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  A Prophecy is Born


Klavin saw the mountains in the morning twilight as he rounded the small hill. There was nothing special about these particular peaks, but they looked like salvation to him. As the lead scout for the small group of warriors, it was up to him to find a path to safety. They had traveled through the high desert hills for days and it had been a treacherous journey of attrition. They had lost over half their numbers to a relentless enemy that hunted them mercilessly – a detachment of deadly killers from the Black Army.


  Morey, another scout, came up behind him and spoke softly. “That’s a sight to behold,” he said, looking across the desert. “We should be able to hide once we get to those mountains and leave these sandy dunes behind, but there’s a lot of space with no cover between here and there. Anyone looking will spot us for sure.”


  “Exactly what I was thinking, but it ain’t no worse than what’s behind us. Bring the others up and—”


  His orders were interrupted by a series of blasts behind them. Both men turned and witnessed the light from explosions illuminating the hills to the rear. The rest of their group were not in sight, and both men took off running back toward the sounds of fighting.


  “They’ve been ambushed!” Klavin cried. “Those bloody blackhearts let us through so they could catch the others by surprise. You go left and I’ll take the right. Maybe we can turn their ambush back on them.”


  As Klavin veered right, he heard a cry from the left and saw Morey crumple with an arrow in his chest. There was nothing he could do for Morey now, as he had to dodge and duck arrows that flew at him. Klavin was a powerful elemental, but he could not get a fix on the bowmen and his powers were useless. He continued running and, as he turned a bend, came face-to-face with Josef, the captain of their company, carrying a wounded woman in his arms.


  “Back, get back, find cover,” Josef yelled. “They’re hitting us from both sides of the canyon with everything they have – blasts, arrows, and spears. We’ve got to get off this killing ground or we’ll all be dead.”


  “Morey’s dead,” Klavin reported. “And there are more warriors back there.”


  “No choice. We have to fight our way through before the sun clears the mountains. If we lose the cover of the night, we’ll stand no chance at all.”


  Klavin looked at the woman in Josef’s arms and shook his head. “Captain, she’s dead. You can’t do anything else for her.”


  “Maybe Luca can…”


  Klavin shook his head. “Luca is a healer, not a miracle worker. He can’t bring back the dead.”


  The rest of the company came round the bend and Klavin saw how few they were – four left from the original fifteen, including him. The Black forces had hit them hard and decimated what was left of their small group.


  Josef laid the dead woman down. “They’ll be on us any second. We have to get moving. We’ll go straight up this hill and take the high ground. Elementals first, blast anything that moves. Klavin, bring up the rear and cover us.”


  The hills were low and easily scaled, but they provided no cover while climbing. The warriors were easy targets as they ascended, but Klavin fired continuous blasts at the opposite hill. Any enemy hiding there had to keep their head down or lose it. He heard a cry from above him and then the captain’s shout.


  “Klavin, move it, get up here now. We can make it out this way.”


  Klavin scurried up the hill as the others provided cover for him. As he made the crest, he felt a jarring blow to his back that threw him forward. He landed on his face and the impact knocked the wind from him.


  Josef was by his side in an instant. “Easy, Klavin, you’ve been hit. You’ve got an arrow lodged in your back.”


  Klavin was having difficulty breathing, but tried a light-hearted jest nonetheless. “Thank the gods it wasn’t a blast. I’d be dead right now.”


  “Sorry, this is going to hurt.”


  Klavin bit back a scream when Josef pulled out the arrow. The pain was intense and breathing got harder with each mouthful.


  Josef helped him to his feet, draped his arm over a shoulder and held him tight around the waist. “C’mon, we’ve got to go. The Black will be on us any moment if we stay here. As soon as we’re safe, Luca can patch you up.”


  “Let’s go,” Klavin replied, gritting his teeth. He didn’t mention to Josef he was having trouble breathing. That could wait until they were all safe.


  Blasts continued to rein down on the group. Klavin cringed with each step, but he soldiered on with Josef’s help. He wasn’t sure if any of them would make it to the distant safety of the mountains now. They continued their escape through the hills and soon left the pursuers behind.


  As the group crested another mound, Klavin stumbled and nearly fell to the sand. “I can’t….”


  Josef stopped and laid him down to rest for a moment. He stood and scanned the horizon to see if there was any pursuit. “We should be safe for the moment. Rest easy, Klavin. I’ll get Luca to tend to your wound.”


  He called the healer over to look at Klavin. He’d lost too many of his comrades already and he couldn’t afford to lose Klavin as well. Luca knelt beside the wounded man and placed his hands on Klavin’s chest. After a few moments, his body seemed to collapse as his last breath slipped away. His vacant eyes stared into the heavens and, in the early morning coolness, the heat from his body dissipated like dust in the wind.


  Luca sat back on his heels and shook his head. “It’s too late. That arrow pierced his lung. He lost too much blood and I couldn’t save him.”


  Josef bowed his head before clasping Luca’s shoulder. “Klavin was a good man and a fierce fighter. He would have been thankful for everything you did.”


  Luca hung his head. “I wish I could have done more. He’s the latest in a long list that I couldn’t help. The one thing I’m supposed to be good at and I’ve failed again.”


  “You didn’t kill him,” Sonya said, the other survivor of the group. “It was the Black who did this. Remember that and do not blame yourself.”


  “Say your farewells,” Josef instructed. “I’ve one more task to do and then we move.” He took out a small scrap of paper and with all due haste drew a crude map on one side and a note to his commander on the other. He attached it to the last messenger bird he carried. The bird was in a pitiful state, but as Josef let it go, it still flew unerringly north, where the headquarters of the White Army was encamped. The message was brief.


  I fear we’ll not make the rendezvous. The enemy is close on our heels. Our location is marked on the map. We will make our stand here. Send help or all will be lost.


  He watched the bird disappear into the dark sky. He hoped the message would arrive in time – it was their last hope of survival. As he stared at the horizon, he fingered his belt pouch where the Stone was hidden. Their group was down to three now and the Black fighters were just too many. It would take a miracle for them to make it out of this mess. He shivered in the coolness of the early morning, still looking where the bird disappeared. As he stared, the first rays of the sun broke over the mountains.


  “Ahh, warmth will come soon enough.”


  “Warmth for sure, followed by the fires of hell,” Sonya replied, rubbing her hands together. “We’ve been travelling for days, freezing at night and roasting during the day. I’m not sure I can take another day of this. We’ve no food left and one canteen of water between us. If you hadn’t let that bird go, I swear I would have eaten it.”


  “That bird may well be our only salvation,” he said in a battle-weary voice. “I told the commander that we’ll never make High Keep. I marked a small map and requested he send whatever help he can spare.”


  As if fate was conspiring against them, an enemy scout crested a distant hill and the blare of a horn signaled their discovery.


  To Sonya, it sounded like a death knell. “They’ve found us again,” she cried. “We’ll never make High Keep now.” She stumbled and Luca grabbed her arm before she collapsed onto the sand.


  “We’ll stand a chance if we reach the base of those mountains,” Josef said “We can find cover and defend ourselves. Move quickly. If we’re caught in the open, we’re dead.”


  They reached the foothills with the Black forces hard on their heels. The hills were low and rock-strewn, with no real defensible positions. Josef scanned the area and spotted a cave. Its entrance looked like the black maw of a beast opening in the side of a hill. He pointed and called out to the others.


  “There – that’s where we’ll take our position. It’s our last chance to survive.”


  The trio ran, but Sonya stopped short when she saw the ground outside the opening littered with bones. Her eyes widened with fear at the skeletal remains.


  “Don’t stop,” Josef said, grabbing her arm. “We need to get inside before they catch us.”


  She shook off his hand. “What? Are you crazy?” She pointed at the bones. “Can you not see this is the cave of a sand snake? We stand a better chance of survival out here.”


  “She’s right,” Luca added. “A sand snake could probably swallow any one of us in a single bite. It’s too dangerous. We need to find somewhere else—”


  As the healer spoke, an elemental blast struck the side of the cave above their heads. Rock and dirt rained down on them.


  “No choice. Stay outside and you’re dead. Besides, it’s daylight and the beast should be asleep,” Josef said. “If we’re quiet, we should be able to move past it.”


  “Make sure you tell that to the snake,” Luca said.


  They took little notice of the coolness inside the cave as more blasts struck the surrounding rocks. The light penetrated a few feet inside the mouth, but faded into the inky blackness beyond that. All thoughts of quiet disappeared when the blasts began ricocheting inside the cave.


  The noise from the explosions was deafening in the small space and echoed throughout the adjoining tunnels. There was no chance it would go unheard and they wondered when it would attract the snake. Josef and Sonya positioned themselves at the lip of the cave and returned blasts at the Black forces. While they fought to keep the enemy at bay, Luca kept watch in the back, looking for any sign of the snake. The battle raged on, but all too soon, Sonya slipped to the floor, her strength exhausted. Luca rushed over to help, but she waved him away.


  “Save your strength. We’re trapped and those bastards outside are close to overrunning us. We need to think of another way to protect the Stone.”


  “What about trying to use it again?” Luca asked Josef.


  Josef’s shoulders slumped. “No, the Stone is useless. We’re exhausted and don’t have enough power to recharge it. You must save your energy to escape.”


  “What?” Luca asked. “I’m not going anywhere. If my fate is to die here, then so be it. I’ll not run away like some coward and leave you to face the enemy alone.”


  “It’s not cowardice I’m asking of you, but true courage,” Josef said, taking the Witch Stone from the pouch at his belt. “Sand snakes never corner themselves in a cave with only one entrance, so there’ll be another opening at the far end. I need you to escape with the Stone through the back and make your way to High Keep.”


  “Are you serious? You want me to travel through this tunnel knowing a beast might be lying in wait for me?”


  “Yes, but I don’t want you to go; I need you to go. The entire kingdom needs you to go. The Black cannot get their hands on the Stone. They’d be unstoppable.”


  “But I hate snakes…”


  “The snake should be asleep at this time of day,” Josef reminded him patiently. “If the noise has not attracted it by now, then you should be able to sneak by and make your way to freedom. We’ll stay here to fight the Black and cover your escape.”


  “More like my funeral.”


  “Go quickly,” Josef urged. “They’re coming.”


  ***


  With one last look at his companions, Luca left, knowing full well the situation was dire. Torch in hand, he made his way through the darkness. His hand shook with terror as he stumbled through the cave, dreading his worst fears would come to life. Behind him, he heard a final blast of elemental power and a cry of pain, followed by silence. He knew his friends were dead and the Black would be fast on his heels. Sweat broke out on his face and upper body and his heart pounded painfully in his chest. His every step echoed through the tunnel and he feared they were loud enough to wake the dead, or at least a giant snake. After an hour of this ordeal, he saw a light. It was a ways off, but it gave him hope that he might soon escape the confines of this hell.


  “Thank the gods,” he mumbled. “I might make it out of here after all.”


  A slight rustling sound to his left caught his attention and a shadow separated itself from the darkness. It was enormous, but he was not about to wait and see what it was. With a yelp of terror, he sprang forward, hoping to outrun the nightmare behind him. As he ran, he looked back and saw his worst fear materialize. The snake was huge, but moving lethargically, waking from its slumber and casting around for the intruder that woke it. Spurred by a rush of adrenaline, Luca sprinted for the opening and the safety of daylight. Sand snakes were nocturnal predators, their eyesight weak in the sun. If he could make it to the opening, he could outrun the thing, or at least hide from it. As the cave brightened, he knew luck was with him this day. He looked back one last time and saw that the snake had become aware of him.


  “Oh damn, the beast sees me. Can this day get any worse?”


  He tried to run faster, but did not see the rock jutting up in the path. Luca tripped and fell hard, hitting his head and twisting his knee beneath him. He tried to shake off his confusion and stand up, but his knee would not support him. With his panic rising, he concentrated inward to heal himself. The effort was tremendous, but his leg healed well enough to support his weight. The snake was no longer in sight and he limped on towards the light. He became confused when the cave darkened and wondered briefly if the sun had set. Looking towards the opening, he realized what had caused the darkness – it was the snake coiled and blocking his route to salvation.


  Luca stood transfixed as the snake raised its head and struck. Its mouth was so large, it engulfed Luca’s entire waist. He screamed as the snake’s fangs sank into his sides and the poison entered his body. He would be dead soon, but in his final seconds of life, he thought of his comrades and their sacrifices. They gave their lives to protect the Stone. His failure to escape would not be his last living act.


  “I’m not a failure,” he cried out to the darkness. “I’ll not die like this.”


  Reaching into his tunic, he pulled out the Stone and grabbed the snake’s head. The terrible thing had him clasped in its jaws, watching with cold reptilian eyes as the life drained from his body. He began to concentrate, using the last of his energies to create a bond between the snake and Stone. The snake’s mind was primitive and the Stone inanimate, but when he finished, he thought the Stone sparked. In his final moments, he felt the snake and Stone had become one before he succumbed to the poison coursing through his body. The Black would not get the Stone this day and he felt a hero as he breathed his last.


  ***


  The tribal pathfinder watched the outlander stumble across the dunes. The desert warrior was deep in the sands, far from any oasis, scouting new routes for his people. He knew the desert ways and was intrigued at how this outsider had survived in the harsh environment with no horse, no supplies and no water. He waited with hooded eyes as the man struggled towards him. When the stranger reached him, he collapsed at the pathfinder’s feet. Kneeling, the pathfinder gave the man a few sips of water, curious what he might say.


  After a moment, the stranger struggled to get up. He was dressed as a soldier and wore a sash of black fabric diagonally across his chest. He was also delusional from the extremes of the desert and spoke in fits.


  “Horrors beyond all…we tried to bring the Stone to the light…we joined two of our most powerful to lead us in…but we were wrong to follow…they were lost in the darkness and found evil…the beast attacked and destroyed us all…then it slithered back to its den.”


  The pathfinder listened as the man rambled on, wondering what he had encountered. There were many dangers in the desert, but when he heard the man speak of a beast slithering in a cave, he knew what had happened.


  He gave him another sip of water and spoke. “How foolish your men were to venture into a sand snake’s cave during hunting season. A sand snake only sleeps in the time when life blossoms in the desert.”


  “But we had no choice. Without the Stone, we will lose the war. It was inside the cave and we had to go in, but when we did, the beast attacked. It seemed to be protecting the Stone.”


  The pathfinder shook his head at the stranger’s foolish words.


  “Of course it was. You entered its home and tried to steal what it held precious. What did you think would happen?”


  The outlander seemed to snap out of his madness at the question and shouted at the tribesman. “What would happen? It was just a snake, a beast with no more intelligence than a huge worm.”


  “Just a snake?” the pathfinder asked. “A beast that killed all of your men when they invaded its home? There is always a price to pay when you enter a place uninvited. You survived because you stayed outside the cave when the others went in.”


  “Yes, I was left outside to guard the horses, but they ran off. How did you know?”


  “Because you are here,” he said. “The snake let you go so the desert would deal with you.”


  “Well, thank the gods, I found you.”


  “Yes, you should do that.”


  “What?”


  The pathfinder stood, capped his water flask, and began walking away.


  “Wait, you can’t leave me here,” the man cried out. “I’ll die out here alone.”


  “Yes, there’s always a price,” the pathfinder said absently over his shoulder, thinking of the story he would tell around the tribal fires tonight.
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  Crossroads


In the late afternoon, a man on horseback sat at the intersection of a northern trade route and a nondescript side road. He pondered which path to follow. Forward, back, or side – any one of them would change the course of his life. Death and mayhem awaited him on the side trail, but that had been his original destination. Now that he was here, he felt unsure of this action and wavered in his resolve.


  If I do this, I’ll be forever committed to this path. There will be no turning back.


  He looked north, following the main road as it meandered toward the Great Forest of Tavia. The forest covered the entire northwestern section of the realm. It stretched from the Bay of Tavia to the snowcapped barrier mountains that separated the kingdom from the wilds of the ice-covered Northern Tundra. That countryside was wild and unknown, a perfect place where he might start a new life. There were dozens of smaller cities in the north where he could disappear and never be heard from again. He would be away from the intrigues of those that meant him harm.


  He shook his head at that prospect. I’m an adept of the Wizard’s Hall, not a feckless coward. I will not run away.


  Looking back over his shoulder, he could see the high spiraling towers of the kingdom’s capital city of Constantine. He thought of the life there, his family, his beautiful wife and wonderful children. He thought of his large home and the material things he had fought his whole life to obtain. He was a rich and well-respected wizard. It would be easy for him to turn around and go back to that life.


  I’m a ruling member of the Black Council. I will not be made to look like a fool.


  Glancing to the side again, he looked at the path that could lead to his ultimate ambition. At the end of this track, nestled between the rolling hills of evergreens, was a picturesque valley with a deep river running through its middle. Built next to the river was a stone fortress that stood in stark contrast to the peaceful and colorful countryside. The dark bastion was the home of the legendary Guild of Assassins. If he turned and followed this path, it would lead to certain death and destruction, including a chance of his own demise. The enormity of what he planned caused him to hesitate, but he could see no other way – the bitch had left him no choice.


  She has underestimated me if she thinks I shall lie down like a lap dog and do her bidding.


