly and said with pride, “Father, being a man of his word, immediately stepped to one of the oil lamps and burned the feather, destroying it in flame as he had pledged.  Mother swears she heard a woman's sigh on the wind when he fulfilled his word.”

Then his voice became heavy.  “They talked throughout the night and the next week about his quest and all that had happened in his crusade to save us.  Then the day came when we were born.  Mother said she had never known such joy holding us as father watched on in pride.  But it was short lived when Narcisa came knocking at their door with her son.”

I saw his eyes narrow dangerously as his tone became colder.  “She demanded Perchta's feather in payment for her telling father how to save us so that she could give her son power, such as was unknown in the modern world.  When father shared that he had burned the feather to fulfill his pledge to the nature goddess, the vrajitoare became enraged, ranting that he had first vowed to her, and that was her price.”

He swallowed. “She struck out with her magics saying, 'You shall pay the ultimate price for not giving my due.'  Father fell lifelessly beside mother's bed.  The vrajitoare stepped toward her but hesitated and backed off when mother swears we glowed in that same light which the feather had posessed, and turned into bear cubs.  The gift of nature from Perchat's feather.  Narcisa and her young son covered their eyes and backed off, and she hissed, 'Know this wife of Iosif, who could not honor his word.  I will collect that debt from you and your kin.  My son will not be cheated of his due!'  Then she stormed off with her young son in tow.”

He smiled a sad smile, “Mother said that we stayed cubs for hours before our bodies remembered how we had started this life, and became her boys again.”

He shrugged and rubbed his beard. “So, that is how we grew up, thinking it normal to turn into bears on a whim and mother loved us as if we were just normal children.  Narcisa never made good on her threat, and we used our abilities to keep the people of our village safe on Wolf Moons until mother died of the plague and we moved on to make our mark in the world.”

I pondered his story then nodded with a smile.  He nodded once at me and grinned his lopsided grin as he stood.  The three men grabbed some ungodly huge axes tapped their heavy leather boots with them then headed toward the door.   Andrei turned back to say, “We will be back before dusk, do not fear the Wolf Moon little kitten, we will protect you.”

I nodded, wanting to earn my keep and said, “I will have supper prepared when you return.”  This just got me some soft smiles from the men as they went off to a hard day's work.





  
 

Chapter 5 – Growing Up

That was my life after that.  I sometimes forgot they were not my big brothers by blood.  They taught me about woodland survival and all the basics a person must know to survive in the harsh realities of the world.  But most of all they taught me how to laugh... and to curse like a woodsman.

They were always doing things to accommodate me that made me feel proud to have them as my brothers.  Early on, they came home with a chair, exhausted from felling dozens of oaks.  I know it is stupid of me, but having four chairs at the table, instead of three, made me feel as if I truly belonged there and I cried over it.  My three bears getting distressed thinking they had done something wrong.

Soon there were four beds in the cabin, though more often than not I would wake up on the floor, kept warm and safe enveloped in the fur of my brothers.  Then one day when I returned from getting supplies in the market in Chernivtsi with Pavel, Vladimir and Andrei surprised me with a proper outhouse back behind the cottage.

They were always doing little things like that for me.  The biggest of which was the root cellar we put in when I was fifteen so that I could raise chickens and goats to have fresh eggs and milk and have a place to hide them on Wolf Moons as my brothers patrolled the area.  I think they believed I would feel safer knowing it was there for myself.  The silly boys actually thought a cellar was safer than having three ungodly huge bears protecting me from the wolves.

Over the years, the fatalities on Wolf Moons were rising in the area because my bears didn’t stray far from the cottage or my side, and the village below was suffering because of it.  I insisted my brothers teach me to fight and defend myself.  I was not a small girl at fifteen, I was taller and stronger than most girls my age.  Probably because I had to wrestle three oafs, especially trying to get them to do the chores around the property.  It got more difficult when they were in bear form, but I knew their ticklish spots so wound up triumphant in most arguments.

Little Bear got reprimanded by me a lot, and I had to slap his muzzle from time to time to make him behave.  To an outsider, seeing a young woman chastising three unnaturally large Kodiak's would have seemed insane, but to me, they were just my misbehaving brothers who couldn't quite understand that their dirty clothes went in the wicker basket by the door so I could wash them, not on the floor.

The boys in the village were starting to notice me, I didn't know when it had happened, but it seems that I had grown up and was becoming the woman I am now.  I was what the Englishmen in the town called a tomboy.  Always roughhousing with the boys like I did my brothers.  And it was becoming abundantly clear that I also had the eye for the fairer sex like my brothers.

Unfortunately, as I developed the boys in town started looking at me differently, and some found out that a girl who was raised by bears was more than adequately up to the task of protecting herself and her honor.  My brothers would never interfere as I gave the boys bloody noses.  I heard the baker ask them, “Aren't you going to step in and defend her honor?”

Little Bear would laugh heartily as he responded, “What, and get a bloody nose of my own from our little Kat for interfering?”

I became good with the blade which the boys had traded for my sixteenth birthday.  A silver plated blade said to have belonged to the first female Wolf Hunter, Nicole of Arad.  When they taught me all they could, I traded fresh eggs and goat cheese to the smithy, Orrick, who had been a knight for the courts in France, for lessons with my blade.

On my eighteenth birthday, a Wolf Moon, I stepped out of the cottage to right a wrong that my being there had caused to the village below.  I patrolled with my bears, much to their complaints, but I was my own woman, not a little girl to be coddled by my brothers when they put themselves at risk on every full moon.  They knew that arguing with me was pointless so they resigned themselves to the fact that us Inanov's were the protectors of Chernivtsi.

I smiled to myself over the fact that they knew who ran our household.

Through fear and elation of battle and the strength I had gained sparring with my huge kin, I excelled against the wolves.  My bears brought down most but they always let one or two through to me, and I readily dispatched them with my silvered blade.  The townsfolk had started to calling me the Wolf Hunter of Chernivtsi.  The deaths by Wolf Moon had ceased as we held the line month after month.

I had started noting that while I had been growing up and grew older, my brothers hadn't seemed to age at all.  I almost looked to be their age on my twenty-first birthday...  when everything changed.





  
 

Chapter 6 – Raids

I ducked to the right as a sweeping strike of a battleaxe whooshed past.  I could hear the massive blade splitting the air just inches from my ear, some of my golden hair drifting to the ground, just punctuating the lethality and razor sharpness of the blade.  I felt the air pressure from the speed of the vicious strike on my cheek.

I roared out a challenge which my brothers would be proud of as I spun back on a heel, intercepting a sword strike from behind.  The man had not been prepared for the strength of my strike as his blade swung wide leaving his torso exposed.  I growled and thrust my blade in a sweeping upward arc, opening his belly and chest in a long diagonal slice.  I huffed.  That is what the fool gets for underestimating me, thinking me a meek woman.

I was spinning away, ducking as I anticipated the raider with the battleaxe to use the opportunity to strike from behind as his comrade fell.  The blade of his great axe catching the billowing shoulder of my cloak and slicing cleanly through it, missing my flesh by a hair's breadth.

He was nearly twice my size, but I fight bigger every day at the breakfast table for the last of the biscuits.  I brought my blade smoothly up, cocked behind my ear, parallel with the ground as I sighted down it at my opponent who was hesitating now.  They hadn't once given any consideration to the fact that I may be a trained swordswoman.

A bellowing roar of a Kodiak, Vladimir, shook the ground as I took in the battle around me.  I pointed with my other hand and barked out orders, “Pavel, right flank, incoming.”  Then more stridently as the biggest bear shredded a net that two men had tried to sling over him, “Andrei, stop playing around, Vlad needs your assistance with the pikemen.”

With a deafening roar which would have chilled me to my bones if it were not my brother's, Andrei dispatched the two raiders trying to net him, with one mighty disemboweling swipe of his dinner platter sized claw.  He huffed and roared again as he charged at the pikemen.

There were five more men coming in from the right to join the two that Little Bear had just engaged.  I didn't have time to play around anymore, they had sent more men than ever this time.  I raised the tip of my blade slightly, distracting my opponent and keeping his eye on my blade as I thrust my other hand forward, whipping the throwing knife I kept on my left hip at him.

Most people think that it is easy to kill with a throwing knife, but in reality, it is quite difficult, if you hit any bone then the blade is easily deflected or stopped, so you need a soft target or your throw is nothing but a distraction.  I don't have the strength it would take with my throws to get the blade between his ribs, and his axe blade was obscuring his belly, so I took the only other soft target that my blade could penetrate easily.

He dropped his axe to the cobblestones of the village square. Fell to his knees, and grasped uselessly at the knife embedded into the side of his neck, eyes wide in surprise and confusion.  I strode right past him, yanking my knife out of his neck as he fell, blood spraying across the ground.  I sheathed my knife as I raised my sword and roared as my brothers did and dove into the fray with an animalistic rage.

I bellowed, “How dare you threaten the villagers we protect!”  I spun and parried and wove my way between them, blade flashing in the moonlight as my bears rallied, forming a barrier of claws and fangs around me.  Isolating me and the two inside the ring my brothers gave me to do my work in.

I spun low, taking out the legs of one of the pikemen.  “How dare you try to take my brothers to that old hag!”  I ended the man with my blade through his throat, separating his spine.

My blade was stuck so I just released it and caught a sweeping blow of a pike the other man had used as a staff in close combat.  I trapped it under my arm and grunted at the impact, I've suffered worse blows sparring with Little Bear.

I don't think the man was expecting the backhand, nor the sheer force I can bring to bear.  Many of my opponents expect a woman to be weak, that is their folly and something I take full advantage of.  His head snapped back, and before he could turn to focus on me again, I buried my fist into his gut, twisting my body and putting my full force and weight behind the strike.

He dropped his pike and doubled over.  I leapt into the air and landed on top of him, driving my elbow with all of my weight and momentum behind me into the back of his neck.  I heard a crunching sound over the ruckus my brothers were making as they dispatched the others.

The man fell limply to the bloodied cobblestones, gurgling, his neck snapped, but he yet lived.  I gave him a mercy and picked up his pike.  I turned to view the battle as I absently drove the pike through the man's chest, silencing him.

I ripped my blade from the other man's body with both hands then yelled out to Andrei who had the last raider pinned to the ground with one massive paw, and had his other raised to take the man's head off with a swipe, “Nyet!”  Andrei paused and looked back at me in confusion.

I grinned at my big brother and shook my head as I stepped up to him and laid my hand on his massive shoulder, grabbing a fistful of fur and shaking it lovingly.  “Let him go.  He can tell Narcisa and Baird the folly of sending raiders to threaten our people and of trying to capture you.”

He smiled, the man below him winced at the massive and sharp teeth which he displayed.  I just saw it as a smile from my goofy big brother, but I could see how it might look menacing to someone believing that he might eat them.  He stuck his face down in the pinned man's face and roared, the man cringed as his hair flew back with the force of the roar.  I placed a hand over my mouth to hide my smile at the smell that wafted up after that.  The man had lost control of his bladder and bowels.

Andrei lifted his paw from the man's chest and moved back behind me.  I grabbed a handful of Little Bears fur and absently pulled myself up onto his shoulders as the raider scrambled backward on the ground, away from us as Vladimir stepped to the other side of Andrei.

I ordered the man, “Now go!  Tell your masters about tonight and warn them that we will not be so lenient next time.  And if I ever see you even close to our village again...”

My brothers all stood on their hind legs, lifting me skyward as I finished, “My bears will have you.”

I snapped my head back and bellowed like a bear as my brothers joined in, shaking the ground as the man scrambled off into the dark.  We stared into the dark as the echoes of the roar rolled down the valley.

Little Bear turned his head back to look at me as he chuffed.  I rolled my eyes and slapped his nose and defended myself, “Nyet, that wasn't over dramatic you big oaf.  I was simply making my point.”

The others chuffed, and I squinted and looked around at them, pointing my finger.  They all looked away, looking far too innocent for one-ton killing machines.  I said cheerily, “That's what I thought.”

They all lowered back down to all fours, and we surveyed the carnage around us. Shutters began opening in the buildings around us, candle and lantern light streaming out as the villagers came out to thank us for stopping yet another wave of raiders that the vrajitoare Narcisa and her son had been sending to terrorize our village the past few weeks.

We helped move the dead as I wondered what was going on.  Was this the price Narcisa was exacting for Iosif's pledge?  Was his death not enough for the vrajitoare?  Now she would have men come terrorize, and plunder the village of his progeny?

The last couple of raids, they have tried to capture my brothers.  What could the woman possibly want from them?  To torture them for their father's morality?  Whatever game she and her son were playing, had cost our village three lives so far and most of the grain they needed to survive the upcoming winter.

With the blacksmith I helped carry off one of the raider's bodies, I decided that it was time.  We needed to hunt the vrajitoare down in her own lair and put an end to all of this senseless violence.  I would talk with my brothers about it on the morrow.

Little Bear nudged my side and looked up at me expectantly, I blinked innocently, and he bellowed at me.  I chuckled at him and said, “Fine you blubbering baby, here.”  I picked up my discarded pack near the well in the village center and pulled out a tunic and trousers and threw them in his face.  They fell to the ground, and he huffed, smiled, then took them in his jaws and went behind the livery to change.  My other brothers were comfortable staying bears.  I knew it was because of their over protective nature, even though they knew I could take care of myself.

The villagers congratulated Pavel, shaking his hand and giving thanks when he returned to my side.  He loomed over me, his eyes scanning the dark.  Even he was always protecting me.  He knew what I was thinking, and he scrunched his fingers together squinting one eye as he said, “Tiny kotenok.”

I snorted.  I was easily a hand taller than the tallest maiden in Chernivtsi, yet to my overly large brothers, I was still that tiny kitten they had rescued from a tree all those years ago, in another life.  I went to backhand his gut, which he easily avoided, knowing it was coming.

We saw to the village and checked on the people before we headed back up the road toward our cottage on the rise.  I was exhausted, and Andrei lumbered up next to me.  I smiled my thanks at him.  “Thank you, brother.”

I snarled my hand in the fur on his shoulder and pulled myself up to ride him the rest of the way home.  I smiled at the thought.  Home.  It was my home wasn't it?

I thumped Andrei's shoulder in appreciation then looked between my brothers and said with a voice cold as ice, “This has to stop.  Between the raiders and the Wolf Moons, we are always battling.  Let us speak on the morrow about ending the threat of Narcisa and her son, one way or another.”

This got guttural grunts of agreement and Little Bear nodded and said with equal frost in his voice, “Da.”





  
 

Chapter 7 – Quest

The next day was a flurry of activity.  We all agreed to a course of action, we would hunt down the vrajitoare and her kin to make them pay for the deaths in the village and the terror they have visited upon those we claim as our own, the people we protect.

We gathered supplies and went down into Chernivtsi to tell the townsfolk what we were going to do.

I spoke with Gabriela about watching over my livestock, who readily agreed with a blush.  Little Bear always teases me, that the buxom maiden was sweet on me.  If only.  She outclassed me and didn't smell like bear all the time, only of gardenias.  It was for the best really, she was not a sturdy sort, and I'd fear accidentally snapping her like a twig if we did court.

Vladimir made sure the village knew that they would be left unprotected as we went on our quest, possibly over a Wolf Moon.  But we hoped that any raiding parties that may be heading their way would have to cross our path to get to the village, and we would deal with them appropriately.  That if all went well, the raids would stop, then all there would be to fear were the wolves, like it used to be.

I silently wondered just how many disposable fighters that Narcisa had at her command, and why they all seemed to willingly meet their ends at the end of my blade or my brother's fangs for her.

The villagers supplemented our supplies, and I again thought of how odd the world we live in was, where a family that would have been thought of as monsters were instead viewed as the heroes and protectors.  All because we fought an even more terrible foe for them when no others would.

Before noon we were off, heading south.  I swallowed, and Little Bear rested his hand on my shoulder as we walked, knowing my mind.  Romania was my destination with my parents, a destination we never reached.  I had never gone with any of my brothers when they were crossing the border for supplies or to do trades with other villages.  But here I was now, about to step into the land that was to be our salvation... an unrealized dream.

Time has this habit of dulling the worst of our pains.  Instead of the terror, uncertainty, and sense of loss I had over my parents in the early days, time has tempered this into a sad memory of my mother and father to accompany all of the happy memories of a child.  The only fear I have now is that it gets harder and harder to remember their faces, their voices... their laughter.

Though I am reminded of mother every time I see my reflection in the pond in the woods near the cottage.  I have her hair and eyes.  I miss her.

When we reached a ridge at the base of the soaring mountains, I knew that we had entered Romania.  I had finally reached my destination from my quest so long ago.  A quest unrealized, a quest unneeded as I have found my home.  I paused and then looked at my brothers in pride.  They were my family now, and I hope that I did them proud as well.

Pavel removed his hand from my shoulder and gave me an understanding smile, then nudged his head as we all started walking again, saying, “You've finally made it to your destination Kat.”

I nodded and picked up the pace, forcing my brothers who had longer strides than me to step faster to keep pace.  Vlad chuckled and asked the others, “How can such a small thing always need to be scurrying along so fast?”

I called back over my shoulder playfully, “Do not make me come back there Vladimir Yegor Inanov.”

Our brothers chuckled at him, and  Andrei said in mock fear, “Oooo... she has three named you, that cannot be a good thing brother.”

We all shared a laugh then continued down the path.  By the time we set up camp for the evening, we were deep under the thick canopy of the Romanian forests in the mountainous land.  I thought, not for the first time, that it was a shame that my brothers spooked horses.  If this day were any indicator, we had much more like this in front of us until we reached the realm of  Narcisa and Baird.

We sat around the campfire as I prepared a simple stew, and I pulled off my boots to flex my toes in the heat of the fire and sat back to relax.  The vast field of stars above us glittered in the random gaps between the trees.  I closed my eyes and smiled as I listened to all of the nightlife in the forest.  Night is when the world comes alive.

I picked out various insects buzzing and chirping, the sounds of owls on the hunt.  The scratching and digging sounds of mice and other small animals.  I sighed at the wonder of nature then reluctantly opened my eyes.

I dished us up, and we spent the next hour or so just talking about our views of life and love.  Hey, we may smell like a wet bear all the time, but us Inanov's are deeper than most people would give us credit for.”

 The night started getting chilly, and my brothers went behind some brush to change into their bear forms, and they lumbered to the fire and laid down.  I snuggled in between them all, basking in the intense heat of their bodies and the warmth of their fur.  I was safe, cocooned in my little nest, surrounded by my brothers... and I dreamed.

That was our life the next couple weeks.  We covered less distance on days my brothers decided to stay in bear form to do some hunting to keep us fed.  It wasn't because the hunt delayed us, it is that I was the pack mule when they did that, and had to carry all of our gear and weapons.

I paused and wiped the sweat from my brow on the arm of my tunic and narrowed one eye at Little Bear, who's grunts and growls sounded as though he were singing a familiar jaunty tune as we went along.  I shook my head at him and threatened when I caught my breath, “I swear that I am going to make saddle bags fit for a bear on the first chance I get.”

He chuffed out a snickering laugh the best he could.  I rolled my eyes, holding back the grin that was threatening to spread on my face and I reached over and grabbed a handful of fur on his ruff and pulled myself up onto his back.

He grumbled, and I shook my head. “Complaining will do you no good Little Bear.  Come now, our brothers are getting ahead of us.”  I resisted the urge to thump his sides with my feet like I would urge on a horse.  Humorous it would be, but he's not above rearing up and spilling me off onto the ground behind him.

He hung his head like a scolded toddler and picked up the pace.  As I rested my aching muscles, I wondered why I hadn't thought of this sooner.  They always encouraged me to ride them when we patrolled our village so that we could cover more ground quickly.

When we stopped for a late lunch, at a river where Andrei and I showed our brothers the proper way to fish for trout.  He just waded in and caught a couple with snaps of his jaws, and I stood close with a stick I had sharpened into a spear.  I speared two of my own while our brothers, who looked like giant wet dogs with their fur slicked back and soaking wet got nothing but paws full of water.

When we returned to our improvised camp.  I chuckled at them and threw the pack with their clothes behind a rock, knowing they would cheat and change back to their human forms instead of having to suffer from wet fur until the sun dried them out.

When they emerged with less fur and on two legs, I tossed the spear with our catch strung out on it toward Vlad and gave him a toothy grin.  He moaned, and I said without empathy, “You know the rule, I caught it, you prepare it.  Contrary to popular belief, just because I am a woman doesn't make me the cook and housekeeper.”

Pavel snickered, and I turned to him, cocking an eyebrow. “And you, funny boy, fetch some water from the river for him and help prepare lunch.  Andrei and I will just sit back by the rocks here and relax.”

My big brother grinned at them too and said, “Da.”  He sat with his back against the rocks, and I sat leaning my back against his broad shoulder.

I enjoyed playing with the lazy louts like this at times.  Truth be told, I actually like taking care of my brothers since they work hard every day.

As we watched our siblings banter as they prepared us a meal, Andrei asked as he started whittling a piece of driftwood.  “Little Kat, do you ever think about settling down?  I mean having a family of your own?  Children?”

I cocked my head and looked back at him.  He seemed wistful.  I hid a warm smile.  He was thinking of the butcher's daughter again, Cordelia.  Her family had recently settled in Chernivtsi, she always lit up whenever Andrei was around.

My three brothers fought over her affections, but Andrei kept her eye.  He was amazed at the girl, that she didn't seem to care that he was a monster.  I often chastised my brothers when they thought themselves monsters.

He had just recently started courting her with her parent's blessing.  She was a small and feminine thing, but with a wicked sense of humor and the tongue of a lumberjack when she was out earshot from her parents.

I had to smile and said, “She's good for you Big Bear.  I like how she makes you smile.”  I knew he felt some sense of responsibility to take care of us so he felt guilty about these feelings he was having.  He knew I could take care of our brothers, and I only wanted to see him happy.

I bit my tongue as I smiled and asked, “You think you'd have cubs or babies?”

He bopped my head playfully with his fist.

I leaned into him then said with a more thoughtful tone, “I have never really thought much about it.  I feel like I have three overgrown children as it is.”

He rocked us with his shoulder as he grinned.

Then I looked at my hands and the callouses from the hard work I did around the cottage and all the weapons handling I did.  They weren't the dainty hands of a maiden like Cordelia or Gabriela.  I shrugged. “I have really never seen myself as settling down.  As you know... my taste in ummm... partners is more like my brothers have.  So I may never find one to accept that in me.”

He frowned slightly and countered, “Gabriela seems to not notice that you are a woman.  Or she does notice it I should say.”

I snorted. “She is above my station.  And besides, what would I do with a fragile little bride such as her?  I'd fear snapping her in two in our bed.  Nyet, I will be joyful just making sure my brothers find themselves happy in life.”

He chuckled and turned to engulf me in a bear hug, kissing the top of my head.  “We were blessed the day you came into our lives tiny kotenok.  No man could pray to have a better little sister.”  He smirked. “Even if she smells like a bear.”

I smiled and started drilling my knuckles into his side into his ticklish spot.  He chuckled and released his hug, scrabbling to escaping my onslaught.  We both looked up, stomach's growling as Little Bear announced from the fire, “Lunch is ready.”

We stood and started over.  I glanced up at Andrei as he scowled at the horizon.  I followed his gaze and then realized what had him bothered.  The moon hadn't started tracking in the sky yet.  I counted days in my head from when we started our quest and nodded at him.  The moon would not rise until the sun set tonight.  It was to be a Wolf Moon.

I looked at my other brothers who were nodding in understanding.  It would be an early dinner tonight as we found an open space where I could be easily defended.  We ignored that line of thinking and sat down to have fish steaks and flatbread, joking and laughing with each other like a family with no burdens.

We made haste that afternoon until we came upon a great stone overhang.  It would do, giving natural defense at my back and we pitched camp.  I made us a quick meal with what meager supplies we had left.  We would have to hunt again soon, and trade the meat in a village for more supplies.  Andrei had a few of his carvings to trade which he had made during our quest.  And I could make us some coin in a tavern in games pitting my strength against the men there.

We weren't half way through our meal, keeping an eye on the sun as it dipped low on the horizon when we heard a woman's enraged scream drifting on on the wind, accompanied by the sounds of swordplay.

I was on my feet running in the direction of the screams of defiance, drawing my blade.  Pavel was calling after me to wait.  I had crested a rise a hundred yards off when I heard the first bellows of my Kodiaks behind me.

I saw through a break in the trees, a young woman and man surrounded by ten raiders in leathers marked with Narcisa's brand.  I had to blink at the woman as she parried a blade with a small dagger and spun backward in a blur to knock the blade out of the man's hand with the frying pan she wielded in her other hand.

She spun back again as another thrust came in at her from behind.  The tip of the sword struck the flat of the frying pan and the man with her made some intricate sweeping motion with the whip he held, and it wrapped around the raider's neck and the boy yanked and sent the man spinning to the ground.

The woman screamed a challenge, her dagger pointing toward one man, and her frying pan at another.  I instinctively leaned into Little Bear as my brothers joined me on the rise.  They paused as well to take in the odd tableau below as the young couple held off the group of marauders handily.

I was knocked out of my amazement when I saw the sun extinguish itself over the peaks behind the combatants.  I hissed, “Yob!”  And I started charging down the hillside through the trees, my brothers sounding like rolling thunder as they charged along behind with bellowing roars as they crashed through the underbrush.

My blood chilled as I heard answering howls not far off.  My eyes shot to the Wolf Moon on the horizon. “Yob!”

The men had backed off from the couple to face us, keeping their attention split between two enemies.  Two men pulled nets out of their packs.  My eyes narrowed, they were prepared.  This was another raiding party being sent toward our village.

I snagged a fist full of fur on Pavel's neck and pulled myself up onto him as my brothers charged past me.  I stood on his shoulders and bellowed my own bear cry with the others.  We hit the first men without slowing, Pavel knocking one into a tree with a sickening thud with a single swipe of a massive claw.

I dove off of him rolling in front of the couple and coming up on one knee, blade facing the enemy.  Little Bear came to a skidding halt beside me, then with a clang, he got a frying pan to his nose.  He yelped in surprise, and I started to protest to the snarling woman, “Hey, what was that...” when with a clang, I was seeing spots and could feel blood trickling from my nose.

I growled animalistically and my hand shot out as I yanked the frying pan from the woman's hand.  “Stop that!  We are here to help you!”  I blinked.  The moment I pulled the pan from her hand, she had dropped her dagger, and her hands were weaving in the air as a greenish energy started to build in them.

She blinked and paused as she looked around to see my bigger brothers slamming into the raiders.  She just nodded once and turned from me and sent that energy she was gathering at the nearest raider.

It slammed into him with such force that he went tumbling head over heels through the air to impact with one of his comrades.  I blinked again and caught motion in my peripheral vision and twisted and ducked as I slashed my sword up in an arc with both hands, cleaving the front legs off of the first of the werewolves that had just arrived.

Things had just gotten a lot more complicated.

I had to blink when the young man didn't even hesitate and had swung his whip at the wolf as it yelped and tumbled to the ground.  His whip cut deep into its neck, leaving the stench of burned flesh and fur behind.  The beasts flesh was foaming white as it slumped to the ground and started to change back to human in death.  The whip had silver in it?

The shock on my face turned to a wry smile as I caught the slightly smug grin the woman shot me.  Then I growled out my challenge and dove at the raiders whose attention was pulled away by the need to fight off the arriving wolves.  The young brunette seemed to be grinning as she picked up her little dagger while power gathered in her other hand.

I grinned at her as we clashed with the enemy.





  
 

Chapter 8 – New Allies

The battle had been over quickly, my brothers saw to that.  I kept glancing back at this wild-eyed brunette as she stood at my back knocking wolves back for her companion to deal with as I kept the raiders at bay while my brothers dispatched them.  It felt oddly comfortable having her at my back.