  At that thought, Lorsen Serer turned his horse down the path toward the Assassin’s Guild. He rode along, thinking about the fateful meeting that had brought him to this point. It had begun as whispers of oddities and tales of strange meetings at the Witch’s Coven of Constantine. These events were small individual things of no consequence, but collectively they told a different tale. There was a plan afoot that would affect him and the Black Council. The Black Council was a secret and hidden society of powerful sorcerers and sorceresses and they had spies throughout the kingdom. It was easy enough to discover what was being planned in the quiet halls of the coven, as the Black had long ago infiltrated its ranks. What was most troublesome, when Lorsen uncovered this burgeoning conspiracy, was that at its center was Elizabeth Berkshire, the leader of the Constantine Coven. This was disturbing and ironic, in that she was also the leader of the Black Council. She was planning a major coup and Lorsen was not privy to any of it.


  Elizabeth was a powerful elemental witch who openly governed the White Witch’s Coven with the hand of serenity. In stark contrast, she ruled the secret Black Council with an iron fist. Lorsen often wondered how she maintained her balance between the two.


  The meeting he forced on her had not gone well from the start.


  “Elizabeth, a word if you please,” Lorsen said as he entered her office unannounced.


  She looked up, scowling at the interruption. “Lorsen, I have no time for you or your incessant nattering.”


  “It would serve you to make time for me now,” he said, closing the door for a private conversation. “I have business of a black nature to discuss with you.”


  Elizabeth stood, her hands firmly planted on her slender hips. “Are you mad, coming here and talking like this?” she asked. “Have you no sense in that dullard mind of yours to know where and when to speak of such matters? In case you hadn’t noticed, we are in the center of the most powerful White coven in the kingdom.”


  Lorsen watched her turn red-faced, and knew he had her full attention. “Am I mad?” he countered and banged his staff on the floor. “I might ask you the same thing. Did you think this quest you’re planning would remain a secret?”


  Elizabeth had fire in her eyes. “Keep your voice down, you impetuous fool, or you’ll soon find yourself without a head to talk with.”


  “Your threats fall on deaf ears, Elizabeth. I’m an adept of the Wizard’s Academy and half the witches in this coven saw me enter this office. How would you explain my death to them?”


  “Do not presume to try my patience, Lorsen. State your business or be gone.”


  “I’ve already done so, if you would listen between your rants. The Black Council will not allow this quest of yours without its oversight.”


  At that, Elizabeth calmed herself and sat back down at her desk.


  Lorsen wondered why she looked at him with such smugness. She had overstepped her authority and would be held accountable. Although he’d not spoken with the other members of the council as he implied, he knew they would agree with him.


  “You speak as if you rule the council and know of its inner workings,” she said. “If you were not so obtuse, you would have checked with the others on the council first and shared your misgivings. Then you would have learned the truth of things.”


  Lorsen took a step closer to Elizabeth’s desk. His six-foot frame towered over her. “What are you rambling about? What truth am I unaware of? ”


  A sly smile spread across her lips. “The truth about yourself, of course. You’re a buffoon with a fondness for the dramatic. Your flamboyant displays of power in the Wizard’s Hall and court have made you noticed within the circles of nobility and other powerful factions. Did you think their attention would garner you more power? Or might it be you were trying to be the next court magician, or should I say jester? Your recklessness has had the opposite effect. Need I remind you the members of the Black Council work in the shadows? Your notoriety has made you a spectacle and a threat to us all.”


  Lorsen became incensed at her accusations.


  Buffoon? Court jester? This crone has hidden in her shadows for so long she doesn’t know what power and royalty are anymore.


  It was true he’d been garnering favor in and out of the Wizard’s Hall and the King’s court, but he had been amassing alliances in secret to ensure his own survival. If the Black Council failed again, as they did during the Witch Wars, he didn’t want to be left out in the cold or swinging from the gallows. Somehow this despicable witch had found him out.


  He stared at her with contempt, his mouth pressed into a thin line. “Lies, all lies. You fabricated stories about me to undermine my influence on the council. I understand now. You see me as a threat, don’t you? Are you afraid I’ll take your place as leader?”


  Elizabeth shook her head at his outburst and leaned back in her chair. She clasped her hands together. “That is the type of behavior that has put you in this position in the first place. You come here, in the middle of this coven, and presume to rant about the council and matters you know nothing about. I left you out on purpose when I arranged this expedition. At the time, I thought to marginalize your place on the council but, after this display, I think you are too irresponsible to hold any position at all. Consider yourself lucky that I’m too busy organizing this quest to call for the council to revoke your position and power immediately.”


  He felt his anger growing, an uncontrollable rage that threatened to burst from his body. It took all of his will to contain it. “You cannot do that; you don’t have the authority.”


  “Ah, but I’m the head of the Black Council and when I return with the Witch Stone in hand, no one will be able to stand against me. Consider this your notice of dismissal. Leave while you still can.”


  Elizabeth returned her attention to the pile of papers spread across her desk, ignoring him as if he wasn’t even standing before her.


  He stared at her, chaotic thoughts bouncing through his mind. No doubt she was a formidable adversary and had outmaneuvered him. She was a stronger elemental and he realized there was nothing he could change at this time. He wondered if this scheme to remove him was due to his rising influence within the council. This might have nothing to do with his secret agenda or meetings with certain royal parties after all. If she had any inkling that he was conspiring outside of the council to protect himself, she would have killed him on the spot. In any case, she had shown herself to be his enemy. He would not forget this betrayal and he vowed to make her pay for this indignity.


  With nothing left to say, he turned to leave. As he reached for the door, she spoke to him.


  “One more thing, wizard,” she said. “Try anything foolish and I’ll adorn my throne with your head.”


  Yes, he thought as he left her office, a deadly enemy that would have to be dealt with.


  ***


  So the bitch had left him no choice and it was time to make his move.


  As he rode down the trail, he sensed hidden eyes watching his every move. The Assassin Guild had many ways to protect its secrets. Hidden sentries along the path passed a signal to the fortress that a guest would soon be arriving. Representatives waited quietly for the horseman to come into view. The guild adhered to strict courtesies of social etiquette, which they extended to every visitor. Although they were in the business of death, there was no cause to act like uncouth brutes or barbarians.


  As Lorsen rode up to the gate, a servant came to hold his animal steady while he dismounted.


  “Welcome, sir. A reception has been prepared to greet you. I will care for your horse while you are about your business.”


  He nodded to the attendant and threw back his riding cowl. At first glance, Lorsen was a man of middle years, tall and lean, with fine age lines beginning to show on his lightly tanned face. Brown hair sprinkled with white streaks brushed the top of his collar. His clothing was finely cut, marking him as a member of the upper class, and when Lorsen’s chain and badge of office were spotted around his neck, his identity became instantly known. The badge marked him an Adept of the Academy of Wizards and this information was relayed to the guild masters, informing them of the identity of their powerful guest. He would be met and seen to by the appropriately ranked guild master.


  Lorsen paused at the imposing structure he was about to enter. He had never ventured near here before. The stronghold was impressive, with large stones at its foundation blackened with age. Each corner held a jagged pointed tower and barred windows with iron grates and reinforced shutters. At this time of day, the towers stood in sharp relief to the setting sun, like the fangs of an ancient beast reaching up to maul the heavens. The image gave the wizard an ominous premonition that his impending business with the guild might be more dangerous than he could foresee.


  He shuddered and broke his gaze at the approach of a slender older man dressed in a dark tunic and loose trousers. He was of average height and nondescript, but for his long gray hair, plaited in a braid down his back. He carried no weapons and the only visible adornment was a small badge of golden crossed swords embroidered over his left breast. This alone let Lorsen understand whom he was dealing with – the Grand Master of the House of Swords.


  “Adept Lorsen, welcome to the Guild,” the master said. “To what do we owe this honor?”


  Lorsen showed no surprise when the assassin greeted him by name. He nodded. “Master Arynmenz, the honor is mine. To be greeted personally by one of such importance is a compliment I would venture you do not afford every guest that graces your esteemed halls.”


  There was a brief sparkle in the old man’s eyes. “Ha, I can see we have both done our respective studies of those of power within the kingdom,” the Master said, smiling and motioning Lorsen through the fortress gates. “The correct pronunciation of my name alone warrants you special attention, but your station demands the highest courtesies. It is not often one of the preeminent wizards of the kingdom affords us a visit. Please call me Menz though; it makes conversation so much easier.”


  “Thank you. Master Menz,” Lorsen said, taken in by the infectious familiarity from this connoisseur of death. “We have much to talk about.”


  The inside hall was a gallery of breathtaking magnificence. He craned his neck at the hall’s cathedral ceiling to view the colorful frescoes of scenes from Tavia. The paintings flowed along each panel and presented a panoramic vista of the entire kingdom in one incredible view. As his eyes traveled down the walls, he did not miss the few fading scorch marks. He wondered at their presence and thought it best not to comment.


  “A small memento left over from a previous visit from others of your esteemed profession,” Menz explained with a sweeping gesture of his arm.


  Lorsen nodded. He wasn’t sure if he should be pleased or contrite at the reminder of the battle between the witches and assassins. It seemed odd that, in the midst of such magnificence, the assassins would leave visible scars of that intense confrontation. Lorsen wondered if the marks were left as a reminder that others held great power in the world or as a warning to those same powers that the guild would not fade quietly into the night. Whatever the reason, the scars stood in stark contrast to the colorful murals on the walls.


  Menz led him to a room off the main hall to allow them to conduct their business in utmost confidence. The room was well-appointed, with comfortable chairs, a writing desk, and a bookcase filled with the histories of the kingdom’s nobility, wealthy families, and other political factions. Three of the walls were covered with heavy drapes, while the fourth held a large map depicting every city, town, village and hamlet within Tavia. The room held a wealth of information about the kingdom and was masterfully designed to ensure any visitor would feel confident in enlisting the guild’s professional services.


  Menz motioned for Lorsen to sit down and took the seat opposite him.


  “Please make yourself comfortable. When you are ready, we can begin talking about what brings you here today.”


  As soon as Lorsen sat down, he leaned forward and blurted out his request. “I want you to kill a witch.”


  Menz’s eyes widened slightly, the request being both surprising and unprecedented. He could not remember a wizard or witch ever coming to the guild for help killing one of their own kind. Those of power kept that type of business within their ranks. They were certainly capable of doing the deed – the scorch marks in the hall were proof of that.


  Menz nodded. “I see. Who might this witch be?”


  “Elizabeth Berkshire, the head witch of the Constantine Coven.”


  “Ah yes, the Regent to the noble House of Berkshire,” the assassin replied.


  Lorsen frowned at Menz’s added bit of information. He had not wanted to mention Elizabeth was regent in addition to being the head mistress of the coven. He thought it would raise the price of the contract and shifted about in his seat.


  “Yes, she’s the Regent, but only until the heirs come of age.”


  Lorsen watched and scarcely breathed as Menz sat for a few long moments, absorbing the information. Lorsen began to fidget, wondering what the assassin was thinking about. How would he to react to this request? Did he wonder why Lorsen would want the guild to kill this witch? Considering the guild’s past dealings with this particular woman, did he think this might be some kind of trap? He hoped the hard set of his eyes showed his commitment and would reassure the master assassin.


  “You realize, of course, that this will be no easy task,” Menz finally replied. “The woman is surrounded by an army of powerful witches.”


  “Yes, I know. That’s usually the case, but I’ve discovered she’ll be leaving the coven on an extended trip across the kingdom. She’ll be traveling with a smaller group than normal and it presents the perfect opportunity to strike.”


  Lorsen tried to relax the tension in his shoulders and with supreme effort kept from wringing his hands, but anxiety rolled off him in waves. He desperately wanted the guild to take the contract, but he didn’t want them to know how much he wanted that. After all, he was not made of money. He tried to project a calm demeanor, but was not sure he was all that successful.


  “I’m not sure that even traveling abroad she’ll be vulnerable to attack,” Menz replied. “She’s a very powerful and dangerous woman. You’re asking a lot of us.”


  “Then maybe this will change your mind,” Lorsen said, reaching inside his tunic and drawing out a rolled scroll. He handed it to Menz with a knowing smile.


  Menz unrolled it. The parchment stated that the sum of 5,000 gold pieces would be paid to the bearer upon presentation at the Hall of Wizards. Lorsen had signed it himself.


  “This is quite a generous sum for the death of one witch,” Menz said.


  “Well, there is something else,” Lorsen added, “something of a timing issue, you might say.”


  Menz rubbed his chin. “Hmmm, go on.”


  “You must not kill her until after she has found a certain artifact, a stone of power, and the stone must be returned here once she is dead.”


  “I see,” Menz replied, nodded. “I want to make sure I understand your request. You want the guild to follow this witch as she travels around the kingdom searching for a magical stone. Once she finds it, we’re to kill her and return the stone here.”


  “Yes, I will take possession of the Stone once you have brought it here.”


  Lorsen wanted the assassins to bring the Stone safely back to their fortress, where he could take possession of it. If there were any others looking for it, then the assassins would have to deal with them first.


  “What if she fails to find the stone and gives up the quest?”


  “I still want you to kill her, but only after she has given up and begins her journey back to Constantine.”


  “You seem to want this woman dead very badly.”


  Lorsen’s eyes were ablaze with conviction. “Master Menz, you have no idea.”


  The master nodded, having heard everything he needed. “We will take the contract for 10,000 gold pieces.”


  Lorsen leapt up in disbelief, his eyes bulging from their sockets. “That’s outrageous and you know it. You’re trying to take advantage of me. It’s not as if I asked you to kill the king.”


  “Not the king, but certainly a queen,” Menz replied. “She’s the head of the Constantine Coven and regent of a powerful noble house. Her death will bring untold repercussions throughout the kingdom. Additionally, if we’re found to be complicit in her death, the retribution we would face would be enormous.”


  Lorsen slumped back in the chair, lost in thought. His offer should have had the assassins leaping to accept the contract. The payment of 5,000 gold pieces was going to be hard enough to come by; he’d never be able to gather double that amount. All his careful planning would be for naught and his future would still be jeopardy. Furious at being manipulated by the old assassin, Lorsen made his second life-changing decision of the day.


  “Very well, 10,000 gold pieces it is,” he agreed.


  Menz leaned forward to emphasize his final point before accepting the offer. “You must understand that this is a most complicated request. I cannot promise there will be no collateral deaths if we decide to undertake this contract. It’s the nature of our business.”


  “I don’t care if you kill every witch she travels with; just make sure she dies and bring that Stone to me.”


  Menz nodded. “Very well, the contract is accepted. For 10,000 gold pieces, the Guild of Assassins will kill Elizabeth Berkshire, recover the magic stone, and return it here for you to take possession.”


  “I will draw up another debenture for the additional 5,000 gold pieces.”


  Menz shook his head while holding up the promissory note. “Adept Lorsen, by tradition we have no need for pledges, promises, or handshakes. Once a contract is accepted, we fulfill it no matter the obstacles and we always collect our fee. We’ve both honorably agreed to the sum of payment, so another note won’t be necessary, but I will hold this note for safe keeping until the contract is complete.”


  The implied threat was not lost on Lorsen and he paled. “Then there is nothing else to discuss.”


  “On the contrary, you must tell me everything about this quest, so we can plan for our success.”


  Lorsen spent the next hour telling the Master of Swords what he knew of the quest and the parties involved. The Master listened with all due respect, asking a few clarifying questions before he finished.


  “So, as I understand,” Menz summarized, “this quest is due to leave within two weeks with three distinct personalities we’ll have to deal with - Jeda DeLongo, the husband of the comatose woman; Gelda DeLongo, the senior healer of the Kingdom; and Elizabeth Berkshire, the head mistress of the Constantine Coven. Does that about cover it?”


  “Well, there are Jeda’s twin daughters too,” Lorsen said, “but I don’t think they’ll be much of a problem. They’re mere children after all.” He had no idea that Menz had personal experience with the Berkshire witch and knew of the twins. He also didn’t know Jeda was formerly of the assassin brotherhood.


  Menz stood, indicting the meeting was over. “Very well, Adept. We have everything we need now. We’ll be contacting you when the stone arrives.”


  Lorsen inclined his head and rose to leave. He was escorted out by one of the many servants catering to the guests of the guild. As he walked through the main hall, he felt a sense of heaviness in the pit of his stomach. He didn’t like to second-guess himself, but there was much riding on the success of the assassin’s contract, not the least of which was his very life. If the assassins tried and failed to kill Elizabeth, she would suspect Lorsen was the culprit behind the crime, considering their last meeting. If they succeeded in eliminating her, he would be the natural choice for the leadership of the Black Council, but he would still be indebted to the guild for 10,000 gold pieces.


  He controlled his anger at being manipulated by the old assassin. He couldn’t believe that he had agreed to the inflated amount.


  What in the halls of hell was I thinking?


  There was no turning back now. He left the fortress and mounted his waiting horse. He looked back one last time at the imposing façade of the guild fortress before riding off. He had big plans if he got the Stone, but worried that the least of those plans would involve the appropriate payment to this band of uncivilized cutthroats.


  Just wait till I get my hands on that Stone, then I’ll take care of them all.
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  A New Assignment


The boy raced through the darkened corridors as fast as his short legs would take him. He had just missed running into a brother rounding the corner into one of the main corridors. That would have elicited an immediate and brutal beating, but the boy did not slow his breakneck speed. To be late delivering the summons he carried was worse than any beating a brother would give him.


  As the boy approached his destination, he slowed to catch his breath and compose himself. If he showed up in a disheveled condition, it would be as bad as being late. Straightening his uniform, he opened the door and peeked inside the room. Raz Dugo, a senior assassin, was deep in practice, swinging her swords with deadly efficiency. Not many novices had the opportunity to witness a display of such profound ability. The boy stood amazed, watching the speed and grace of her movements. After a moment, he remembered his instructions and crept in.


  Without missing a move, the woman pirouetted in a tight, low circle and came up with the twin blades on either side of the boy’s neck. He froze.