When all was quiet except for the distant howling of wolves, I stepped up to my brother and examined his bleeding nose.  I thumped his shoulder a couple times and said, “You'll be fine Little Bear.”  Then I touched my own nose and said weakly, “Ow.”

The woman chuckled at me as she bent to pick up her frying pan and slipped it into her backpack.  “Sorry about that, I thought you were with them.”

Then she looked at my brothers warily as her companion stepped up to her side.  He placed a hand on her shoulder protectively, and I felt a pang of disappointment.  She spoke behind her hand to me as she kept her eyes on my brothers as they checked the fallen to be sure none were faking, “You're traveling with bears.”

Little Bear made some grumbling protesting sounds, and I patted his shoulder.  “These big lugs?  No, they are just my brothers.”  I hesitated as she turned those huge brown eyes on me.  I looked down at my hands, realized I still had my blade in my hand and sheathed it, then offered a hand to them.  “Katiana Inanov, you can call me Kat.”

She grinned hugely and shook my hand then her boyfriend did the same as I continued, “These are Pavel, Vladimir, and the big brute over there is Andrei.”

She hesitated then inclined her head to them.  “Ummm... pleased to meet you?”

They inclined their heads back to her, and she blinked and asked me, “Can they understand me?”

I chuckled. “Of course, they are human just like you or me.  They can just be... fuzzy when the mood strikes.”  I gave a toothy grin.

Pavel grunted and bumped me with his shoulder, almost sending me to the ground.  I stomped his paw and then pushed him over when he stood up on his hind legs and yelped in pain, cradling his paw.  I shook a finger at him. “Stop complaining or I'll give you something to complain about.”

My other brothers chuffed and grunted with bear laughter.

The woman looked truly amused while her boyfriend looked on dubiously with a dour expression, his hand tightening on his girl's shoulder protectively.  The woman turned her smile on me and said, “Gretel, and this is my brother Hansel.”  My smile had broadened for a moment before I got myself under control.  Her brother, not her boyfriend.

Little Bear rolled up to his feet then looked between Gretel and me as we just looked at each other.  Then he made a chuckling, growling sound.  I glanced away toward him and said, “Shut up.  Nobody asked your opinion.”

Gretel asked in surprise, “Can you understand them?”

I grinned. “They are my brothers.  I can tell when they are being smart asses.”

We all paused and looked up as the howls in the distance sounded closer.  I turned back to the siblings and said, “We have a defensible camp just over the rise there.  Join us.”

They nodded, and we headed back to our camp, flanked my mountains of bear muscle.  We relaxed when we had stone at our backs and my bears surrounding us.

I pointed at the bedrolls by the embers of the fire.  “Feel free to sleep.  They will warn us if wolves get too close, nothing can get past my bears.  I'll take first watch.”  I sat on a stone by the fire pit and stoked the coals as I threw some tinder on it.

I smiled at the fascinating maiden who fought with a fire I had rarely seen, with a frying pan no less, and with... magic.  She tucked some of her curly brown hair behind her ear, scrunched her head to her shoulders almost coyly and stepped past the bedrolls to sit beside me on the stone.  “I'll join you if you don't mind.  I rarely sleep on a full moon anyway.  Too many nightmares of the past.”

I glanced back at her brother who spoke for the first time, it was a deep baritone, “Are you sure Gret?”

She made a shooing motion with her hand, and he hesitantly laid on one of the bedrolls and pulled the blanket up, keeping an eye on us.  I almost snorted and whispered to her as I looked around to my bears who had one eye on us as well, “Are all brothers overprotective.”

She answered with an affirming grin and we chuckled.

Little Bear moved behind us and laid down to nap so that he could spell Vlad or Andrei later.  He made a warm backrest for Gretel and me as we leaned back to listen to the night.  She ran her fingers through Pavel's fur in amazement before she leaned back on him like I did.  I caught his smug grin and jammed my elbow into his ribs.  He was still grinning when he closed his eyes.

After Little Bear's breathing had normalized and I was sure he was asleep, I asked, “So Gretel, you were wielding magics in the fight, are you a vrajitoare?”

She grinned at me. “Vrajitoare?  You sound like Raz.  No, I am not a witch.  When we were younger, Hansel and I were taken by a group of...”  Her smile quirked.  “...vrajitoare, who were intent on sacrificing us for one of their dark rituals.”

She shifted uneasily, her eyes losing focus as she scanned the trees.  “They... did things to us with their magics.  In preparation for whatever, they were planning.  Rapunzel saved us, but it left a mark on us, their magic still runs through our veins, trying to corrupt.  We fight it every day.”

She turned her head away from me, and I just studied her profile, the delicate lines of her face and her graceful neck.  She was a beauty to behold.  Maybe not conventionally beautiful, but something alluring in a wild, natural way to me.  She smirked a little without looking at me and said, “You're staring Kat.”

I blushed and looked away.  She chuckled a little and said, “I don't mind.”  Then she laid back into Little Bear's fur and continued her tale, “When the signs of the witches corruption started making itself known, father sought out the druids of the Black Forest and beseeched them to help us.”

One hand tightened into a fist, and she held it up to stare at it as green energy built around it.  She opened her hand, fingers splayed and the power just drifted off like a mist in the breeze.  She glanced at me and shrugged. “They taught us.  They showed us how to control the witch's shadow inside of us, to keep it at bay.  We discovered that whatever channels they opened in us allowed us to wield other magics as well.  Like the elemental power of nature that the druids commanded.”

She finally turned to look at me, like she was seeking acceptance.  “I have to walk the line between the dark magics and nature magics every time I bring it to bear.  That is why we learned to fight and to use it as a last resort in any confrontation.”

She looked back over her shoulder toward the rise.  “I know not why those men attacked us, but they delayed us too long when the full moon was approaching.  With the wolves on the hunt I had to use it.”

I smiled in understanding, she hadn't wanted to use her gifts.  It must be hell, having a war within yourself every time you must defend your own life.  A battle not to give into dark impulses.  I understood, it sometimes frightened me how elated I felt in battle and often wondered if that made me as much a monster as those I fought.

I nodded. “I understand.”

She narrowed her eyes and studied me for a moment, then slowly nodded her head and said in a thoughtful tone, “I believe that you do.”

I nudged my chin toward her brother. “And Hansel?  Does he find it as difficult?”

She shook her head and smiled at her sleeping sibling. “No.  His affinity for the magics is much less pronounced.  He cannot wield it as I can, though he can let it flow out through his whip.  It is just a constant pressure in him, subtly coercing him to give in to the temptations to let it out, to make him do the vile things it whispers into our ears.  Trying to catch him unaware, to corrupt him one step at a time.”

I nodded. “That is where the danger lies for us all.”

She paused and cocked her head.  Her eyes drifted to my blade then to my brothers, and she nodded again.  “You truly do understand.”

I shrugged, and she rewarded me with a smile that made her big brown eyes sparkle in the moonlight.  I had to look away, and I felt a blush burning along my cheeks and down my neck.

She then said something I did not expect,  “We decided that we had a responsibility to travel the lands to find those who would do harm to other innocents, like was done unto us, and stop those who would corrupt others with dark magics.  Maybe then we can be freed of our curse.  It is what Rapunzel did before she disappeared.  We owe it to her and to us, or at least the innocent children that we had once been.”

She rested a hand on my arm and started to speak but paused as we listened to a wolf howling closer to our camp.  I laid my hand on top of hers and assured her, “There are only two out there.  My brothers will...”

I was interrupted by the bellowing roar of Andrei a hundred yards away, in the direction the howling came from.  There were snarls and growls followed by sounds of a skirmish and a yelp.  Then all was silent after Andrei made a satisfied grunt.

I smiled at her and amended, “There is only one out there.”

She cocked an eyebrow at me and moved her eyes to my other hand, which was resting on the pommel of my sword.  I chuckled and dropped my hand from it, then shrugged as I said, “My brothers are not perfect.”

She gave me a silly, knowing grin then glanced at her own brother.  I tried not to chuckle.  It seems all brothers are the same.

I was acutely aware of the fact that I had not removed my hand from hers, and she had made no move to withdraw her own.  She placed her other hand on my arm and leaned her head on my shoulder as she asked, “So tell me about Katiana, and how you come to be in the company of bears.”  Then she added with a tone that told me she wasn't sure if I were just teasing, “Are they truly your brothers?  Or do you pull my leg?”

I sighed and relaxed into Little Bear's warmth as I said, “Truly.  Well, they are my brothers in all but blood.  They saved me from the wolves on a Wolf Moon and took me in when I was a young child.  I am their kin as surely as you are Hansel's.”  Then I grinned.  “And they are truly human most of the time.  They just stay in bear form for the Wolf Moon to protect me.”  Then I added, “And you and Hansel.”

She cocked an eyebrow again, and I added, “Not that you need our protection.”

She chuckled in a delighted manner, and I had to smile at it.  Then I told her the story of the little girl who's mother had called her Goldilocks, and the tragedy that had but one redeeming point, that the little girl found another family that loved her as much as her slain parents had.  Of how that little girl became the fourth Inanov.

I then shared the reasons for our quest and how I believe that their own attack was our fault, that these men were raiders on the way to Chernivtsi to terrorize those whom we protected.

She just nodded into my shoulder and said quietly, “Then perhaps you could use allies in your quest.  Our goals are the same, and this Narcisa and Baird must be stopped.”

I smiled down at her. “Says the maiden who fights with a cast iron skillet.”

She grinned without looking up and released my arm to slap it before reclaiming it.  She mumbled in her own defense, “I bloodied your nose with it didn't I?”

I snorted and slapped my hand over my mouth in embarrassment.

Then we just sat there like that, staring into the dwindling fire, listening intently until Vlad and Andrei lumbered back into camp to have Pavel and Hansel relieve us.  I knew that Andrei wouldn't really sleep, he was the most overprotective brother in the world.

We stood when Little Bear got up.  He thumped Hansel on his way out of camp as my other brothers laid down.  Hansel waved his hand, trying to slap the offender. “Just a few more minutes Gretel.”  Then he sat up and blinked and seemed to remember where he was.  He just stared at Pavel for a moment until my brother nudged his head toward the howls in the distance.

Hansel nodded and stretched then stood as he grabbed his silvered whip, looking around sheepishly.  “Right.”  He gave us a mock salute then headed to the edge of the clearing to stand by a small outcropping.

Gretel moved to one of the bedrolls, and I cleared my throat gently as she looked at the coals of the fire.  She glanced over, and I nudged my head toward Andrei.  “I can do better than that ratty old bedroll.”

She joined me, and I pulled her to my bears.  I just flopped in between them cuddling into the soft fur and was surrounded by their intense body heat.  She looked at me as if I were mad then exhaled and shrugged and more timidly slid in by my side.

She sat for a moment then smiled. “They're so warm.”  I nodded triumphantly, and she just gave a toothy grin and snuggled deep in between them.  I caught Andrei, who was feigning sleep grinning and elbowed his ribs before allowing myself to drift off into a light sleep, partially aware of the wolf sounds in the distance.

The last thing I was aware of was the overwhelming smell of bear and the underlying scent of lilies I have been catching ever since we met Gretel.  I think I was smiling as sleep came to claim me.





  
 

Chapter 9 – Hansel and Gretel

I awoke to the feeling static in the air, like the feel of a close lightning strike that leaves the hair on your arm and the back of your neck standing on end.  My brothers were lurching to their feet as I rolled to mine.

Gretel was on her feet with her dagger in one hand and that odd green magic in her other.  It was pulsating with a slight uneasy black that was tainting it.  She was demanding, “Who are you?”

I realized my blade was in my hand, and Andrei and Vlad were scanning the camp for threats.  What did she see that we did not?

Then I followed her gaze to an overly amused Pavel as he held his hands up in a non-threatening manner, grinning like a fool as his beard trembled from his barely contained laughter.

I rolled my eyes at the man and stepped beside Gretel, laying a hand on her dagger arm and applying gentle pressure as I whispered, “That's Little Bear.”

Then I chastised my brother, “You could at least have waited until we were awake to change so that you didn't alarm our guests.”  Then I narrowed my eyes at Hansel, who was stoking the fire with a grin on his face.  I shook a finger at him. “And you're no better than he is you scalawag!”  That got the young man laughing.

Then I turned back to my brother and said with a warning tone as Gretel caught on to what was happening, “Pavel, now apologize to her, da?”

He looked down and tried to stop grinning as he nodded and said, “I'm sorry to have startled you, Gretel, it was not my intent.”  I narrowed my eyes, his grin got toothier, and he amended, “Well mostly not my intent.”

She sheathed her dagger and asked in an amazed voice, “Little Bear?  It is true then, you three are human.”  She shot me an apologetic glance and said in her own defense, “I thought you might be half mad.”

She gave me an apologetic grin, and I burst out in a giggle and said, “You may not be too far off in that estimation.”

Then I turned to the two giant bears who had relaxed and seemed overly amused at the situation.  “Don't make me come over there boys.  Now go get changed and I'll see about getting a morning meal put together.”

They trundled quickly off, grabbing their packs in their jaws so they could go change.  I wiggled my eyebrows at the brunette beside me who looked thoroughly entertained by me.  I shrugged. “The best way to discipline them is through their stomachs.”

She nodded sheepishly. “That is what got Hansel and me in our predicament, the promise of sweets.”

She and Hansel contributed supplies for the meal, and I had to blink at the three goose eggs that the man had in his pack.  How had he not cracked them open during the fight?  They made a great addition to the breakfast.

I had to shoo her away as she tried to help cook.  “I have this, you can dig out the tin plates from my pack just there.”

Pavel chuckled. “She claimed our kitchen as her own as well, we can't get within five paces of the stove at home.  Feisty little kitten that one is.”

They exchanged smug smiles, and I narrowed an eye at them and shook my spoon at them.  He said behind his hand to her, faking stealth, “Just do not let her know that most consider it is a woman's job, or we will never eat again.”

I don't think he was prepared for the backhand to his gut from the feisty brunette nor the pebble I threw at his head as they struck simultaneously.  He said in a more pronounced Russian accent than normal, “Gods above, there are two of them.”

I went back to readying the meal as I growled out absently, “For that you are cleaning the dishes the rest of this expedition dear brother.”

He deflated as my other two brothers came walking back into camp, chuckling.  I pointed my spoon at them, and they shut their traps with amused looks on their faces.

Hansel, who had rarely said anything since we met the siblings said as he shook his head in disbelief, “I thought Pavel was big.  You're just as huge as your bears.”

Andrei took a pinch of eggs with his fingers from the pan I had over the fire as he passed by.  I slapped his shoulder with my spoon and growled.  Gretel cocked her head at me and asked nobody in particular, “Is she... a bear too?”

All three brothers chimed out, “Da.”

I growled again and chided them, “I am not.  You three behave and stop spreading fallacies.”

Little Bear again spoke behind his hand to her, “Well she is as fierce as a mother bear.  I think that maybe, we are rubbing off on her.”

Gretel shot me a coy look then responded to him with a shrug, “Well, her roar matched yours last night.”

I blushed and pulled the pan off the coals.  Now she was teasing just like my evil brothers.  I said to her, “If you're quite done, breakfast is ready.”  I warned off my brothers who were rushing over, and I gave my wickedest grin as I motioned to Gretel, stating, “Ladies first.”  Stressing the word ladies.

Gretel raised her chin imperiously and pushed past my hulking siblings.  She scrunched her head to her shoulders and gave me a cute squinty grin and stepped up with the tin plates, handing all but one back to the brute squad.

We discussed what our next course of action would be and got to know the two a little better.  The always smiling brunette expounded a little upon their calling.  That after the disappearance of Rapunzel and Eve after the fall of Dame Gothel, she felt they owed it to them to continue their work in defending those who could not defend themselves.

I recall hearing tales of the maiden with hair of iron as I grew up and how, after she had avenged her mother, she had seemingly vanished without a trace.  There were rumors that she and her companion had retired to a village on the fringes of civilization and yet others that say she too met her demise when she killed the dark vrajitoare, Dame Gothel.

Another obscure conjecture was that she was actually the Red Hood that appeared out of nowhere at the same time the wolves began their reign of terror.

Others say that she has joined the Lady Who Sleeps, Nicole of Arad, in the Black Crypt of London.  Since no one can enter without paying the toll of their own life to verify this, that is the most popular theory.

I asked Gretel, “What do you think?”

She shrugged and gave a sad smile, it was plain to see that Rapunzel had been her hero and that she was doing everything in her power to do the memory of her proud.  She said in a faraway voice, “I'd like to think that she is out there somewhere, just not able to return to us.  But her tower on the sea stands sentinel, awaiting her return.  As long as it stands, hope will remain.  The Damaschin family has made her tower off limits to the populace and defend it with a passion.”

I nodded slowly, hoping that for her sake, she was right.  I didn't want her to be disappointed for some odd reason.  Then I thought of how our current quest so mirrored Rapunzel's own, to rid the world of a darkness before more innocents could suffer.  The thought made me sit a little straighter.

When we broke camp, Vladimir had broken off with Hansel as we traveled, asking about the whip.  I had to grin at them as the younger man showed him the techniques that allowed him to control the weapon so well.  I bit back a snort at the fact that apparently, the man could say more than one sentence before returning to silence.

One thing I can say about Gretel's brother was that it was obvious he took protecting her as his top priority, just like mine did me.  Being so protective must be a big brother thing.

We overnighted in a little village, Adancata, northeast of Bucuresti in the mountainous region that the stories my bears say their father had found Narcisa in.

I fidgeted in the cellars of the blacksmith, whom we had traded a wild turkey with, for shelter for the night with his animals.  My brothers paced by the iron bound oak doors as we heard wolves prowling the lanes.  My hand tightened then relaxed on the hilt of my sword, over and over.

I stiffened when a warm hand rested on my arm.  I looked down into concerned brown pools that had such depth to them that I could just stare into them forever, peeling back each layer of complex emotion in them.  Gretel asked, with the concern I saw in her eyes coloring her voice as she spoke low, “What is it?  We are safe in here Kat.  And if the wolves get through the door, we are all capable of defending ourselves.”

I smiled at her and took my hand off the hilt of my blade to rest it over hers.  I caught myself stroking her hand with my thumb and stopped myself before she could pull away.  I chuckled under my breath and whispered.  “It is not that.  We should be out there, protecting the village.  The strong have an obligation to protect the weak.  The early days when I was young, it almost drove my brothers mad not being out on a Wolf Moon to defend our own village.”

The corner of her mouth twitched, then she turned her hand to grasp mine and give it a little squeeze.  That twitch turned into a wicked smile as she looked back to her brother.  He returned it and gave a half nod.  She drew her little dagger, and her brother unslung his coiled whip from his shoulder, and he asked, “Then what are we all doing in here?”

My brothers looked around grinning like fools and started taking their shirts off.  I slapped Andrei's shoulder, “Not now, there is a lady present.”

Hansel snorted and covered his mouth, not looking at us.

Gretel said imperiously to him, “You heard her Han, a lady.”  Then she slapped the back of his head as she walked past to the cellar door.  I grinned at her and stood at her side as we stood with our backs to my brothers.

A minute later we were greeted by the grunting of three oversize bears crowding the cramped space of the cellar.  The chickens and four hogs in the cellar with us were making distressed sounds with predators in their midst.

Pavel stuck his muzzle between Gretel and I.  His eyes eager to get to work.  Gretel smiled at him and ruffled his ears, “Hello Little Bear.”  I was oddly jealous.

I twapped his nose and chastised, “No need to get pushy.”  Then I drew my blade and listened at the door before unbolting it and swinging open the door.

My brothers streamed out first, barely able to get through the opening.  Then before Gretel and I could move, Hansel followed.  I exchanged eye rolls with the brown eyed woman at our brother's behavior then followed behind shutting the door behind us.

It took a moment for our eyes to adjust to the dark.  We all turned to the growling and snarling to our left, and the muted whimpering of people in a cellar maybe fifty yards away at the livery.  The wolf was digging at the door, and two more came out of the dark to join it.

I tightened my grip and could feel a smile playing on my lips as I started charging, bellowing out a roar that was amplified a hundred fold as my bears joined in.  It felt oddly right as I ran to battle with Gretel at my side, green energies gathering in her free hand.  I snarled as the wolves turned to us, another appearing from the shadows.

It was a short-lived battle, leaving Hansel and Gretel shaking their heads at the efficient ferocity of my bears.  We decided to do two shifts, Andrei and Pavel returning to the cellar while the rest of us patrolled.

She stopped us a few minutes later and stepped up to Andrei, She placed her hand on a gash on his shoulder and pulled it away, covered in blood.  She said in alarm, “You're bleeding.  That is a claw mark!”

I saw the alarm in her eyes that matched her tone, then I understood.  It was not simply concern that he was injured.  I smiled at her and shook my head, “He will not turn.  The Lupus Contagion cannot affect my brothers.  The magic of Perchta, which allows them to change, protects them from it.”

I examined the gash, it hadn't hit anything important then I thumped his shoulder as we started patrolling again. “He'll heal when he changes back to human.  They get banged up like this all the time.”

She nodded hesitantly then she slapped the tip of Andrei's ear and said, “Idiot.  Letting yourself get hurt.”

He chuffed a bear chuckle and just lumbered along.  We only came across one more wolf before the boys relieved us.  As Andrei started his charge, Hansel's whip shot out and wrapped around the wolf's front legs, and he yanked them out from beneath it, flesh and fur sizzling against the silver strands in the rawhide.

Gretel's hand shot forward, and a lance of that green energy slammed into the beast.  It yelped, and I sprang into the air from my own charge and came down on it, my blade slamming down through its skull, bones crunching.  I gave it a twist and flopped the wolf to the side as the acrid smell of transformation back to human began.

Andrei had just cocked an eyebrow at us, an extremely odd sight to see on a bear, then he shook his head and smiled, showing his fangs.

I glanced back at Gretel, who had her head tilted as she watched me.  Then she asked, “Are you sure you're not bear?  The strength needed to drive a blade through bone like that is incredible.”

I shrugged and teased, “Maybe I am.”  Then I added, “Grr?”

She chuckled and then walked with me back to the cellar when the boys showed up to relieve us.  She was leaning against me with her head on my shoulder the whole way.  It was distracting, and I missed it the moment she stepped away to enter the door.

Hansel sat down on a barrel almost bonelessly.  He looked weary, and he rested his head back against the stone wall and closed his eyes.  He had the right idea.  I stretched and worked some kinks out of my neck.  Then wiped my blade with a cloth and checked it for nicks or damage before sheathing it again.

Little Bear just sort of flopped down in the middle of the small space and closed his eyes, the animals pressing against a wall as far from him as they could get.  Gretel yawned, and I nudged my head down toward my brother.  She grinned at me, smelled her own shoulder, and shrugged as she said, “I guess I couldn't smell any more of bear anyway.”

Pavel opened one eye, huffed, then closed his eye again when the petite and fascinating brunette sat and laid back on him like a big overstuffed pillow.  She looked at me expectantly and looked at her side.  I was torn, I was enjoying just watching her and, found myself brushing some hair behind my ear and nodding, suddenly aware of how ungraceful I was as I sat on the cellar floor and laid back onto my brother beside her.

We shared a smile.  I was starting to get quite fond of the woman, and she looked so bashful just then.  We were an awkward pair.  I found myself wondering if she knew just how she was affecting me and if she, well... I didn't finish the thought.  I just grabbed a blanket from my pack on the floor beside us and offered it to her.  Yes, awkward seemed to be my middle name at that moment.

She smiled in thanks, draping it over herself, then seemed to pause in indecision before holding it open with one arm in invitation.  I was trying to figure out when all my confidence and bravado had decided to leave me as I timidly scooted close, and she let the blanket cover us both.  I could feel the heat of her body close to mine over the heat Little Bear was radiating.

I said, “Thank you.”

She nodded and said as she looked down, “Any time.”

Hansel sat up suddenly, and our eyes snapped to him as he looked at us shaking his head.  He said as he stood, “Good Lord, I'll never get any sleep with you two making eyes at each other like that.  I'll be with the bears.”

It was just about then I had determined it was quite possible to die from embarrassment.  Had I been that obvious?

Gretel looked red in the face as she grabbed an old tin cup from the floor near us, and threw it at her brother as he retreated to the door while chuckling at our discomfort.

After he left she paused a long moment before turning to me and whispering, “Sorry about that, he can be an ass at times.”

I looked down to where my hands were clasped on top of the blanket on my chest and nodded.  “I understand completely.”

Little Bear started moving, making an exasperated sound.  I thumped my head back into his ribs, “Nyet!  No you don't.  There is no escape for you, you're the only heat source down here.  Be a man and keep the lady warm.”  I actually appreciated his attempt to leave to give us some time alone together, but I couldn't read the woman and didn't know if she shared the attraction I had admitted to myself that I had.  I wouldn't have a clue how to proceed if she did, anyway.

He huffed out an over exaggerated sigh and slumped, to the chuckling of the lady in question.  She just turned her head toward me nestling it deeper into his fur and patting his side, saying, “Don't listen to your mean old sister, Little Bear.  I appreciate your sacrifice.”

They shared a chuckle, and that put me more at ease, and I could feel my self-confidence returning.  I stuck my tongue out at her and started to turn away to snuggle into the bearskin bed to catch some sleep.  I was stopped mid turn by her hot hand slipping into mine, our fingers lacing.  I looked back at her, and she had a content look on her face as she closed her eyes to settle in for some sleep.

I just watched her while her breathing evened out as she slowly surrendered to her exhaustion and let sleep claim her.  I was fascinated by the little smile on her red lips.  Finally, I relaxed, squeezed the hand that was still holding mine and drifted off to some really interesting dreams.

I woke to something bouncing off my head.  I blinked, and another one hit me, sticking in my hair.  I reached up as I yawned, not fully awake and pulled out what looked like a pumpkin seed from my hair.  I turned to see where it had come from just to have another one strike me between the eyes.

Vladimir was grinning like a loon as he readied another projectile.  Andrei had a matching grin.  They were in human form, and Hansel looked like he had just woken up.  He must have returned sometime during the night.  Sunlight was streaming in through the cracks in the door behind him.

I turned the other way to find myself nose to nose with a Kodiak with a silly grin on its face that looked so unnatural.  I noted all eyes were on Gretel and my hands still clasped.

I narrowed my eyes in warning to the evil men then sighed and grinned back.  I kissed Little Bear's nose and shook Gretel's hand, giving it a squeeze.  She opened one eye with a smile.  I exhaled in a chuckle as I shoved her hand away, “Faker.”

This got her grin to grow into a full blown smile that reached her eyes as she sat up and stretched.  Dear lord in heaven, I couldn't stop myself from watching the display.  She was so.... I had a feeling she had done it on purpose.  A big bear paw slapped the back of my head, and Pavel unceremoniously dumped me back onto the floor as he stood up and shook out his fur.

He nudged his head toward the teasing woman, and I nodded.  I looped my arm in hers and said, “Pavel needs to change.”  We faced the animals in the cellar who didn't look as terrified as they had to be sharing their shelter with predators.  Perhaps they figured that if they hadn't eaten them yet, they were safe.  I heard cloth rustling a few second later then a satisfied grunt.  We turned back, and she grinned and said, “Welcome back Little Bear.”

He swore in the mother tongue as he shook his head in resignation, “Now there are two of them.  I will never live that name down.”  He pointed at me and shook his finger as he accused, “This is your fault tiny kotenok.”

I swiped my hand at his finger like the namesake of the nickname he still used for me.

Once we had all checked our packs, we did a collective exhale, none of us speaking of the violence committed the prior night's Wolf Moon.  It was an unspoken agreement that my brothers and I had, and it seemed the other siblings were happy to adopt it.