  “You’re dead.”


  “Ye, ye, yes, Sister.”


  She removed her blades from the boy’s neck. “Always be prepared, boy. Death will come at you in many shapes and situations. You’ll never know the one that kills you, but dead is dead. Why are you here?”


  “The Grand Master summons you.”


  “Very well, you’ve delivered your message, now leave.”


  She watched the young boy sprint out of her room. She toweled off, got dressed, and lost no time in arriving at the chambers of the Grand Master of the House of Swords. A summons to the master’s office would mean a new mission had been accepted.


  Finally, a change from this monotony.


  She stopped outside his chambers, knocked, and waited. Once she heard the command to enter, she stepped inside and nodded to the man sitting at his desk. He held up a finger while he finished writing.


  After a moment, Menz looked at her. “Sister Raz, I have a new mission for you.”


  “I look forward to it, Master Menz.”


  “Yes, well, this particular mission is unique in the extreme and I chose you because of your abilities at deception and because you’re a woman.”


  Raz’s outward expression of calmness belied the feeling of resentment that rose inside.


  Another assignment for a woman...when will I receive the respect I deserve?


  Her eyes held steady on him as he spoke. Although she was happy to be chosen for any mission, it grated on her that the guild valued her looks more than they did her ability with a sword. It didn’t help her cause that she was a good-looking woman. She was pretty to the point of being noticeable without being too beautiful to approach. She had long black hair that accentuated her oval face when pulled back. Her high cheekbones set off nicely from full sensual lips, but as attractive as these features were, it was her eyes that were most remarkable. They were large and brown – sparkling pools that could drown a man in their bottomless depths. Her looks were attributes that the guild often employed to get her close to a target.


  His next words surprised her.


  “I know you do not particularly care for missions that use your womanly virtues, but this one is different. You’ll be going under cover as a caravan guard, where your skills as a swordsman will come into play. As a matter of fact, I’m counting on it.”


  This might be interesting after all.


  The sword had always been her weapon of choice since the first time she saw an inspiring display by the preeminent swordsman of the guild – an assassin named Mave. He had been a true marvel with swords and had never known an equal. From that point on, she practiced day and night to develop her skills. She remembered his words when she had passed the test to apprentice in the House of Swords. Her test had been so brutal that he had spoken those words to her while she was healing in the guild infirmary.


  The sword is a weapon of men. You’d be wise to choose a weapon better suited to your womanly strengths and abilities. Perhaps the House of the Knife or the Bow would be a better fit.


  His challenge was all it took for her to refuse to choose another weapon. She vowed to herself to meet his level of skill. She never wavered in her choice or in her pursuit of excellence. Mave was dead and his position as preeminent swordsman of the guild still stood open. Raz knew that, if she were a man, she would have been long ago selected to replace him. There was no one better with swords, but the guild was a patriarchal society ruled by stubborn men set in their ways. As it was, she had to be satisfied with any mission she was assigned.


  “I’m honored you would consider me,” Raz replied, trying hard to hide her surprise.


  Menz chuckled at her stoic formality. “Raz, you have so many talents that you seem to be unaware of. Your skills with the sword are just one small part of your arsenal of weapons. You just need to recognize them. For this mission, I believe your capability with swords will be your most valuable asset. These skills will be of more interest to the leaders of this expedition than your beauty. There are also children involved, so as a woman, you may be able to use your maternal instincts to get close to them. You’ll need every advantage to get the information required to complete this mission.”


  Raz stood at attention, listening while Menz explained the people she would be working for and the details of her mission.


  “Your target is Elizabeth Berkshire. She is the head wise woman of the Constantine Coven and a powerful witch. She is organizing a quest to search for an amulet called the Witch Stone. Your mission is to kill her, but not before she finds this Stone of power. As I mentioned, you’ll be joining as one of the caravan guards and the guard captain is expecting you.”


  “Is he aware of my particular nature?” Raz asked.


  “No, he is not. The captain was paid off by a man he thinks is your brother. Your background is as a member of a successful merchant family, but your career choices have been an embarrassment to them. You have insisted on a career as a fighter and you’re difficult to deal with in the best of times. Your brother is tired of your unladylike behaviors and wants to be rid of you for a while. The captain agreed to let you join the quest as a guard for a modest sum.”


  Raz wanted to smile at how similar this fabricated story was to her real background. Her brother was indeed the head of a successful family of merchants and landowners who had disowned her years ago. She was not like other young girls, who wished to embroider tapestries or learn the fine art of making a home for a future husband. She’d been fascinated by weapons for as long as she could remember, but most especially by her brother’s sword. It was a thing of beauty and she had yearned to learn to wield it.


  Her brother had not been pleased when she’d been discovered taking sword lessons from one of the family guards. He had fired the man and given her an ultimatum. Abide and conform to his rules as a lady of the gentry or leave. She surprised herself when she did just that. She ran as fast and as far away as she could, finding her way to the gates of the Guild. She had often wondered if her brother regretted his harsh words, but she had never tried to contact him again. The guild was her family now.


  “I understand, Master.”


  Menz nodded and continued. “Once the quest begins, I want you to get close to Jeda DeLongo and his twelve-year-old twin daughters. Use your sword skill or your charms for this, whichever works to your advantage. The twins are supposed to be instrumental in locating the Stone and they’re never far from their father’s side. Either the girls or Jeda will be your conduit to collect information about their plans for locating and retrieving it. You’ll use this information to make your final plans.”


  “When is this quest scheduled to leave, Master?”


  “They’re preparing now and should leave within two weeks. You’ll go and join the guard immediately. This will give you the chance to settle in with the other guards and learn their strengths and weaknesses. You may be able to use one or two of them to assist you along the way. The quest hasn’t been widely publicized as yet and the witches are trying to keep the details quiet. They fear there may be others interested in the Stone who will cause problems for them. Fortunately for us, there are many tongues wagging about this trip and very few secrets left to discover. They’ll travel north along the Western Highway to begin and the guild will help you throughout that part of the journey. After the quest reaches the northern regions, our abilities to help you will be diminished. If the quest travels through the city of North Ridge, we’ll have an agent among the fur traders you will contact. He’ll expect your report and is prepared to fulfill any needs you may have. Once the stone is found, you’ll kill the Berkshire witch, steal the stone, and bring it back to me. Do you have any other questions?”


  One of the names Menz mentioned sparked a memory that she would have preferred left to the darker recesses of her mind. Raz stared at him a moment before answering. “I do, Master.”


  “What is it?”


  “My question concerns Jeda DeLongo. The man is a traitor to the brotherhood. Do you have any final instructions about him?”


  Menz sighed. “Brother Jeda is not considered a traitor by the Guild, no matter what is whispered about him in the hallways. We have an arrangement with him and the witches he accompanies. His position is unique and he’s the first one you’ll try to coerce into helping you.”


  “How should I do that, Master? Shall I tell him I am of the brotherhood?”


  “That would not be a good idea. Although he’s a guild member in absentia, your mission goes against his reasons for being on the quest. This expedition was orchestrated under the guise of finding the Witch Stone to wake his pregnant wife from an unnatural coma. If you tell him you’re from the guild and intend to steal the stone, you’ll get his wrath, not his help.”


  “I see, but that may complicate matters.”


  “Raz, this is where you miss the value of your key attributes. Your blades are a means to get noticed, an introduction of sorts. Once he is aware of your swordsmanship, use your other charms to get closer and convince him of your worth to the quest. When he trusts you, use that relationship to learn when and where they’ll retrieve the stone.”


  “And if I cannot?”


  “Then your skill with the blades will come into play,” he replied. He picked up the letter he’d been writing and held it out to her. “Take this letter of introduction to the guard captain and he’ll make sure you are assigned to his unit.”


  “As you command, Master,” Raz said, taking the letter and turning on her heel.


  She returned to the exercise chamber deep within the fortress to finish her routine. She stood in the middle of the room and began to settle herself. This new mission was different from the others and she felt excited at the prospect of starting it. She’d be using her skills with the sword as much as her looks. That thought alone invoked memories of the trials she’d experienced in this room when passing through the ranks to become an assassin. Every prospect passed through this room to be tested and judged as to their worthiness.


  She stripped down to a sleeveless linen top and tied a bandana around her head. This would afford the freedom she needed for the final routine. She closed her eyes and began to twirl the twin swords in a complicated pattern of motion and control. The muscles of her upper body rippled as she practiced the intricate moves of the deadly dance. This was a specialized routine called the ‘Dance of Swords’ and taught to very few within the guild. Only the most proficient swordsmen could achieve the control needed to dance with the blades and it was the last thing Mave had taught her. It was the proudest moment of her career.


  The swords slashed through the air with amazing speed in an intricate display of lethal skill. Though the air in the room was cool, she began to sweat from her exertions. Her blouse and bandana became drenched. The grips of her swords were wet as well, but she never faltered in her movements. Anyone watching her would find it difficult to follow the moves, so quick were the blades twirling. The essence of the control needed to master these movements went beyond mere concentration to the point that they became an extension of her being. This state, called ‘the perfect killing mind,’ was one of the hardest levels of focus to achieve.


  As Raz moved in the intricate dance, she strove to clear her mind to reach the state needed to perfect the movement. She moved faster and faster, calming her mind, reaching for the point where her unconscious mind and conscious surroundings became one. She was near success, but one thought kept intruding – the assassin’s creed.


  The creed was a set of unwritten laws that bound the Brotherhood together. It concerned loyalty and dedication, concepts ingrained into every assassin’s soul. The creed dictated that the Brotherhood, above all else, came first. The one underlying and unbreakable rule of the creed was, once you entered the brotherhood, you never left.


  Her concentration slipped and she almost cut herself with the razor-sharp blades. She stopped in disgust and did not bother to restart. She would not be successful while her mind was preoccupied. She kept thinking of Jeda DeLongo. He was considered a traitor by the guild and captured by them. Then the witches attacked the fortress and he was released. The Grand Masters never gave any reason for his pardon and that bothered her. Why was he still breathing, walking, and living outside the Brotherhood? It was an unthinkable violation of the code. In the long history of the guild, no one had ever broken it and lived.


  There was also the fact that Jeda had killed Mave. She’d never understood how he could have accomplished such a thing. It was impossible for Jeda to get close enough to kill Mave with knives. He must have done it from a cowardly ambush. She thought about the upcoming mission and made her decision.


  There can be no exceptions. The traitor must die.
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  The First Step


Jeda sat with his head bowed deep in thought. The emotions rippling across his face spoke volumes of the pain he suffered. His lips and brows tensed in concentration one moment and the tension disappeared in the next. He’d been this way for days – brooding, worrying, and trying to discover a way out of the hell he faced.


  Six months. How will we ever find the Stone in that time?


  He looked at where his beautiful wife lay in bed and marveled as the soft rays of sunshine highlighted her peaceful face. The healing room in the Witch’s Coven of Constantine where she lay was small, with whitewashed walls and a window facing east. This allowed for the first rays of the sun to shine through the window each morning. She had been lying here for weeks, cocooned in a deep coma, unresponsive to any voice or touch. She looked serene in her sleep, as if at any moment she would open her eyes and wish him good morning.


  He reached over to tuck a loose strand of chestnut hair behind her ear. It was hard to accept that someone so wonderful and caring was caught in this nightmare – a nightmare of his causing. Keisha was a vibrant young woman full of energy and with an inner spark that kept him wanting more from her. She’d shown him that there was more than the mayhem and killing of the assassin’s life he’d known before her. The day he met her in the gypsy camp had been the best day of his life. She had the patience and understanding that brought out the best in him. She rediscovered parts of him that had been long buried and she changed his whole world.


  He leaned over and stroked the softness of her cheek.


  “I’m here, love,” he said. He touched her brow and concentrated, trying to pierce the impenetrable fog surrounding her mind. “Please wake and come back to me.”


  He sat with her every day, talking to her, praying, and pleading for her to wake. At times, the frustration was too much and he ranted and yelled at her. Other times, he sat and wept. Nothing mattered - she never stirred. Her unnatural sleep had been induced by a protective shell of magic. She had wrapped herself and her unborn baby in the enchantment after being kidnapped and drugged by the assassin guild. The magical barrier Keisha had created protected her and the child from the ravages of the assassin’s drug. The kidnapping had been a ploy the guild used to draw Jeda to them. He had rescued Keisha and their baby from the assassin’s clutches, but they remained in danger. Keisha wasn’t aware the threat was over and had not released her magic. With the barrier in place, mother and child were inseparable and there would be no birth. The sanctuary Keisha had created for protection was now a prison that threatened to kill them both.


  Jeda wrapped her small hand in his. “Keisha, this life is empty without you. I need your smile and laughter to fill it. I’m lost without you.”


  The celebrated healers of the Constantine Coven has been his last hope. They’d gathered their most powerful in a linked circle to try reach Keisha, but failed to break through her spell. They met for days after that disastrous attempt, discussing what they could do next. It was Elizabeth who offered the best solution – find the Witch Stone. The infamous Stone increased a user’s magic by a hundredfold, or so the legend said, but the Stone had disappeared long ago. Elizabeth assured Jeda that, if the healing circle used the Stone, they would be able to bring Keisha and his child back to the world of the living. With no other recourse, the healers wrapped a second protective shell around the two lost souls to hold them in stasis until the Stone was found. The protection would last for six months, after which both would suffer irreparable harm.


  Six months – it was a death sentence for Keisha and the baby.


  Two weeks had passed since the circle failed and the coven witches went to study their archives to find clues of the Stone’s whereabouts. Rumor had it that the Stone was the weapon that had turned the tide of the Witch War. It vanished under mysterious circumstances near the end of the fighting and no amount of searching had ever found it.


  Jeda sat with frustration and despair as his daily companions, waiting on any news or clues of the Stone’s whereabouts. He had developed lines of worry across his face and dark circles swam under his eyes from lack of sleep. His hand brushed through his hair and he hung his head.


  Less than six months, he corrected himself, and we have no idea where to begin.


  He raised his wife’s hand to his lips in silent supplication.


  ***


  Kala Delongo’s lungs were heaving from exertion as she came to a skidding stop in front of her twin sister. “Did you see Poppy today?” she asked Kara. “Do you know where he is?”


  “Same place as always,” replied Kara, “in the room sitting with Ma.”


  “They found something,” Kala continued. “Everyone is summoned to the healers’ gathering room to hear the news. Come on, let’s get him and see what they say.”


  Kala’s enthusiasm was infectious, but Kara had always been the more reserved of the two. She pursed her lips and refused to give in to her sister’s exciting news. “You go get him. I’ll meet you there.”


  The twelve-year-old girls were identical twins with blond hair and gold-flecked eyes, but Kara wore her hair short while Kala sported long, flowing locks. Kara’s choice stemmed from her days disguised as a boy when the girls and Jeda were on the run. This wasn’t the only difference between them. Kara’s shy personality had changed into an unsettling angry silence after she’d suffered an assortment of indignities at the hands of Mave – the same assassin who took Keisha. Mave had repeatedly doped her with a dangerous drug called Darkshade. The drug was a powerful pain reliever used by healers, but it had the side effect of inhibiting elemental powers. If used too long or in too great a quantity, the drug was deadly. Mave used this on Kara to suppress her powers and, though he did not overdose her, the side effects on her young mind were substantial. Mave was a sadistic killer, who tortured the young girl with disturbing facts about her father. Jeda rescued her and killed him, but not before Mave had done his damage. The torment and continuous drugging Kara had endured wreaked havoc on the young girl’s psyche. The episode had deeply affected her, and after the rescue, she felt a wickedness growing inside her. Dark thoughts swirled within her mind and she could find no way to banish them. She refused to tell anyone of her problem, including her twin, who she thought of as the good sister.


  “Fine, be like that,” Kala replied and ran off in search of Jeda.


  Kara watched her stomp off to get their father, leaving her alone again with dark thoughts as her only companions.


  ***


  Jeda looked up as the door opened. His eyes lit up and he smiled at his daughter as she entered the room. The girls could always bring a measure of comfort to his day.


  “There’s no change in your mother, I’m afraid,” he said.


  “That’s not what I’m here for, Poppy. They need us in the gathering room.”


  Jeda frowned and shook his head – not another useless meeting and waste of time. “Why don’t you go and let me know what they say?”


  “But Poppy, they found something.”


  Jeda’s head snapped up. “Really? What did they find?”


  “Grandma Gelda came from the library and said to gather everyone with all due haste. She and Aunt Elizabeth have found something important.”


  Jeda stood and looked at Kala. He tried to hide his cynicism behind a smile for her. She was still full of anticipation at each new meeting called and he didn’t want to crush that hope. The excitement he felt when the Stone was first mentioned had been chipped away by meeting after meeting of ‘sorry – we’ve discovered nothing yet.’ The witches were trying and he wanted to believe in them, but it was hard. He found it difficult to have faith in anything these days.


  “I hope this meeting is not another waste of time. Where’s your sister?”


  “She said she would meet us there.”


  “Okay, let’s go see what the news is.”


  ***


  Elizabeth entered the meeting room from a side door. As the head of the coven and regent of the noble house Berkshire, she knew how to make an entrance. She moved like a queen before her court, gliding across the room, her voluminous dress sweeping back. She reached the front of the room and poised before the gathering, her face a mask of serenity.


  Anyone looking close enough would see that the calmness did not touch her eyes. Those were piercing ice-blue and held no warmth whatsoever. She looked around the room, making note of the few talkative fools who were oblivious to her limited patience. They soon fell silent when elbowed by their attentive neighbors and a charged anticipation fell over the room.