I smiled as Vladimir asked me instead of Andrei as we emerged from the cellar, “Now that we are here, how do we find Narcisa?”  Andrei was technically the head of our family, being the oldest of the brothers by fifteen minutes and physically strongest, but we all knew who ruled the roost.

I crinkled my nose at the overacted, hurt and indignant look Andrei was shooting his brother.  I shrugged and said as I looked around to see the little village awakening as people started coming out of the stone buildings to see the carnage of the night, “I would assume that ours is not the only village that the vrajitoare and her progeny are terrorizing.  I'm sure the people of this region would be happy to be rid of them.  Why do we not just ask?”

I got a couple blinks then Gretel chuckled and said, “Straightforward and common sense, why do you all look so surprised?”

Vladimir mumbled as he stepped a step out of my reach, “Those are two terms we do not associate with our dear Kat here.”

They all laughed at my expense.  I just silently stood there patting the top of the hilt of my blade at my hip.  That stifled their laughter satisfactorily.  I shot them all a wink, and we looked around.

There seemed to be plenty of people around now to ask as they wordlessly started carrying away the bodies of the deceased infected.  They seemed used to carnage, that was sobering.  I stepped up to help a silver-haired man carry off the body of a middle-aged woman, trying not to look at the silver burns across her throat.  The acrid smell of burned flesh mixed with the sulfurous smell of the change.

He grunted and nodded once to me, I nodded back.  The rest of my group went into motion to help clear away what we had wrought.  He said, “Leif.”

I wondered a moment why was that name sounded familiar.  Then I remembered the smithy saying that the village elder's name was Leif.  I responded in kind, “Katiana.”

He looked at me as we carried the body to a pyre that some other villagers were setting up by the little cemetery behind the little chapel.  His eyes rested on the hilt of my silvered sword then grunted again and more stated than asked, “Your doing?”

I nodded, “Da.  Me and my brothers.”

He nodded back and said, “I have been told that we lost none last night, and wolves only tried to get into one cellar before monstrous roars were heard.”  He eyed my sword again.

We have found that there is more acceptance if we do not hide what my family can do, that people are more accommodating to the monsters they know than the monsters that kill their neighbors and family.  It shows you just how skewed the world has become after the Lycan Contagion arrived to make us question humanity itself.

I said, “My brothers and I patrolled your village last night, they have certain... abilities.  They can take on the forms of great predators to battle the wolves.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Are they of the infected?”

I chuckled and assured him, “Nyet.  They were gifted their ability by the nature goddess, Perchta, at birth.”

His eyes widened a bit as he asked, “That crazy Snow woman?”  Then he nodded and said, “Then you and your brothers have our thanks.  Few dare to brave the Full Moons outside the safety of shelter.”

He looked again at my blade.  “Wolf Hunter?  That looks like one of Nicole of Arad's swords.”

I glanced at my hip and smiled and patted it as I said with pride, “Da, that is what my brothers were told when they traded for it.  But I am no Wolf Hunter.”

Then his eyes widened a bit like he had just come to a realization, “Wait, your hair...”  He murmured, “Hair of gold...”  Then asked, “Are you the woman with hair of gold with the three bear guardians of Chernivtsi?”

I nodded, and he spoke even quieter, “Do not speak of that too loudly, the village has ears.  The dark vrajitoare has a price on their heads, alive.”

I looked around after we placed the body on the pyre and moved out of earshot of the others, then asked, “Do you know where we can find Narcisa and her spawn?  We are on a quest to avenge the innocents of our village who have suffered at their hands.”

He blinked in shock then looked around quickly, something had changed in his weary eyes.  From despondent despair to a flickering of hope.  He asked in hushed tones, “Truly?”

I nodded staunchly, and he exhaled and looked years younger like a burden had been lifted from his old shoulders.  Then he whispered, nudging his head toward the peaks, “There in the gap between Craggy Peak and the Paladin.”

I nodded my thanks to him and started toward my group, but he laid a hand on my arm and warned in earnestness, “Be careful, Narcisa is said to be the sister of Alina, the vrajitoare who worked with the demons and The Five to bring about the Lycan Contagion.  They have lured dozens of men to their cause, promising them great power.  The local hunters and trappers speak of other demons up there that she has called to our mortal plane. ”

I nodded and placed my hand on his and gave it a gentle squeeze and assured him, “Then I will fight the monsters with steel and claw.”  I smiled back at my brothers who were in an animated discussion with Gretel as Hansel leaned against a tree looking thoroughly amused.

He nodded once and said, “May the gods look over you.”

I smiled my thanks even though I do not believe in the gods.  Why would they allow such evils into the world if they were truly there?  Though I did have doubts about my conviction since my brothers were proof of the existence of at least one, Perchta, though all say she isn't quite right in the head anymore.  Though, hadn't Leif called her... Snow?

I shared what I had learned with the others of our party, they all had the same hard look on their faces at the news of the possibility of demons. And of who Narcisa's sisters had been before she was betrayed by The Five and killed when she helped usher in the plague of the werewolves.

Gretel murmured, “Demons.”  Her hands balling up into fists and relaxing over and over.  I tilted my head at her and took her posture in.  It wasn't fear causing her angst, it was the anticipation of the hunt.  I found that oddly alluring.  She caught me looking, and she raised an eyebrow.  I looked away to hide my blush.

Andrei exhaled heavily like he did when he was a bear, and then nodded once and said as he looked at the gap between the soaring peaks, “We should break our fast and be on our way then.”

I nodded and looked around at the little village that reminded me so much of our home back in  Chernivtsi and felt a pang of guilt.  Gretel moved to my side and looked up at me, studying my face, then she said, “We cannot be here for them every full moon.  They are survivors and will endure the moons like they always have since the wolves came into this world.”

Was I that transparent to her?  That would be the last night of the Wolf Moon, and they would be free of the wolves for another month.  I exhaled and nodded, then I noted two people carrying stacks of clothing to an odd dome-shaped building with heavy stone walls and roof.

They opened a heavy metal door that was barred from the outside and handed the clothing into the darkness and stood aside.  My brothers and new comrades turned to follow my gaze and a minute later three men and two women stepped out of the structure.  I could smell wolf and transformation from where I stood as one of the women hugged a waiting man.

I asked into the air to nobody in particular, “They... have infected among them?”  I had never heard of such a thing.  My brothers looked as shocked as me.

Gretel blinked in surprise at our reaction. “They are still human beings, it was not their choice to become infected by the curse.  More and more communities have infected among them, and they are choosing their humanity over the beasts inside them.  They lock themselves away every full moon so that they can do no harm.  It keeps families together, and reduces the number of ferals and attacks upon those without the taint, who people are starting to call Clean Bloods.”

Oh.  It was my turn to blink.  A smile slowly spread on my face realizing that they weren't like the other infected I had met, who lived to spread their curse and create mayhem. The ones the Wolf Hunters were tasked to dispatch.  These were just scared people, doing what was right, and protecting others when they lost themselves into their wolves.  I was oddly sad for them that they had no control over their beasts like my brothers did.

I smiled at her and then she absently grabbed my hand and said, “Not all wolves are bad, just like not all humans are good.”  I nodded, trying hard not to react at her hand in mine as she tugged me toward the little tavern.  “Now let's get something to eat like Andrei says, and we can start our trek to the peaks.”

I looked around at my brothers in a mock plea for help as the smaller woman dragged me along.  Then I couldn't help but smile as she released my hand and instead claimed my arm. Leaning into me.  Then I snorted when she asked, “I wonder if there is time to get the smell of bear washed off of me.”





  
 

Chapter 10 – Vrajitoare

It was late afternoon by the time we ventured into Narcisa's domain.  The trees were all sick and dying and were marked with various wards of power which I could feel as the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stood on end.

When we had stopped for lunch earlier, Gretel had somehow talked the boys into telling her and Hansel embarrassing stories about me.  To my endless embarrassment, the evil men were more than happy to oblige her.  But I could live with it if the enchanting woman didn't let go of my hand and she kept laughing in her delightful lilt.

She had somehow weaseled out of me, my father's nickname for me.  She seemed to think on it as she said it like she was taste testing a fine wine. “Volosy iz Zolota... Goldilocks?”  I was determined to kill my smug looking brothers as she nodded to herself and brushed some of my golden hair from my face, causing gooseflesh to spread down my neck in excitement.  “I like that... Goldilocks.”

After we broke camp and proceeded in our trek and found the first of the marked trees, Little Bear changed into his bear form to walk beside us “fragile humans.”

The forest was eerily silent.  I realized that there were no insects chirping or clicking, nor any bird songs in the sickened boughs.  The only warning we had of the first attack was the scent of sulfur on the breeze.  It was the same smell that the werewolves gave off when transforming to human and back.  Demon magics.

A shrieking winged demon that looked a cross between a wolverine and a bat the size of a horse came spiraling down upon us.  Andrei saw something before us and shoved me aside, I saw the shadow on the ground that must have tipped him off to the aerial assault.

Big brother caught the beast in midair.  It must have massed three or four hundred pounds, but my brother is no pushover even in human form.  He barely staggered back as he took the brunt of the hit, holding the beasts deadly, curved claws at arm's length.

The beast snapped at him just out of reach with fangs dripping with a greenish-black ichor.  It smelled of sulfur and bile, it would not take a genius to know that it must be some sort of poison.  It roared at my brother as Gretel, Hansel, and I pulled our weapons in an instant, as Little Bear stood on his hind legs, baring his fangs.

Andrei smiled cruelly at the beast as it slowly started overpowering him, pulling slowly out of his iron grip.  Then Andrei roared right back in the demon's face as he transformed, muscles bulking, clothing shredding, and face elongating as his roar turned into something that shook the valley between the peaks.

I saw something on the demon's face I never would have thought possible until that very moment, doubt and... fear?  Then Andrei tore the arms off of the demon as it shrieked.  Then swiped his great paw through the air, swatting the demon down as it tried to fly away, streaming black ichor from the gaping tears where its arms had been.

The blow was devastating, snapping a wing and tearing the membrane the entire length.  The demon hit the ground and laid there stunned until I saw that fear again as it realized it had landed in front of another bear.  Pavel came down on it with devastating force.  Then he stepped back from the unmoving corpse and harrumphed at it.

I realized I had my arm across Gretel's chest in a subconscious protective gesture, keeping her behind me.  I swallowed and smiled sheepishly at her then looked over to see that Vladimir had finished his own transformation.  He had the sense enough to shrug out of his cloak and shirt first, though his pants were in tatters.

As my bears instinctively formed a ring around us, Gretel and I moved back to back, blades and her green magics at the ready.  Hansel moved aside, keeping us out of striking range of his whip that was now slashing smoothly through the air above his head from side to side, poised to strike.

That's when all hell broke loose.

Ten men broke from the shadows of the trees downwind from us, tricky, they must have known who we were and... what, my brothers were.  I caught the shadows on the ground this time as a flood of those flying demon things descended upon us.

We left the demons to the bears as we concentrated on the mortal combatants and my brothers moved to intercept the demons.  That was still shocking and horrifying to me.  Actual demons.  They were not cursed like the poor souls with the Lycan Contagion.  They were physical manifestations of true evil... and these men were willingly working with them.

The ground shook as my bears, and I bellowed our roaring challenges.  I heard a whistling mixed into the commotion and instinctively grasped at the air in front of me and caught a black arrow, dripping with that demonic poison,  just inches from my chest with my free hand.  I stepped into the first of Narcisa's men and through his guard as they clashed with us and jammed the arrow deep into his gut.

I could smell his flesh burning as he screamed and bellowed as he fell to the ground.  It took just a moment for him to die with a huge hole burned into his chest.  I parried two blades coming down at me.  Just as I deflected the second blade, Hansel's whip came down, cutting deep into the man's sword hand, causing him to drop his blade to grasp his hand which was stripped of flesh almost to the bone.

I twisted to the left to slashed across the belly of the second man as Gretel twisted around my right to slash her dagger across the others throat, finishing her brother's job.  We were moving seamlessly together, the pressure of each other at our backs giving an indication of our moves so that we could anticipate and move together.

The swarming demons were driven back by the sheer ferocity my brothers could bring to the fight.  They were slashing and snapping at anything that moved, crushing bone and rending demon flesh.  Two short grunts from Little Bear and I was spinning toward him, blade at the ready as he struck a demon from behind, tearing a wing off of it and sending it tumbling through the air at me.

With my most powerful downstroke, I separated its head from its shoulders.  I shuddered as it still twitched on the ground until a burst of green energy tore through it, and it ceased moving while I crossed blades with another raider.

I marveled at how seamlessly Hansel and Gretel had integrated into our fighting postures.  It was like Gretel, and I had fought at each other's sides our entire lives.  I took a blade to my left shoulder, and I think I surprised the man by stepping into it.  The damage was already done so I took advantage of his overconfidence and stepped in to headbutt him then I slammed my injured arm across his throat, sending him flipping backward to the ground, coughing and gasping.  He hadn't thought a woman would have such strength.

Vladimir stomped his chest in a sickening crunch as he rent the wings from the demon he was grappling with.  I nodded my thanks to him as I slammed my elbow back into the gut of the man that Gretel had knocked aside with her magics.  The man doubled over then was sent flying backward as a whip lashed around his neck and yanked him off his feet, I heard his larynx crunch and the bones in his neck crackle as it was snapped.  His body landed in a lifeless heap.

I winced as blood flowed down my arm then ducked under another blade and slammed my fist, still gripping the pommel of my sword, into my new attacker's stomach.  He gasped, and I drove my knee up into his privates as hard as I could.  He went down grasping his groin and gasping for breath.  He made a weak yelp as a bear paw slammed down and dragged him away.

I watched another man go down between an onslaught of green magics from Gretel and that deadly whip of Hansel's.  Then we were back to back again, panting.  It was eerily silent on the battlefield, the only sound being our heavy breathing and the grunts from my brothers.

I watched as the demon bodies seemed to decay and melt away into a blackish sludge before our eyes.  We had won the field.

I tested my shoulder then I strode forward a step and pointed my sword toward the forest in front of us and bellowed out my challenge, “Narcisa, show yourself!  We have come for you!  Face my blade... or face my bears!”

An unhinged laugh filtered trough the trees, seemingly from all directions as an old woman's voice chuckled out, “Yes, they are finally at their peak.  Time to harvest.”  Followed by more of her cackling laughter.  Then on the wind, like a fading dream she said, “Bring me my son's due whelp.  We are waiting.”

I staggered, and Gretel grabbed me and sat me on a rock.  She was pulling scraps of fabric from her pack and then reached up to tear my blood soaked tunic from my wound.  She started fussing with it, cleaning it out and I tried to push her hands away, and she slapped my hand and said, “Stop fussing.  You're losing a lot of blood, you daft woman.”

My brothers were crowding around, their big bear eyes wide in concern.  She shoved Little Bear's nose away. “Get back, let me work.”

Then she looked up into my eyes and said, “This is going to hurt.”  As she gathered power in her hand.  I blinked when she leaned in and kissed me.  I forgot about everything; about the battle, about my injury; as I melted into the kiss.  Her lips were so sweet and wanting, I felt an inward sigh as my body heated up.

Then I bit back a scream as my shoulder felt as if it were on fire.  She grinned at me wickedly as she pulled her hand away from my wound.  She had cauterized it and stemmed the bleeding.  I blinked, she had used the kiss as a distraction.  I gasped. “You sneaky...”

She bit her lower lip as she grinned in mirth and asked, “What better way to distract you?”

I was at a loss for words.  She looked supremely smug while she wrapped my wound with the cloth strips as she said, “That... we are doing again, once all this vrajitoare nonsense is concluded.”  She turned her eyes, full of mischief, to mine and she grinned.

I just nodded dumbly reliving the kiss and realizing I had my toes balled up in my boots.  I relaxed them and nodded, squeaking out, “Yes ma'am.”

Then I narrowed my eyes and looked at the chuffing bears around us.  They quickly shut up and looked far too innocent as they looked away to imaginary things in the forest.  I muttered, “That's what I thought.”

She exhaled loudly as she pulled back, inspecting her makeshift bandage then pulled my cloak back over my shoulder and nodded in satisfaction.  Then she stared at my shoulder with a proprietary worry which I sort of liked, as she asked absently, “So, is this a typical day for you lot?”

The bears made keening sounds as they nodded while I shrugged, wincing at the motion, and confirmed, “Da.  Pretty much.”  This got a sardonic chuckle from both her and Hansel.





  
 

Chapter 11 – Kodiak Amulet

I took a second to catch my breath, cupped her cheek and smiled, then let my hand drop as I stood, sheathing my blade.  “We need to end this.”

Her brow creased in concern as she looked around.  Andrei and Pavel had injuries as well, but not bad, their bleeding had already stopped.  Then she asked, “The three of you are injured, would it not be more prudent to withdraw for now?”

I chuckled and motioned toward my shoulder.  “This?  I have suffered far worse just wrestling with my bears.  We need to put an end to Narcisa and Baird's senseless violence.”

She exhaled heavily shaking her head and muttering something about bullheaded people.  This got me smiling.  Then I softened as I looked at her profile.  Even with her face creased in concern, it was a work of art.

It was my turn to exhale heavily, and I started walking deeper into the gap between the peaks, my brother's flanking me.  I heard her quick footsteps as she hurried to keep pace.  She shot a look over to Hansel, who just shrugged and grinned, tightening his grip on the stock of his whip.

She murmured, “You're all crazy.”  Then she shot me a wink as she bumped shoulders with me.  I grinned at her and silently welcomed her into our crazy band of idealists.

Our eyes were flicking around taking everything in, I saw Little Bear's nostrils flaring, taking in all the scents as Vladimir tilted his head, listening intently.  For weighing close to a ton each, my brothers moved almost soundlessly, as I padded along, wincing at the crunching of Hansel and Gretel's footsteps in the dying forest.

My skin was crawling as the power built from the runes and sigils branded into the tree trunks.  There were odd charms, talismans, and wards hanging from branches more and more frequently the deeper we traveled.  Some had odd crystals in them that seemed to swallow the light.  They beckoned with a sickening draw, begging to be touched so they could swallow us whole too.  This was the draw of dark magics that had seduced and corrupted so many men and women.

We approached a crack in the very mountain itself, dark and foreboding, when energy arced from tree to tree around us, penning us in.  It was a trap, and we had walked right into it.  Andrei stepped close to the purplish-black energy which was crackling and seething like something alive.  And he bellowed and moved back.  His fur and flesh singed.

My bears all stood and bellowed as the ring of trees was surrounded by beasts from every man's nightmares that slunk out of the shadows.  There had to be a hundred demons of all shapes and sizes.  Some that were so hideous they hurt my eyes simply gazing upon them.

We turned back to the dark crack in the mountain when that unhinged laughter echoed out from it.  An old woman and a man who looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties stepped out, arm in arm.  It had to be Narcisa and her son.

If she were truly the sister of Alina, mother of the Lycan Curse, then she had to be ancient.  How was she still alive?  She spoke as if she were only half aware of the world around her, it was a madness that seemed to infect her very soul as she turned her mad eyes on us.

She smiled in a way that turned my stomach, and she hissed, “Yes.  It is time to collect the debt that fool, Iosif Inanov, owed.  He stole the power of nature from the feather of Perchta.  It was my price, but he destroyed it after gifting it to his sons.  I have watched your power grow, and now it is time to harvest it to give to my son.”

The demons parted, staring at her like they wanted to kill her but were somehow restricted from doing so.  I understood a demon is bound in this world by the mortal foolhardy enough to have summoned them.  They are all tricksters and try to manipulate the unwary into making mistakes that would get them killed so that the bond would be broken and they could roam the mortal realm, causing chaos unbound.

She turned her eyes to her son who had a glint of that same madness in his eyes which his mother had.  I had no doubt that given enough time, Baird would be as insane as his mother, corrupted by the dark energies I could smell on them both, rank with decay and rot.

She asked like she were speaking to a small child, “Baird, sweetheart, the amulet if you will.”

He stared at us all with anticipation and excitement in his eyes as his deep basso voice boomed out, “Yes mother.”  He released her arm and reached up to remove a heavy, tarnished brass chain from a leather pouch, and handed it to her.  From it hung a brass amulet with the face of a Kodiak bear carved into it.

Gretel shot her hand forward, and her green energies slammed into the pulsating and arcing energy barrier.  It crackled and hissed and started to force its way through it until the green energies started turning a sickly black, tendrils reaching back toward her, she released it before they could touch her.  She sagged panting and sweating.

The vrajitoare cackled then licked her cracked lips.  I thought she had looked worried for a second until Gretel stopped her attack.  The woman said with a hiss, “Admirable attempt young one.  But your druidic magics are tainted with the darkness of true power, you resist its call but your magics do not.  Perhaps I will feast upon your heart to add your power to mine once my son possesses the power of the bears.”

I drew my dagger and threw it at the woman, it sparked on the barrier and in a torrent of crackling energy, and an explosion of light and sound, it was gone.  The entire barrier glowed before settling, revealing it to be almost twenty feet high.  Too high to vault.  We were helpless, trapped.  I growled in frustration, and my brothers echoed me.

The vrajitoare tilted her head at me at that.  “What are you that you stand with the three monsters and defeat my men and demons?  I feel no power, yet you fight with the strength of three men.  Did the Scales send you, little morsel?”

I growled again, and she chuckled and said, “Maybe I will corrupt you for my own, or just eat your heart to see what you truly are.”

Gretel screeched and lashed out with her power again, to the same result, she ceased her onslaught before the corrupt magics could reach back to her.  I laid a restraining hand on her shoulder, moving her slightly back behind me, protecting her as I said softly, “Save your strength, Gret.”

I narrowed my eyes at the vrajitoare, and she simply smiled, her eyes glittering with that madness.  I looked around, even if we could get out of this trap, I doubted even my brothers could take on  Narcisa's horde of demons.  How had she amassed such an army of them?  Then I thought of her sister and her pact with Styche the Trickster, a powerful over-demon.  Were these women that powerful?

The madwoman looked over at her son, the man was looking at my brothers in an appraising manner, as one would a chicken hanging in a butchery.  He was a tall and muscular man with long dark hair, I would have said he were handsome if it weren't for the overconfident air he had about him and that touch of madness in his dark eyes.  You could see the power he commanded had already corrupted part of his soul.

She said to him, “Their power will soon be yours, my dear boy.”

A very wicked smile spread on his face that turned his rugged looks into something poisonous and vile.  “Then let us be about it, mother.”

She nodded and held the amulet in her hands toward our group.  I heard voices rolling on the wind from the demons who were looking on in anticipation.  The words were just beyond my ability to make out, whispers of hate and loathing, of temptation and promises of power.  They tasted foul and acrid on my tongue, and I feared that if I tried to make the voices out, it could quite possibly drive me out of my mind.  I focused on keeping the whispers at bay.

She started chanting, and it was like the souls of the damned were drawn to her from the decaying forest around us, as a blackish fog started to gather.  I felt all the hairs on my arms and neck stand, warning me of some foul working so heinous you would need to be bereft of your own soul to call it to yourself as Narcisa did.

The vrajitoare staggered as the insipid energies all around the clearing built to an almost crippling level.  It was filled with a despair, anguish, and hopelessness that tried to worm its way into me.  I fought off the weight of whatever was building and grabbed Gretel to support her when she faltered by my side.  Baird reached out to lay his hand on his mother's shoulder and lent his voice to his mothers in the chant as the amulet began to glow brightly, I could smell Narcisa flesh burning where she touched it.

The man seemed to have just a fraction of the dark energies that she had, and they tasted different, almost like the druidic magics that Gretel wielded.  I had a sudden thought.  Could men not wield the magics of a vrajitoare?  Was druidic magic weaker?  Was that why Narcisa was trying to gain more power for her son?

My brothers bellowed a challenge then Narcisa thrust her hand forward with the amulet. It flared, and a flash of dark light lanced out as her chanting reached a crescendo.   The black pulsating light ripped through the barrier and struck Vladimir in the chest, and it seemed to yank at his very soul and like a mist he was pulled away from us and into the amulet.  Leaving only empty air and the smell of rotted swamp where my brother had been.

I stared in shock for a moment, blinking in disbelief and reliving my parent's death.  Nyet, this couldn't be happening again.  I can't be forced to helplessly watch those I love die for a second time.  Why would the gods do this to someone twice?

My shock turned to rage as the woman smiled at us and kept chanting.  I screamed “Nyet!”  As Andrei's roar shook the mountain, small rocks and dust falling across the entrance to the cave beyond.  And we charged the barrier.  I screamed as it burned and bubbled the exposed flesh of my hands and face and I fell back with big brother, who's fur was singed badly.

The woman cackled and then said, “I think the big one next, he has fire.”  Her chanting rose again, and her son was looking weak from the effort of supplying her more power.  Then she thrust her hand forward, and I watched in horror as Andrei gave me an apologetic look then bellowed as he was pulled away into that sickening nothingness.

I was screaming “Nyet!” over and over as Gretel was pulling me further away from the barrier, trying to examine my hands.  I snapped my eyes to the vrajitoare and glared.  She would pay, I would be her end myself for killing those I loved.

The woman said to her son in a wavering voice, telling me she was almost at the end of her strength, “Once we have all three, then you can become one with the amulet, my boy.”  She reached up and cupped his cheek almost lovingly.

The demons were all moving around the barrier looking in, their whispers excited and more incessant with anticipation.  Like they were feeding on our despair and anger.  Some couldn't seem to wait for the end and were trying to get at us through the barrier.  One that looked vaguely like a huge scorpion threw itself at us and screeched as it fell back in a burnt heap, its carapace burned and cracked and it started dissolving into that black ichor in death.

I looked around desperately, there had to be some way we could get out of this cursed circle so that we could fight instead of being helpless on the inside.  I drew my blade, wincing at the pain from my burned flesh, and looked at the top of the pulsating curtain of energy twenty feet above.

Narcisa's chant was building to a crescendo, the demon voices were almost screaming in my head now, and it was hard to think.  I looked at Pavel, I couldn't lose him too.  I yelled out to him as I pointed my sword at the top of the barrier, “Little Bear!”

He grunted and grabbed me with both of his platter sized front paws and thrust me upwards with all his might.  I looked down in horror as he released me and that fetid light struck him and pulled him away from me, the demons screaming in a delighted fury... I was alone again.

I sobbed out an anguished cry as I arced over the barrier.  Narcisa and Baird seemed to have forgotten all else as the amulet flared brilliantly, chasing away the dark fog.  The man tore his tunic, baring his chest as the vrajitoare started to turn to him, holding the amulet out.

I twisted in the air and slammed down onto the woman, blade first, using all of my momentum and mass to drive it cleanly through her and sending us crashing to the ground, tumbling away from her son.  I heard Gretel shouting my name.

We came to a stop with me on top of the crone.  Her eyes wide in shock as she stared at her still outstretched hand, she muttered, as the light left her eyes, “No, you've ruined everything...”

I looked down to see her hand still grasping the amulet like a claw, the metal touching my chest at my collar.

I screamed in agonized pain as the amulet seemed to sear into me, past my skin and into my very soul.  Every fiber of my being was on fire as threads of energy spidered out inside.  There was so much power threatening to consume me from within from the contact point of the amulet on my skin.

The demons were all howling in excited glee.  A detached portion of my brain wondered what happened to demons who were summoned into the mortal realm once the one who bound them had died.  Did that release them into the world unrestrained like the stories told or did they go back to the underworld without that tether?  By the fervent increase in the whispering in my head, it was the former.  What had I just unleashed upon the world?