  She began speaking when she had everyone’s attention. “Thank you for coming on such short notice. I realize the last two weeks have been a great strain on everyone. The time spent poring over the ancient scrolls has proven well worthwhile, for we have found the clues that will lead us on the path to finding the Stone.”


  Whispers of excitement broke out at the announcement. Gelda DeLongo, seated at the front of the room, stood and walked to Elizabeth’s side. She was the Kingdom’s foremost healer, with a physique the exact opposite of Elizabeth’s– short and stout with the frumpy appearance of a gentle grandmother. Her soothing brown eyes flecked with gold projected the sense of calm one would expect from a healer of her caliber. She had partnered with Elizabeth to research the records for clues of the stone’s location. If anyone could decipher the archives, it was these two women.


  Gelda held up her hands, motioning for the murmurs to subside. “Make no mistake, we’ve not found the location of the stone, but we believe we know the path to it.”


  Jeda shook his head at the announcement.


  This was another assertion of nothing.


  He fumed at the waste of time. He could have been at his wife’s side and not listening to these two old women rambling on about old news. If he had to listen to one more person trying to convince him of their self-importance, he would scream.


  “What does that mean?” he asked. “Enough riddles. Do you know where the Stone is?”


  “We’re not sure,” Gelda said. “That’s what has taken us so long to understand. Finding the stone will be difficult – it’s been missing for a hundred years. We’ve found clues in scrolls written during the time of the Witch War. These hints point to different areas and we hope investigating each will lead us to its location. It’s very unfortunate that the end of that war was so tumultuous. There are few written details of that time. Our journey following the clues will be one of discovery. At each stop, we will need to search for more information to lead us to the final destination of the stone.”


  “That’s it?” Jeda asked. “After weeks of research, all you have is a few vague clues about where the stone was used? I could have told you that without spending two weeks researching scrolls. Just look at the ruins lying around the Kingdom. This has been a complete waste of time.”


  He stood and made to leave the assembly room. He stopped when Natasha put her hand on his arm.


  “Jeda, please hear them out,” she said. “Gelda would not have called this assembly if they had nothing else.”


  Natasha was Keisha’s mother and the wise woman of the gypsy troupe he and the twins had traveled with the last twelve years. He had great respect for her level-headed insightfulness and keen intelligence. He nodded and sat back in his seat.


  Elizabeth cleared her throat and continued.


  “As we were saying before that rude interruption, the clues we have gleaned from the scrolls point to more than historic landmarks. We’ve developed a log of where and when the Witch Stone was used. There is no definitive record of what happened to the stone at the end of the war, but this timeline will be the guide we use to trace where it was.”


  “Why don’t we go to the last location and search there?” Natasha asked.


  “We thought of that,” Gelda replied, “but the ruins have been picked over for centuries and the stone was never found. We do not know the last place the stone was…”


  Jeda opened his mouth to interrupt, but stopped when Gelda held up her hand.


  “As coven elders, Elizabeth and I have access to the oldest scrolls in the archives. We found scrolls dating back to the Witch War, listing several sites with exacting details. These specifics tell much about each place, but there is no exact time and location listed together. We are forced to search every site lest we miss something that might prove vital. This is the best chance we have for finding the stone.”


  “How long will this journey take?” Jeda asked.


  “We have no way of knowing,” Elizabeth said, casting a steely eye toward him. “We have just said that each site must be searched. If we are lucky, we’ll discover something relevant early on, but if not, we search until the end. That’s why we’ve brought you here. Gather your equipment and supplies - we leave in two days’ time.”


  “Why didn’t you say that in the first place?” Jeda replied.


  Both women gave him hard looks that made him regret his outburst. I hate witches, he thought as he rose and followed the others out of the assembly.


  ***


  Many people had gathered for this meeting. They had been waiting for weeks for the quest to begin. The excitement was clear on the faces of the different groups as they exited to begin their packing. No one paid attention to the young girl standing in the doorway with a frown on her face. Kara had arrived in time to hear the announcement that the quest was to leave soon. As she listened, she had a premonition that this journey would entail more than following directions from old scrolls.


  She knew her feelings came from the dark place within her where the wickedness hid and grew. She felt an evil would be stalking them, but didn’t know what it was and was fearful of voicing her concerns. What could she say? Who would believe her? She couldn’t tell Kala or her father. What would they think of her evilness? As these tumultuous thoughts swirled around her mind, she vowed to keep silent and hide them from everyone. She knew the group saw her as a little girl afraid of the dark and it made her decision easier as the adults streamed out of the assembly room.


  She’d figure this out on her own.
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  Hiding in Plain Sight


The coven courtyard was large, picturesque and designed to induce calm, relaxed feelings. An elaborate stone fountain sat in the center, with concentric circles of manicured grass and brightly colored flowers surrounding it. The sunlight sparkled off the water droplets that sprayed into the air, presenting a kaleidoscope of color for anyone able to take a moment to enjoy it.


  This morning, no one was enjoying its unique beauty, as pandemonium reined. The yard was full with wagons piled high with every conceivable object imaginable. Horses neighed, mules brayed, drivers shouted instructions, and baggage handlers cursed. The occasional yell or scream from angry or dissatisfied witches was heard above the din as the packing continued throughout the morning.


  The discordant sounds threatened to deafen Jeda as he sat on his horse and watched the confusion. The sun heated up the morning air and his face was covered with a thin sheen of perspiration. His shoulders were tense from the noise and the mayhem coming from the crowded yard. Part of his uneasiness stemmed from old habits developed from years of protecting his girls. Crowds made him apprehensive, but the chaos he was witnessing before him was beyond ridiculous.


  I don’t know how much more I can take. We should have left hours ago. Keisha was the patient one. She taught me to see people in a different light. Without her beside me, I’m not sure how much of this absurd nonsense I can stomach. These witches don’t know how easy it would be to end their pathetic existences.


  Jeda shook his head to banish his wayward thoughts. The hopelessness he’d felt of late was replaced with a sense of angry urgency. Right now, he felt the need to lash out. In the last hour, his small group had mounted and dismounted their horses at least four different times. Each time they made ready to leave, yet another surge of trunks and supplies would appear that had to be brought on the trip. One might think from the number of boxes the witches were bringing that they leaving the Coven for good. These activities did nothing to improve his souring disposition and he wondered if they would ever leave on this quest.


  An exasperated sigh escaped his lips. “They’ve been at this for hours.”


  Natasha sat on her horse beside him and seemed to take in the bustle and confusion with a stoic calm.


  “I think they must be long-lived,” Natasha said.


  He glanced over at Natasha. “Why would you say that?”


  “They would have to be to get anything accomplished,” she said, smiling at the scene before them.


  Natasha had long, luxurious black hair and a remarkable symmetry to her face, but her smile was striking. It lit up her face and accentuated the sparkles of her gold-flecked eyes. She had tied her long tresses back in a colorful scarf and dressed in comfortable clothes suitable for travel.


  Jeda could not stop the smile tugging his lips. She was as anxious as he to begin the journey, but as the wise woman of her gypsy troupe, she had learned to keep her emotions masked. She would do anything to see her daughter healed, which at this moment included enduring the idiocy and chaos before them.


  Jeda’s face tightened as the sound of giggles erupted behind him. He turned in his saddle and the laughing stopped. He looked at the angelic faces of his daughters, sitting astride their own horses and staring back at him. They did not fool him with their show of innocence. He saw the mischievous sparkle in their eyes and knew trouble was ahead. He noticed they wore identical riding habits with matching caps. It was an old trick they used to confuse and antagonize anyone who did not know them well. Twelve-year-old girls would behave themselves for just so long, no matter what punishment was threatened. It was just a matter of time.


  “Don’t start,” he admonished the two. “We don’t need any more problems. If you two poke fun at any of the Coven sisters, this trip will be a nightmare.”


  They nodded dutifully, but the wait was beginning to weigh on them. The girls had packed for the trip, with oversized saddlebags and camp gear strapped behind their saddles. They had packed light, experienced from years of traveling, and managed to get everything they needed on their horses. Neither had considered a wagon when planning for this trip.


  “Poppy, why are so many people coming with us?” Kala asked. “And why are they bring so many clothes?”


  Jeda looked back and forth between them. Both girls had stopped laughing outright, but wore grins as if sharing a private joke.


  “I’m warning you. I don’t want to hear about any misbehavior from either of you. To answer your question, Kala, your Aunt Elizabeth mentioned the possibility of needing a circle of power.”


  “Incompetent fools,” screamed a witch.


  He turned back at a loud bang, as the baggage handlers tried to recover an oversized trunk that had fallen off the back of a wagon. It had broken open and its contents spilled onto the ground. The two men scurried to clean up the mess as one of the witches berated them. Jeda shook his head as laughter erupted from behind him again.


  Great, and we haven’t even started yet. He glanced at Natasha, who shrugged, trying to hide her own annoyance. If they had known the first stop in the search for the stone, they would have left hours ago. Elizabeth and Gelda were keeping the location a guarded secret.


  “I’m going to see if I can find Gelda or Elizabeth,” Jeda said, pulling his horse out of line. “Would you please keep an eye on the girls? Please don’t let them get into any trouble.”


  “Of course,” Natasha replied. “What trouble could they find here?”


  He frowned, turned his horse, and rode a circuit around the square. There were at least twenty wagons were for the witches alone. It looked like each one of them was packing their entire assortment of earthly goods. They also brought a multitude of servants and handmaidens to see to their every whim. There were more servants than witches. He spied Elizabeth directing her own servants and guided his horse over to talk with her.


  ***


  “Elizabeth, may I have a word?”


  She sighed and then took a deep breath at this latest interruption. All morning, she had been dealing with questions, complaints and whining from every witch who had been selected for the quest. If she’d had her way, she would have strapped them with a whip, but she had to keep up the appearance of the benevolent mother. She peered up at where Jeda sat on his horse. Her irritation threatened to boil over at the interruption and the disrespect he presented by not dismounting to address her.


  “What is it?” she asked.


  “Elizabeth, the sun has been up for hours and we’ve not moved one foot outside the Coven. The wagons are being loaded with useless things that will never be used on this trip. The weight will slow us down and, the way this packing is progressing, we may not even leave today.”


  “What would you have me do, young man? None of us knows how long this trip will be nor what we might run into. We have to be prepared for every contingency and that means bringing the proper supplies.”


  ”I understand, but they’re bringing everything they own and then some. We have a lot of ground to cover and these heavy wagons will slow us down.”


  Though Elizabeth agreed with him, she’d never give him the satisfaction of showing it. If she was to keep control of the expedition, she had to put forth a face of solidarity for her sisters. No matter how asinine they behaved. There could be no dissent among them, no bickering or arguments, else her leadership would suffer. In the trials ahead, she would need their support. Her years of leading the Black Council made her well-versed in maintaining power. This would be no different. Elizabeth needed to put him in his place before the trip began. As far as she was concerned, he was useless now that the twins had agreed to go on this trip. The sooner she was rid of him the better.


  “Enough, I will hear no more about what my sisters or any woman deems necessary for this trip. You should concern yourself with issues that are appropriate to men. Why don’t you review the caravan guards if you need something to do? That should keep you busy until we’re ready to leave.”


  And get you out of my hair.


  Jeda sat back in his saddle at the rebuff, but Elizabeth’s suggestion was a good one. “Very well, that’s exactly what I will do.”


  If only getting rid of all my problems were so easy.


  Watching him leave reminded her of Gelda. Elizabeth’s failure to dissuade her from coming on the quest still vexed her. Gelda was the co-leader of the expedition and Elizabeth had tried to talk the old crone into staying behind with Keisha. She told her it was ‘to watch over the poor sick girl,’ but Gelda was having none of that.


  “The girl’s in a coma, for gods’ sake. What would you have me watch?”


  With Gelda along, Elizabeth would have to make other plans to make sure the older healer did not interfere. A journey of this nature was arduous for the youngest amongst them and accidents always happened. She went to get a supply of Darkshade from her secret hoard and give a few final instructions to her conspirators staying behind at the Coven. There were certain things that needed tending to while she was gone – first and foremost was ensuring the young gypsy girl did not wake up from her unnatural sleep. Elizabeth’s lips curved upward in the slightest of smiles as she went in search of her black sisters.


  There’s no rest for the wicked.


  ***


  Raz stood at attention with the rest of the guards as the unexpected review began. The guards had been lounging beneath one of the large shade trees, waiting for the orders to mount up. From their experience, it would be hours before the wagons were ready. Their captain called them together for an inspection and Raz was uneasy when she saw who would conduct it. Though it had been over ten years since she last saw Jeda, she recognized the traitor from his appearance—his wiry frame and handsome face, with a dangerous glint to his eyes. She had to keep reminding herself of her greater mission and not kill the traitor when he walked in front of her.


  Calm down, it’s just an inspection.


  The last time she saw Jeda, he was a senior assassin and she was a first-year apprentice. Her station put her well beneath the attentions of someone like him and she was certain he would not recognize her now as a mature woman. To complete her disguise as a guard, she wore a mismatched set of leather armor over rough-spun clothing. A pair of well-worn short swords strapped to her back finished her outfit. She’d been on other missions posing as a caravan guard and played the part well. No one would mistake her for anything more than a paid guard performing menial and boring duties. She was confident in her disguise and eyed Jeda as he inspected the other guards.


  There’s no way he would ever recognize me.


  As Jeda reviewed the guards, Raz saw him ask a question or two of each guard. There were two other women guards in the ranks and they both passed inspection. He stopped at the man next to her and began asking more than a few perfunctory questions. She glanced at the guard being questioned and noticed he wore a fancy set of armor and shiny new weapons. After a few questions, Jeda shook his head at the guard captain. There would be no pretty nobles looking for adventure on this trip.


  He better not find any fault with me.


  He looked much the same as she remembered, though a bit more muscular through his arms and chest. Though he had been years away from the guild, he was still lean. She tensed as he stepped in front of her. It was her first opportunity to study him up close. His eyes captured her full attention. She looked into them when he asked his first question and was intrigued by the intensity she saw there. She almost missed what he asked.


  “How long have you been a guard?” Jeda asked, looking over her equipment.


  “About eight winters, milord.”


  “I am no lord. You may call me sir or Jeda.”


  Her answer was a test in itself and, without hesitation, she replied. “Yes, sir.”


  She saw the satisfaction on his face and was pleased at her own perception. He was not looking for familiarity or friendship from the guards; he wanted their attention and obedience to orders. Nothing more.


  “Have you ever killed a man?”


  “Don’t you mean fought a man? Killing is something any fool can do, given the right circumstance. Fighting, on the other hand, requires skill and finesse.”


  She noticed his eyes widened in surprise before he rephrased the question. “All right then, do you know how to fight?”


  Raz smirked at the question and motioned to a few of the other men in line. Jeda looked where she pointed and saw multiple cuts and bruises on them. They appeared to have been in quite a scuffle and he raised an eyebrow.


  “They thought I was along for their enjoyment, sir. I showed them just what kind of pleasure they could expect from me.”


  The hint of a smile showed on his face and he nodded, moving onto the next man in line. Raz relaxed her stance and breathed easier as he stepped away. Working with him would not be easy, and after this brief conversation, she realized how astute he was in reading people. She would have to take care when persuading him to help her complete the mission.


  Jeda dismissed two more men from the guards’ lineup before he finished his inspection. The guards mounted and took their place as the order finally came to move out.


  She watched him mount his horse and ride to join another woman and two girls. They must be the famous twins. They don’t look different from other young girls, but we all know that looks can be deceiving.


  She made a mental note not to underestimate anyone on this quest, including the twins. As she studied them from across the yard, the short-haired one looked in her direction. For a quick moment, Raz thought the girl knew she was spying on her. She shook her head at the ridiculous thought and moved to her position in the caravan line.


  ***


  Kara was sitting on her horse in the morning sun, half-asleep and daydreaming. She had been enjoying herself all morning, laughing at the jokes Kala was telling and watching the antics of the witches. She had almost felt normal again when a chill up ran her back. It was as though someone was staring at her, studying her. It was not a pleasant sensation and she looked around the yard to find the source. She spied a woman across the courtyard looking at her. Kara felt a foreboding sense about her. By her clothing and weapons, Kara guessed she was one of the caravan guards. A woman warrior intrigued her and she wondered how good she was with the swords she carried.


  I wonder if she was looking at me. Does she know I fight with knives? If she fights with swords, maybe she’ll practice with me and teach me about swords.


  She tried to watch her further, but the woman moved away and Kara lost sight of her. She sensed something different about the woman, something dark and dangerous, like inside herself, and began to wonder if the dark feelings might be related to fighting and killing.


  I wonder if all fighters have them, or maybe just the women.


  She briefly considered to telling her father, but once again decided against it. The darkness growing inside scared her and she couldn’t face what he might think about her. Would he wonder if she was becoming evil, like the assassin who kidnapped her? She wouldn’t be able to stand that. No, it was better if she investigated these feelings alone, in case the worst did happen. Maybe she was evil, but how would she know? So many unanswered questions made her anxious. She reached for the comforting touch of her babies hidden in their sheaths beneath her shirtsleeves and nodded to herself. As long as she had her knives with her, she could deal with everything else. They were her security blanket and she never went anywhere without them.


  I’ll take care of any trouble myself.


  The telltale sound of whips cracking above the mules’ backs signaled the start of the quest. The wagon train began moving and Kara looked for the woman guard, but found no sign of her. She craned her neck, but the caravan had over twenty wagons, all moving through the Coven gates, blocking any view she might have had of her. She tensed when Kala looked at her.


  “What were you looking at?” her sister asked. “You saw something over there. What was it, huh? Tell me or I’ll tell Poppy.”


  “Shut up,” Kara snapped. “Mind your own business,”


  “C’mon, tell me what you’re looking for,” Kala pleaded. “I won’t tell Poppy, honest.”


  Kara saw the look of determination in her sister’s eyes. There would be no stopping her incessant questioning. Kara tapped the flanks of her horse and rode ahead to keep from answering. Kala was not so easily deterred and soon joined her. She gave up asking what Kara saw in the yard, but would not stop talking to her. Kara knew her sister would never give up on her, no matter how much she pushed her away.


  I hope this bad stuff isn’t contagious.


  ***


  “What a mess,” Gelda mumbled. She’d been sitting for a long time, watching the witches scurry around her. She had packed the night before and had plenty of room in her wagon, but would allow no one else to use the space. More than one woman had asked and she refused them all. She planned on asking the girls to ride with her and they would need the room. She would never understand why these powerful women depended so much on every available convenience. “Well, that will change soon enough.”


  “What’s that you say?” asked the old driver sitting beside her.


  “Nothing, I’m just rambling.”


  “Yep, know what that’s like,” he said, looking at the surrounding confusion.


  Gelda had wanted to drive her own wagon, but Jeda and Natasha argued against that, citing her age and health. She finally relented about the driver for no other reason than to keep them quiet. At least she picked a driver who was closer to her years, if not a little deaf. She was not some frail old woman who couldn’t handle herself.


  Old, my ass, I may be a little gray and overweight, but I can still handle a pair of horses. Better than any of these youngsters ever could, that’s for sure. Lizzie put them up to this. I know it. Come to think of it, she’s older than me.


  Elizabeth had influenced more than a few of the witches to voice their concerns about her heath. She figured that Elizabeth had a hidden agenda for this journey and wanted her out of the way. There was no way she would stay behind at the Coven. To find the stone and return with it was the highest priority. Keisha needed that artifact if there was ever a chance for her to wake up from her coma. Gelda would not let that be undermined by anything Elizabeth might be scheming.


  “You snake, no matter what your plans are, I will stop you,” Gelda murmured.


  “What’d you say?” the old driver asked.


  “Nothing, I’m rambling again. Just ignore me.”


  “No problem there.”


  ***


  Natasha looked back at the twins as the caravan began to move. The tension between them was considerable. Though they had been giggling and laughing this morning, in the past days they had spoken little except to argue or fight. She hoped that this journey would bring them closer together. It pained her to see the dramatic turn that Kara took after her ordeal. She was wound tighter than a spring. Whenever Natasha had tried to talk with her, Kara responded only with polite one-word answers. “Everything all right back there?”


  “Yes, Nana,” the twins replied in unison.


  “Good, stay close as we leave. Journeys are most disruptive when they first begin. I wouldn’t want anything bad to happen as we get started.”


  She saw Kara frown at her last comment and thought perhaps something already had.


  I’ll have to keep an eye on her during this trip. She’s hiding her pain beneath that mask of coldness. I must find a way to reach her before she is lost forever.
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  Strange Bedfellows


The city of Wolfburn was located midway between Constantine and the northern border cities and extended across the northbound highway. It flourished by providing a welcome respite for the travelers and caravans which traveled that long, lonely stretch of highway. There were three large taverns and the same number of boarding houses for weary visitors. There were also a few small bars and bordellos for those with other interests. The city was not big enough to host a garrison of the King’s guard, but it did have a local constable.


  Crime was not rampant, but the city’s clientele tended to be more unruly than the residents from the more civilized southern cities. Opportunities abounded in the grimy saloons and back streets, where deals were struck any hour of the day or night. The constables policed the city, but often did so with an attitude of indifference. Smart men steered clear of deals that sounded too good, but there were always those who thought they’d beat the odds. The number of unmarked graves in the city’s cemetery attested to this.


  In a dark corner of one of the seedy establishments, two men sat across from each other. They weighed each other’s words and mannerisms with care to uncover any hidden ploys or subterfuge. The evening was still young and they had the bar to themselves.


  “Why don’t you just get it yourself?” the larger man asked.


  “We work in the shadows. To do otherwise might draw unwanted attention to us and that would hurt our business.”


  “So, you want me and my men to rob some wagons carrying the King’s gold. We do the work, take all the risks, and still divide the profits with you? Why wouldn’t I just rob it without you?”


  “Do you know which caravan it is in or when it will come through Wolfburn? That’s the information that buys our share. Take the offer or not, but if you refuse, there’re others who will not.”


  Kilmer narrowed his eyes at the veiled threat. He was a huge man with a tangled growth of hair and beard, giving him the appearance of a wild animal. There was a keen intelligence behind his deep-set eyes; he was no fool to jump at deals that sounded too good. As the leader of the largest bandit gang in the northern reaches, he dealt with death and danger on a daily basis, but did so on his terms.


  He agreed to this meeting because the offer came from the Guild of Assassins, the one group that even Kilmer did not want to anger. The guild’s envoy reminded him of an old weasel, stooped and bent, with a contemptible, fawning smile. He made his skin crawl. There was something off about the opportunity the guild presented and Kilmer wanted more information before accepting.


  “I don’t like you and I don’t trust your kind.”


  “You’re a smart man,” the assassins’ representative replied. “We would not have approached you otherwise, but the offer is simple enough. A shipment of gold, pay for the northern royal garrisons, is traveling north under the guise of a trading caravan. We have the details of when and where the caravan travels, and for a reasonable percent of the profits, we’ll tell you this information.”


  “I don’t find fifty percent all that reasonable, since me and my men will be doing all the fighting.”


  “Come now, the group travels in disguise and does not have a large contingent of guards. Resistance should be light, no more than a few guards and some witches along for the ride. Of course, your men should dispatch the witches first to be on the safe side, but the whole affair should take about an hour’s time. That’s a better offer than you’re likely to come upon any time soon.”


  “Yeah, the ‘should be’ is what I’m having a problem about, especially with some witches along for the ride. I trust witches less than I trust you.”


  “Don’t tell me the presence of these women has unmanned you? If you and your men cannot handle them, then I’ll find someone who can.”


  In the blink of an eye, Kilmer whipped out a foot-long knife and slammed it into the table inches from the guild agent. He leaned forward, teeth bared and clenched. “I’ve had enough of your insults, old man. Keep that smart tongue to yourself before you lose it.”


  The man looked at the quivering knife. He showed no surprise at Kilmer’s actions. “There’s no need for violence here. This is a simple business proposition.”


  Kilmer sat back in his seat and calmed himself before answering. It would do no good to lose his temper. Times were lean and this was the best opportunity he’d learned of in months. His men were getting restless and needed something to do.


  “I didn’t say I couldn’t handle the damned witches. Just need to prepare a bit different. I’ll need more archers to kill them quickly. I think a seventy-thirty split might make your offer a bit more attractive.”


  “Sixty-forty and I’ll show you the caravan before you attack it. That way, you can study the guards, the witches, and the wagons hauling the gold. You’ll see I speak the truth and you can plan accordingly.”


  “If you show me all that, then we have a deal,” Kilmer replied, offering his hand to seal the agreement. Once accepted, there would be no way for him to back out.


  “Agreed. You need look no farther than the front window of this fine establishment to the caravan pulling up outside,” the agent replied, taking the proffered hand.


  ***


  The sun dipped below the horizon as the caravan pulled into Wolfburn. The city had been built to accommodate a large number of wagons, with numerous inns along the major thoroughfare. These hostels provided stables to house wagons and animals, with high walls for protection. The arrangements suited the guests, allowing access to both their wagons and the main street shops.


  Connor was the wagon master for the group. He was experienced with the city and led them to a reputable establishment that was affordable and clean. As the group began to unload for their night’s stay, Jeda glanced at the angry gray sky and saw massive storm clouds rolling their way. He needed no clairvoyant powers to realize everything would soon be soaked. He gave silent thanks that the women had insisted on stopping in the city for the night. He appreciated a dry night inside with a warm bed as much as anyone did.


  Jeda, Natasha, and the girls had put their horses in the stable, unsaddling and brushing them clean from the dust of the day’s travel. When the animals were safely ensconced and munching oats, Natasha took the girls inside to explore the inn.


  “We’ll meet you inside for dinner,” Natasha said.


  “I’ll be along soon. Girls, be good,” Jeda said. As he oversaw the drivers going about their duties, unpacking the necessities for the night, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was not alone in watching them. He looked around the yard and street beyond, but there was no one showing any undue interest in their activities. There were a few people passing by, but aside from the occasional glance, nobody seemed too curious about the caravan. He was about to dismiss his feelings as paranoia when he spotted a few guards in deep conversation with their captain. He walked over to the group to discover what had them so engrossed.


  “Something you need to tell me?” Jeda asked the captain.


  “Not quite sure yet, sir, but some of the men seem to think we have more than a few casual observers about.”


  “Did you see anyone in particular?” he asked, realizing that his paranoid feelings might not have been unfounded.


  “There were a pair of fellows in the tavern across the street studying the wagons real hard, but when they spotted Harold coming their way, they disappeared,” the captain explained.


  “Harold?”


  “That’s me sir,” one of the other guards replied.


  Jeda wondered if Harold understood the difference between a threat and simple curiosity. “What makes you think they’re up to no good, Harold?”


  “Well, sir, when I noticed them looking at the wagons, I gave them no never mind. But then each time I looked their way, they were staring at everything that was happening. Then they moved to a different window to get a better look when the drivers started unloading the women’s traveling trunks. It all seemed a bit odd, so I decided to pay a visit to the pub and ask them what was so interesting. They saw me coming through the front door and took off out the back. Since they were gone, I came back here to the gate.”


  “Still could be just plain curiosity on their part,” Jeda said.


  “That’s what I thought too, sir, until I spotted one of them again down the street. He was looking around the corner and staring at the wagons again. He was the same big, mean-looking fellow, but he was too far off to go after, so I came to tell the captain.”


  “Anyone else spot this thug?”


  “Yes, sir. Matter of fact, I did,” Raz answered. “Like Harold said, he was big with wild-looking hair and beard, just the type to be up to no good.”


  “What about the other one?”


  “No, sir. I didn’t see him.”


  Jeda nodded, trusting that the guards were proficient in their business. “Let’s not take any chances. Captain, I want you to double the guard tonight. I don’t want to hear any of those women complaining tomorrow about losing their precious unmentionables to a gang of local thugs.”


  As heavy drops of rain began to fall, the groans from the guards made him realize how popular that order was, but it was for everyone’s safety. He went back inside to join the girls for a hot meal. After he ate, he planned on relaxing in his room on the second floor. He chose the room because it offered an unobstructed view of the stables. There was also a second-story balcony that could be used for easy access to the yards below. He knew from experience that caravans were attractive targets for thieves and the thugs spotted earlier might be part of such a gang. From here, he would be able to react instantly to any disturbance.


  The girls were staying in a different room with Natasha and Gelda and that gave him a measure of peace, knowing they were safe with the two older women. After a pleasant dinner in the inn’s common room, the girls groaned when they realized their night would not be filled with any adventurous exploration and excitement.


  “Girls, tonight you’ll be practicing with Gelda and me,” Natasha announced when the meal was close to finished. “We’ll continue developing your concentration in controlling your abilities.”


  “Nana, we know how to use our powers,” Kala argued. “You said we were the strongest you’d seen in a long time. I was hoping we could go see some of the shops before they all closed.”


  “Yes, you’re right. I did say that, but it’s also part of the problem. You both are very strong, but neither of you have much control yet,” Natasha said.


  “It’s not enough to be able to knock someone down with an elemental blast of air or to stop a man’s heart by touch alone,” Gelda added. “There are times when only the slightest application of power is required to accomplish what is needed.”


  Gelda had listened to the horror stories the girls told about their experiences over the course of their young lives. She had been amazed that they were not emotionally scarred from any of their adventures, especially those that involved killing. To her surprise, they were quite proud of their accomplishments and recounted their tales with great enthusiasm. Time would tell how the girls would be ultimately affected by what they had endured.


  Jeda leaned back in his chair and nodded as the girls looked at him with pleading eyes. The activities of the past days and a full meal had him looking forward to a quiet evening of rest. “Listen to your grandmothers. They know what they’re talking about.”


  Gelda huffed at Jeda’s conveniently timed compliment.


  “What?” he asked with raised eyebrows, playing the part of an innocent.


  Gelda shook her head while Jeda gave her a wide smile. He watched them all trudge up the stairs to what he thought would be a very dull evening.


  ***


  The lesson progressed with little difficulty. Neither girl had any issues with reaching their respective powers. Kara leaned towards the elemental side of power and could manipulate large quantities of power with great effect, while Kala was more attuned to reconstructing and healing injuries. Though each pulled from opposite ends of the power spectrum, they were both powerful. Tonight, they would practice the subtle aspects of control. Gelda began the session, as she always did, with a history lesson.


  “Tonight, we begin with a story from a time long past. It seems appropriate that you should know something of the amulet we are searching for.”


  “What does it look like?” Kala asked.


  “That depends on whether it is filled with power,” Gelda answered. “When it’s full, the stone shines bright red, but as that power gets used, it becomes darker and duller.”


  Kara asked the next question. “What good is it if it loses power?”


  “While it is charged, the stone boosts the amount of power available to you. If someone who is strong in the power like you uses it, they would be practically unstoppable.”


  “Wow, like a god?”


  “Not quite that powerful, but strong enough. That is, until they use up all the stored power. Once the stone is drained, then the person becomes normal again. The stone can be recharged, but until it does, it remains just a pretty rock. The last time anyone saw or used the stone was during the Witch Wars.”


  “Grandma, what started the Witch Wars?” Kala asked.


  “History is murky, of course, and usually recorded by the victors, but here’s what is generally accepted as fact. Hundreds of years ago, the origin of the conflict began as polite discussions between the camps of the White and Black about the part magic played within the Kingdom of Tavia.”


  “There were White and Black camps back then?” Kala asked.


  Gelda nodded. “Oh yes, and they were opposites on the role and use of magic in the Kingdom. The Black camp wanted to control and rule through magic, justifying their belief that those who had power should rule. Followers of the White camp believed magic a benevolent gift – a gift to aid and help the masses, not control them. As with most things mired in beliefs and politics, the discussions took decades and spiraled out of control into heated arguments and eventually outright fighting.”


  “How did the Witch Stone come into the conflict?” Kara asked.


  “From our reading of the archives, the Stone was used by a unit of the White forces named the Keepers of the Stone. No one knows where it came from, but it was always suspected to have originated in the mountains separating the Kingdom and the desert. The Witch Stone tipped the balance of power in favor of the White.”


  “But if the White side was winning, what happened to the Stone?” Kala asked.


  “That’s precisely the question we’re trying to answer. The archives do not hold any answers. Now, that’s enough history for now. It’s time for your lesson.”


  Kala began to ask another question, but Gelda stopped her with a wave of her hand. “Enough, let’s begin with holding the least amount of power you can.”


  ***


  Once the girls went up with Gelda and Natasha, Jeda left for his own room. He walked to the window and peered down at the yard below. Through the rain, he could see a few drivers making their last bit of preparations before bedding down themselves. He worried about the strangers they saw spying earlier, but the gates to the alleyway behind the inn were locked and a pair of guards stood watch in the yard. After satisfying himself that everything was secure, he laid on his bed, wondering if he would be able to rest tonight. The worry and lack of sleep finally caught up with him and he fell asleep within minutes of his head hitting the pillow.


  Sometime past midnight, a commotion in the yard woke him. He rushed to the window and looked down. The rain poured down in sheets and obliterated his view beyond a few feet. He cursed, grabbed his knives, opened the window, and leapt out on the balcony. Peering through rain, he glimpsed movement near the gate leading to the street and heard a muffled yell. He ran down the balcony stairs and over to the gate. A large man was struggling over another and Jeda rushed towards them, shouting as he ran. “To arms,” he yelled. “To arms, wake up, we’re under attack.”


  As Jeda sped towards them, the big man looked up. The brute dropped into a crouch as if to fend him off, but then sidestepped through the yard’s gate and slammed it behind him. Jeda reached the gate as it banged shut, but stopped when the injured man slumped to the ground, groaning.


  “Healer,” he yelled, kneeling beside the injured man. “I need a healer over here.”


  The inn came alive with activity as everyone responded to his calls. Lanterns were lit in every window and heads popped out, surveying the scene. The guards scrambled out of the inn in varying states of undress with weapons at the ready, looking around for the attackers. Gelda stopped by the inn’s main door, but rushed out into the rain when Jeda called for a healer. She pushed him aside as she knelt beside the downed man. She quickly surveyed his injuries and placed her hands on his chest as she concentrated.


  While she aided the injured man, Jeda opened the yard’s gate and looked out the back street. The rain was too heavy and he was unable to make out anything beyond a few feet. Coming back inside the yard, he closed and latched the gate. “It looks deserted. I can’t see anyone out there.”


  “Then do something useful,” Gelda answered brusquely. “Help me get this man inside. He is badly hurt.”


  He helped Gelda lift the man and together they began to carry him to the inn. He was amazed the old healer could hold the wounded man’s weight. Within moments, they were met by the captain and the rest of the guards. The captain motioned for two of the guards to take the injured man inside. Gelda followed, urging them to move quicker so she could continue her care.


  “What happened?” the captain asked. “I heard shouting and came as soon as I could.”


  “Like me, you’re too late. The ones who did this are long gone.”


  “Did you see who it was?”