It was Gretel screaming my name that brought the world back to me.  I turned my head toward her realizing I didn't hurt anymore, I couldn't feel the burns nor my injured shoulder, I felt.  Good.  Really good... and strong.

The barrier was faltering, and half the demons had already started scattering while others looked at Hansel and Gretel in anticipation, almost drooling as long tongues licked their fangs and lips, wanting to taste their flesh when the barrier fell.

Gretel was pointing.  I turned my head to find Baird charging at me with his blade drawn, a look of pure rage on his face as he screamed almost incoherently, “That power was mine!”  Again, that oddly detached portion of my mind noted that he wasn't furious about the death of his mother, just that whatever ritual they were performing, I had just ended prematurely.

I yanked my blade from his mother's corpse with a sucking sound, and rolled to the side as his blade came down into the dirt where I had been, steel sparking on the pebbles.  I rolled to my feet as he turned to me, visibly shaking in his rage.

I felt oddly energized.  Then let my own rage take me as I pointed my blade at him.  “You killed my brothers!”  I started my roar, and I felt something inside pour out as I did, and my roar was that of my brother's of three mighty bears coming from my throat.  The very valley seemed to quake with the force of it.

My blade slammed into the dark druid's, and with a horrendous snapping and sparking his blade was shorn in two by a blow many times more powerful than I could have hoped to deliver on my best day, and it took virtually no effort on my part.

I growled at him, sounding like a bear, all primal and dangerous.  Then I backhanded him with such force that he flew through the air thirty feet, slamming into the rocks of the entrance to the cave.  I heard the snapping of bones as the man grunted in pain.  Where had this strength come from?  I looked at my hand, there were no burns.  I felt as if I had my brother's strength in me.

I looked down in a panic at that thought, seeing the amulet burned into my chest.  I reached up and tried to remove it, but it would not budge, it flet like I were tearing at my own flesh.

I looked back up as Baird staggered to his feet, his left arm dangling uselessly from his side and blood trickled from his mouth.  He glared at me then looked toward his mother in horror.  I followed his gaze, and there were three demons tearing his mother's body apart and eating her flesh.

He made a distressed sound and limped off into the cave.  I started to move in pursuit when I heard a fizzling crackle and saw the energy barrier give way, and the demons start to rush Hansel and Gretel, who were standing back to back, green energies building in them as Hansel readied his whip.

I glanced back to where Baird had fled then to the woman I was developing feelings for.  These two were the last two people I had in this cruel world.  I let loose with a bellowing roar and dove toward the demons with this new strength gifted to me by my three bears from beyond the grave.





  
 

Chapter 12 – Little Bear?

As the sun set on the battlefield, I looked around at the carnage before I bandaged a cut on Gretel's arm.  I seemed to have the strength of my three bears inside me, and the demons were ill prepared for my fury.  It took only a few minutes for them to realize that they were no match for my rage.

I had killed maybe twenty of them, Hansel and Gretel maybe five, when the others turned to run, scurrying off in all directions, their insipid whispers in my head receding, taking a huge weight off of my mind.

We stood for a moment looking around before I fell to my knees, bowing my head and sobbing over the loss of my brothers.  Gretel was there, engulfing me in her arms and stroking my hair as she shushed me.  I sobbed. “They're gone.  She killed them!”  I took a shuddering breath and another sob wracked my body as I whispered into her shoulder, “I'm alone... again.”

She shook her head as she stroked my hair and held me closer. “Shhh... you aren't alone, you have me.  You have us.”

I felt Hansel place a hand on my shoulder from where he stood behind us.  I nodded through my tears then I took three deep calming breaths and looked away from her concerned face to the cave.  My eyes narrowed, and I stood with her, glaring at the crack in the earth where the dark druid had thought to escape from us.  My hands balled up into tight fists.

I saw Gretel's look of determination, and she just gave me a single nod, telling me she was of the same mind as me, and we started to stride quickly toward the cave as we heard the first werewolf howls of the last night of the Wolf Moon in the distance.

We started into the cave, it was dank and pitch black. The air smelled fetid, like rotting swamp and dark magics that seemed to whisper to me in my head, tempting me like a siren song on the sea.  I shook my head to clear it and squinted into the darkness.

A moment later I shielded my eyes as a bright green light flared up beside me.  Gretel was lighting a torch with her magic, which Hansel was holding toward her.  He took another torch from a stanchion on the wall and lit that one with the first and handed it to his sister, his whip ready in his other hand.

I pulled my blade and gripped the hilt in my anger, not allowing the grief overtake me.  I blinked, realizing how naked I felt to the world suddenly without my brothers there, insulating me from the unforgiving evils that would do me harm.  I couldn't start down that spiral, I would have my vengeance.  I found myself thinking, “I wish Little Bear were here.”

I hissed in pain and bit back a yelp as the Kodiak Amulet burned where it was merged with my flesh, then with the smell of  Narcisa's corrupt magics, energy exploded from me, and I felt some of that immense strength I had been gifted leave me.

A moment later, I was covering my mouth in surprise as tears blurred my vision.  My voice was wavering on the verge of cracking as I asked, “Little Bear?”  He looked a little confused and frightened until he looked up at me and then he nodded.

I almost dove on him and wrapped my arms as far around his neck as I could, and I sobbed into his fur as I whispered, “I thought you dead, brother.”

He nodded as I just held onto him desperately.  I looked back with a happy smile as I heard Gretel ask, “But... how?”

I laughed a nervous laugh and shrugged and admitted, “I was feeling so exposed, and I had just wished that Little Bear was with us, and here he is.”

I released his neck, and he swung his muzzle to my chest and sniffed the amulet burned into my skin and sneezed and growled.  I nodded. “I do not know, but I think it gave me the power that Perchta's feather had gifted you.  It is something dark and corrupting, I can feel it urging me to find even more power.”

He swung his nose toward the darkness and his nostrils flared.  His growl became more insistent.  I nodded then looked to the siblings who were watching our exchange with wide-eyed incredulity.  I heard wolves in the distance.  “We must make haste, we need the dark druid alive if possible so that he can fix this.”  I tapped my chest.

They all nodded and then I had a thought.  I wished desperately that Vladimir and Andrei were with us.  I staggered as all the borrowed strength and power was torn from me, and I laughed, overwhelmed with glee as my brothers stood before me.  I slammed into them hugging them both desperately.  I had not lost them after all!

I told them what had happened, they nodded as if they knew and understood already, then I shared a predatory look with them and the enchanting brunette and her brother.  “Shall we end this?”  I felt somehow weaker without the strength of my brothers in me.  Nyet, that's not right, I felt... normal again, and I inhaled deeply and smiled.  I felt oddly fatigued as well.

Then we were running through the darkness, my brothers roaring out a challenge to whatever awaited us in the depths.  Their roars seemed amplified by the caverns as the sound bounced around on the walls like the way whispers in an empty church seem to grow to fill the space.

Pavel was the fastest of us and his nostrils were flaring as he tracked Baird through the winding passageways and immense caverns.  We saw a couple demons dash away from the light and the fury my three bears radiated as we went.

I silently assured myself that we would come back for them.  I had inadvertently released all of those demons into the world by killing Narcisa, and it was up to me to put it right, to hunt them down and send them back to whatever hell they came from.

We came upon a cavern that had soaring ceilings like a cathedral, stalactites hung from the ceiling, water dripped from the layered minerals into little pools below them.  The torchlight cast an eerie flickering glow on the place.

There was some sort of slab in the middle of the space that reeked of rot and blood.  It was stained red, and there were talismans and charms hung from stands with half burned torches that still flickered, casting long shadows on the cavern floor and illuminating the grisly scene.

The remains of a woman laid on that slab, bound by the wrists and ankles.  It looked as if she were half burned and half devoured.  The place stank of sulfur and decay, the smell of the demons.  This is where Baird and his mother had called the demons into the mortal realm and bound them.

I covered my mouth to stop the reflex to vomit at the sight of so many bones that littered the area around the slab.  How many people had they sacrificed here to call upon the underworld?

I heard a distressed sound beside me and glanced over to Gretel.  She and her brother had gone pale and stood there just staring at the scene.  There was an old terror in their eyes, and I remembered the story they told me of being taken by vrajitoares as children.  They had almost suffered a similar fate in a cavern like this, and they came out... changed because of it.  Always fighting the darkness that was placed inside them.

I reached out and pulled the pale woman to me, hugging her to me.  She sobbed but once and relaxed into me then she took a deep shuddering breath as I released her and she looked up at me with determination and strength that made me admire her fortitude.  She gave a thankful smile then looked around, waving the torch around as she called out, “Baird!  Show yourself coward!  Face us!”

I know there must be something wrong with my priorities because, at that moment, I felt more attracted to her than ever.  She stood so close to her own personal nightmare, yet she instead chose to fight.

Andrei was sneezing and looked around indecisively.  I understood, with the overwhelming scent of death, decay, and demons all around us, they had lost the trail.  I roared out, “Baird!”  And was answered by the echoes of my challenge, the dripping of water, and...  the first of the werewolves emerged into the light of the flickering torches... Baird had escaped.

We all bellowed our challenge as we charged the wolves.

***

It was a long night.  There must have been something about the dark magics of that sacrificial lair, or it was the scent of all the old blood staining the ground that brought the wolves.  I had never faced so many on any other Wolf Moon.  They just kept coming, but they were no match for my silver, or my bear's claws and jaws, nor Hansel and Gretel's fury.  The brunette was at my back the entire night as we seamlessly fought our enemy as one, it felt oddly right and almost... intimate?

There were dozens of now human bodies lining the cavern floor when the few remaining wolves pricked their ears as they gazed back toward the outside world then ran.  Dawn was approaching, and they instinctively wanted to run from it, to remain the wild furred beasts, bereft of the burden of humanity.

We all just stood panting.  Then as Gretel and I leaned our backs against Little Bear to rest, I found myself biting back a scream as the amulet flared and to my horror, my brothers were all hit by that unnatural blackish light and were pulled back inside of it.  Gretel and I fell back onto the ground as I screamed, “Nyet!”

I wished desperately for my brothers to be there but that time it does not work.  In my rage and frustration, I slammed my fist against a large stalactite as I roared like a bear.  It shattered, sending shrapnel hurtling away.  I had their strength again, and my hand was unharmed.

I staggered.  I was so tired.  Exhaustion threatened to overwhelm me.  I was dimly aware of Hansel catching me, and I felt like I was being carried somewhere.  I smiled at a sweet voice of the woman I had become quite fond of asking, “Kat?”

That was my last memory for quite some time.  I slept a long and hard dreamless sleep, it seemed never ending until all at once, I opened my eyes.

I smiled at the face that was looking down at me.  She was smiling in relief and concern as she stroked my hair and tucked it back out of my face from where I lay on a bed. “There she is.  You had us worried Kat.”

I blinked then everything came back to me as I laid my hand on hers, holding it to me as I sat up.  I was in a cottage.  I placed my other hand on the amulet that was a part of me now, it had all been real, not just a bad nightmare.  I whispered in question, “My brothers?”

She shook her head sadly and answered with regret, “They have not reappeared.  You have been out for two days, and we could not wake you.  We could find no injuries.”

Two days?

Then she leaned in and whispered hotly in my ear, “You had me so worried.”  She kissed my neck just below my ear, sending a wave of excited gooseflesh down my neck and spine as she engulfed me in a hug.

She released me, then seemed mad and slammed a tray with some bread and fruits on the little table beside the bed and snapped out, “Now eat, drink.  And don't ever do that to me again.”

I blushed and nodded.  Then started eating the offerings.  I don't know if it was going two days without, but it seemed I couldn't get enough food into me.  I cleared the plate three times when she brought more and some smoked meats.  She shook her head in disbelief and muttered, “You eat like a bear.”

I paused at that then looked down that the brass Kodiak Amulet protruding out of my chest, bubbled into my flesh, the eyes carved into the palm sized bear head looked almost alive... watching.  Was my insatiable hunger a side effect of having my brothers strength in me?  Was my almost comatose sleep?

There was a knock at the door, and Hansel opened it a crack, exchanging whispers with someone.  He nodded then looked over at us.  “The elder wants a word.  I'll be right back.”

Gretel nodded then turned her attention back to me when her sibling left.  When the door to the cottage had closed, she stared at me.  I could tell she was trying not to look at the amulet, then she asked, “What happened the other night?”  She hesitated and added, “Is... Little Bear... are they...?  They came back, and I think it had to do with that cursed thing.”

She broke eye contact to looked momentarily at the amulet.  She wrung her hands as she tore her eyes off of it and back to my eyes which were watering as I held back the tears that were threatening at the mention of my brothers.  She whispered, “That thing is calling to the darkness inside of me.”

I swallowed and nodded, the persistent whispers in my head, the siren song of the dark magic seeping into my chest a constant pressure in my mind.

I growled, and it came out something bestial and wild, nothing that should be able to come from me.  I was afraid and alone and angry and confused, and I wanted Baird to pay.  I grabbed the amulet and tore at it in futile frustration, I may as well have been trying to tear off my own arm.

She grabbed my arms and moved them away from the tainted thing.  She placed her forehead on mine and locked eyes with me, and I froze.  Her eyes had little green flecks in them that I had not noticed before, but now, this close I could see them swim and swirl, lit by that green magic she held inside.

She whispered firmly, “We will figure this out, and if we can get your brothers back, we will.”  Then she asked in a confident tone, louder, “Right?”

I inhaled deeply and pushed away the darkness and despair trying to consume me and then nodded with determination once.  Her stern and confident look turned into an almost sly and playful smile, and I stopped breathing at what I saw in her eyes as she said impishly as she closed the gap between our lips, whispering, “Good.”

There was nothing in the world at that moment besides her, and the need inside me as we shared the tenderest of kisses.  It started to get more heated and desperate when the moment was ruined by three loud knocks on the door.





  
 

Chapter 13 – Unexpected Visitors

We both jumped and pulled apart, gasping.  We looked at the door then each other and shared a chuckle.  And we both jumped again at the abruptness of another three sharp knocks.  Chuckling again, I bit my lower lip as I swung out of the bed and stood as the imp started toward the door.  It was then that I noted I was in a nightdress, not my clothing.  I must look a sight.

Wait... who had changed me.  I blushed as I looked at her back... and her butt.

She opened the door then made a disappointed and frustrated sound and slammed it in the face of a man I didn't quite get a good look at.  She spat out with venom, “Fuckin' assholes.”

I blinked, it was the first true curse I had heard from her, and it amused me to no end.

There was another set of loud knocks, and I heard a man's voice saying, “Thrice did he knock, then three times thrice, then did the changeling maiden deny him.”

Gretel just stood there glaring at the door with a sour look on her face, arms crossed defiantly.  It was almost as cute as it was a clear indicator that she knew the person on the other side of the door and found him distasteful.

I saw the shadow of the man's feet still standing patiently on the other side of the door, unmoving.  No more knocks came, and I stepped past the stubborn woman, letting my fingers brush her arm as I stepped past her.  This caused her stern look to be replaced by an almost coy smile as she tucked some loose strands of her brunette hair behind her ear.  I had to look away from the skin on the graceful neck which she had exposed.  How I wanted to sample that flesh with my lips.

I opened the door, and the handsome man stepped past me quickly and into the room.  I turned toward him, and before I could inquire, a second man who had a striking resemblance to the first pushed past us too, giving the tiniest of bows.

I opened my mouth to ask them who they were and what they wanted as Gretel hugged herself to my arm with both hands, shaking her head at the interlopers.  Before I could utter a single syllable, the second man, who was just a bit taller than the first pointed at the top of the amulet which was just poking out above the neckline of the nightshirt and he asked incredulously, “That was not for you, what were you thinking?  You've made a mess of everything and thrown it all out of balance.”

He noted my companion's dangerously narrowed eyes as she glared at him.  He returned her gaze for a moment then seemed to deflate, and I saw a smile quirking at the corners of his mouth.  He sighed and shook his head, “Ah... the changeling.  We should have known you had a hand in this.  Always stirring things up.”

Ok, now I was getting confused and frustrated.  They all froze and looked at me as the room started filling with a rumble that built slowly into a growl that couldn't be mistaken for anything but a large Kodiak.  I blinked, realizing it was coming from my throat.  I snapped out forcefully, “Who are you and what do you want?”  I looked down at Gretel, who had one eyebrow cutely cocked at me, then back at the men.  “And what is a changeling?”

The impeccably dressed men stood straighter, looking embarrassed.  “Quite right, where are our manners.  My dear Gretel, would you mind introducing us?”

She growled out in a good approximation of my beastly tone, “I'm not your dear anything.”  Then she exhaled and looked at the floor a moment.  She took a deep breath, seemingly coming to a decision then looked up at me with a bit of a smirk playing on her lips. “Katiana Inanov, this is Wilhelm and Jacob...”

Then she smirked and asked, “What surname are you going by this week?  Schmidt?  Muller?  Grimm?”

They chuckled as one, and exchanged looks, the one she indicated as Jacob said to the other, “Grimm?  I sort of like that one, maybe we could use it in the future.”  The other had nodded agreement before they turned their attention to me.

Then the woman who was warming my heart more and more by the minute, sighed heavily, “In addition to being two of the most insufferable people on the face of the planet, they are also The Scales.”

I blinked.  The Scales?  But they are just a fairytale.  Da?

They held their hands out in turn, and I went to shake them on instinct.  Wilhelm instead captured my fingertips and brought my hand to his lips and kissed the back of it, saying, “Enchanted, milady.”

Gretel slapped his hand away from mine and chastised, “Hands off my woman you insufferable letch.”

The two men laughed heartily at that and Jacob said to his brother, “She has you there Wil.”  The other man inclined his head slightly in amused acknowledgment.

Wait, had she just claimed me as her woman?  Oh lords above, I couldn't stop my smile at her.

Jacob went on as he squinted an eye at her, “This is your doing isn't it?  Always having to stir the pot.  We go through great pains to move the pieces on the board to balance the scales, and wildcards like you are always running around willy nilly and making a mess of things.  It will take us months if not years to get things to rebalance now.”  Had his German accent just turned into an English one?

She sighed again and said as if she had gone over it ad nauseam.  “I've done nothing.  You two keep blaming me for things I have nothing to do with nor have any control over.  I sometimes believe you just get bored and need someone to harass.”

I didn't like that they seemed to be accusing her of something and my protective streak kicked in as I moved slightly in front of her, between the men and her as I asked,  “Again, what do you want?  And what is a changeling?”

Wilhelm blinked, like he had just remembered I was in the room, and he shrugged and prompted toward Gretel with a hand, “Well, she is.”

I stared dumbly at the men, were they daft?

Jacob added, “She was meant to serve a purpose, a sacrificial piece to swing the imbalance of light to equilibrium.  She and her sibling were never meant to survive, but that fascinating Rapunzel threw the scales out of balance and saved not only her but that infinitely interesting Evelyn.”

Then he looked accusingly at my girl.  “But the balance of Hansel and Gretel's blood was shifted toward the evil by the experience. We could see the equilibrium swing back into place, but they found a way to balance their own internal struggle against the darkness, and since their blood was now open to the magics of the world, they sought out the meddling druids.”

Wilhelm finished for him, “So they stand forever on the line, the evil and good magics inside of them always at war, always in a balance that we find oddly relaxing and satisfying.  They are what they are by choice.  Their decision to be on the side of the good and righteous is all that keeps them from stepping onto the darker paths.”

Wilhelm picked up the narrative as if he had been the one speaking all along. “It is that choice which can change as easily as them changing their minds, that ability to change their own focus and balance of their blood is what makes them changelings, and infinitely frustrating to us as we try to maintain a balance in the mortal world.”

Gretel patted the knife at her hip and muttered, “If you two could be killed, I'd probably dabble on those dark paths for a minute if it meant I didn't have to listen to you speaking in riddles all the time.”

I snorted, and the men beamed huge smiles at her.  Wilhelm tipped an imaginary hat to her and said in mirth, “We're not immortal... exactly.”

She shook her head and sighed at me as she said, “See what I mean?”

I grinned at her and agreed, “I'm beginning to.”  I looked down in resignation and asked yet again, “What do you want?  What business do you have here?”

Jacob gave a toothy grin and said, “Thrice did she ask and...”

I didn't see her move, she was so fast.  Gretel's knife was drawn, and she had the much larger man pushed up against the door, an arm across his chest and her blade to his throat.  “Enough with the thrice shit.”  She looked back at me and said as if she wasn't holding a blade to the man's throat, “They have this odd fascination with three for some reason.  I think it is just so they can seem mysterious, but it just makes them more frustrating and makes them come off as pompous fools.”

I caught the subtle smiles exchanged between the men, then I narrowed my eyes at them and heard my growl filling the space again before I told her, not moving my eyes from the men.  “I think they are playing with you, trying to get this reaction to play with that balance they say is inside of you.”

I was more amused at her cussing than anything as I tried to hide a smile.  I schooled my face and said as plainly as I could without my amusement slipping in, “We'll I'm sure the sooner they tell us why they are here, the sooner they can get out of our hair.  If they are dead, that will make things slightly inconvenient don't you think Gret?”

She narrowed an eye at me then broke into a grin, shoving against the man as she released him with a warning huff.  I tried hard not to grin at the small slip of a woman manhandling the newcomer.

She huffed out a sigh and sheathed her knife and stepped up beside me, claiming my arm as she asked in agitation, “Go on then, speak your peace.”  Then she warned as Jacob opened his mouth, “No riddles or we will test the limits of your immortality.”

The men looked at each other, their eyes twinkling in mirth and they shared a smile, then Wilhelm spoke to me.  “The Kodiak Amulet...”  He pointed at my chest.  “Was meant to restore the balance now that Rose is on the rampage throughout the realms, hunting all dark magic users since her beloved is in an eternal sleep in the Black Crypt in London.  It was meant for Baird.”

My eyes narrowed as I pulled Gretel behind me a little more as my growl started building again.  I hissed out, “You side with him?  You sanction the killing of innocents?”

They held up their hands in unison in a placating gesture.  “Oh by no means.  But it is sometimes necessary to uphold the balance.  We are on no side and personally find violence distasteful.”

Gret sighed and squeezed my arm. “They are telling the truth, they are impartial in the struggle between good and evil, their only self-serving interest is to make sure we are on a level playing field and nothing else.  The game is everything to them.”

They smiled, and those smiles faltered when I turned my glare on them.  I growled out, “If you find it so distasteful, then why don't you help us?  Where is Baird?”

Jacob pursed his lips in a line then shook his head sadly and said, “We cannot aid you in any way, but we can ask that you step aside and cease your pursuit of the darkness.  Then the scales would return to balance.  Your possession of the amulet has caused serious repercussions in the mortal realm that will take us months or years to balance, moving so many pieces on the board.”

I inhaled sharply and asked, “The demons that were released from their bindings to Narcisa?”

They nodded in that weird unison again.  I shook my head. “Then they are my responsibility, not yours.  I will deal with them as I will deal with the vrajitoare's spawn.”

They looked consternated and said, “You will only make things worse, and we fear that you could...”

I spun, drawing my blade at a voice behind us saying, “You have said too much already Scales.”  I dropped the tip of my blade then re-sheathed it when I saw a small girl, who looked cold and hungry in her tattered clothing.  She looked to have so much pain and wisdom in her eyes, beyond her years.

Wilhelm sighed and said, “No watcher, we are simply moving the pieces on the board.”

I gasped as the young girl strode forward, passing through a chair as if only a specter.  She said as she strode forward, “Asking her to cease perusing her free will breaks the rules.”

Jacob said, “Isla, it was merely a suggestion that she could exercise her free will upon.”

Wait.  I swallowed.  The specter's name was Isla?  Was this Isla of Hypoc?  The little girl that her village allowed to freeze to death begging for scraps on the streets.  The Hypocrites then mourned her passing after allowing such a travesty.”

The little girl stopped at my side as I stared down at her.  She absently put her ice cold hand in mine then smiled up at me.  The spirit was tangible to me?  She looked no different than any other little girl, instead of being long dead centuries ago.  Her mannerisms were that of the little girl she appeared to be, and I felt the need to protect her.  Gretel was just staring at the girl with a mix of terror and fascination on her face.

I asked her carefully as if the movement of my breath in the air would cause her to drift away, “Isla... of Hypoc?”

She beamed a cute smile at me and nodded and said, “And you are Katiana Tvardovsky.  Your parents are proud of you and speak of you often.  You have the bears inside you now.”  Her smile grew with a touch of excitement, and she said as if revealing a secret, “I like bears.”

I blinked in shock.  She knew my name from my prior life?  She has spoken with my parents?  Were they well in the afterlife?  I opened my mouth to ask, but she stopped me with a sad look and shook her head saying, “I cannot tell you more.  I'm sorry.  I said what I did as a thank you for the gift of your warmth.”  She nudged her chin to our clasped hands.  I gave her little hand a squeeze in thanks and gave her a nod of acceptance.

Gretel asked her, “What are you Isla?  A ghost?”

The girl got an impish grin and said, “What do I appear to be?  I am just a little girl that the higher beings that oppose the Scales chose to watch them.  To be sure they do not break the rules and to report back if they ever do.”

She narrowed her eyes with a scolding look at the men, which looked out of place on a little girl, betraying the centuries she has roamed the world, never aging, static.  She said, “They skirt the line and bend the rules all in their game to create a balance between good and evil so that the... others... stay away from the mortal realm.  Preventing them from wiping mankind, their failed experiment, from the Earth and starting over.”

I swallowed at that.  There were greater beings, and they wanted to destroy mankind?  Then I understood as she snapped her mouth shut with a worried look, like she feared she had said too much.

I looked up at The Scales, this new insight as to their purpose and goals making me understand that these games they apparently play, helping both good and evil to maintain this balance they seek is all to save the human race?  That was a huge burden, and at times when they had to move the pieces of that game around for evil must eat at their souls.  Did they have souls?  But it was a necessary evil to prevent these others which Isla spoke of from destroying all they are trying to protect.

I was suddenly sad for the men who just stood there somberly.  My agitation with them waning.  I looked down at the girl who looked distressed at how much she had shared, and I couldn't help it.  I bent and hoisted her to my hip.

She blinked at me then smiled and laid her head on my shoulder like any other young child would do.  I wondered if she was lonely wandering the world as a specter.

Wilhelm seemed to smile slightly at us then asked her, “Watcher, may we give a warning?”

The girl seemed to ponder this for a moment then nodded and said, “Do not overstep.  I like this one, she is nice to me.”

Jacob spoke like he was the one to ask her permission.  I was starting to understand the Scales a little more.  I think they were two halves of the same personality that balanced each other out like the equilibrium they strove to create between good and evil in the world.  “Do not call upon the power of the amulet too much.  The more you pull, the more it's nature will pull back.  It embodies the nature of the bear so exhaustion can cause hibernation, to restore the power used.”

Wilhelm cocked an eyebrow at Isla as if asking if that were alright.  She smiled and nodded, shaking a finger at Jacob, “That toes the line but well worded.”  Then she turned to Gretel.  “Thank you for the amusement, the Scales sometimes need to be taught humility.”

Then the little one looked at me, I saw an endless infinity in her eyes, a void, and endless sorrow.  But there was a flickering of something brighter, deep inside that void.  She smiled and said, “Thank you for this gift.”  She indicated me holding her.  Then she kissed my cheek with her ice cold lips, frost building on my skin. “For your kindness I show you my favor, may it help you when the time is right.”

Wilhelm chuckled and said, “Why that sneaky little...”  Under his breath as Jacob chuckled.  Then she was gone like she had never been there, except for the spot on my cheek that was chilled like ice.

Jacob grinned and said, “Good, she's gone.”  Wilhelm grimaced and squinted one eye like he was in pain.  Jacob squinted an eye too with an 'oops' look on his face.  He looked around and said into the air, “Sorry.”  They feared the little one?

Wilhelm said, “Well then...”

Gretel was in motion, her hands held wide as she herded the men to the door, “Well then nothing.  You've caused too much trouble already.”  They chuckled at her and inclined their heads to me as she shoved them out the door then pulled it closed.

I had a question so I stepped beside her and opened the door to ask but there was nobody there, I looked up and down the lane but they were nowhere to be seen.  Gretel chuckled as she pulled me back in by the hand, “They do that.  Just to be annoying.  Fuckin' Scales.”

I stood there a moment, looking at the closed door, digesting everything that just happened.  Thinking about the warning.  I called upon the amulet in the fight inadvertently.  And I slept for two days... hibernating?

Then I cocked my eyebrow at her and gave her a crooked smile, asking, “You know the Scales?  I had thought them an old wives tale.”

She sighed and nodded.  “They pester Hansel and me from time to time when we mess with their machinations.  In other words, when we help someone out who they had other plans for.”  Then she blushed and looked down and apologized cutely, “I'm sorry for my foul mouth.  Those two just bring out the worst in me.”

I felt playful for some reason, maybe because I felt hopeful.  Isla had spoken with my parents, and they were proud.  I leaned down and caught her lips with mine.  It was pure bliss as my body heated like there was a fire inside, desperately trying to get free.  I wanted this woman more than I have wanted anything in my life.

Just as the kiss became more desperate and heated, her hands leaving a trail of fire in their wake as she stroked my sides, there was a knock at the door.  We both froze, not breathing.  She exhaled and shook her head as we reluctantly separated.  I muttered as I reached for the door, “For the love of the gods, can't we just get a few minutes alone?”

I opened the door, and Hansel was standing there looking far too innocent.  Why had he knocked?  Had he known we were...  I blushed and looked at his far too pleased sister, rocking on her heels with her hands clasped cutely behind her back.  Oh lord, he knew what we had been doing.

He said with a smirk to me as he moved past, “Subtle, you two are not.”

Gretel giggled, and I just blushed harder.

Then he added, “It was odd, when I reached Elder Leif, he said he hadn't sent for us.”

My girl and I looked at each other for a long three count then started laughing uncontrollably at the confused man.  I agreed with Gret's assertion.  Fucking Scales.





  
 

Chapter 14 – Demon Hunting

The next seven years were filled with the hunt. For the scattered demons and Baird.  Gretel and Hansel at my side.  My new family.  I never returned home to Chernivtsi, it would be a painful reminder of what has become of my brothers who's spirits we had learned were trapped inside the amulet.

In that time, Gretel had matured from a pretty nineteen-year-old into a woman that took my breath away every time I glanced over at her.  Time had been very generous with her.

We learned quickly that I had the strength of my three bears and even some mannerisms of a wild bear's nature that seeped into my personality.  If I depended too much on that strength, I would get exhausted beyond words and sleep soundly for twelve hours.

I could call upon my brothers, which was much more of an effort, and they would again walk the world with us for approximately six hours before the amulet called them away from us again.  I would sleep at least a day for each of them I called fourth.  The more power I used in out fights with the demons, the more I would sleep.

At one time I had slept for a month, my love always at my side, protecting me as I slept.  Her brother standing sentinel over us both.

There were times I missed my old life with my brothers so terribly that I would call them out for nothing more than to speak with them, and wrestle them, and pretend that life was how it used to be.  I happily paid the price of the hibernation in those instances, though I felt guilty for robbing my Gretel of our time together as I slept.  But she was loving and understanding.  I had never known love could be so wonderful, as to... complete, all that I am.

I opened my eyes from a hibernation wondering how long it had been this time.  It seemed that I was getting more and more exhausted because recently, the battles have been getting ever more violent.  We had tracked down dozens of the hellspawn and sent them back to the underworld with prejudice. The ones remaining are the sneakiest and most powerful of the lot and fight with a desperation that tells of their baser desire to stay in the mortal realm unchained, corrupting good people, feeding off of their emotions and flesh.

I blinked at the smiling face just inches from mine on the straw mat in what smelled like a livery stable.  Her hot breath on my face making me aware of the icy spot on my cheek that had not warmed, the spot where little Isla had kissed me, it was always ice cold as her lips had been.  I smiled back softly.  I thank the gods that may be for this woman and that smile that warms the embers of my heart.  She said, “You smell like bear and horse manure.”

I chuckled. “Da.  I love you too.”

She seemed to melt at the words as she snuggled in closer.  Then I whispered, “How long?”

She looked away for a moment, almost haunted.  I winced, knowing how unfair it was for her to have to wait for me to return to her each time.  Hansel's voice came from behind us as he answered the question, “Six days this time.”

I winced.  I had only called Little Bear to us when I tired after pulling all of their strength into me to fight that brutish pair of demons who towered over us by at least five feet.  They seemed linked like they could see through each other's eyes and anticipate my strikes.  They had enthralled humans that kept Gretel and Hansel busy trying to stop without killing them.  I had fought at full strength for almost an hour before calling Pavel.

I shook my head mumbling, “The intervals are getting longer and longer.  Is the amulet reaching its limit now?  Have I overused it these years?”

Gretel gave me a concerned look like she had thought the same then she seemed to shake it off, and she leaned in and gave me a whisper of a kiss, our lips barely brushing.  That merest of touches was enough to reignite the fire inside me and the memory of her touch.  I smiled and then we were laughing at Hansel a moment later when he exhaled loudly and complained, “Get a room you two.”

I looked over to the man who was sitting on a barrel at the end of a row of stalls, I gave him a grin, and he rolled his eyes muttering, “I need to find a girlfriend.”  This got us chuckling at the poor man again.

I tilted my head to regard my sort-of-brother.  He was a handsome man, all lean muscle, and athletic build.  His ruggedly square jaw belied the looks of his father who I had met just last year.  Their father wasn't as large as my brothers, but he was close and had sinuous muscles coiled like bands of steel which he got from being a woodcutter like my siblings.  Hansel took after him, with his looks and moral core, he would make some woman a fine catch.  Now, if he wasn't so damn shy around them.

I smiled as I remembered how nervous I was when we traveled to the Black Forest in the Germanic region on rumors of a sighting of Baird and my new family excitedly said we should visit their home.

Their father, Hans, took me in like I was his own kin.  The man was so thankful that I watched over his children.  I don't think he realized just how capable the two were, or he still saw them as his babies, seeing them through the eyes of a parent.  He didn't seem surprised when Gretel introduced me as her woman, he only gave me a bearhug worthy of Andrei and said, “Then welcome home Katiana.”

One surprise was that he had re-married during the time his children were away, and his new wife, Adette, was pregnant with their future baby brother or sister.  Gretel seemed relieved and happy and took to Adette quickly.  She explained to me later, how her father was devastated by the loss of their mother and they feared he would never take another wife with his heart broken so.

For some reason, I was not surprised to learn the man went out on every Wolf Moon with his broad woodsman's axe to protect their village when the sparse Wolf Hunters of the region were out of the area.  I saw easily where my girl and Hansel got their courage and moral compasses.

I yawned and sat up.  My stomach rumbled, and Gretel sighed over-dramatically, “I suppose we should feed you before anything.  I swear you're going to run us out of coin every time you wake up.”  Then she teased as she hopped up and dragged me to my feet, “You eat like a bear.”

I gave her and her chuckling brother a toothy grin and shook my head. “Nyet.  I eat like three bears.”  This got them laughing merrily which just made my smile grow even larger.

As we ate in the local tavern of the gated town, just a couple days walk from their home, I asked over my fourth bowl of stew, “Any news?”

Hansel nodded as he smirked at me wolfing down the food.  I needed calories to power myself, and I moved far past being embarrassed about it over the years.  This was the new me.  I was a beast of nature and needed the fuel to stand up to the evils we had unleashed upon this world.  He said thoughtfully, “We have heard whispers of a man fitting Baird's description in London.”

I paused in thought as I said, “That's the third such whispering in as many months.”

They were nodding in agreement.

We had run off on the merest news of sightings before only to find nothing, we started being more selective on which tips we followed, so waited for two or more different sources to corroborate a sighting.  Those efforts bore more fruit, we had found a couple of his old abandoned lairs that stank of the man and of the sulfur scent of demons and demon magic.  I feared he was summoning more of them to bind to him since he lost his prior army with the death of his mother.  He was always gone when we arrived.

I absently wondered how long it took to summon a demon so that we might know how many he has called forth over these years.  We had surely stopped most of those we had released from their bonds.  By our estimation, there were only two or three of the most powerful of that lot left.

Which is why we were on our way to the Burgundian Netherlands to confront what is being called a greater demon that has been hunting two men who's descriptions sounded suspiciously like the Scales.  Did they know they were being stalked?  Could they fight to defend themselves or was that against their precious rules of non-interference?

Well, whatever the circumstances, we would attempt to deal with the threat, then if we survive, we could cross the neck of the North Sea to Britain to investigate the reports of the man we have heard about.

The little girl inside of me was secretly excited to see a great walled city like the one my parents and I had been trekking to when my life was changed forever.

I glanced down and grinned as my sneaky love dipped her bread into my stew to sop up some of my gravy.  I slapped her knuckles with my spoon.  She chuckled then made a show of licking off the gravy from her fingers.  Dear lords above.

Hansel groaned, “I hate you both.”

We shot him matching evil grins.  Like always, we were all joking around making light of the situation, trying not to think about the upcoming trials and battles we would face as we stepped into the crucible yet again.  I think it was so that our stress and anxiety didn't consume us.  And besides, it was great fun.

As Gretel finished her bread, and with her mouth still full she asked, “Have either of you ever thought of us getting a horse or two?  It would reduce the time we spent on the road and increase our chances of catching up with Baird.”

I shook my head as I looked down at my empty bowl in disappointment, I was still hungry.  “Nyet, horses are spooked by my...”  I paused at the thought of my brothers, this reminding me of their absence as I trailed off on the last word, “...brothers.”

Gretel laid a hand on my arm to comfort me.  I shrugged, and she prompted her brother, “Perhaps my Goldilocks here won't spook them if she isn't calling upon the Kodiak Amulet.”

I flicked her nose, and she made a squeaking sound.  I secretly liked it when she called me that, but it was so much fun to give her grief about it.

I paused a moment then asked what I had been thinking since the day my brothers became trapped in the godforsaken amulet that was now part of me, “Do you... do you think Baird will be able to free my brothers?”

She pursed her lips and then shrugged ever so slightly as she rested a hand on my arm.  “I don't know, but if anyone can, he can since he helped his mother prepare the dark ritual.”

I nodded once, and back on topic Hansel asked, “Where would we get the coin for horses, Gret?”

She shrugged and pointed at the handbills that were tacked to a post by the stable doors.  The top parchment fluttered lightly in the breeze from the open door.  It had a drawing of a werewolf on it and proclaimed a twenty marks in coin bounty on the head of any feral killed on a full moon.

That is what they were calling the people infected with the were contagion who chose not to lock themselves up on a Wolf Moon.  Ferals.  The Wolf Hunters were so few and far between as the plague seemed to sweep the lands, infecting more and more people.

Just in the past five years alone it was becoming commonplace for villages to have many infected now, and they locked themselves away on the full moons so they did not spread the curse.  I was watching the world slowly change before my eyes.

Gated towns like this one, and the walled cities, didn't allow the infected inside their gates to protect the Clean Bloods.  It was discriminatory but effective, and more and more were popping up, dividing the populace.

I blinked at her and then Hansel as he nodded, his brow furrowed in thought.  I protested, “We do not kill for coin.  We only kill to protect those who cannot protect themselves.  The Wolf Hunters kill for coin.”

Gretel looked hurt at that last statement, and she shook her head and countered, “You have never met someone like Nicole of Arad then.  Aye, most Wolf Hunters are in it for the thrill, the fame, and the coin, but some truly wish to help out those in need.  And they have to eat and buy supplies and maintain horses to do that, so they take the bounties only when it suits them.  Why could we not do the same?  It would just aid us in accomplishing our goal of stopping the demons that we...”

She didn't finish the sentence, but I heard it anyway “That we unleashed upon the world.”  She was driven like me, she and Hansel were just as guilt-ridden about the evils we had visited upon the world when we unbound the demons.  We all stood in silence and stepped over to look at the handbill.

I swallowed hard at the rules of bounty collection written at the bottom of the parchment.  To deliver the heads of the slain to any parish in the lands to claim the bounty.  In even smaller print, there was an edict that it was a crime punishable by death if you took the head of an infected when it was not a full moon.

This told me that many people have done just that for the bounties so they felt the need to add the notice.  Thought they weren't too upset about it judging by how small and easily overlooked the print was.  There was that bigotry and hate again, which was seeping into the world, fueled by fear.  People would kill their neighbors just for a little money if they were infected.  I absently wondered if that kind of subtle and insipid evil played into the precious balance the Scales spoke of.

I shook my head and said, “If we are attacked while patrolling the villages we pass through or have to kill to defend against wolf attack... then we can collect the bounties to aid in our quest.  But I will not willfully go on a wolf hunt.  The infected never chose what they have become, but the demons and dark magic users like Narcisa and Baird made their choices, and I will hunt them to the ends of the Earth.

The siblings had equally serious, and thoughtful looks on their faces and Hansel just nodded once somberly.  My girl just hugged my arm, laying her head on my shoulder and nodded into it and affirmed, “Aye, no wolf hunts.”

And that is pretty much how we wound up with the three mares we rode the following week, after a Wolf Moon.  I almost wretched when we had to take the heads of the fallen wolves that attacked the town we had been passing through at that time.  If werewolves had stayed in wolf form after death, it wouldn't have been so bad, but as they revert back to human, I felt a butcher as we did the grisly task.

I told my girl after we paid for the horses and some supplies with the blood money, “No more.  I feel somehow more the monster I have become after doing that.  We will find other ways to get our supplies in the future.  The dead deserve dignity in death.”

I got silent agreement from the siblings, they looked as disturbed as I was about desecrating the dead.

We had covered five times the ground we could in a day on horseback than we could ever have hoped for on foot.  My choice of horses has subjected me to endless ridicule from my beloved as well as my inexperience riding.  Since I spent most of my life with my brothers and they couldn't get near horses, so I never had the need nor opportunity.

We found that I made horses nervous, but not as much as my bears had, unless I was emotional or upset, then they tried to get away from the predator in their midst.  The only horse that wasn't skittish around me was an old nag.  She was smaller and getting a little swaybacked, but still had a few good years left in her.

Gret often joked that she was so old she couldn't smell the bear on me.  She always joked about my bear smell, but I caught her on many occasions, pulling my hair to her inhaling deeply as we shared my blankets.  She liked my musk, and it made me smile, it made me feel less of a monster.

We heard rumors of the demon we stalked, that it was on the move again, terrorizing nearby villages near the coast.  When we changed directions to intercept, Gretel started getting antsy and anxious.  When we stopped to make camp just a day away from the coast, I asked in concern, “Are you alright love?  You've seemed tense since we got news of the greater demon earlier.”

She had shrugged and took a seat next to me on the log I sat on while starting a fire in the ring of rocks I had arranged on the sandy loam of the thinning forest floor.  She just laid her head on my shoulder, and I absently reached a hand up to stroke her silky hair.  I smiled at how soft it was, unlike mine, which was starting to take on the coarseness of the outer coat of a bear, the inner layers soft as goose down.  We ignored those changes, just like the thickening of my nails which were getting as strong as claws.

Hansel answered for her in a haunted voice, “Inima de Argint.”

I squinted at him as I tried to translate then looked down at Gretel who was just staring into the fire as I asked, “Heart of silver?”

Hansel nodded.  “Yes, the Tower of the Sea.  Rapunzel's home.”  So Inima de Argint was a title then?

I froze and looked back down at Gretel.  Rapunzel was her hero, she tried to do right by her with every decision, to do her proud even though she had disappeared.  I believe that the choice she made as a changeling to be on the side of right, of good, was influenced by this Rapunzel woman.

I hugged her tightly to my side, and she exhaled and straightened a little to snuggle in tighter to me and give me a smile.  She said with surety, “That's where the Scales are heading, I'm positive of that.  Those bastards had to have something to do with her and Eve's disappearance.  We'll most likely find the demon there if it hunts them.”

I nodded to her, and she shrugged and said as she gathered her wits and confidence back around her like a shroud of protection, “We head southwest on the morrow then.  To Inima de Argint.”

I smiled at her and nodded once, affirming, “Da.”

Then Hansel said with mirth in his tone as he stepped up beside us, “Now that our destination is determined, let's prepare supper, I'm as hungry as a bear.”

I grinned at the man as I shoved him playfully with a little of my augmented strength for his barb.  He oofed as he tripped over the log and fell flat on his back.  Gretel pointed at him and said through her toothy grin, “You asked for that brother.”  Then she turned to me and agreed with him, “I'm hungry as a bear too.”

I narrowed my eyes at her, then scrunched my nose and gave her a peck on the lips.  Hansel pulled himself back up, dusting dirt off his britches as he complained, “Why does she get a kiss when she says it?”

I shrugged. “You're pretty Han, but she's prettier.”

She gave him a smug look as he grumbled, “I'm not pretty.”

We all chuckled and then I went to work making a soup and biscuits for us.  I preferred to make the meals, I was so used to preparing food for others, and it calmed me.  I think they knew this because they rarely stepped in to take the task from me or help out.  I appreciated them giving that to me, it made me feel part of their family.  The feeling of family was the most important thing to me since I had lost mine... twice.  I would never lose my new family, never again.

I whispered to Gretel as she pulled away from me to start setting up the bedrolls, “I love you.”

Her eyes seemed to sparkle, and she gave me an almost shy smile as she tucked her hair behind her ear and said within a single heartbeat, “I love you too.”

I caught the scent of salt on the air, telling me we were close to the North Sea, and I paused when I also caught the scent of brimstone and sulfur off in the distance.  Demons.  I exhaled as I stirred the soup pot, knowing that my girl was right, and we were on the right track.  And knowing that tomorrow was going to be a trial if the demon was as powerful as we thought.





  
 

Chapter 15 – Inima de Argint

The next day we didn't speak much as we broke camp.  I loved waking up in the wilderness with Gretel curled into me to take in the heat of a bear which I generated.  She had woke me with a kiss on my nose, then we spent ten minutes just staring into each other's eyes, our hot breath mingling until she kissed me with a red hot passion.

I giggled softly and blushed as she wiggled her eyebrows.  I whispered, “Gret, your brother is right there.”

She just grinned then frowned when he mumbled, “And he is awake.  Get a room you two.  When is the honeymoon going to be over?”

I threw my bundled up cloak, which I had been using as a pillow, at the man and hit the back of his head with it.  He always joked that Gret and I acted like an old married couple.  I looked back into her deep brown eyes of my love and sighed.  I wondered, could we wed?

As we rode silently, I kept glancing between the siblings, Gretel's anxiety was plain and Hansel's concern for her was just as easy for me to see.  There was nothing to be done for it, so I did the only thing I could and rode at her side, lending my silent support.

By midday we could hear the surf crashing in the distance as we crested a rise to see a rocky shoreline.  My nostrils flared, and my horse started side stepping nervously and snorting.  Gretel's horse reared a little and moved away.  She asked as she patted her horse's neck as she tried to calm it while her eyes scanned the horizon, “What is it, Kat?  You're growling.”

I was?  I blinked realizing a low thrumming growl was coming from my throat.  I tightened my grip on my reins and calmed myself.  I squinted sheepishly, “Sorry.  It is a demon, I caught its scent on the wind.  We are on the right track.  You were right moya lyubov.”

I smiled at her blush at the endearment, then she inhaled deeply, I saw Hansel doing the same as he sat straighter in his saddle as the horses calmed as I let my bear nature fade into the background, waiting, stalking, patient, and preparing for a fight with another predator.  I sighed at that thought, I was starting to view myself as bear now.

She scrunched her lips to the side and shrugged, “I smell nothing but the sea.  We don't have that super sniffer of yours.”

I looked up imperiously, lifting my chin high, and cantered past them toward the rocky shoreline.  This got snorts of amusement from the siblings.  About half way down the hill we found a small rock overhang that gave us shelter from the vicious winds that were whipping up the hill, carrying sand with the violent gusts.

We prepared a midday meal and went over the stories of this demon we were on the trail of.  By all accounts, it seemed more powerful than any we had encountered thus far.  It had laid waste to an entire village who dared send a dozen men out to confront it.  It left one woman alive to tell the tale.  The traveler that told the tale said the woman had been driven half mad by the things the demon forced her to witness.

She told the traveler that just being near the beast made her feel as though she was losing her mind.  The evil and corruption flowed off of it like heat from a fire, tainting everything it touched.  I mused, “This creature sounds like it is kin to Styche the Trickster himself.  I should take it head on and hold its attention while you two strike from a distance.  If it looks as though he may best me, then you turn and run.  Don't look back.”

Hansel spoke first since Gretel was narrowing her eyes at me and glaring.  His voice was soft as he said, “We will not leave you to face the beast alone...”  Then he added, “sister.”

I swallowed as I felt my eyes watering up.  That was the first time he had called me that.  It seemed to me like he was acknowledging the bond between Gretel and me, recognizing that we were mates.  And that he approved of me, for his sister whom he protected with every fiber of his being.

I was knocked out of my thoughts by Gretel's fist slamming into my shoulder as she stepped past me to start making a ring of rocks for our campfire.  I muttered, “Ow.”  It didn't really hurt, but she had a lot of force behind it, and it would possibly have flattened me before I had the Kodiak Amulet.  The years of fighting by my side had strengthened her and honed her abilities over the years.

She said, trying to keep her anger in her tone but failing, “Oh shut up woman.  You'd know if I hurt you.  Don't make asinine plans that include us leaving you behind again, or you'll feel the next strike.”

I blinked and grinned at the woman who was fighting one of her own, and I deadpanned, “I love you too.”  This did get a smile that she hid away by turning her head from me and running her hands back through her wind-tangled hair.

Three heartbeats later Hansel said from where he was tending the horses, “Yeah, what she said.”

I snorted and covered my mouth with a hand as much out of embarrassment as to hide my silly grin which I knew would get me in hot water with my girl if she saw my amusement at them.

Then I sighed as I dropped my hand, knowing the feeling that was buzzing through me, keeping me warm... it was family.  That singular feeling of serenity that one gets when they know that they belong and are surrounded by loved ones.

I leaned in when Gretel cupped my cheek in her hot hand, knocking me out of my musings.  I smiled at her again aware of the cold spot on my cheek from our encounter with Isla all those years ago.  She gave me a questioning look, cocking one eyebrow in prompt and I grabbed her by the waist and spun her around as I said, “It is nothing moya lyubov.  Help me prepare lunch?”

She just nodded, eyes on me and we made some goat cheese sandwiches with some of our supplies.    We baked the apples we had picked along the way from an abandoned farm as dessert.  I mused out loud, “I wonder how much farther to Inima de Argint.”

She said as she ate a piece of baked apple from her dagger, “No more than an hour's ride north along the shoreline from this point.  The path looped down below it just back there, it can be approached only from one direction.”

I cocked my head, she seemed intimately familiar with the area.  I asked, “So you've been to the tower before?  I hope we are not too late, not that something happening to the Scales would necessarily be a bad thing.”

She shook her head and said cutely, mimicking my accent, “Nyet.”

Hansel supplied as he bit into a second apple, unbaked, “Before we met you we traveled here when word of Rapunzel's disappearance reached us.”  His tone turned sad. “When we reached the hills above the tower, Gret couldn't bring herself to investigate in case...”  He trailed off then shrugged and supplied instead, “Then it would make it all true.”

I nodded in understanding.  Nobody wanted to believe their heroes could fall.  But I have lived it again and again and refused to see it happen once more.

I absently placed my hand on the metallic protrusion in the middle of my chest.  A hand on mine brought my eyes to my girl's, and she gave me a sad understanding smile.  I smiled back and took her hand.  I exhaled and said, “Let us confront a demon then shall we?”  She nodded and gave me a predatory grin.

We broke camp and started down a well-traveled path, fanning out into our hunting formation, with the siblings at my back.  I could feel the hair prickling on my arms telling me they were holding their defensive magics at the ready as I used my enhanced hearing while my nostrils flared, taking stock of the unseen world around us.

I pulled my mare up short as we threaded between some boulders on a ridge above the sea as the smell of demon got more intense.  I looked to one of the boulders to three long, ragged cuts in the stone.  I sidled over to it and placed my hand on the slashes, spreading my fingers wide, then crooked three fingers.  It was a claw-mark, and it stank of darkness and brimstone.  My hand could barely span between two of the three claw marks.

I bunched my hand into a fist, my nails making a grinding sound on the stone, leaving little furrows in it, a small pantomime of the demon's mark.  I looked to my companions and said over the intensifying, howling wind which was whipping through the gap between the stones, “Either he isn't afraid of being followed, or he is deliberately leaving a trail.”

Hansel offered, “Or both.”

I silently repeated to myself, “Or both.”  It may be confident that it could take on anything the mortal world can throw at it, it was after all, stalking the Scales, who may or may not be immortal.  And if something or someone were foolhardy enough to track it, it would most likely enjoy showing them the folly of their decision.

I nodded back and said as my nostrils flared again as I drew air over my tongue to taste it, “Da.  He is close.”

I drew my blade and narrowed my eyes while Hansel unclipped his whip from his side and let it drape down the flank of his horse.  My girl gave me a determined nod, and I led the way through the gap just to pause again in shock.

I blinked and muttered, “Klyanus' bogami.”  I had never seen such a sight.  There out in the rough waters maybe a hundred yards from the shore of a great cliff, a great tower, rose from the North Sea, white foam from the choppy waves assaulted its base in the wind storm.

It looked to be an immovable stone monolith with its crenelated ramparts, and great shuttered windows defying the elements.  There was a rope suspension bridge slung across from a rock landing on the cliff by the shore, to the base of the stone tower.  I could taste silver on the wind.

With my senses heightened I could hear Gretel murmur under her breath as she maneuvered her mount beside me, “Inima de Argint... Heart of Silver.”

I tore my eyes from the tower to see two figures approaching the landing near the rope bridge, leaning into the wind.  I couldn't make them out clearly from our vantage point, but it had to be the scales.  My eyes darted around the area, looking for any other movement, but the grasses and sparse trees that dotted the landscape below, between the rocks that littered the shore were all being whipped in the wind.

Then my attention was drawn to the cliff face itself, where there was an odd darkness and motion that went against the flow.  I couldn't see it clearly, but I just knew that it was the demon we had been hunting, and the Scales were walking right to it, unaware.





  
 

Chapter 16 – Hagareth

I urged my horse into motion, and we started barreling down the winding and twisting path as fast as the old mare could manage.  Gretel was calling out to me, her voice almost lost to the wind, “What is it, Kat?”

I shouted back, “The demon, it lies in wait on the cliffside.  The Scales have almost reached it.”

I yelled out to the Scales as we approached, “Jacob, Wilhelm, stop!”  My voice was swallowed by the violent winds as they approached the rope bridge, which was swinging in the gale, without slowing.  I could smell the demon's anticipation, I knew it had reached the cliff face just below the bridge by then.  I couldn't see it anymore from the angle of our approach.

I had to stop them, so I called upon the spirits of my brothers and roared, the wind had no chance against the voice of a great Kodiak like none other, as the sound cut through the howling wind and shook the rocky landscape.  My horse reared up and sent me unceremoniously tumbling to the ground before bolting away from the predator who had been on its back.

I twisted and landed in a three point stance, my claws, no, my nails digging into the stone below me, leaving furrows.  The Scales halted their progress to look back in shock.  Hansel and Gretel were trying to calm their mounts and just opted to dismount and the horses scattered.