  “Not clearly. I saw the struggle from my window, but when I got here, the guard was down and his attacker was slipping through the gate ahead of me. He slammed it shut in my face and I stopped the chase when I heard your man groan. I called for a healer and Gelda came. Once she started to care for the guard, I opened the gate and looked out, but the rain was too heavy to see anything.”


  The captain ordered the guards to spread out and search every corner of the yard and stables. If there were any other intruders, they would find them.


  “Captain, the guard was supposed to be doubled. Where is the other man?”


  The captain looked around with furrowed brow. “That’s a very good question, sir.” He called to the two nearest guards. “You two find the other guard who was on duty tonight and bring him to me.”


  The guards moved swiftly to obey the orders.


  “Let’s go inside by the fire, sir,” the captain said. “There’s nothing else we can do out here. I left Raz inside to make sure there were no surprises waiting for us.”


  Jeda nodded, feeling the cold through his rain-soaked shirt. In his rush to help, he had neglected to grab his jacket.


  Once inside, they were met by Elizabeth, Natasha and the twins. Jeda frowned at seeing his daughters out of bed. With all the excitement and shouting, he was surprised everyone in the inn wasn’t up asking questions. Raz was talking to the sleepy innkeeper and asking him to get help from the local constables. He assured her that someone would be around in the morning to sort things out.


  Raz came back to the group. “It looks like we’re on our own tonight.”


  “Well, everyone should go back to their rooms,” Natasha said. “It’s getting a bit crowded down here, but if you need--”


  “What happened out there?” Elizabeth asked.


  Jeda saw Natasha narrow her eyes at Elizabeth, aggravated at being so rudely interrupted. He began speaking to prevent a confrontation between the two women. “We’re not sure, but there were intruders in the yard and at least one of the guards is hurt.”


  “No longer,” Gelda said, joining them in the common room. “He’s stable and resting, though I fear he won’t be continuing on this journey. He’ll need weeks to fully recover.”


  “You said intruders?” Elizabeth asked, ignoring Gelda’s news. “What did they want?”


  “No idea,” Jeda said. “It’s pitch black outside and raining hard. We probably won’t know until morning”


  “I can help with that,” Elizabeth said, moving towards the rear door.


  “You’ll get soaked out there,” he called after her.


  “Hmmpph, I’m not quite so rash as to run out into a storm without some preparation,” she replied, contempt in her eyes at the sight of him dripping water on the floor. “I’ll be adequately protected.”


  “I hope she falls on her fat ass out there,” Gelda mumbled. “That would serve her right.”


  Jeda heard the old healer grumbling and wondered if the hostility between her and Elizabeth would grow into something bigger. The quest was plagued with problems and squabbling between the two leaders wasn’t something he wanted to deal with. Natasha took the opportunity to take the girls back to their rooms, promising them a detailed account in the morning. They protested and mumbled the whole way about the unfairness of adults.


  Less than an hour later, as Jeda was drying his clothes in front of lobby fireplace, Elizabeth came back inside trailed by a pair of guards. True to her word, she was dry while the two guards were soaking wet.


  “For what’s it worth, the wagons all seem intact, that is, all except for yours, Gelda,” she reported with a cruel smile. “Although I wasn’t quite able to get inside with my fat ass, it did seem quite a mess. You may want to conduct your own inventory to make sure nothing is missing or especially damaged.”


  Gelda cringed on hearing Elizabeth’s report. There was no doubt Elizabeth had heard her insult and had responded in kind by destroying the contents of her wagon. Jeda had the common sense to step away, not wanting to get between these two cantankerous women.


  “What of the other guard? Did you find him?” Raz asked.


  “Yes,” Elizabeth said. “I almost forgot. He’s dead.”


  With that said, she left the group and headed back to her room. Jeda stared at her receding back, not quite believing the callousness of her words or the lack of emotion behind them.


  “We found him on the far side of the yard, dead from a knife wound to the chest,” one of the guards said, looking at Gelda. “We did check the animals and the wagons to make sure they were all buttoned down tight; all except for yours, ma’am. The other lady said she would take care of yours.”


  “I’m sure she did just that,” Gelda said. “Thank you for your efforts.”


  “I want two guards together at all times tonight,” Jeda ordered. “Tell the captain I think it’s prudent given the circumstances. I want no more senseless deaths at the hands of some local thug with a knife. Watch the wagons and protect each other’s back. We leave at first light.”


  The guards nodded and rushed out to find their captain. Raz turned on her heel and followed them. With nothing more to do, the group in the common room broke up and went their separate ways to finish what was left of that miserable night.


  As Gelda moved to her room, Jeda reached out and touched her arm. “Gelda, the girls and I will help you with your wagon and possessions come morning.”


  “Thank you, Jeda, but there was nothing of importance in that wagon. Everything dear to me is never more an arm’s length away,” she replied, patting the bag at her side. “That old carp will have to do a lot more than destroy a few baubles to get under my skin.”


  Jeda nodded at her, smiling at her cleverness and foresight.


  “Of course, she doesn’t know that and we’ll keep it like that, won’t we?”


  “Absolutely,” he said. No matter how old or gray she was, Gelda scared the wits out of him. She was one witch he planned never to cross.


  ***


  The morning found the sun struggling to break through the remaining clouds from the previous night’s storm. There were more in the distance that threatened to soak them again in the next day or two. Jeda pulled his jacket tight around his neck against the morning briskness. The rain had not caused undo problems for the travelers, but it did leave the roads a muddy mess. The slick mud made walking treacherous and caused more than a few mishaps while the witches packed up. He tried not to smile as he heard a scream of surprise followed by outrage as one more sister wound up on her derriere in a puddle of mud.


  Another day in paradise, he thought, watching the woman struggle to get up.


  With last night’s attack still fresh in everyone’s mind, Jeda thought they might all work together and get an early start. The day started off badly, when he tried to round up the sisters and get them ready to travel. His aggravation grew as he banged on door after door and was met with apathy and outright hostility from the women he’d unceremoniously rousted from their warm beds. He nearly turned violent at their seeming indifference, before Gelda took over and finished waking the last of the sleepyheads. Now he sat on his horse, trying to be patient, watching and listening as the drivers, mules, and sisters brayed at each other. He wondered if any of them understood or cared about the time constraints they were under.


  “Patience, Jeda,” Natasha cautioned, sitting beside him on her own horse. “This may be the last time any of them will be able to enjoy such creature comforts for some time to come. It’ll be weeks before we reach the next city at the pace we’re moving.”


  “I understand and that’s one of the reasons I didn’t want to have so many wagons along. We could have been at the northern crossroads by now if we had traveled without them.”


  “Yes, we could have with some hard traveling, but then where would we go? Do you know where we’re going or what we seek?”


  Jeda shook his head. “No, Elizabeth and Gelda have kept tight-lipped about that.”


  “Not so surprising, knowing your impatience about this search. They do not want you or anyone else to go off searching on your own. You would probably get into more trouble than it would be worth.”


  “Hmmm,” Jeda mumbled as Natasha smiled good-naturedly at him.


  “We’re ready, Poppy,” Kala offered with a sweet smile.


  “Yep, we’ve been ready for hours,” Kara chimed in.


  Jeda looked back at his two little angels, sitting patiently on their horses. Though they looked innocent enough, he thought it was just a matter of time before they found trouble or it found them.


  “Why don’t you two go and find Grandmother Gelda and see if she needs any help,” he replied, hoping that might keep them out of mischief.


  “Okay,” they chimed together and nudged their horses in the direction of Gelda’s wagon.


  “They’re growing with each passing day,” Natasha said.


  “Yep, they seem to grow out of their clothes on a weekly basis.”


  “I do not mean in height, Jeda. I am referring to their abilities with the power. They’re already more powerful than most adults in the gypsy families. Gelda and I have been working with them since we left the coven and they’ve mastered everything we taught them so far.”


  “I wish they would master their manners as well. Those two seem to attract trouble without even trying.”


  Natasha’s laugh was light and melodic and a welcome distraction from the clamor of the caravan and its beasts, animal and human alike. “Jeda, you need to remember that, though they are powerful and skillful, they’re still young girls with the same curiosities and interests that all girls possess.”


  Jeda sat back farther on his horse and shook his head at the thought of things to come.


  After what seemed like hours, the caravan finally rolled out of the city on its way north. No one in the group looked back or they might have seen a number of curious eyes studying them as they departed.
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  Ambush


The weather became noticeably worse the farther north the caravan traveled. The harvest festivals were over and the nights were getting longer and colder. The storm they left behind in Wolfburn dogged their trail and dumped torrents of rain all day. There had been no hot meals since leaving Wolfburn and everyone was miserable. The downpour was never heavy enough to stop the caravan completely, but it soaked the riders through. The only thing they were thankful for was that the rain had not turned to snow. It made the whole situation a wet, cold stew of irritability, mixed with a generous helping of short tempers. The twins and Natasha had climbed into Gelda’s wagon to get out of the weather, but Jeda stayed outside on his horse. He said it was to better monitor the caravan’s progress, but what he really feared was being cooped up in such a small space with four females. It didn’t matter that two of them were his daughters - he’d rather take his chances with the elements.


  He cringed when he thought of Gelda’s last appraisal of him and his parental duties.


  What kind of father have you been to these poor girls?


  They’re so skinny – what have you been feeding them all these years?


  They’ve not been properly educated in their powers.


  You should be a better role model for them.


  You need a haircut.


  Gelda’s barbs bothered him more than he wanted to admit. He’d done the best he could raising the girls and they had thrived in the gypsy community. Was it his fault that his daughters had slender builds? For the amount of food they consumed, he’d expected them to fill out more, but they remained on the lithe side.


  He took off his hat and ran his hand through his unruly hair. Maybe Gelda was right about the haircut, but it was the last thing he worried about these days. Replacing his hat, he began to wonder what it would be like with four of them needling him for hours. He’d ridden alongside the wagon for a time, but after thinking of that close and caustic atmosphere, he spurred his horse forward before anyone invited him inside. He checked the guards riding beside the caravan and offered sympathetic hellos to the wet drivers he passed. The afternoon progressed and the downpour lightened to a drizzle.


  He approached the lead wagon and saw a pair of guards a dozen yards to the front huddled in cloaks trying to stay dry. It was their job to scout the road ahead for any signs of danger. He rode forward to offer a few words of encouragement to them. “Hello there,” he called.


  The riders turned their heads toward him. “Good day, sir,” they chimed in return.


  He was not surprised to recognize Raz beneath one of the cloaks. She seemed to have the guard captain’s confidence and was assigned the duties requiring the most skill as a caravan guard. Scouting a trail was a job that required a unique combination of experience and a keen sense for danger.


  “Aside from being wet and miserable, how are you both holding up?”


  “All part of the job,” Raz replied, giving Jeda a lopsided grin. “Ain’t much use in complaining, no one would listen.”


  “You got that right,” the other guard said. “Nobody wants to hear how miserable you are cause they’re probably the same or worse.”


  Well, these two are a cheerful lot, Jeda thought, nodding in agreement. “Seen anything unusual or suspicious?”


  “We’ve seen nothing suspicious, just endless miles of muddy road.”


  The trio rode along in silence. There wasn’t much else to say as three pairs of eyes scouted the road ahead. Jeda much preferred the company of the wet guards to the idea of sharing a wagon with the women. At least the guards would keep their complaints to themselves.


  The first hour passed without incident, but as they rounded a curve in the road, Raz called out a warning, “Ho, what’s this now,” as she pointed ahead.


  Jeda held up his hand to stop the lead wagon. A large tree had fallen across the road, blocking their passage. It took several long minutes for the entire train of wagons to grind to a stop, and in that time, he studied the downed tree. From a distance, it looked as though the storm had knocked the tree across the road, but to his assassin’s sixth sense, it seemed suspicious. He motioned for the two guards to stay back as he rode up to it.


  “Keep a sharp eye,” he told them. “I don’t like the look of this.”


  He stopped near the tree and scanned the surrounding area, looking for any sign of thieves or bandits. This was a typical method of trapping a caravan, but after a few minutes of fruitless searching, he looked back at the tree. It had been uprooted and fallen at an angle across the road, but left a small gap on the far side. A man on horseback could ride through the gap, but the wagons were too large to make it through. Taking all this into account, he relaxed his shoulders and accepted the downed tree was the result of the storm. He was relieved it would not take long to clear. A few ropes tied along the trunk and pulled by a team of horses would widen the gap enough for the wagons to pass through.


  With no sign of danger, he turned back to the wagons to gather some men and horses for the task. “Stay here and keep watch while I get some help to clear this,” he told the guards.


  “Yes, sir.”


  He rode the length of the caravan, gathering half a dozen able-bodied men and a team of horses, and led them back to the tree. He pointed to the two forward guards. “Stay mounted and keep a lookout while we clear this.”


  The guards nodded and separated to each side of the road, watching the surrounding countryside. Jeda dismounted to help the men tie off the ropes. It was harder than usual with the road slick from the rain. Within minutes, the men were covered in filth from head to toe from slipping and falling in the muddy road. He was stringing the rope back to one of the draft horses when he heard a yell. Looking down the line, he saw the lead wagon driver pitch forward with an arrow protruding from his back.


  “Ambush!” a guard cried out as an arrow struck him in the shoulder.


  Confusion reigned as the ambush was sprung along the length of the wagon train. The guards were trying to defend against an enemy they could not see while the witches threw elemental blasts into the tree line. The witches became the prime targets of the bandit bowmen as volley after volley of arrows were directed at them. The witches began falling like rocks and the guards tried their best to protect them with their shields. While the guards were occupied defending themselves, multiple small groups of bandits jumped from the roadside bushes and began boarding the wagons from the rear.


  Jeda was moving as soon as the attack began. His primary concern was for the twins’ safety and he ran to his horse. He was covered in mud and, in his rush to get on his horse, he slipped, falling face first in the muck. As he got up, he saw Raz still mounted, searching for bandits to fight.


  “Raz,” Jeda yelled. “Get back to Gelda’s wagon and protect the twins!”


  Raz saluted and prodded her horse into a slippery gallop towards Gelda’s wagon. Jeda struggled his way into his saddle and raced after Raz. The fighting was noticeably heavier towards the rear of the caravan and he pressed his horse to go faster.


  Smart blackhearts, he thought, block the road and attack the front while the real attack happens in the rear. This was well planned.


  He rode low in the saddle, arrows sailing over him, and wondered how the attackers kept their bowstrings dry in this weather. His luck ran out when an arrow struck his horse’s haunch. The poor animal took a few steps, slipped in the mud, and fell. Jeda was tossed to the ground, but he rolled to his feet and started running. Gelda’s wagon was farther down the line and, to his horror, he saw that it was under attack. He redoubled his efforts, practically running on top of the mud in his haste to get to his daughters.


  When he reached the wagon, he leapt up to the driver’s seat and snatched the back of a man’s cloak as he was trying to climb into the back. Reaching around the bandit’s face, Jeda cupped his chin and, with a vicious twist, broke his neck. He threw the man off the wagon and found the driver slumped over, dead from multiple arrows. Pulling back the canvas, he was met with a knife slicing out of the rear. Jeda ducked the strike and grabbed the wrist of the knife-wielder, dragging the culprit forward to finish him off. He was no less surprised than Kara when he discovered it was her he’d dragged out of the wagon.


  She blinked at him. “Da, is that you?”


  “Yeah, it’s me,” Jeda said, looking into the back of the wagon. Kala was poised with one of Kara’s knives, prepared to strike at anything coming through the rear end of the wagon.


  “Are you okay?” he asked.


  “Poppy, is that you?”


  “Yes, why do you two keep asking that?”


  “Cause you look like some kind of mud monster,” Kara said, climbing back into the wagon. “One of the guards came riding back and told us to stay inside the wagon.”


  “Good, it’s the best thing right now, too many arrows flying out there. Stay put, but kill anyone you don’t recognize who tries to come inside.”


  “Like another mud monster?”


  “Especially mud monsters,” Jeda said, trying to give her a reassuring smile, but he was afraid it looked more like the maniacal grin of a feral beast. “I’ll be right back.”


  He slipped off the front seat and found Raz on the far side, fighting a pair of bandits. Her skill with short swords was amazing as she battled them back away from the wagons. Jeda pulled one of his knives from his forearm sheath and threw it in a smooth motion, striking the nearest bandit in the throat. The man fell to his knees, clutching the knife, trying to scream through the blood filling his mouth.


  Raz made short work of the other bandit with a quick strike to his chest, killing him instantly. She looked over to the man writhing in agony and, with one slash, put him out of his misery. She looked at Jeda. “What took you so long?”


  “Horse,” he said.


  A cry from the rear of the Gelda’s wagon spurred Jeda on. He stopped short when he found Natasha slumped against the wagon’s back stairs with an arrow in her chest.


  “Nana,” Kala screamed. She scrambled out the back and fell to Natasha’s side.


  Kara jumped out of the wagon and rushed back to see why her sister had left. Her face was pale when she saw why Kala had rushed outside. “Oh no, Nana Natasha!” She joined her sister at Natasha’s side.


  Jeda looked around for any other attackers before he knelt beside Natasha. She was still conscious, but she muffled a cry as Jeda probed her wound. “I’m so sorry Natasha, but I have to see how badly you’re hurt.”


  Natasha nodded while tears welled in her eyes.


  Jeda’s fingers came away soaked in blood. The arrow must have struck an artery. There was too much blood for anything else. “We need to get you in back in the wagon. That arrow has to come out now. I fear it hit an artery in your shoulder.”


  “I’m too weak to help with the healing,” she said, slumping farther down.