We started running the last fifty yards toward the men, drawing our weapons and drawing in magics.  They narrowed their eyes as we closed the gap between us.  A foreboding specter rose behind them, moving up from the edge of the cliff, leather wings spreading wide, defying the whipping wind.  The stench of demon reached me on the wind.

The creature was immense, standing maybe twelve feet tall with a twenty-foot wingspan.  The men looked to be preparing to defend against us.  “Chert!”  We had distracted them to the demon's advantage.

I shouted, “Demon!”  As I called upon all the strength of my brothers and launched myself into the air and over Jacob's shoulder as the men started to spin to look back.  I roared out my challenge and the beast hissed and roared back, flapping it's great wings once to throw itself into a dive to meet my fury.

I twisted in the air, grasping my blade in both hands and swinging down in a slash with all my might.  The creature threw out an arm to deflect my blade, but I don't think it was prepared for the strength behind my strike as my blade sparked against its stone hard hide and sank into its flesh to the bone.

My eyes widened.  That strike would have rent the trunk of a tree the thickness of a man's chest, yet it only cut three or four inches deep into the demon.  My momentum slammed me into the beast and sent us tumbling back toward the cliff edge, and my blade was yanked from my hand.

It raked a claw at me as it hissed, “You dare?” In a voice which resonated like a chorus of anguished moans and cries of the damned.  I caught it's claw with my own, but it was insanely strong, and it radiated a sickening feeling of despair and fear that tried to seep into my bones.  I went tumbling and skipping along the ground even closer to the cliff edge.

I growled, mentally batting the mental assault aside, clearing my head and slamming my claws down onto the ground, sparks flew from the stone as my fingers dug in.  I went over the edge but slammed into the side of the cliff as my hand gained purchase on the stone edge.

I heard Gretel scream my name then bellow a challenge worthy of a bear.  Then I felt magic being slung around as I pulled myself back up over the edge onto firm ground.  I had to blink, the beast was fast.  It was taking on Hansel and Gretel, and charging the Scales while brandishing my blade.  I felt a vibration thrumming in chest as I growled out to myself, “Mine.”

The demon was deflecting the green magics arcing from Gretel's hands like eerie lightning, taking damage but not reacting to it.  I watched the end Hansel's whip which was now glowing that same green as it struck at the demon's flesh, spark at each impact.

I launched myself again at the beast's back as it started hacking at the two defenseless men.  I had to blink at what I saw while I hurtled through the air, propelled by my mighty leap.  Every slash of the blade seemed to miss the Scales as each man simply stepped aside calmly, almost leisurely, leaving the blade catching nothing but air where they had been standing.

They made no moves to defend nor attack, but the demon couldn't seem to hit them, and they weren't moving very swiftly, but somehow they anticipated every attack and simply moved away.

I caught Gretel's predatory grin as I slammed into the beast's shoulders.  Digging claws into its rocky and leathery hide.  Causing it to stumble forward.

I wrapped my legs around its neck and grabbed one of its leathery wings which stank of death and decay and repeatedly slammed my other fist into the more delicate bones on the leading edge as it hissed and grappled at me to get me off of its back.

I slammed my fist into the bone with three blows that would have felled a charging bull and it shrieked and hissed.  On the third strike, I was rewarded with a crack that sounded like a thunderclap or a tree snapping in an ice storm.  It echoed around the rocks until the sound was swallowed by the wind.

I was almost deafened by its scream of pain, and it's voice threatened to allow his mental assault through my defenses as I felt utter despair trying to work its way into my head.  I released my legs from its neck as it thrashed and I was swung upward by its attempt to spread the shattered wing.

I used the momentum to swing my feet around to jam into its side and pulled back with all my might.  With a wet tearing sound, I found myself sprayed with black, burning blood which stank of brimstone, sulfur and rot as I tumbled to the ground holding the wing I had torn from the demon.

It staggered back grasping the gory stump of bone where it's wing had been.  Then the demon was knocked back to the ground when it was struck by a bolt of green energy to the chest.  The beast scrambled to its feet then crouched on all fours  It yanked Hansel's whip from his hand when it cut deep into its shoulder, aided by Hansel's druidic magics.

It hissed at me as it pointed a long finger tipped with a hooked claw, which was at least three inches long.  It's blackened skin looked to be made of singed bone and dried flesh, giving it that rock hard toughness and a dark reddish undertone that reminded me of dried blood.

When it spoke, the sound chilled my bones.  It sounded as if the anguished souls of it victims lent their voices to give the demon a voice of his own.  “You dare lay hands on Hagareth the Eternal, mortal?  I am brother of Styche, father of plague which consumes your precious mortal world?”

I huffed hot air out my nostrils, we had been correct, this was one of Styche the Trickster's kin.  I growled out, my voice deep and reverberating as I slipped deeper into my bear aspect.  “I dare far more...  Hagareth.  I mean to end you here and send you back to whatever hell you may have come from.”

He sneered and glanced at the Scales, who were just impassively watching this all unfold.  Then he turned his yellow, jaundiced eyes to me and hissed, “For spoiling my fun in hunting the little godlings, I would have your head.  But you dared rob me of my wing, for that I shall make you suffer in eternal damnation, and watch as I consume your pathetic companions here without your protection.”

I cringed at that statement and tried to stop a sardonic chuckle as his head whipped back and he screamed in a thousand anguished voices as a small dagger glowing bright green, slammed through its left eye.

I laughed, it came out the booming chuffing sound of a bear as I growled back, “Nyet.  They do not need my protection.  Not from the likes of you.  Good shall always overcome evil, that is why your kind is trapped in the underworld you spawn from.  This is our world.”

I dove into it as it thrashed, pulling the dagger from its eye.  I charged beside it clasping both hands together and slamming them into its chest like a woodcutter would swing his axe.  There was a loud cracking and crunching sound as I caved in the right side of his chest, sending it tumbling back toward the cliff.  A claw raked my shoulder, digging deep as his body was thrown back.

I bit back a  scream of pain, the long gashes burned like acid.  I advanced at it, and its one good eye had something new in it, uncertainty and... fear?  It rolled up and reared to its full height, favoring its right side and threw a torrent of black magics that stank of death at me.

It felt as if I were on fire but the pain faded as the energy seemed to flow into my chest, the Kodiak Amulet devouring it.  Their magics resonated, and I narrowed my eyes in realization that it must have meant that this abomination had been the one to help Narcisa to fashion the amulet that took my brothers from me.

I screamed at the beast, my scream becoming something more as all of my brother's power slammed into me, giving more strength than I had ever felt coursing through me.  We exchanged a flurry of blows.  His cutting deep and mine breaking and cracking his tough hide and bones alike.

I roared and delivered a blow to his arms he had crossed in front of him to stop a blow meant for its heart, and it fell to the ground as I shattered both of its arms.  I kicked its chest, and it tumbled even closer to the edge of the cliff.

It screeched in fear now, and it screamed in agony as it stood and arched it's back.  Part of his own flesh tore out of it, decreasing its mass as a new wing, dripping in his acrid blood, spread behind it, globs of flesh dripping off onto the ground.  I realized that it was going to flee as I staggered from blood loss.

Nyet.  I wouldn't let this thing terrorize our world anymore.  I whispered, “Andrei.  Brother, I need you.”

The demon gave me a hateful glare and hissed out as it started to turn to jump off the cliff and fly.  “We will meet again insolent mortal, and I shall be your...”  It screamed in pain as Andrei in bear form, who towered over him by three feet, grabbed him from behind and lifted him into the air, huge claws sunk deep into demon flesh.

Andrei roared, shaking the ground we stood on as he brought the demon down with such great force onto a rock outcropping that the stone cracked, and Hagareth's spine snapped like kindling.  Then he lifted the demon with one paw and slammed the other into the demon's chest and pulled out its black heart.

Then a moment later, my brother was standing there naked glaring at the dead demon in his hands and said in a dangerous and protective tone I had never heard from my big brother, “Nobody threatens our tiny kotenok.”

Then he looked at me and the rage on his face turned to deep concern as he said, “Little sister, you are injured.”

The unnatural exhaustion of the hibernation calling to me, added to the cold and dizziness I felt from my blood loss.  I smiled weakly at him, shrugged, then fell forward into the waiting darkness.  I thought I heard my love calling me in her sweet voice as that darkness swallowed me, and I felt at peace.





  
 

Chapter 17 – British Isles

When I finally opened my eyes, I was looking at an unfamiliar stone ceiling, I could hear the ocean beyond the thick stone walls.  My stomach growled loudly, and I heard a giggle to my right.  I glanced over to see Gretel sitting in a chair beside the bed I was in, reading a hand bound book.  Her smile was glowing with happiness as she looked at me.

She said in humor, biting her cheek to try to stop that sly smile, “Morning, love.”

I smiled as she reached out to stroke back my hair as she cocked her head.  I croaked out, my throat dry, “How long?”

She shrugged and put the book down on a side table and slid over to sit on the side of the bed as she cupped my cheek and said, “A little over four weeks.”

I blinked and asked more to myself than her, “Had I used so much power?”

She gave me a sad grin and nodded, “Yes, you did.”  She laid down on the bed facing me and said, “I have never seen you pull in such strength, that Hagareth was worse than anything we have faced, and you went toe to toe with him.  We couldn't get close, he radiated temptation, corruption, and despair, it was all we could do to not give in, and to distract the demon for you.”

Then before I could say anything, her smile turned to something more... primal, as she shared, “You were glorious.”  She bit her lower lip and then kissed my dry, cracked lips.  I melted into it then took a couple deep breaths when she pulled back with a smug look on her face.  I grinned knowing she loved taming the beast inside of me.

I started to sit up and winced at the pain in my shoulder and side.  She cringed slightly in sympathetic pain and said, “The Scales said that you will be scarred for life, you are healing slowly, but they say it is a miracle you are healing at all.  Hagareth's claws had a demonic magic and incipient venom that would have killed a... well, a bear.”

She smiled cutely at that remark, then sobered and continued, “But the accelerated healing the Kodiak Amulet gifts you, from your brother's strength, has slowly been gaining on the wounds and fighting off the taint.  We only just got the bleeding under control last week.  At this rate, you should be fine in another week.  Scarred, but fine.”

I gave her a shrug, and she tilted her head and shrugged back saying with a little heat and desire in her voice, “Scars are sexy.”

I blushed and went to stand, she tried to hold me down in bed, I just grinned at her effort, she was like a rag doll with my enhanced strength so I scooped her up in a giggling heap and stood.  Wincing at a pain in my leg.  Hargareth had clawed me there too.  Then I glanced around, there was no kitchen area in the room, we must have been in an inn or tavern.

I walked toward the door, still carrying my grinning load.  Her scent was so intoxicating.  I paused as I shouldered open the door then let her back down to her feet in a curving hallway as I realized I had no clue where I was going.  I asked, “Kitchen?”

She patted my stomach with a little smirk on her face as she teased, “My Goldilocks is always thinking with her stomach.”

I scrunched my lips to one side of my face as I cocked an eyebrow and countered, “Da.  You try sleeping for four weeks and see if you do not wake up hungry love.”

She tilted her head and nodded sagely, “Touche.”  Then she grabbed both of my hands and started dragging me along as she stepped backward down the hall.  “This way you silly bear.”

I paused as we passed by a large glass paned window and blinked.  We were surrounded by water, and high up, like on a cliffside.  I turned to her and asked in wonder, “Inima de Argint?”

She nodded with an impish grin, then let go of one of my hands to brush some errant locks from her face to tuck the hair behind her ear in that endearing way that made me growl in want.  I said, “I thought the Damaschin's have barred entry to outsiders.”

Her smile turned sly as she shrugged very slowly and coyly said, “They have.”  Then she reclaimed my other hand and started dragging me down the hall as she chirped out, “Now come along, I thought you were hungry.”

We went down a stone staircase that had a carved stone and metal raceway spiraling down along it which had some sort of light oil which was aflame, both lighting and heating the space in the center of the tower.  We came out on the ground level in a great entry hall, beside a little iron-bound wood door set beside the stairway.

Then she released one hand and looped her arm in mine and hugged herself to me as she walked me back to an archway with a large, open, oak door.  I could hear men arguing as we stepped into a large kitchen.

An old man was hissing at the Scales as they seemed to be looking over some mechanical, clockwork gadgets, “I told you not to touch my stuff you fuckin' bastards.  Put that down, you...”  He paused when he saw us step into the room, the Scales turned to follow his gaze as they put the items they were examining onto a tiny, messy, kitchen table with four chairs.

The gangly old man, with his wispy white hair sticking out in all directions, stared at me with wide eyes, “You're awake.”  Then his eyes narrowed as he turned to Gretel and chastised, “She's not fully healed, what were you thinking bringing her down here?”

I wasn't paying attention, as she weakly defended, “You try restraining a woman with the strength of a Kodiak bear.”

Instead, I was focused on the large pot on the wood burning stove as my nostrils flared and my mouth watered at the tantalizing aroma of mutton stew.  I picked up my girl by the waist, detaching her from me as I set her in front of the man, then walked over to the pot while the two bickered back and forth with sharp tongues, as the Scales chuckled in mirth.

I asked absently, “Is this for anyone?”

The man didn't even look over as he continued his exchanging snark with my girl, “Help yourself.” He waved me off dismissively as his barbs toward Gretel were getting more... creative.  She dished it right back at the crazy old guy.

I grabbed the pot from the stove without wrapping the handle in a cloth, barely aware of the heat, the skin on my hands now thick like a bear's paw.

I sat the pot on a long counter between the stove and the table and just started scooping the stew into my mouth with the large wooden serving spoon that was in the pot.  I was growling and wolfing the food down when I paused, noticing the room had gone quiet.

I glanced up to see the four blinking at me, Gretel had this cute crooked little grin on her face.  I shrugged and said, “Shut up.  I'm starving.”  Then I went back to eating.  I was too hungry to be embarrassed.

The old guy sighed heavily then walked past Gret, squinting an eye and shaking a finger at her, which she deftly batted away.  He opened a little sliding door on a wooden box and pulled out a loaf of bread and put it on the counter beside me.  Then slid a pitcher of water over to me.  I took it and drank straight out of the pitcher and nodded my thanks.

Then old coot softened and said softly, “You really shouldn't be out of bed.”

I shrugged, and around the loaf I was tearing a chunk of bread off of with my teeth, I said.  “I'll be fine.  I hear the worst is over.”

He huffed and looked at the Scales who still had not said a word, complaining to them, “She's as bad as Punzy.”  Then his eyes dropped at that statement.  I felt for the old man who looked as though he had lost his best friend and I laid a hand on his shoulder.  He exhaled then pulled himself up straighter and laid a strong hand on top of mine then patted it as he said, “Eat what you need.  I can make more if you need some, the little pain in the ass there say you need a lot of fuel for recovery.”

Gretel shot him a beaming smile when he called her a pain in the ass, and he returned her smile.  I grinned, they seemed to get along splendidly.  Gret lived for snark, and this man seemed to be at the masters level with her the way he slung it around.

She said to me, “Katiana, this is Gilbert, caretaker of Inima de Argint.”  Then turned to the man. “Gilbert, this is Katiana Inanov.  My woman.”

He squinted at me then her and asked, “Katiana?  I thought you said her name was Goldilocks.”

I lowered my wooden spoon and growled low, the pots and pans hummed with the vibration.  He held his hands up in a placating gesture and spoke quickly with mock terror on his face, “Katiana is fine name... a good name.”  I pointed my spoon at him and narrowed an eye, he shot a toothy grin back.  I liked this Gilbert, he was a character.

After I ate the entire pot of stew, the loaf of bread and some fruit and cheeses the man scrounged up for me, I was feeling much better, much stronger and the aches and pains of my injuries were just a faint throbbing.

I finally felt more sociable and able to carry on a conversation.  Han had joined our little gathering in the kitchen, and I stepped over to the table with a bunch of grapes in one hand and bumped Jacob off his chair with my hip.  Then I sat down and Gretel sat on my lap and stole a grape from me, popping it in her mouth as Wilhelm chuckled at his brother until he was shoved off his chair and Jacob took it.

Wilhelm slid a barrel over to sit, and I glanced around at everyone, and then asked plainly, “Hagareth?”

Hansel said, “Dead.  You and Andrei did a number on the demon.”

Jacob shook his head and corrected, “Not technically dead, you cannot kill a demon.  But it has been sent back to the underworld after you and the manifestation of your brother beat him soundly.”

I nodded slowly and said with a shrug, “He was going to ambush you.  As much as I dislike you, I have no desire to see you dead.”

The brothers exchanged amused looks and Jacob said, “I don't think it would have come to that.”

I chewed a grape and swallowed and asked, “You would have defended yourselves?”  Were they that strong?

Wilhelm said, “Yes.”  And Jacob added as if he had responded, “And no.”

I stopped chewing and growled, “I will hurt you if you don't stop talking in riddles.”

They chuckled nervously, and Wil shrugged, asking, “Well we don't need to defend if a demon cannot strike us, do we?”

I remembered how they just seemed to sidestep each attack from the demon so easily like they knew where it was going to strike.  I whipped my hand out and felt a satisfying crack as I slapped the man, sending him tumbling off his chair onto the ground.  Huh.  I hit him, he didn't know it was coming.

He had one eye squinted as he stood, rubbing his jaw and sitting again as he said in good humor, “Ow.”

Jacob was all smiles as he said to me, “It doesn't work that way.”  I raised my hand in threat not to speak in nebulous terms, and he held his hands up in front of him, nothing but grins.  I rolled my eyes and popped another grape into my mouth.

They changed the subject off of them, and we spoke of what transpired after the fight.  Gilbert had witnessed the battle and after the demon was vanquished he crossed the suspension bridge to see if he could lend assistance. When he discovered who Hansel and Gretel were, he bid them bring me to the tower for care.  Something about Rapunzel never forgiving him if he didn't offer shelter to the young ones.  I remembered their connection to her and that Rapunzel was of the Damaschin line.  That is why we were allowed entry into the tower.

I asked Gilbert, “So the Scales are allowed in the tower?  They visit often?”

He almost spat, “Hell no.  Theses pains in the asses haven't been allowed in here since...”  He paused, catching himself before he revealed something that must have been a secret.  He added, “Well not in a long time.  I wouldn't have let them in if they paid me.”

Wait so they were heading to the tower and knew they couldn't gain entry.  Then why did they trek here to... I froze and growled deep and loud, the table shaking with the rumbling as I accused the men, “You sons of bitches!  You coming here was a lure for us.  To what end?”  My hand gripped the edge of the wooden table, the wood splintering as my claws cut deeply into the wood.

They lost their cocky looks and swallowed in tandem, looking at my hand.  Jacob said in a hoarse voice, “Just moving the pieces on the board.”

Wilhelm finished, “Bringing things to balance.”

Hansel cocked an eyebrow and said, “You wanted Kat to face that demon.”

The men looked sheepish and Gretel gave them a  growl worthy of me and prompted, “Why did you not just ask?  Why the games?”

They shot us all apologetic looks and shrugged, saying, “That would have been too close to interference, and that damn Isla is always around somewhere, watching.”  The two looked around as if invoking her name would reveal her.

I absently raised my hand to the icy spot on my cheek at the mention of the little spirit.

I was so tired of these frustrating games these two played.  They allowed themselves to be tracked, putting themselves out there for bait so that we would come to fight Hagareth.  They had never been in any real danger apparently.  If Gretel had been harmed, I would have put their immortality to the test.

I paused thinking about what the beast had called them... godlings.  Were they truly gods?  I just shook myself out of my thoughts as topics changed to my recovery and heading to the great walled city of London in pursuit of Baird.

Gretel said in a reverent tone, “Maybe we will have time to see the Black Crypt.  That is where Nicole of Arad sleeps, protected forever by the black briars of her love, Mother Death herself.  Lady Nicole had trained Rapunzel in the art of the blade.”

I quirked an eyebrow at the possibility of visiting the crypt.  The stories of Nicole of Arad, the first female Wolf Hunter had always inspired me.  Which is why I coveted my blade, the trader that my brother's got it from had papers showing it had once been one of her blades from early on in her career before she opted for two longer and slimmer blades.  I'd like to see the Black Crypt to see if we could get a glimpse of the woman inside.

The Scales were looking at me, almost sadly, then Jacob said to me as if they could read my mind, “Not yet, you still have a final task, then we can show you the Lady Who Sleeps.”

Wilhelm said almost angrily, “Free will is always a danger to the balance and Baird is about to cast that balance far into the darkness in his desperation.  Like a badger backed into a corner, he is a dangerous man.  His mother's madness has taken him so far away from humanity that he is not thinking of the ramifications of his actions.”

Jacob nodded, taking up the narrative, “Thsalias or Perchta are the only Avatars that can stand against the madman at this time, but they are both too distant to arrive before it is too late.  The only hope the mortal realm has to stop his plan is a bear maiden and two changelings.”

Wilhelm nodded in agreement slowly and finished, “And that may not be enough.”

I growled, “Then why do you yourselves not face him?  You are godlings are you not?”

They looked down with a touch of... shame?  On their faces and shook their heads.  Gretel grunted out a disgusted and sardonic chuckle, “Of course not.  They can't interfere.”  She looked straight at them “Then of what use are you?”

Jacob perked up and grinned, “Ah, but we can help without interfering.  We just happen to be going to the British Isles on the morrow, we have procured a boat.  Far be it for us to refuse to give fellow travelers a ride across the channel if they were to ask.”

It was a prompt, we all knew it, and we were all just as fed up with the Scales games, so remained silent, not giving them the satisfaction of us asking.  I was starting to understand the way they worked, they were not allowed, by whatever rules bound them, to simply offer.

Hansel was the one to break that awkward silence, “For god's sake, you two are infuriating.”  Then he asked in a tone of strained patience, “Jacob, Wilhelm, might we secure passage across the Channel with you on your boat?”

The two men looked at each other like it was a novel idea and they grinned, and Wilhelm said, “Of course, we would be happy to aide fellow travelers.”

They stood at the same instant and said, “We must go make preparations, thank you very much for the hospitality these past weeks Gilbert.”

The old man grumbled, “Fuck you very much, you pains in the asses.”

They chuckled at him and headed out the kitchen door as they said, “We will be on the shore at dawn.”

On the shore where?  I stood and stalked to the door, aware that I was moving like a predator.  The amulet was affecting me more and more.  I blinked when I looked into an empty entry hall.  I turned back and was about to say something when Gilbert just held up a hand to stop me as he shook his head in exasperation, “They do that.”

I noticed Gretel looked more perturbed than the rest of us as she just stared at me with narrowed eyes.  I cocked my head in question, trying to read her expressive eyes.  She just shook her head at me and said, “You shouldn't travel for a few more days.  Even you need time to heal properly.”

I stepped up to her and took both of her hands and squeezed gently, locking eyes with her as I assured her, “I am already feeling much improved after that meal.  By the morrow, I will be mostly myself.  I promise not to exert myself on the journey to London, I should be in perfect health by the time we arrive.”

She sighed and then after searching the truth in my eyes, she smiled and looked coyly down.  This just got me to blush at her sudden shyness and Hansel groaned, “Get a room you two.”

Her eyes twinkled in mischief at that, and she said as she captured me with her eyes again, “Splendid idea.”  Then she started backing out of the kitchen, again dragging me by both hands while she licked her lips in hunger.

By the gods, it was hot in that tower.





  
 

Chapter 18 – London

True to their words, when we stepped out of the tower in the morning with all of our gear.  We saw the Scales by a small boat with a little sail at a small meadow at the base of the rocks on the mainland shore.  I saw our horses and two others grazing the small expanse of grassland between cliff faces.

The gentle breeze blowing was a huge contrast to the windstorm that greeted us weeks back when we arrived.  I chuckled at my girl who was in an extremely good and playful mood after our affirming of our love for each other the prior day... and night.  She just grinned playfully back at me.

I said with a sigh, “So much for having our own horses.  They won't fit on that rickety boat of theirs.”

She bumped me and shook her head. “Nothing to be done for it now.”

Gilbert spoke from the open door of the great tower.  “I will tend your horses until your return.”  We all heard the implied, “If you return,”  in his tone.

We all grasped forearms with the man, thanking him for the hospitality.  He chuckled, “Don't mention it.  And I mean that, really, don’t mention it or the Damaschin family will string me up in a tree by my balls for allowing you into the Heart of Sliver.”

I smiled at the old man, and we started across the rope bridge.  I noted it was pretty ingenious, the planks we walked on looked to be able to roll up, protecting against werewolves during the Wolf Moons since the beasts could not swim, their bodies were too dense with muscle.

Hansel led the way, they had obviously been down to that meadow to tend the horses while I had been sleeping.  We took a winding path down between the jutting rocks.  I saw a small freshwater stream cutting through the meadow which emptied into the turbulent sea.

When we arrived at the little boat, I stared at it dubiously, there would be little to no room left on it once we were aboard with our gear.  It was little more than a dinghy with a sail, could it even make the crossing?  I glanced at the choppy waves.  We weren't immortal-ish like the Scales.

They seemed unconcerned as they greeted us and offered a hand to help Gretel and me into the small craft.  I growled at them, and they withdrew their hands with amusement painting their faces as I just hoisted my girl by her waist and she grinned as I set her in the boat, my legs calf deep in the chilly waters of the North Sea.

Hansel deftly hopped in and sat at the back of the boat then the Scales boarded.  We sat precariously low in the water, but they seemed unconcerned as they pushed off the shore with powerful thrusts of the long oars they jammed into the sandy seabed.

We bobbed around, being buffeted by the waves as they brought us out past the tower to where the waves were not quite so violent.  Not used to the motion of the boat, I covered my mouth and bent quickly over the edge and lost my breakfast.  The Scales chuckled in amusement until I turned a glare on them.

The sail caught the breeze and before long we were sailing smoothly across the channel.  Hansel took up a little wooden bucket and started bailing water as waves lapped over the edge of the boat.  I asked, “Could you have found something any smaller?”

Jacob said nonchalantly as he adjusted the sail, “It was the only unsecured boat we could find at such short notice.”

Unsecured?  I blanched, the men had absconded with the boat?  My girl who rarely cussed except in their presence grumbled, “Fuckin' Scales.”  This put me in a merry mood, and I soon forgot about my unease at the motion of the boat.

It was dark before we saw the lights of a village on the shore.  I admit to having fears of being lost at sea.  I thought it might have been smarter if we had ridden to Calais to cross at the closest point to Dover on the British Isles.

They had ferries there that made the crossing in just two or three hours.  We must have crossed double that distance in the leaky dinghy in twelve hours or more.

I hugged the ground, to my woman's giggling pleasure when we finally reached shore in the land of Briton.  I never wanted to ride in a boat again, though I knew it to be inevitable if I ever wanted off of this island.

It was a two or three-day journey to the great walled city of London from where we landed just north of Dover.  We looked around as a light rain started, orienting ourselves.  We could make camp or use some of our sparse coin to secure lodging for the night in the village proper.

Hansel looked at Gretel and I making the decision silently between us and he sighed and said, “I'm wet enough as it is without this dreary drizzle, sisters.  You make your own decisions, I'm finding a room for let.”

We watched him trudge off into the village, and I smiled softly that he called me his sister.  We turned expectantly to the Scales who were oddly shoving the boat off for it to drift off into the sea, unmanned.

Anticipating our question, Jacob shook his head, “This is where we part ways.  Your path is your own though we will will see you very soon.”

Wilhelm looked around as if to try to find anyone about then whispered, “I hear the Blue Bull in London has some stout ale.”

With that cryptic message, the two looked around quickly as if they expected someone to appear from out of the ether.  When nobody did they smiled at each other and looked to be about to say some other asinine thing when they both furrowed their brows and looked past us.  We turned to follow their gaze to see Hansel still trudging along.  We turned back, and the infuriating men were nowhere to be found.

I growled low and long as Gretel grabbed my hand and started dragging me after her brother as she chuckled at my frustration.  I understood her dislike for the men more than ever.  I wish they would have told us all they knew about what was about to transpire, it was obvious they knew much more than they shared.

Later we wound up in much better rooms, in the inn above a tavern called the Rusty Goose, than we had hoped for, not having to use our coin.  Instead, we had gained enough coin from challengers in the bar who wished to try their luck arm wrestling with me to pay for several nights lodging and food if we wished it.

There was one man who shocked me that night by almost besting me.  I was stronger than most men before the Kodiak Amulet had gifted me the strength of my brothers, but this slight man in a green cloak, hiding his face in the shadows of its hood, had almost tired me out.  The people were calling him Robin of Locksley.  He had smallish hands for a man, but the strength of any two.

***

When I first laid eyes on London a few days later, I was in awe of such an impossible sight.  No village nor town I had ever seen had come close to the sheer size and majesty of the city that lay before me.  And half of the huge metropolis was surrounded by a great wall that loomed at least thirty to forty feet high.  That grand wall gleamed in the mid-morning as sunlight bounced off the blackened silver veins spidering through the rough-hewn stone of the ore from which it was constructed.

I exchanged looks with my companions, and they gave me smiles which told me they had witnessed the spectacle of these impressive walled cities before.  I knew this was what Bucuresti must resemble... the destination I had never reached.

From our vantage point, we looked out over the great city as it seemed to spread out to the horizon.  I saw the great bridge of London, it was just like all the stories described, leading to the main gates of the great metropolis.  It was a bridge so large there were buildings upon it except the last fifty feet to the gates.  I knew that gap was a buffer for werewolf defense, so there was nothing they could jump off of to clear the silver infused walls.

Gretel froze as she scanned the area.  I followed her gaze to see a church and a huge cemetery, maybe a mile outside the main gates.  In the back of the cemetery was a crypt I could make out even at the distance.  It was surrounded by a black mass of vines and brambles which I knew were a deadly briar patch that no man could pass.  Dozens fell every year to the insipid poison of the thorns, in an attempt to reach the Lady Who Sleeps inside.

Hearing the legends of the Black Crypt was one thing, but to actually see it made it suddenly... real to me in a way I would not think possible just days before.  I glanced back at Gretel, who's eyes were locked on the crypt.

Inside lay the mentor to her personal hero, and that made it personal to my girl.  I absently wondered if the stories of Thsalias, the Briar Rose, were true.  That the Queen of the Underworld herself roamed the world in silent mourning for her love who slept in the crypt, protected forever by the walls of poison vines which could not be destroyed, created with a piece of her own dark heart.

Was it possible for a monster to love?  I sighed, I too was a monster, and I loved.  I smiled at that realization and could empathize with Thsalias.  I thought about all the stories of the wave of death that followed in the wake of her roiling vines, she laid waste to any who did harm, and I realized that not one of the stories spoke of her harming innocents.

I blinked at that.  Was it possible Mother Death was fighting evil like us, that she was not evil herself?  I felt suddenly ashamed for thinking her a monster.  Goddesses like her and Perchta are often misunderstood and feared for their power.

I laid a hand on Gretel's arm and gave a reassuring squeeze, “We can stop at the Black Crypt on the way to the gates.”  Her hand covered mine, her thumb absently stroking the long nail on my index finger.  She says she likes how they are as smooth as glass, hard as iron, yet delicate and feminine.  A contradiction, like the rest of me.

She nodded then squeezed my hand. “I'd like that.  Though I don't know what we can see, it is protected by the vines of her love.”

Han exhaled, I noted he had been looking too.  He doesn't speak much of their experience in the cave where their lives had changed so drastically.  Though I believe that he has the same reverence that his sister has for this Rapunzel woman who had saved them.  Whenever I ask, he changes the subject.

He just started walking down the hill into the fringes sprawling city.  We hustled to keep up.  He was taking long strides.  He was in a mood, so we didn't say anything nor try to slow him.  I was amazed at how many people were milling about on the streets as they got more congested the farther we slipped into the outer city.

The structures were transitioning from stone and mortar cottages to brick and smooth stone buildings I noted that I could see wooden and thatched roofs on some of the taller buildings inside the walls across the River Thames.  I pointed. “Look at the roofs inside the walls, they would not fare well against wolf attacks, do you think they use secured cellars like in the small villages?”

I looked at my brunette companion, and she was grinning at me as she asked the universe, “Why am I always attracted to the slow ones?”

I narrowed an eye at her and growled to her giggling pleasure.  “My dear Goldilocks, they do not need masonry roofs behind walls of silver.”

Oh.  I hadn't thought of that.  Even the gated villages we had visited had proper roofs on most buildings, and those that didn't still had Wolf Cellars since while affording some protection against ferals on a Wolf Moon, the fences, and gates could be breached with moderate effort by werewolves so that additional layer of protection was needed.  There wasn't a wolf who could breach walls such as the ones I was looking at that moment.

I grinned and then we almost ran into Hansel, who had just stopped dead in front of us.  We looked past him to the iron gated cemetery entrance.  We all looked through the gate to see hundreds of grand tombstones, crypts, statues and markers flowing back into the old growth trees that dotted the graveyard by the church.

I laced my fingers in Gretel's then looped an arm in Hansel's as I dragged my girl past him and into through the iron gates.  I said, “Come, we mustn't tarry.  We've lost so much time to my sleep at the tower.”

We made our way to the back where we had seen the crypt from the rise above the city.  As we approached, it seemed like the whole world was holding its breath, not even the birds were chirping.  The only sound was from the wheels of a cart pushed by an old caretaker as he worked near our destination.

I closed my mouth when I realized I was gawking at the old grey stone crypt which I could just barely make out through he thick wall of vines and brambles that were as black as coal which encircled the structure like a foreboding cage.  I knew that just to brush a thorn on them would bring a most agonizing of deaths in mere moments.

Then I saw what the caretaker was doing just a couple feet from the poisonous barrier, and I understood the silence.  He was sweeping the bodies of dozens of birds and rodents into a bin.  The poor creatures unfortunate enough to touch the briars.

I stopped breathing as he put the bin and broom into his cart and I saw a man's armored feet dangling off the end of the cart.  His face was frozen in a death mask of excruciating pain and fear.  The old man bent and carefully slid out a broadsword, which was tangled in the vines, and tossed it on top of the body in his cart.  He grabbed the handles and started moving toward a caretaker's cottage which was beside the outer stone wall of the cemetery.

He paused when he saw us and bowed his head and said with a mostly toothless grin, “Sir, ladies.”  He tilted his head toward the body in the cart and said with a shrug, “The latest fool to think he could defeat the briars to claim the maiden.”  Then he hustled past us, the axles of the cart squeaking and the steel wheels rattling on the cobblestone paths of the cemetery.  We all exchanged a look.

I watched him go.  Claim the maiden?  What the hell did these men think was going to happen even if they somehow made through the wall of death?  Did they think they were entitled to the woman beyond?  That somehow their presence would wake her, and they would live happily ever after?  This was no fairytale, this was real life.  I agreed with the caretaker, the man had been a fool.

We just stood there gazing at the sight of the Black Crypt for a few minutes then Gretel took a single flower from a bunch on a nearby grave which had a marker that read, “Margret James – Loving Wife and Mother.”

I cocked my head at her, and she stepped up to the blackened vines, I inhaled sharply and held her back with a hand on her shoulder, I asked in a whisper, “What are you doing?”

She smiled up at me and moved my hand away with gentle pressure from her own, and shrugged as she carefully laid the flower on the vines, being sure to keep her flesh away from them.  Then she stepped back and exhaled sharply, saying with purpose, “Right then, shall we go on the hunt?”

We both smiled at her and turned toward the cemetery entrance, I hesitated when I saw a familiar little girl watching us, her tattered dress rustling in a non-existent wind.  She seemed surprised I was looking right at her, and she smiled then stepped back to be swallowed by the shadow of a great oak.

I absently smiled back as my hand reached up to touch the chilled spot on my cheek.  Isla was watching.  It saddened me a little, knowing she was somehow tethered to this world, not allowed to pass on to the next, watching the world that was no longer hers... always watching.

Before long we were following the crowds across the bridge to the walls of London.  Those walls were even more looming and imposing than they were from a distance.  They were simply massive on a scale that boggled my mind.  I absently wondered how many millions of tons of ore it had taken to construct such an engineering marvel as that.

Things slowed at the gates, people freely flowed out, heading into the outer city, but lines formed going in.  As we slowly made our way forward, I saw heavily armed guards, in a line.  They were pricking the finger of every man, woman, and child with silver needles.  That was like the fenced town we had stayed in during our journey to the Tower of the Sea.  They wouldn't allow anyone with the Lycan Contagion into the walled portion of the city, to protect the Clean Bloods.

We offered our fingers and Hansel and Gretel were cleared to enter, but the man trying to prick my finger with his needle was having difficulty getting through the tough pads of my finger.  I gave an apologetic look to him then offered the soft skin of my wrist instead.  He hesitated then sighed and stabbed my wrist, and I bit back a growl.

He watched the blood and when there was no reaction to the silver he nudged his chin through the gates and I inclined my head in thanks and stepped through to an amused Gret.  I rolled my eyes at her.  “Easily amused are we?”

She showed me a toothy grin and said in her mock Russian accent, “Da.”

I stepped past her and down the huge cobbled road grumbling, “I hate you.”

She was thoroughly amused at that as well as she chuckled and hustled to catch up, looping her arm in mine as we strode forward.

We paused when Hansel cleared his throat.  We looked back at him just standing there, arms crossed as he asked with an eyebrow quirked.  “Do you know where you are going?  Where to start?”  My girl and I exchanged looks then shrugged at the same instant, causing us to smile.

He asked like a patient parent, “Do you plan on just asking, 'Excuse me, but could you please point us in the direction of the dark druid Baird?  We're here to bring him to justice by bear or by blade.'  It doesn't sound like a solid plan.”  His eyebrow was still cocked as our smiles melted away.  He was right, we had no clue where to find our quarry and this city was so huge and sprawling.

Then my eyes widened slightly, and I said imperiously, “Da, Han.  As a matter of fact, I know just where to start, brother mine.”

I reached out and lightly grabbed the arm of a boy running past.  He turned to look up at me, and he got an infatuated look on his face.  I smiled brightly at the boy. “Do you know where we might find the  Blue Bull?”  Gretel's eyes widened a bit, and her smile snuck back onto her face.  We played the Scales game for now.

The boy eagerly said, “Yes miss.  It's in Cheap End.  A lady doesn't want to be going there, the brigands and mercenaries all make trouble there.”

I smiled at his concern and shrugged, screwing my face up a little and waved my hand breezily about as I asked, “Cheap End?”

He chuckled and said, “You're not from around here are you miss?”

I shook my head and said, “Nyet.”

He backed into the crowd, pointing east before he turned to run off, looking back over his shoulder with a smile.

I winked at the boy and called out, “Thank you.”

Gretel was chuckling, and she said, “The poor boy was smitten with you.  Did you see his blush.”

Hansel said to her as he walked past us again, heading east, “You're one to talk.”  He chuckled as he arched his back to avoid the blow he knew was coming from his sister.  We followed after the smartass while I grinned at the fact that Gret was as smitten with me as I was her.

By and by, we finally found our way to Cheap End, after stopping to ask directions a time or two.  The further we moved into the slums the more uneasy the three of us felt.  I could taste dark magics on the breeze and so could the siblings.  This was where all the unsavory congregated, they drew together like flies.  I felt for the poor in the area who couldn't afford to move elsewhere, to get away from the corruption and decay we saw around us.

We got directions from a butcher and wound up at the intersection of two winding back alleys at a tavern marked with a simple wood plank with blue lettering on it that read the Blue Bull.  One of the big glass paned windows was boarded up, but the other was still intact, and we could see through the grime to a busy bar with a sawdust floor.

There was a dangerous mix of armed men and unsavory kinds.  It didn't look to be safe for even those with the hardest constitution.  We entered through the heavy wood door and had to step over a man who was passed out by the door, a mug of ale still in his fist.  The tavern was noisy and overcrowded.  Men yelling to be heard over each other just adding to the cacophony of sound that assaulted us.

I sneezed at the rank smells that greeted us.  I forced myself to breath through my mouth as I made out urine, bile, sweat and stale liquor in the heavy air.  We looked around, and there was a table near the back with a man who appeared to be asleep in a chair, a hand on his mug of ale on the table, his feet up on another chair.

We stepped up to him, and I slapped his feet off the chair.  He sat up with a start, a dangerous look on his face.  He started to smile up at me lasciviously but Hansel stepped up behind me, and I glanced back to see a dangerously serious look on his face that I had only ever seen when he was protecting his sister.  I blinked, he was using that look for me now too?  The man swallowed and stood, taking his mug and melting into the crowd.

Hansel looked quite proud of himself and held a chair out for me to sit.  He repeated the process for his sister before taking a seat himself.  We all turned to observe the tavern, to get a feel for it and the people.  To categorize and assess threat levels of all around us before we started asking any questions.

I sighed when a man stepped up to us and put a foot up on the last chair at the table, leaning an arm on his knee as he bent in toward Gretel.  This would be the lackey that was like the canary in the coal mine, sent to harass us so the rest could gage our threat level as well.

He said loudly for all around to hear as they all quieted to watch the spectacle, “Well aren't you a sweet little thing?  You here for some excitement are you?”  He was reaching a hand out to her hair, and I gave a full-throated Kodiak growl that shook the dust from the chandelier above and made the flames of the candles in it dance.

My hand shot out and grabbed the man's fingers before they could touch my girl.  I twisted, and there was a loud popping and crunching sound as fingers dislocated and bones snapped.  The force of it twisted the man off of the chair and onto his knees on the ground as he howled in pain.

I continued the motion bringing his arm behind his back, and I held him there a moment as Gretel said in a low and dangerous tone, “My woman doesn't like scum touching me.”  I growled again, louder in the silent bar and shoved him violently up and out.  It caused him to stumble to his feet and move off into the crowd, cradling his maimed hand in the crook of his other arm.

Men roared in laughter, some clinked their mugs together in a salute, and everything went back into motion as the sound level rose again.  Everyone satisfied that we belonged in there.  I asked to my companions, “Why must men play these games?”  I grinned and added, “Present company excepted, of course, Han.”

He rolled his eyes and looked past me and held up three fingers.  A barmaid who looked tough as nails came over with three mugs of a strong smelling ale and placed them on the table.  Hansel gave her a coin, and we turned back to watching the bar as we sipped at the surprisingly good drink.  I had to chuckle, the Scales hadn't lied, it was a stout ale.

Before long, we decided it was time to start asking questions when a man in what looked to be old leather battle armor, sat down at the table.  He was a rough looking man who moved with the surety and precision of a dangerous man who had seen and committed lots of violence.

He was middle aged and his dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, had hints of silver streaking through it and his closely cropped beard and mustache.  His scarred hands looked strong and at the ready to draw one of the multiple blades adorning his armor.

We just looked at the man as he turned his gaze on each of us in turn, taking in our postures and weapons, then he addressed Hansel,  “I figure bounty hunters or mercenaries.  If it is the former then who are you hunting?  If the later, nobody takes a contract around here without going through me first.”

Hansel didn't say a word as he regarded the man then he turned his head to me.  The man changed his posture ever so slightly to make drawing on me easier as he said, “Alright, so you're the one in charge.”

I cocked an eyebrow, “And you are?”

He shrugged and said matter of factly, “People just call me Boss.”

I took a tug of ale then wiped my mouth on the back of my sleeve and said, “Well I don't.”

He grinned at that and said, “Lincoln.”

I inclined my head, keeping his hands in my peripheral vision as I said, “Kat, and this is Gretel and Hansel.”

He nodded to each of us then turned his eyes to me expectantly.  I took another swig then pushed my mug away from me and placed both hands on the table, palms down as I regarded the man and the way many of the patrons were watching.  Then I said, “Neither, though we are looking for a Romanian man.  Baird.  It is said he's been seen here in London.”

This made him pause then he leaned in and spoke more quietly.  “The dark mage?”  He shook his head.  “That is one man you do not want to find.  Rumor has it he consorts with demons.”

My heart started racing, he knew of him.  I asked quickly, “So he is here in the city?”

The man regarded me a moment then nodded and said, “The men I have sent to watch him have met with mysterious accidents.”

I nodded. “Death follows in his wake.”

He sat back in the chair and relaxed a bit and smiled at me. “So why do you seek this man?”

I knew his posture, he was probing to see what was in it for him if he gave us the information we needed.  I narrowed my eyes and said, “We are here to bring the dark druid to justice.  He has harmed too many, and took my family from me.  We will not allow him to continue.”

Gretel laid a hand on my arm to show the man we were united in purpose.

His eyes widened slightly, and he seemed to reevaluate me then my companions.  He sighed and took a breath then said, “The old monastery.  It has been abandoned since Dame Gothel killed all the monks, and that Rapunzel woman and her companion took her down.  This Baird has been seen entering the building at night.”

I nodded and started to stand, but his hand shot out and grabbed my arm, though not threateningly. He locked eyes with me, and he grinned, mirth twinkling in his eyes as he said, “When you fail, I'll take that silvered blade of yours as payment for the information.”

I placed my hand on his and squeezed as I moved it off me and onto the table in front of him.  Applying just enough pressure not to break bones and I gave him a predatory grin. “When we succeed, you're welcome to try,”  I growled low after that.

He chuckled and rubbed his hand, wincing a little.  He said as he stood and started back toward the bar, “You, I like Kat.  I think I'll be sad to see you dead.”

My girl snorted and just took my arm and the three of us made our way out and into the alley.  Hansel inclined his head to Lincoln as we left, and the man raised a mug to us.  It was starting to get dark out.  We looked around and then chuckled at each other.  Just where the hell was the old monastery?





  
 

Chapter 19 – Styche the Trickster

After asking around, we found ourselves standing just off of a wide lane in front of a tall building, watching a man walking down the dark streets with a candle on a pole, lighting the oil streetlights along the streets.

All of the windows of the structure were boarded up, and it looked to be in disrepair.  It was an imposing building and probably looked almost regal in its simplicity when it had been in use for religious pursuits.

There were people still on the street, scurrying about.  I had the feeling that London never slept, there seemed to be all sorts of things happening all about, but everyone seemed to avoid this particular block.  And I knew why as I could feel the dark magics prickling my skin and could just barely pick up the hints of brimstone and sulfur in the air.  Demons were about inside the structure.  How many more of the ungodly creatures had he called into the mortal realm?

People naturally avoid places of darkness on instinct without consciously knowing they are doing it.  It is something left over from the dark ages when mankind was ruled by their baser, more primal survival instincts to avoid bigger and badder predators.

Rain started drizzling, it seemed to do that a lot here on the islands.  We took a minute to skirt the perimeter of the building on all sides from a block away.  There didn't seem to be anything obvious or out of place that would draw the attention of outsiders.

Besides the feel and stink of magic around the place, there were no indications that anyone was inside.  We scanned all the visible rooftops and found no lookouts.  We had no idea if what we were all feeling inside was Baird or not.

I shrugged at my companions and said, “There's nothing for it then.”  And I started toward the front door.

Gret laid a hand on my arm to hold me back as I stepped into the lane.  She said with a half smile, “We can't just barge in the front door.  We don't know what could be waiting on the other side.”

I grinned and asked, “What would you have us do?”

I glanced at Hansel, who had his whip already off his shoulder, he said, “I'm with Kat, all this skulking about is getting us nowhere, and I'm getting sick of this dreary weather out here.”

She sighed, looked at us, and said as she cocked her head cutely at me, “Fine but let's show a bit of finesse and not barge in like a bear.”  I tried not to smile at her bear jab.

She glanced around and said, “I saw a small side entrance just around the comer there.”  She indicated with her hand, and we followed her as we stayed in the long shadows cast by the flickering streetlamps.  I heard the rain sizzling on the hot metal of the lamps as it struck.

She paused when we got to the corner then turned to look at the cobblestones just off the walk and then looked up to the roof.  There was a decorative ledge one story down from the parapet, and she whispered, “Full circle.  This was the last place Rapunzel and Eve were seen when Rapunzel pulled her up from that ledge after Dame Gothel fell to her death on the street.”

After a couple heartbeats, she tore her eyes from the ledge where she had been looking intently, looking for something to explain where the women had gone after defeating the vrajitoare.

We stepped around the corner and up to a boarded up, steel bound door.  She made an ushering motion to me, palm up.  I whispered as I looked at the heavy planks that were secured over the opening with large square nails, “Sure, now you need the bear, da?”

She nodded and winked, saying in hushed tones, “Da.”  I reached out with my left hand and grabbed a board and my nails sunk into the wood, splintering it, and I tugged with a fraction of my power, trying not to make too much noise.  The wood was old and weathered and cracked and groaned as the nails pulled out of the outer wall with a horrendous racket.

I exhaled in frustration and hissed, “Well they know we are here now.”  I yanked the board free and then just slammed my shoulder into the remaining planks and the door.  With a loud crashing sound the boards snapped, and the door was pulled out of the wall on its iron strap hinges.  It fell to the floor of the corridor beyond with a resounding boom.

Hansel stepped past me and into the space, saying, “Subtle.”

I snorted then called upon the Kodiak Amulet, and my eyesight sharpened, and the pitch black corridor brightened.  Gretel's hands and small dagger started growing green as did Hansel's whip, casting an eerie glow in my augmented sight.

Somewhere below demons screeched and we heard heavy clattering on some nearby stairs, heading up.  Da, they knew we were there now.  I roared in challenge, and the boarded up windows shook in protest, reverberating in resonance with my roar.

We charged down the corridor, and I caught fleeting glances of the large space beyond the imposing columns.  There was a grand staircase at the center of the space that went up, the sounds were approaching from further down the hall, though.

We reached a place where the dusty marble walls had trails in the dust on the floor.  We could hear the beasts approaching from behind the wall like an oncoming storm.  Gretel started looking around, running her fingers along the seams in the marble wall panels saying, “There has to be some sort of release somewhere.”

Before we could help her the marble panel swung out with almost explosive force and some sort of half dog, half boar creature dove at my throat, two more were following close behind.  I caught the first one by one of the sharp tusks that protruded from its jowls that were lined with far too many needle-sharp teeth.

I swung it at the other two like a club.  I heard a satisfying crunch as bone snapped as they collided.  They screamed out in a squealing that was that eerie scream of multiple overlapping anguished cries from tortured souls I was coming to associate with demons.

We were all in motion as the three tumbled back down the stairs that were hidden behind the wall as other nightmares of various types scrambled over them to get at us.  I covered my eyes when the world was lit by a crackling green sun as my girl hit them with her arcane lightning.

The lead attackers didn't even have time to scream as their flesh was torn from them, and their bones charred.  The ones immediately following were blown back, giving us room to get through the secret panel.

There were others scrambling over the fallen, slipping on the black ichor of the bodies which were already starting to dissolve, as the demons that inhabited them returned to the underworld.  These were all lesser demons, it seemed that Baird had changed his method of operation.  Had we pressed him so much over the years that he hadn't had the time or resources to summon more powerful ones who could give him the power he craved?

The incoming swarm howled in rage, and I roared back as I dove into them, blade slashing.  They were easily driven back, and I started to get a sinking sensation in my gut as Hansel's whip handily struck down the stragglers getting around me and Gretel's power lanced through others.

Not only were these lesser demons, but they also wouldn't be much of a threat to well-armed mortals.  My eyes snapped wide, and my stomach lurched as I felt a surge of corrupting magics deep below come billowing up the curving stairs.  Something huge was happening below the streets of London.

I bellowed in a voice that sounded more like an animal than human, “They're just a distraction to keep us busy!  Whatever he's doing down there, we're pushing him to work faster.”

The siblings nodded as they stood back to back to prepare for the next wave.  I growled out, “I'm heading down.”  I picked up the rapidly decaying body of a vaguely reptilian and humanoid creature, and charged into the incoming swarm, using the body as a battering ram.

Gretel called out, “Kat, don't split up!”

I heard them charging after me as lightning competed with the snapping of the whip to raise the noise level in the confined space to an earsplitting volume.  I dropped the body and caught the tail of a winged bat-like creature who was leaping into a glide over my head and toward my girl.  I stopped it just inches away from raking its claws across her face. She stabbed he blade into its eye as its skin bit at me like a thousand little mouths trying to devour me.

In the flashes of light from the whip, I noted the creature was covered in scales which appeared to be faces of tortured souls, and the mouths were moving.  Whispering temptations and the ones at my hand were trying to tear pieces of flesh from me to feed their starving torment.

I looked appalled at it and was thankful for the thick pads of skin on my hands which looked more claw like every time I called on my brother's strength.  I growled at the dying creature and slammed its back through the stone tread of a step with a crunch.

We must have gone down three or four stories and had to be below the city's famous sewers when we appeared to be running out of demons.  An eerie amber glow was coming up from below.  I separated the head and right arm from the last of the minor demons and cocked my head.

I could hear the heartbeats of Hansel and my girl beating rapidly and their breathing which was heavy with exertion.  Farther down, from where the light was emanating, I could hear a man chanting in an archaic tongue.  I knew that voice.  Baird.  He was going to pay for what he did to my family, and before I sent him to whatever hell would take him, I was going to get him to reverse whatever his unhinged mother had done to them.

Over the smells of rot, decay, and brimstone, I could smell the sweat of my companions and the sharp tang of their adrenaline.  I absently stomped on one of the wild boar demons who was dragging it's maimed body toward me, with a crunch and wheeze, it ceased its motion.  I inhaled again, nostrils flaring, then I growled as I smiled.  I could smell fear mixed with desperation and... excitement?

I growled deep and low and said, “We must make haste, whatever he is up to, it is almost finished.”  I started down in a hurry, with them at my back.  I could feel my girl there, her familiar magics let me know that she had my back.

We burst out into some sort of natural subterranean cavern, and they faltered.  I hissed internally, they were distracted in caves the same way I was in the boughs of a tree.  No matter how strong we become, our childhood traumas stayed with us like scars on our psyches.  I paused and turned to cup her cheek as she looked around wide-eyed.

I whispered, “I'm here at your back, love.  Let's end this and get you two out of here.”

She took a deep cleansing breath, then nodded firmly once.

I glanced up at Hansel, and he tightened his hand on his whip and gave a confident nod as well.

We stalked forward through the myriad of shadows cast by the amber glow.  Baird's chanting was reaching a fevered pitch beyond the next set of rock formations stretching up to support the arching roof of the cavern.  Water dripped everywhere.  I could feel a huge pressure from magics that felt, wrong, twisted into something dark that shouldn't be.

We stepped out from behind the rocks to see Baird with a wild and maniacal look on his face, he was clearly bereft of his sanity as he chanted inside a giant circle that was drawn out in blood and wax and sand on the floor of the cavern.

There were dead bodies of women and children at five points of a witch's star inside that circle and candles flickered along the lines lighting the sand that formed another circle with arcane symbols and talismans around it.

In the middle of it all, a pulsating tear in reality was forming, and I realized this was a gateway between this world and the demon realm.  He was summoning something, and whatever it was it was powerful judging by the amount of energy the dark druid was pouring into the rift in reality.

But where was he getting such power?  He was not the level of his mother who I doubted could channel that much energy.  Then I looked around for the first time since we laid eyes on him, as his chanting became more incessant, reaching toward a crescendo.

The walls of the cavern were lined with alcoves which seemed to pulsate with amber energy.  Frozen inside that foul-tasting energy honeycomb were dozens of people, beasts, and some which looked like mythical creatures.  They all looked to be frozen in the throws of agony, and they looked so drained, on the precipice between life and death.  Some were long dead with silent screams on their frozen faces.