  “Girls, get back inside.” He picked the older woman up effortlessly and climbed into the wagon. “Don’t worry, I have you,” he said. “Where’s Gelda? Do you know? I need her here.”


  “She went to the back of the caravan to help,” Natasha said, her breath catching in her throat. She had to stop a moment and take a deep breath before she could continue. The loss of blood was weakening her by the minute. “The fighting was worse back there and I stayed here to protect the twins. Some protector I turned out to be.”


  “Well, we can’t wait for Gelda. We need to get this arrow out or you’ll bleed to death,” Jeda said. He motioned for Kala to put her hands over the wound. “You heal her as I pull the arrow out.”


  Kala shot her father a wide-eyed look. “Poppy, I’m not sure I can do this,” she cried. “Nana is bleeding too much. If you take the arrow out, it might be too much for me to stop.”


  Natasha fell unconscious and Jeda made a snap decision. “Okay, try to relax and try to stop the bleeding as best you can. I’ll go find Grandma Gelda.” Kala nodded and placed her hands on her grandmother’s chest. She closed her eyes and concentrated as she tried to staunch the flow of blood.


  Jeda jumped out the back and met Raz, still looking toward the tree line for more bandits or another round of attacks.


  “Raz, stay here and protect them. I have to go find Gelda.”


  “I saw flashes of light near the last wagon,” Raz said. “You might find her there.”


  ***


  Kala’s hands were on Natasha’s wound, her brow furrowed in concentration. She opened her eyes. “Kara, I need your help.”


  “What? Me? I don’t know anything about healing.”


  “Nana is fading too fast. I need you to pull the arrow out slowly while I try to heal the damage. We can’t wait for Poppy to get back. We have to get the arrow out now or she’ll die.”


  Kara looked at her grandmother’s pale face and couldn’t imagine life without her. “Okay, let’s do it,” she said. She gently grabbed the arrow and, when Kala nodded, began pulling out the arrow inch by inch.


  A bead of sweat formed on Kala’s upper lip. “Not too fast,” she cautioned. “There’s so much blood. I don’t think I’m strong enough to repair all the damage.”


  With her free hand, Kara grabbed her sister’s shoulder. “Join with me and use my power.”


  Kala nodded. She grabbed at the power her sister offered and went back to healing the destroyed artery. The twins worked in unison—Kara slowly pulling the arrow out and Kala healing the destruction the arrow had inflicted.


  ***


  Jeda took off running towards the rear of the wagon train. There were half a dozen more wagons behind Gelda’s and all of them were under some kind of attack, defended by both witches and guards. Jeda pulled out two more knives and began slicing and cutting his way through man after man until he spotted Gelda throwing elemental blasts beside Elizabeth. They were making short work of the bandits that had amassed at the rear of the caravan.


  The attackers appeared to be wavering under the witches’ counterattack, but they had not broken off their attack yet. As he raced to the rear, two bandits leapt out of the back of a wagon and signaled to other men in the tree line. The first man made a slashing motion across his throat and the other shook his head. A piercing horn sounded and the remaining bandits broke off the attack and melted back into the tree line.


  Elizabeth threw a parting shot, but they had already disappeared. “What was that?” she said, looking up and down the deserted trail. She raised her hands again as Jeda came sliding up to them.


  “Whoa, hang on, it’s me,” he cried out.


  “Jeda?”


  “Yes, it’s me and I know I look like a mud monster.”


  “Actually, that might be a compliment,” Gelda said.


  “Gelda, Natasha has been wounded by an arrow. Kala is trying to stop the bleeding, but the wound is bad.”


  To her credit, the older woman did not hesitate, but began scrambling back to her wagon as fast as her short legs could carry her. Jeda ran beside her to help support her along the slick roadway.


  “When you’re done, there will be others who need your services,” Elizabeth called to Gelda’s departing back.


  Gelda lifted her hand in acknowledgement and kept moving. Within moments, they arrived at the wagon, but were greeted by heart-wrenching sobs. Gelda climbed into the back with Jeda on her heels.


  Kala was inconsolable, great sobs wracking her slender frame, her head buried in her bloodstained hands. “I was too slow. I couldn’t save her.”


  Jeda saw Kara’s tear-stained face staring down at Natasha. The young girl didn’t acknowledge him or Gelda.


  “Kala, I need you to step back. Can you do that for me?” Gelda asked, putting a comforting hand on the young girl’s shoulder.


  “I’m so sorry. It’s my fault.” Kala cried, not moving.


  “Jeda, get the girls back out of the way and let me work,” the healer said.


  “Come here.” Jeda pulled his daughters to him and the three of them watched Gelda.


  The healer placed her hands on Natasha and nodded. “Yes, very good,” she murmured to herself. She stood up and pointed a finger at Natasha’s chest. A tiny elemental blast rocked Natasha and lifted her off the pallet. Gelda bent down and checked Natasha’s neck for a pulse. Shaking her head, she unleashed another blast. Natasha convulsed and, to everyone’s surprise, gasped for air.


  Three gasps could be heard as Natasha opened her eyes.


  “Welcome back,” Gelda said.


  Natasha was alive, but weak. She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.


  “Don’t try to talk. You’ve lost a lot of blood.”


  Natasha nodded and looked over at the twins. Their hands were covered in blood.


  Gelda followed Natasha’s gaze. “Yes, they did a wonderful job of healing you. Kala just needed a little help at the end.”


  Kala broke out of Jeda’s grasp and flung her arms around Gelda’s neck, hugging her tightly. “Grandma Gelda, thank you for saving Nana.”


  Gelda nodded. “Remember when I told you about precise amounts of power? This is one of those times that less is more.”


  “I’ve never seen anything like that before,” Jeda said.


  “And you might not ever see it again,” she replied. “Not many healers can perform this without killing their patients in the process.” She pointed her finger at Jeda. “Now get your muddy behind out of my wagon. There’s barely enough room in here for us girls. You stay outside and keep watch.”


  Now that Gelda had everything under control, Jeda was happy to comply with her order. He jumped down and found Raz still watching for any sign of trouble. He looked around and the only bandits left were sprawled dead on the ground. He walked over and clapped Raz on her arm. “Thank you. You saved my daughters. I owe you for that.”


  A frown creased Raz’s face. “Not sure I would go that far. Your girls took out those two before I even arrived,” she said, motioning to two bodies lying off to the side of the wagon. “They did that, not me. I only had to fight the last two you helped me with. Those are two deadly little girls you have there.”


  A smile lifted the corners of Jeda’s mouth. He was proud of his daughters and their fighting skills. “In any case, you have my thanks.”


  “All in a day’s work,” Raz said. “If it’s okay with you, I’ll go back up front and help get that tree moved so we can get this caravan moving again.”


  “Good. I think we’ve seen the last of the bandits, but keep a sharp eye.”


  Jeda watched Raz call her horse over. He winced when he thought of his own horse lying somewhere along the side of the road. There was no choice except to put it down. It had been a good animal and he’d miss the gelding’s sure-footedness.


  As Raz rode off, Kara popped her head out of the back of the wagon. “Da, Grandma Gelda is amazing.”


  “Indeed she is, but she’s not the only one. I’m very proud of you girls. You both were very brave and handled yourselves better than most of the adults.”


  Kara gave him a shy smile as she jumped down out of the wagon. “Have to retrieve my babies before we leave.”


  “Of course,” he said, watching her retrieve the knives from the dead bandits and wipe them clean before putting them safely away in her forearm sheaths. He followed suit and collected his own weapons.


  ***


  As evening approached, the scouts were able to find a meadow large enough for the wagons to stop and form a protective circle. They had cleared the road and moved on from the site of the devastating attack. They left the dead bandits were they lay, relegating their remains to whatever fate had in store for thieves and murderers, but carried their dead with them to give them a proper burial. This meadow was as likely a place as any for that. The men had spent the rest of the afternoon and a good part of the evening digging muddy graves. In a somber ceremony, they laid their comrades and charges to rest.


  Gelda was ashen-faced when she was stopped for the night. The healings she had performed after the attack had exhausted and stretched her abilities to the limit. She’d left immediately once she healed Natasha to help the other wounded. She’d returned much later, mumbling and wondering about the number of witches that had been killed in the attack. The witches should have been able to defend themselves better. It was almost like the bandits had specifically targeted them first with their deadly arrows.


  At final count, the tally of dead was six sisters, six drivers and five attendants. The group was in shock as they realized half of the sisters they had started with were gone. There was also a good number of injured who were in dire need of rest and recuperation, among them Natasha. Though she protested, she fell into a deep sleep after Gelda refused to let her rise to help set up the campsite when the wagons stopped for the night.


  “I’m coming to think this quest is ill-fated,” Elizabeth said to Jeda and Gelda when they met later that night.


  “What are you suggesting?” Jeda asked, his eyes tightening.


  “I’m suggesting nothing, but this attack has shown that our quest is known to others.”


  “What makes you think it wasn’t a simple bandit attack?”


  “Why would bandits attack a caravan with no trade goods or wealth to speak of and kill so many sisters?”


  “I did see one of them leave a wagon and signal their leader right before he called off the attack,” Jeda said. “It was almost like they were looking for something and didn’t find it.”


  “It smells of treachery,” Elizabeth replied.


  “Well, whatever it smells like, we still have the stone to find,” Gelda said. “We’ll have to be more vigilant as we continue this quest, for rest assured, we will continue.”


  “Of course we will. I never meant otherwise.” Elizabeth said, folding her arms across her chest.


  “Tomorrow, we’ll have to rearrange the wagons and the supplies,” Jeda added. “We have to decide what to do with the wounded who cannot continue the quest. Either we send them back with wagons to Wolfburn or we take them on to North Ridge.”


  “Tomorrow,” Gelda replied. “We can decide tomorrow. Tonight we are all still reeling from the attacks and I’m too tired to do anything else.”


  The meeting broke up and they went their separate ways. Jeda followed Gelda to her wagon and helped her inside. He stood for a few minutes outside, staring up at the stars and listening to the quiet of the night. The storm had dissipated and it was a clear night. He was amazed at such tranquility after the day’s horrific events. He was transfixed by the beauty of the night sky when he heard movement on the far side of the wagon.


  His assassin skills kicked in, a knife dropped into his hand, and he moved with deadly precision around the end of the wagon to confront whoever was there. As he rounded the corner, he came face-to-face with the prowler. The two tensed, both with weapons drawn and ready to fight. It took a moment for them to recognize each other.


  Jeda relaxed first and stood up, slipping his knife back into the sheath on his forearm. “What are you doing stalking around the wagons?” he demanded.


  “Stalking?” Raz said, standing up straight and putting away her swords. “I’m on guard duty and heard a noise. I came to check it out, sir.”


  Raz’s relaxed stance was in sharp contrast to moments ago. He recognized the skill in Raz’s reaction when he surprised her. It would take an accomplished fighter to surprise this woman and he wondered again where she had gotten such experience.


  “There is something else, sir,” Raz said.


  Jeda inwardly groaned. The last thing he needed tonight was any more problems. “What is it?”


  “I recognized one of the bandits who attacked us. He was the one who was spying on the caravan as we pulled into Wolfburn.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes, quite sure.”


  Jeda thought hard about what she said. It took him a moment to decide their next course of action. “Saddle up, Raz. We’re going back to Wolfburn.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  ***


  Jeda stopped at the guard captain’s wagon before leaving the camp. The man had shown remarkable courage during the attack, fighting back several bandits and rallying his men to defend the women and wagons. He’d sustained an arrow wound to his leg, but that hadn’t slowed him down. Jeda had been impressed with his courage and steadfastness during the attack.


  “Captain, it’s me, Jeda,” he called out, knocking on the back of the wagon, “may I have a word.”


  “Certainly, climb inside if you would. I’m getting around a bit slow.”


  Jeda climbed in and saw that the beefy man had his bandaged leg propped up. He would not be riding a horse any time soon. “I’m going back to Wolfburn tonight and I want to take Raz with me. She recognized one of the men during today’s attack. He was the same brute who spied on the wagons in Wolfburn. I want to go back and see if he’s there. I have a few questions for him and it won’t be a pleasant conversation.”


  “Oh, you intend to kill the villain? Make sure it is slow and painful.”


  “No, captain. I intend to only question him.”


  “Then kill him?”


  “That will depend on what his answers are.”


  “I think you should take more than one guard, no matter how proficient Raz is.”


  Jeda shook his head. “Thank you, but this particular job calls for subtlety. I don’t want a force of guards invading the main street of Wolfburn and alerting everyone. Once the bandits learn of our presence, they’ll disappear into the mists along with the answers I need. I intend to start at the bar where the cutthroat was first spotted and see if anyone knows who he is. With a few coins in the right hands, it shouldn’t be hard to find out his identity. I want Raz with me to confirm I have the right man before I question him. Besides, you’re down a number of guards from the attack and I don’t want to take any more away from the caravan.”


  “Why do you want to question him? Retribution is more in order. They attacked us and killed our people for nothing! They stole nothing, destroyed nothing.”


  “But that’s just it, Captain. It was not all for nothing. I saw two bandits come out from the back of one of the wagons and signal they’d found nothing. That’s when the leader called off the attack. So why did they attack us and what were they looking for? This expedition is too important to continue without knowing the answers. If someone paid them, then I want to know who. If someone is trying to hinder this expedition, then I mean to stop them first.”


  “Then good hunting, Jeda.” The captain grimaced as he tried to move his leg into a more comfortable position, but he was not successful. The wound was deep and the only thing that would help the pain was time.


  Jeda heard him curse in the most colorful language as he exited the wagon.
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  Questions


Hours later, Kilmer sat smoldering in the same chair where he had made his deal with the white-haired guild emissary days earlier. The bar had emptied in haste when he entered; the murderous look in his eyes was enough to shake even the bravest of hearts out of their seats. He sat alone wondering if his partner would even show. After a short time, he saw the old emissary enter the bar, watched him approach and thought of the numerous ways he would kill the lying weasel.


  The emissary walked up to the table and dropped two heavy bags by Kilmer’s feet. “Your share,” he said, with a sly grin.


  “What’s this?” Kilmer asked, slamming the table with double fists. “More of your tricks and lies? There was no gold in that caravan as you promised.”


  “Yes, you’re right. I knew that from the start, but this is your share if there had been any.”


  “What the devil are you talking about? I attacked the caravan as agreed and lost good men for nothing.”


  “Not for nothing,” the emissary said. “The real objective was to kill as many witches as possible. I told you the wagons would be protected by the likes of them. You should have sufficiently prepared before attacking them.”


  “Oh, we killed our share of them all right, but you neglected to say how many witches were traveling with them. Those women outnumbered the guards in that caravan. We were lucky to get away at all.”


  The little man smirked. “But here you sit, successful in what we wanted of you.”


  “What you wanted?” Kilmer yelled, amazed at the man’s audacity and calm demeanor. “I lost a third of my men on your crazy vendetta. I took this job for gold, not to kill witches.”


  “And you have your gold. I have been true in our bargaining. Look in the bags.”


  “I don’t care what’s in your stinking bags. I’ll kill you for this treachery.”


  Kilmer launched himself across the table. He would choke the life from that smiling face with his bare hands. He was shocked when the old man sidestepped his attack and grabbed one of his arms. The emissary twisted and wrenched the big man’s arm behind his back in a painful arm lock. Kilmer found himself face down on the floor with the old man straddling his back. Try as he might, he could not break the hold.


  “You’re a lucky man,” the ancient assassin whispered in his ear. “Thank whatever wretched gods you pray to that I’ve been ordered to leave you alive. It would be so easy to kill you right now, but know that even an assassin’s honor has limits.”


  “No matter where you try to hide, I’ll find you and kill you,” Kilmer rasped.


  “Ha, of course you will,” the emissary laughed. “Your killing attitude was why we chose you in the first place. Enjoy the fruits of your labor while you can.”


  With the pressure on his arm released, Kilmer grunted and got to his feet. He looked around the bar, but he was alone again, except for the two large bags of gold sitting at his feet.


  ***


  The ride back to town was quick. The rains had stopped and, though the road was muddy, it did not impede their progress much. Though it was a moonless night with little chance of being seen, Jeda and Raz stopped at the outskirts of the city. They tied up their horses in a small copse of trees and went the rest of the way on foot. Like silent shadows, they ran through the back alleys that ran parallel to the main street of Wolfburn. It made it easy to find the inn they had stayed in without being spotted. They kept close to the buildings and moved toward the tavern where the bandit first spied on the wagons. Although it was late in the evening, the bar still had lanterns burning. Jeda inched to the edge of the window and looked inside the bar. A huge brute, sitting with his back to the windows, was bent over, picking up something from the floor. He motioned for Raz to look inside the bar.


  After studying the man for a few moments, she stepped back. “It’s him,” she whispered. “I saw his face when he turned his head.”


  Jeda nodded. “Good. Stay out here and keep watch. Whistle if anyone comes. The last thing we need is to be surrounded by his men.”


  “I understand.” Raz took up a position beside the tavern door, crouching down to make her less noticeable. Her dark cloak blended in well with the building’s façade and any passers-by would be hard-pressed to spot her in the deep shadows.


  Silent as a cat, Jeda slipped through the door. There was no sign of the barkeep and Jeda suspected he’d been scared off by the thug sitting at the table. The bandit was engrossed with picking up gold pieces and it was easy work to sneak up behind him. Spotting the gold gave him all the information he needed to know--these bandits were hired by someone with deep pockets.


  “Move and you die,” he said, holding one of his knives against the man’s throat.


  The bandit stiffened, but did not try to move. The cold steel against his neck convinced him to stay still. “What do you want?”