I realized I could see amber energy being pulled from them and it tangled together to go through a focus Baird was holding.  That was how he was doing this, he was somehow draining the life force from his victims frozen in the amber magics of the alcoves.

I growled.  This had all been down here long before Baird could have learned of it.  What had the monks in the monastery above been doing down here?  I thought they were men of the one God, what did they need these dark magic cages for?  Had they been draining the power and life from their victims for nefarious purposes?

I had been so distracted that I hadn't noticed that two of the rock piles beside us started to move suddenly, and they yowled out a grating and grinding bellow that sounded like boulders sliding together as they slammed into the three of us.  Sending us tumbling toward one of the alcoves pulsating with amber energy with the bodies of two long-dead humanoid victims who had pointed ears, like the fairy-folk or elves of legend were supposed to possess.

I shouted, “Nyet!” As I grasped at my Gretel as she and Hansel slammed into the energy and seemed to melt into it, unmoving, frozen in time.  Just before I struck the energy web, an icy wind whipped through the cavern with gale force and slammed into me, knocking me aside to collide into the cavern wall instead of becoming trapped like my new family.

I felt frost on my cheek where Isla had kissed me, and it faded to warmth as the wind died down.  I saw little Isla standing on some stones at the back of the cave.  She nodded sadly to me once as she faded back into some shadows while I absently touched my cheek where her kiss had been for so long.  Her favor.  She had interfered with mortal concerns, breaking those rules that seemed to bind her and the Scales.  The icy spot was now gone.

My left arm and shoulder ached like I had been buried in a landslide and I had lost my blade in the impact somewhere.  I had never been hit so hard in my life.  I stared in horror at Hansel and the love of my life as amber strings, with the green overtones of their magic started streaming out, questing and seeking the focus Baird held.

I snapped out of my horror as the two rock creatures charged again, now I saw them for what they were, some sort of golems, made of stone and mud, not demons.  Baird started laughing and interrupted his chanting by saying, “Finish her now.  It is fitting that the life energy and magics of your companions who aided in the murder of my mother will help usher Styche the Trickster back into the mortal realm and bind him to me.  All will bow to my power.”

My blood ran cold.  Styche?  He was truly a madman!  Styche the Trickster would destroy the mortal world given the chance.  The last to have bound him almost caused the downfall of mankind with the cursed Lycan Contagion.  This madman didn't know what he was doing.

The golems ground out a challenge as they charged.  I pulled in all the power I could from the amulet and roared right back, my bellow drowning theirs out.  I slammed into the lead golem and struck it with both hands clasped together, and I heard bone snap in my hand as I shattered the boulder that made up its chest.  I bit back a scream of pain as it flew to pieces that slammed into its companion, tearing its leg off and sending both to the ground in heaps of rubble.

I cupped my left hand in my right and assessed the damage as I started striding toward the druid.  His eyes went wide, and he started chanting again, almost desperately.  An artificial, chaotic wind whipped up, howling as it tore through the cavern and into that tear in the fabric of the world which was solidifying into a watery looking-glass.

I stumbled as the rocks and debris from the golems started rolling back together and regrouping.  Within moments, the two were blocking my way to the dark druid.  Swinging massive stone fists at me.  I caught one fist in my right hand and crushed it to rock chips.  I felt my teeth, they were fangs and my jaw ached, it felt wrong, elongated.

I yelped in pain as the other golem landed a blow to my left ribcage, and I heard more cracking of bone as my ribs broke.  I roared, and I could see my own fangs in my own misshapen jaw as I did so.  I heard a crinkling in my left hand as it felt like it was on fire as it reformed and I swiped a massive claw at the golem.  Cracking the boulder that served as it's head in half.  It fell, unmoving into a pile of rocks and mud.

The two blood red rubies which had been embedded in the creatures head, serving as its eyes, rolled off onto the cavern floor.  That was it, that was how to defeat these seemingly unbeatable creatures, their heads were the only weak point.  It is where their power was derived from.  Those rubies.

I realized I was hunched over, so I stood up.  I seemed to be growing as my perspective changed.  Standing felt a little awkward like it was not natural.  My clothing was starting to tear it was so tight.  I roared my challenge again, and this time, it sounded an odd hybrid of human and Kodiak as I kept drawing upon the amulet, more than I ever had as I slammed into the second golem.

The chaos of sounds and wind being sucked into the breach were confusing and deafening.  I could barely make out Baird as he started yelling out Styche's name and some archaic words, then again in Romanian, “Styche I call you forth, I bind you by my blood and by the sacrifices I have offered in your name!”

I was grappling with the pile of stone as ungodly screams and shrieks of pain, despair, and promise drown out all the other sounds around us.  They were coming from the portal.  Many hands started reaching through, trying to drag themselves into the mortal realm.  They all pulled back quickly when the screeching scream of a beast who should never roam the world of man challenged them all.

My blood ran cold as I saw his shadowy outline approaching the portal.  He had great leathery batwings which stretched out maybe twenty five feet, larger than his sibling, Hagareth, who we had sent back to his damnation in the underworld.  His horns curled under, forged over the millennia into a crown of bone that marked him as one of the oldest demons, possibly older than mankind itself.

I could feel waves of malice and despair radiating off of the demon as he neared the opening between worlds.  And there was a whispering of thousands of voices, promising me riches, promising me power beyond my wildest dreams if I were just to give Styche the small gift of my soul and serve him.

I couldn't tell where my thoughts ended, and the whispers began, they were like my own inner voices.  I growled violently and shook my head to clear it as I tried to force my way past the golem.  I tried to cuss in frustration but it just came out a bestial growl, and I cried out, “Brothers, I need you!”

I felt a rushing sensation as power streamed out of my chest then the golem threw me into a column of stone like a rag doll as my strength left me.  It started to charge me, but Little Bear slammed into its side, tearing its body from its legs and knocked me away. 

He roared at the golem as it tried to reform only to be crushed into dusty rubble when Andrei came down upon it with both massive claws.

Vladimir reared up and came down on the boulder that served as the creatures head and slammed down a great paw, swiping across it, claws leaving deep furrows in the stone and tearing the rubies out of is and it crumbled into a pile of stone and mud.

I rolled to my feet and favored my side again, without my strength, my reformed bones had broken again.  I staggered to the outer circle and hit it like an invisible wall.  I pushed into it, it was like flames were ravaging my flesh as I forced my way slowly into it, trying to get to Baird.  I screamed a human scream of pain and frustration.  I was so small and weak again, but I couldn't give up.  I had to free Gretel, Hansel, and my brothers.

I leaned into the dark magics that started buffeting me like a great wind as it burned deeper into me, trying to take me over.  I screamed in defiance then my brothers were there, leaning into the barrier with me, protecting me as they took the brunt of the damage from the chaotic wall of power and crackling sound as the winds in the cavern picked up, blowing debris past us.

I smelled burning fur and flesh as I finally stumbled into the first circle and started running toward a wide-eyed druid who started screaming Styche's name now in desperation.  I glanced back to watch my brothers stumble into the circle.  Then I screamed as they dissolved and their power came slamming back into me.

I grasped at that power.  My rage, over what Baird was doing to my love, fueling me while I was blinded by more pain than I had ever known was possible. I dropped to all fours and charged the man.  I was still as tall as him even on four legs.  My clothing shredded, and my cloak tightened around my neck as I realized I had become full bear and felt stronger than I had ever been since the cursed amulet had fused with my flesh.

I was reaching for the druid when a long, leathery arm slung out of the portal and grasped my shoulder, its skin burning as it crossed the inner circle.  Styche had me, I bellowed in pain as he tore me through another energy barrier into that inner circle.  My fur and flesh were burned but healing fast as I pulled upon more and more power in my panic.

I slashed with a great paw and tore flesh from his arm, causing him to release me and screech in his own pain.  The wind was pushing at my bigger form as I slid toward that breach, in reality,  I scrabbled with my paws on the cavern floor, claws sparking as they dug deep furrows in the stone.

Then I tumbled to the very edge of the opening that singed me like the heat of a thousand suns when the rubble from the dead golems was blown into the underworld, pummeling me with stone.  I glanced into the breach, and it almost drove me out of my mind, I saw the hell that was back there, and I cannot describe it to you lest I remember and I lose my tenuous grip on my sanity after witnessing the horrors.

But the scariest thing was the fires burning in Styche's eyes and the smile on his face.  I saw myself reflected in his eyes, as a demon, serving him and wielding the power to corrupt.  I roared in defiance to the sick promise I saw in his eyes, and I could hear my roar, the roar of a great beast, of a Kodiak, drowning out the moans and cries of that hell.

I whipped a claw out through the inner circle, the flesh and fur burning off my bones as I sank my claws into Baird's stomach and I yanked him through the inner barrier.  His skin bubbled and burned, and his scream eclipsed mine as I threw him through the rift and into Styche who's smile turned into something purely delighted and evil.  I figured if I were to die, I was taking the dark druid with me for the evils he had visited on my families.

But the rift wavered as Styche caught the druid.  Then with a great explosion that sent me sailing through the air and slamming into the cavern wall fifty feet away, all of the chaos ceased, and I laid panting on the cavern floor, bathed in the eerie amber light from the alcoves.

My ears were ringing, and I could barely focus through my pain as I seemed to be getting smaller as my wounds started stitching together with the last remains of power which trickled into my core from the Kodiak Amulet.

I dragged myself along the floor toward the alcove where Hansel and Gretel were in the air with their backs to me, frozen in time.  I was so tired.  So very tired.  I had never felt exhaustion like this before.

I heard voices I recognized and tried to make them out.  Then someone slapped me, pushing away the fuzziness of pre-hibernation fog.  I blinked up at Jacob, who was standing above me.  He smiled and said, “No time for that yet.  This isn't the right place for you to recharge.  It will take more time than you would believe this time.  You have used more magic that should have been possible.”

Wilhelm was looking around with a look of distaste as he hissed, “So this is where the monks had hidden the harvesting ring.  This is magic that shouldn't be here.  No mortal should be allowed this.”

His brother nodded agreement as he pulled me to my feet and I stared at my love behind the shimmering honeycomb of magic energy.  I asked weakly, “Gretel... can you free her?”

They shook tier heads in unison, and my heart fell.  Jacob said with genuine sorrow, “This is the magics that were on the Earth long before the rise of man.  This is the work of the fairies and ancient gods.  It would take one of the goddess mothers to free those in the harvesting ring.”

Wilhelm almost growled, “Archaic things.  Devised by interference from those long past to siphon the life forces from other to infuse upon themselves.  The Monks have been hiding this and using it in secret, beyond our scrying eyes.”

I sobbed once before getting myself under control in my exhaustion.  I whispered, “So she is trapped for eternity?”

They both shook their heads and Jacob said, “No there is still one that wields the spark from one of the old mother goddesses of nature.  Perchta, who can free them all.”  He motioned to all of the other alcoves.

Wilhelm said, “You need to sleep the sleep of the bear spirits which infuse you.  To recharge the amulet before you can walk the mortal world anew.  But not here, we will place you where Gretta Snow, where Perchta and the other Avatars are sure to find you in another era of man.  Then she can free your woman and the others.”

This gave me hope, but I was so tired.  I could barely move.

Jacob seemed to sense this and exhaled in frustration.  “We had thought to put you with Rapunzel and Evelyn where they sleep in the Heart of Silver, but you have but hours before we cannot stave off the hibernation sleep of your animal spirit.”

Then his eyes flew wide, and Wilhelm just nodded with a smile.  “Yes... yes that will do.”

They were speaking in riddles again.  I growled weakly and hit Jacob in the gut with what little strength I had left.  I hissed in a shaky voice, “What did I say about speaking in riddles?”

The two men laughed and looked around, then each laid one of my arms over their shoulder, and they half walked me, half dragged me deeper into the cave system.  Tears silently rolled down my cheeks as I cried, my heart hurt so much as I thought of the woman who had loved me for me, for the monster I was, and her fate.





  
 

Chapter 20 – Hibernation

This will be my final entry into the journal as I will have to hibernate soon.  I have been slowing down as I have written out my story as they asked the past few hours.  I can tell they are doing something to keep me conscious, and it must be bending their rules because Isla is here, sitting beside me, laying against my side as I have written this all out for others to read and to know my story, and the story of my brothers and of Hansel and Gretel.

I can barely keep my eyes open so please forgive my sloppy handwriting, the quill feels like it weighs thirty pounds.

We had come out of the immense cave system outside the walls of London on the other side of the River Thames.  Just a stone's throw away from the cemetery of the Black Crypt.  They walked me through the night and up to the black briars, the moonlight cast eerie shadows around us.

Jacob asked the little spirit who was holding onto the hem of my cloak, which was all that hid my modesty, “Is this satisfactory, watcher?”

Isla nodded solemnly. “You push the rules to the breaking point once again, Scales, but I like this one.  She is nice to me like Rapunzel was.  So I am inclined to not speak to the higher powers about your indiscretions.”

They nodded seriously at the girl.  Jacob turned to me and asked, “Will you trust us?”

I snorted, and Isla tittered.  Then I sighed and nodded once.  I pulled away for a second when Wilhelm reached from behind me to put a blindfold over my eyes.  I relaxed and allowed it as he said, “Let us guide you, do not move your hands from your side, don't even breathe deeply until we take the blindfold off.  There is only one way through the maze of briars, and if you even think about it you will go astray, and the briar patch will claim yet another life.

I exhaled shakily when I understood what was going on.  I nodded once and then Jacob took one of my elbows, Wilhelm the other and they dragged me toward the barrier that was put up by the love of Nicole of Arad.

We twisted and turned, my feet shuffling as I tried to make myself as small as possible, it felt like an odd dance, there felt like some sort of rhythm to it, then I heard the creaking of heavy metal doors, and we stepped into a hollow sounding space, and the doors slammed shut.  A moment later I was shading my eyes from an oil lamp as the blindfold was removed.  I was in shock, I was in the Black Crypt.  I had passed through the impenetrable living barrier and yet breathed.

Then I sucked in a breath when I looked around and saw a beautiful warrior woman in gleaming, polished silver armor, laying on a granite slab.  I blinked, her two swords were with her, and they had the same markings as my broadsword bore.  It truly had been a blade owned by Nicole of Arad.  She looked so pale and beautiful, and I blinked because she looked so peaceful and... she was breathing in her endless sleep...  Alive!

Jacob told me that this is where I too would sleep until the Kodiak Amulet was recharged.  Wilhelm scared me a bit by speaking about other eras and future wonders to be seen.  Just how long did they think I would be hibernating?  And how long before I could free my love?

 

***

 

Sorry... I dozed off there for a moment.

 

***

 

And again... the Scales look to be at the end of their ability to keep me awake.  I will sleep and hope that someone somewhere reads this and doesn't forget about my story and the sacrifices all who have come to be loved by me have made.

Sweet little Isla just said, “It is time Kat.”  She kissed my cheek again, saying, “Thank your for seeing me and making me feel like a real person again, if just for a little while.”

I smiled at her and said, “I will see you when I awaken little one.”

She smiled and promised, “I will watch over you as you sleep, just as I do Nicole.”

She moved to the corner of the crypt and crouched as I finish this entry.  Good night all.





  
 

Epilogue

We couldn't believe the story of Goldilocks as I finished reading her journal.  Gretta was excited and had blurted out that she remembers a time that she was so lost in her Perchta form that she had forgotten herself and wandered Perchta's old lands in confusion, not remembering she was Gretta or how to find herself again.

She remembers the day a man came to her, on a quest for the love of his wife and unborn children and giving Iosif Inanov one of her feathers.  The man had kept his word and destroyed the feather after ensuring his family would live.  His dedication and love reminded her of the day she sacrificed herself for the human girl, Gretta, so long ago for love.

That reminded her of who she was and thanks to that selfless man, Iosif, Gretta had found herself again.

Raz had a touch of hope in her tone when she quietly said, “Hansel and Gretel may yet live?”  Eve had squeezed her hand in reassurance and the shared hopeful looks.  I had to smile at them.

It only took a single word from Maireni to put us all into motion, “Parker?”

I was grinning and excited as I held up my cell as I stepped away from the group, saying, “On it Red.  Booking passage on a private ship to London.”  I looked around at our group as we all shared smiles.

That's how we ended up here in London two weeks later, standing in front of the Black Crypt.  Nicole was just hugging her arms to her chest, anxiety on her face.  Rose looked shamed and just hugged her saying, “I'm sorry love.”  They shared a smile then stood tall.

Rose held out a hand. “I've been meaning to do this since you came back to me, Nicole.  So nobody else could get hurt.”  The black vines and brambles surrounding the crypt sprang to her chest and tore through her flesh, I winced knowing that is how it feels to her every time, but she just ignores the pain.

When they were all absorbed into her something sickening and black about the size of a golf ball fell to the ground.  I swallowed.  It was pulsating.  Nicole smiled at it and knelt and picked it up.  Before our eyes, her ability to negate the poisons and breathe life back into Rose, changed the withered black thing into a healthy red color as it pulsed.

It was a piece of Rose's heart... literally.  The two women smiled at it then Rose held her hand out, and a single vine whipped out and took it from Nicole and pulled it back inside of herself.

Then Nikki voiced her fears again.  “I know I just wanted to get out of there when I finally awoke and fought my way free from the briars, but there was nobody in the crypt with me.  I fear the Scales may have moved her before I was free.”

Daria padded forward, her huge wolf paws silent on the cobblestones, she looked back and gruffed.  Red nodded, “You're right, we'll never know until we look.”

We all filed into the crypt, and Rose just froze up with a distressed look on her face.  Her girl put her at ease with a kiss on her cheek as she said softly, “It is alright love.  I am with you now, so it was a price I would willingly pay again.”

We all looked at the raised stone sarcophagus in the middle of the empty space.  Nicole shrugged and said, “Sorry everyone, this is how I remember it upon awakening.  As you can see, it is empty.”

Then Ella-Marie said in her French accent, “Non, mon amie.  Not exactly empty.”  She asked herself, “Ella?”

Then she smirked and teased, “Yeah yeah, wouldn't want you getting your fuckin' hands dirty now would we Marie?”

I said, “Ella, language.” At the same time, Marie did in our heads.

Ella-Marie said to us all in her Cockney accent, “You birds may wish to get back.  This is going to be bloody noisy.”

We all moved to the back wall, and I felt my girl drawing the very earth below us into her as she cocked a fist.  With a whump of released energy, she struck the granite cover of the sarcophagus with her fist, the cover cracked with the sound of thunder and the two pieces went slamming into the opposite wall with a deafening clatter in the confined space.

We all stepped forward as one to gaze upon the flaxen-haired woman sleeping soundly in the remains of a heavy black cloak.  Dear Lord in heaven, we had found Goldilocks!

I reached past Ella and lightly shook the woman's shoulder.  She gave a deafening roar that indeed sounded like a raging bear, half out of her mind in a fog of sleep as she sat bolt upright.  Lashing a fist out toward me.

With a whump that felt like the world had dropped three feet, Ella-Marie's fist intercepted Katiana's fist.  The shockwave of the impact sent us all except Rose, who was anchored with her vines, slamming against the wall.

I blinked in shock when I looked at my girl's cracked crystal fist.  My lord, Katiana hit even harder than Red did and Ella was just barely able to stop her blow.  I never thought anyone could bring as much strength to bear as my Ella-Marie.

The woman looked at their fists and blinked the rest of the sleep from her eyes.  Then she looked around.  Ella said with a smirk, “Mornin', Goldilocks.”

She shuffled back in the coffin then studied us in silence for a moment.  She asked in a whispering, croaking voice, “How long?”

I squinted an eye and said carefully, “Centuries.”

She sighed and nodded to herself as she flexed her fingers.  Her eyes landed on Gretta and then they widened, and she blurted out in a harsh Slavic accent, “Perchta?”  There was so much hope and anguish in the question.

Gretta smiled softly at the woman and stepped up to her and reached out a hand.  When her hand cupped the woman's cheek, Gretta was in her full Perchta form, cloak of feathers and full antlers gleaming white.  She said softly, “I am here child.  Let us go free your love now shall we?”

The woman's smile lit up the space as she nodded while silent tears rolled down her cheeks.

I smiled as I looked around to all of the amazing and selfless women around me.  I live such a chaotic life, and now my family grows.  I wonder what the next chapter of our lives will bring.

We placed a heavy overcoat over her, then helped the woman out of the crypt and watched her orient herself, blinking in shock over how the world had changed.  She shook her head and ignored the modern vehicles and the city of steel raising up between the centuries old buildings.  She simply started marching toward the walled city of London with its now permanently opened gates, like a woman on a mission.

 

 

The End
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London Harmony: Flotilla, sample chapter...

Prologue

I had to grin at the woman.  That's really all you can do when Paya Doshi is being cute and crossing her arms so resolutely like that.  She said with the tone of a mother who expects her children to stop misbehaving, “J-Dub, the two proper answers are 'Yes ma'am' or 'Yes Paya' at this juncture.”

I tried to keep the chuckle out of my voice as I said to her, “Yes Paya.”  I envied her gorgeous caramel colored skin that she was blessed with from her Middle Eastern heritage.

It always struck me odd how posh Paya's British accent sounded compared to her best friend, Tabby's.  They basically grew up together, yet Tabitha had a harsher accent, bordering on Cockney with that slight overtone of a Russian Slavic accent that snuck into her voice, which she got from being raised by her Ukrainian father.

The woman crinkled her nose at Nessie and me and said, “Grand.  We can head off after the stinker is done in there.”

I turned back to my wife who was valiantly fighting off a chuckle at how easily Paya had roped us into having lunch with them after Tabitha finished her recording session.  I narrowed my eyes playfully at her, and she did chuckle that time.  What?  Am I not threatening enough?  She'd think differently if I had like an army of mechanical platypus warriors with pikes standing behind me.

With a grin, I turned back to the isolation booth. I closed my eyes to listen to the pure tones and perfect pitch of Tabby Cat's voice as she rocked her new single, ‘Headmistress of My Heart.'  There was something about hearing this woman sing that relaxed a part of me that was always so tense.  It was the way she could reach for notes that would be vocal torture for anyone else to hit.

She had one of those impossible voices that was a true privilege to listen to.  And that she sang such edgy pop and rock, bordering on punk at times with such a polished voice, was the icing on the cake, at least for me.  That's why I had to sign the woman to my record label, London Harmony, the moment I laid ears on her.

I exhaled as I opened my eyes to watch her with her hands to the earphones, her copper hair framing her smiling face as she closed her eyes to reach for one of her signature fortissimo notes that held such unwavering power.  Then she modulated it down into a pianissimo that was just barely above a whisper, four octaves down and still holding perfect pitch.  Her vocal control was astounding to me.

I glanced back at Vanessa, who was just swaying to the music, her fingers tapping out the beat on her hips as she just smiled serenely.  Music soothed her and kept her mind from dwelling on her own fears.  I hated how afraid she was of her paranoid schizophrenia, even though her meds were stabilizing her so well the past few years.

It broke my heart whenever she would randomly reach out to touch me to make sure I was really there.  But music was the one thing that brought her serenity, which just made her ideally suited to be the lead talent scout for our label.

Like she knew my eyes were on her, mesmerized by how she seemed to melt into the music, she opened her eyes and smiled.  Reaching out, she placed a hand gently on my distended belly, feeling our child kicking inside me.  She got lost in my eyes with wonder on her face.

I sighed happily.  I had finally convinced her to have a child with me instead of adopting.  She had such a deep-seated fear that if her eggs were inseminated and placed in me that the child would suffer the same mental illness as her.

After countless consultations and research, showing her that the odds were low.  And convincing her that she was not her disease, that she was not defined by it, that we would deal with things if our child did show early signs.  I had told her, “We got this shit.”  Only then did she grudgingly agree.

But the look of amazement, awe, and love on her face the first day she felt our child kicking inside me, just melted her.  It was a rare moment to see Nessie overwhelmed by emotion and brought to tears.

I have to smile the way she has been treating me like a fragile porcelain doll the past nine months.  And she always lays her hand on my belly and speaks to our child as we lay in bed each night.

When the doctors asked if we wanted to know the sex of the baby, she said yes at the same instant I said no.  So the little sneak spoke with the doctor on her own and found out.  The evil minx knows and gives nothing away to me with her smile.

Now let me tell you one thing, I am so over being pregnant.  I want this little symbiote out of me.  My feet hurt, my back aches, and there is a serious lack of designer maternity clothing out there.  I don't know how mom did this.  I have to be sure to do something extra nice for her this coming Mother's Day.

Tabby opened her eyes and kept her hands on the headphones and wiggled her eyebrows at our man at the board, Mickey, as she threatened to take the headphones off.  The man snorted and hit the mic button on the console and said to her, “Yes you impatient bird.  That was a wrap.”

With a crinkle of her nose at him, she said, “Wanker.” She removed the headphones and hung them unceremoniously on the mic, causing Micky to cringe.  She was such a bad girl at times, and it made me happy to see she got along so well with my staff... my extended family.  But then again, it was almost impossible not to like Tabby Cat.

She playfully hopped to the door of the isolation booth and stepped out to look at us, saying, “I seem to have grown an audience.”  Then she hugged Paya and asked with a grin, “What are you doing here brat?”

Paya shrugged and explained, “I was here picking up London Harmony's matching contributions for the Flotilla Project for the month.”

The copper haired woman who's eyes oddly matched her hair in an amazing way, rolled her eyes and said, “You and your insistence on picking up cheques, you do know there is this interesting invention out there called the Internet, and people can transfer money electronically.”

The Indian-Brit woman waved her off.  “Pish.  Then I wouldn't get to visit with everyone.  Besides, I heard you were in-studio today so I coerced the ladies into coming to lunch with us.”

Then she scowled at Tabby and chastised her, “You look positively starved, when was the last time you ate woman?”

The singer just shook her head as she looked up at the ceiling and complained, “Bloody hell, between you and Teri, I don't know who is worse.”  She looked back down with a smile for her friend.  “I'm small I don't need to eat much.  If it were up to you two, I'd never get out of the kitchen.”

I saw the shadow of concern on Paya's expressive face.  I knew she was just remembering when Tabitha Romanov was virtually homeless and living in the floating slums on a barge in the Thames.  She was too proud to ask for help, and she sometimes forgot to eat.  When we first heard the woman singing, I was shocked at how gaunt she was.

Then Tabby sighed and gave a compassionate look to her friend and changed the subject, “I'll ring up Teri and have her meet us.  She needs to surface from the music conservatory anyway.”  She paused and looked around. “What are we eating?”

I moaned out my craving with a hopeful look on my face, “Sushi?”

This got a chorus of, “No.” From all around me including the intercom as Zil chimed in.  Zilrita seemed to always be aware of everything in the studio and always listening.

Vanessa scolded me, “You know there are some raw fish you can't have while you are pregnant.”

I sighed and said, “Yes mother.”

She shook a finger at me, and I grinned and swung my big belly back and forth innocently as I asked, “Pizza?”

Tabby just beamed at that and said, “Grand,  Gertrude's it is.”  She called up her wife as I started drooling over the thought of the culinary masterpieces that Gertrude could whip up in her little pizzeria which was hidden in a quaint alley not far from the studio.

Vannie was grinning like a loon as she looped her arm in mine and I waddled toward the elevator; no stairs for me; it was a teasing look, and I whispered, “I'm eating for two you smug wench.”

This just got chuckles as we picked up some stragglers on our way out, in the forms of Jennifer and Zilrita who collected her squid hug tolls from each of us when we exited the elevator.

I felt like Robin Hood with my merry men.  Except they were women... and... oh shut up.
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