  Jeda increased the pressure on the knife and pricked his skin. A thin red line of blood ran down the bandit’s neck. “Answers.”


  “You have the knife, so ask your questions.”


  “Who gave you that gold?”


  “My last employer.”


  Jeda increased the pressure on the bandit’s throat. “You’re in no position to be a smart fellow. Who was your last employer?”


  “Listen, I have no loyalty to that whoreson, but he didn’t tell his name.”


  “What can you tell me about him?”


  “I can tell you he’s no one you want to anger. He came from the Guild of Assassins.”


  That gave Jeda a moment’s pause. It was the last thing he had expected the bandit to say. “Why would the Guild hire you?”


  “He told me they wanted my gang to rob a wagon train full of King’s gold, but the blackguard lied to me. I attacked a caravan full of women. Not one chest of gold in any of the wagons.”


  “Yet here you sit with bags of gold at your feet.”


  “Yeah, he was here earlier and paid me for killing off witches. If he had told me that in the first place, I would’ve never agreed to the attack. I don’t make a habit of killing women. I want no argument with the guild, but I don’t want the coven’s wrath coming down on my head either.”


  “Probably why he didn’t tell you, but that doesn’t really matter, because the witches will know who attacked them.”


  “No, we didn’t leave any clues to trace back to us. All my men wore garb from the northern cities.”


  “You’re wrong again. They’ll know because I’ll tell them.”


  “What? Who are you?”


  Before Jeda could answer, the brute lurched backward and grabbed at his knife hand. He was surprised at the man’s strength and had to step back to break the hold on his hand before it was broken. With his sudden movement, the knife cut the big man’s neck, but missed his jugular.


  The bandit stood up, towering over him by at least a foot. He reached behind his back and drew out a long serrated knife. A cruel smile spread across his mouth.


  “I’ve had enough of little piss-ants like you thinking they can do whatever they want in my city. My name is Kilmer and I rule around here. When I’m done with you, you’ll be screaming for mercy.”


  “Maybe, if that’s what it would take to shut you up,” Jeda said. “You bray like a mule.”


  Kilmer’s face turned bright red with rage. It was the second time someone had tried his patience tonight. He leapt at Jeda, swinging the knife at his head.


  Jeda danced back with ease, but the big man pressed his attack and backed him into a corner. “Have you never learned a wild animal is most dangerous when cornered?” he asked.


  Kilmer laughed. “I suppose you’re a wild animal now?”


  “No, you’re the wild animal, I’m just dangerous.” Jeda reached for a second knife and began to weave both blades in a deadly dance in front of Kilmer’s face. He saw the bandit’s eyes widen in surprise as he momentarily stopped his attack. He had probably recognized the skill Jeda had with blades, but he did not back away from the fight.


  “You may think I’m a wild animal, but soon you’ll just be dead.” Kilmer shot forward and swung wildly at Jeda’s eyes again. It was a feint that he followed immediately with a crushing blow from his massive fist. Shock shone on the man’s face when he did not connect with anything and he stumbled forward from the momentum of his swing. He looked around, disbelieving, trying to find where his attacker had disappeared to. He spun fast on his heel and found Jeda directly behind him.


  Jeda had seen the move for what it was. Kilmer was too good a fighter to try a sloppy knife strike; Jeda knew it for a feint to cover his real attack. He ducked under the wild swing and slipped behind the big man. Before Kilmer had a chance to recover, he moved in and attacked with his knives, striking Kilmer once in his knife arm and once across his thigh. The bandit staggered back from the attack as Jeda crouched and waited for him to make the next move.


  Kilmer regained his balance and changed hands holding the knife. The cuts to his arm and leg were bleeding profusely and they would soon slow his movements. He had to end this fight before he became too weak from blood loss. He had only one knife, but it was twice as long as the two Jeda waved at him.


  In an unexpected move, he hung both hands at his sides. “Enough, you’re obviously a good fighter. I could actually use a fighter like you. Join me and I’ll give you a share of the gold the assassins paid me.”


  Kilmer pointed to the bags of gold lying on the floor, and when Jeda glanced at them, the big man attacked. Using the sword-like knife Kilmer shot forward and tried to stab him straight through the chest. His reach was formidable, but Jeda had far more training in close quarter fighting than Kilmer could ever expect. He stepped outside the lunge, blocking and pushing Kilmer’s attacking arm to the side.


  He spun around and sank his first blade into Kilmer’s exposed side. The second struck the big man at the crux of his neck and shoulder, severing the jugular completely this time. The bandit fell to the floor on top of his bags of gold, soaking them with his blood.


  “I don’t work for wild animals,” Jeda said as the big man lost consciousness. “I put them down.”


  Jeda looked down at the wet bags of gold. It was truly blood money now. He pulled his blades from the dead man, wiped them on the bandit’s shirt, and returned them to his arm sheaths before slipping back out the door.


  ***


  While Jeda was inside the tavern, Raz spotted a shadowy figure with a limp crossing the road a few buildings away. The figure looked somewhat familiar, but it was the limp that caught her attention. She wasn’t sure, but that limp reminded her of a man she would never forget – a very dangerous brother. In the dark streets, it was hard to be sure, but she decided to follow.


  The shadow flowed down a side street and, as she turned the corner to follow, a knife flashed out of the dark towards her face. Her actions were reflexive and she blocked the attack with her forearm. She stepped to the side, sweeping the attacker’s arm harmlessly away from her face. She reversed her movement, pulling the off-balance foe towards her and grabbing his wrist. She twisted the joint into an excruciating lock and her attacker writhed in pain as she applied pressure. He immediately dropped the knife and cried out. “Enough, you’ve proven your point.”


  “Drajen,” Raz replied, recognizing the old assassin. “What brings a snake like you out on this night and why did you try to attack me?”


  She lessened the pressure of her hold, but did not release him. She would never forget the man who had nearly ended her life in the guild before it even began. He was a cruel sadist who enjoyed brutally punishing young novices and apprentices for any missteps or slights. She had been unlucky enough to have him assigned to test her for apprenticeship. Drajen had been angered when she chose the sword to test with, for that was his guild house and there was no room for weaklings, especially a slip of a girl who did not know her place. She managed a slight cut on Drajen’s forearm, formally ending her test, but when she turned to acknowledge the master judging the test, Drajen attacked. Enraged, he sliced her twice diagonally across her unprotected back, nearly killing her with the deep cuts. She spent months in the infirmary recovering from the wounds, but she would forever wear the mark of her attacker, twin scars that formed an X on her back. She found out later that Brother Mave interrogated Drajen about the incident and that Drajen came away with a permanent limp. That was one of many reasons why Raz admired Mave so much.


  “Release me at once, woman,” Drajen seethed. “I’m here on Guild business. You should realize that.”


  “Of course I do, Drajen. That was clear enough the minute I saw you. The guild does not send weak old men out into the world without reason. Now answer my questions before I decide you don’t need this hand.”


  “I was but testing you when I saw you following me. As I said, I’m here on Guild business.”


  Testing me? Some fools never learn.


  She had eclipsed his skills long ago. Looking at him now, she saw him for what he had become – a bitter cynic in the twilight of his life, not realizing that his day in the sun was finished. She applied more pressure to his locked wrist and raised him to his toes. “Tell me what that business is or I will break this twig you call a wrist.”


  He might have been old, but he was as stubborn and tough as they came. He did not cry out from the agony he was experiencing, but merely grunted in discomfort. “I may not be an active brother any longer, Sister, but I’m still a member of the Brotherhood,” he fumed. “You would do well to remember that.”


  “Old man, you would do well to remember that I’m a senior assassin in the same Brotherhood. If the next words out of your mouth do not please me, I’ll break not only your wrist but your arm as well.”


  He stood straight up against the pressure of the hold and looked at her with daggers in his eyes. Hatred rolled off him in waves. “Very well, I was given latitude by Master Menz to explain my mission should we chance to meet.”


  Raz lightened the pressure while he continued.


  “I’d been instructed to enlist the services of the largest bandit gang in the area and tell them to attack the wagons, killing as many witches as possible. I enlisted their help by telling the leader the wagons were full of the King’s gold. I paid him his gold when he returned from the attack and now all is in order. The entire scheme was to ensure the success of your mission. Considering the last meeting the guild had with a group of witches, Master Menz did not want to take any chances where none were needed.”


  “And were you also told to inform me of these arrangements?”


  “If the opportunity presented itself, then yes.”


  “So, you were able to secure the bandits to attack the train, you were able to show them the wagons while in Wolfburn, and you were able to pay off the bandit leader when he returned empty-handed?”


  “Yes.”


  “But you could not find the time to inform me of this scheme before the caravan left the city?”


  “That is correct. I did not find the opportunity.”


  “What would you have done had one of them succeeded in killing me?”


  “If you had been killed, I would have reported your failure to Master Menz,” the brother replied condescendingly, showing his true colors. “After all, you’re but a woman and your failure would have come as no surprise. But you were not killed and the bandits were successful, so my mission is complete.”


  Drajen was still plaguing her, even in his twilight years. She was hard-pressed not to kill him, but she did the next best thing. She increased the pressure on his wrist until she heard a loud snap.


  The older assassin finally cried out in pain. He grabbed his broken wrist when Raz released it.


  “You’re lucky I don’t kill you here and now. Next time you’re given orders, make sure you find the opportunity to carry them out to their fullest. Get in my way again and I will not show you the mercy I have this night. Now your mission is complete and you should remember that it was a woman who broke your wrist.”


  Raz was certain that Master Menz would not have orchestrated the raid on the caravan without informing her. It was the arrogance and bigotry of this old man that had seen to that. No doubt, he would have been the happier if she had been killed. It would have justified his belief in the inferiority of the women in the guild. He should count himself lucky she had not killed him. If he had not been due to report back to Master Menz, she might well have. Without a backward glance, she turned on her heel and headed back to the tavern.


  As she waited for Jeda outside the tavern, Raz realized that he would soon learn the truth from the bandit leader. He was no fool and would put together the pieces of the guild’s involvement. Even though he’d been out of the guild for the past twelve years, the man had not lost any of his edge.


  Once he learns the Guild initiated this attack, he’ll be suspicious of anyone who asks too many questions, including me. I need to be cautious. From here on out, I’ll have to get close to one of the girls to get the information I need.


  ***


  When Jeda came out of the bar, he signaled to Raz. “Let’s get back to the horses. We’re leaving.”


  She moved beside him as they fled down the back streets. “Did you find what you were looking for?”


  “Yes, the Guild of Assassins hired his band to attack and kill the witches. There’s more afoot than we realized.”


  “The Guild was behind this attack?”


  “No. It’s not so simple. The guild does not initiate anything unless they’re paid to do so. Someone hired them to do this, but finding out who is impossible. All we can surmise is that there is someone else interested in this quest and they wanted the witches eliminated.”


  Raz nodded, but kept her silence.


  “This information stays between us,” Jeda said when they reached the horses. “We don’t need anyone panicking or seeing ambushes behind every tree on this journey. We’ll have to watch out for future treachery, but I believe the guild has done its part in this quest. Over half the witches are dead and that’s what the bandits were hired to do.”


  There is another group in play here, he thought. It must be the Black Council. They’re the only ones who know the value of the Stone. I wonder if they have spies on this quest. I’ll have to take care with who I share this information. At least Raz seems trustworthy.


  They rode back in silence, lost in their thoughts about what this new information meant.


  The sun had barely risen past the horizon when Jeda headed to Gelda’s wagon. The sky was a beautiful deep blue and not a cloud could be seen. The storm from yesterday had cleared and, though the weather was brisk, it was no longer wet.


  We should make better time today, he thought, surveying the camp and state of the wagons.


  He gave a slight knock on the side of the wagon and stuck his head through the canvas at the welcoming answer. The healer was awake and tending to Natasha. She had survived the night, but she looked pale and was very weak. The twins were sleeping in their bedrolls. He motioned for Gelda to come outside.


  Gelda grabbed her shawl and climbed down off the wagon, her brow furrowed at Jeda’s early morning appearance. “You look especially perturbed this morning. What’s the matter?”


  “We have a problem,” he said, his breath visible in the crisp air.


  Gelda sighed and pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. It had been a long night watching over Natasha and she was tired.


  “Give me a moment,” she said, feeling the aches and pains of getting old in her joints and directing a little of her healing powers inwards.


  Jeda stood patiently until she was ready to hear what new calamity had visited them.


  “Is this problem something new or is it more of the same?” she asked.


  “This is something totally unexpected. Let’s get Elizabeth, so I can tell you both what I discovered last night.”


  He saw Gelda raise an eyebrow, but then she nodded and followed him across the camp. Within moments, they were standing outside Elizabeth’s wagon.


  “Let me do the honors,” Gelda said with a bit too much enthusiasm. She climbed the wagon’s back three stairs and went inside. After some muffled grumbling and a few choice loud words, both women came out and stood before him.


  Elizabeth had wrapped a shawl around her head and shoulders, and stood glaring at him. “This better be important to have me disturbed at this gods-awful hour. It’s freezing out here.”


  “It is,” he replied, motioning the two women to the side of the wagon for more privacy. He wasn’t sure who else in the camp he could trust and he did not want any prying ears to hear their conversation.


  “Last night, I went back to Wolfburn.”


  They were surprised at his announcement and exchanged glances. Neither one had seen him leave.


  Elizabeth looked at him with disapproval written all over her face. “Wolfburn?” she asked. “Whatever did you go back to that forsaken place for?”


  “If you give me a chance, I’ll tell you,” he said with a tinge of anger in his voice. He was getting tired of dealing with the short-tempered witch and felt the need to lash back at her.


  A ghost of a smile formed on Gelda’s mouth. She liked nothing better than to see someone stand up to Elizabeth. “Go on, Jeda. We’re listening.”


  “When we settled here last night and the wagons were secured, Raz informed me that the large bandit who attacked us was the same one she’d spotted spying on us in Wolfburn. If he started to watch us back in Wolfburn, it made sense to assume that’s where all his raids start. It was not a leap to think that he lived in the city.”


  Gelda frowned. “That’s a pretty big leap. He could’ve lived anywhere.”


  “True, but going back and checking out the tavern where he was last spotted didn’t hurt our situation. The bandits broke off their attack too abruptly after they searched the wagons. I was hoping to get answers about why they attacked us and what they were looking for.”


  “You went alone?”


  “No, I took Raz with me. I also informed the guard captain where we were going, so if we did not return, he would know where to look for us. I found the answers I was looking for and it’s not good. The Guild of Assassins hired the bandits to attack the wagons.”


  “What?” the women asked simultaneously.


  “I found the bandit leader in the same tavern where all this started and he told me the Assassin’s Guild hired him.”


  “But why attack us now?” Elizabeth asked. “The coven has made peace with the guild over that debacle in their stronghold. I personally settled our affairs with the Masters. It makes no sense.”


  “I agree; it doesn’t make sense. The guild has strict rules about indiscriminate killing and would not have attacked us unless they were hired to do so. According to the bandit leader, the guild hired them to attack the wagons because we carried a shipment of the King’s gold. They were told the gold was protected by witches and they needed to be prepared against them.”


  “The loathsome swine,” Gelda swore. “That’s why so many sisters were killed during the attack. They were specifically targeted.”


  “That’s also why they broke off the attack,” Elizabeth added. “They found out we carried no gold.”


  “Exactly,” Jeda said. “I found the leader in the tavern with two bags of gold he’d received from the guild as payment for the attack.”


  “Did you bring him back here so we could question him?” Elizabeth asked. “I would warrant we could get more information from him than you could.”


  Jeda shook his head. “He’s dead. He attacked me and we fought. I won.”


  Elizabeth pursed her lips into a thin line. “Well, that doesn’t do us much good, now does it?”


  “Yes, it does do us some good and that’s what I wanted to tell you,” he shot back, annoyed at Elizabeth’s barb. “There’s another group who knows of our quest and is tracking us. I don’t think we’ve seen the last of these attacks.”


  Gelda stepped into the conversation before Elizabeth and Jeda got out of control. “We must keep this information to ourselves. There’s no sense in causing undo panic, but this news also answers the question of what we do with our injured. If the bandits are in Wolfburn and you have killed their leader, we cannot consider that town a safe haven. We’ll have to continue on to North Ridge and hope they survive the journey.”


  Jeda stared hard at both women. “I want to be on the road as soon as possible and put as much distance as we can between us and Wolfburn. It’s time to wake everyone up and get moving.”


  Elizabeth stalked away, but not before Jeda heard her comment, “At least we agree on something. If I’m up, everyone else will be as well.”


  The road had begun to dry, but it took nearly two hours before the caravan moved forward again. One of the wagons was converted for the more seriously wounded. Two of the healers tended to them and tried to keep them alive until they reached North Ridge.


  Elizabeth led a group of witches that went through the dead witches’ wagons. They decided what stayed behind and what was important enough to carry with them. In the end, two wagons were left in the clearing, freeing up two teams of horses. Jeda choose the fastest horse of the group for his new mount.


  Natasha’s horse was tethered to the back of Gelda’s wagon along with Kala’s mount. There was no way the gypsy woman could ride. She slipped in and out of consciousness as the caravan rumbled forward.


  “Grandma Gelda, will Nana be well again?” Kala asked. She had refused to leave her grandmother’s side since Natasha was injured.


  Gelda patted the young girl’s hand. “She will, but she needs rest.”


  Kala chose to ride with Gelda in case there was anything she could do to help. Her sister rode her own horse beside the wagon.


  Kara nudged her horse forward until she rode beside Jeda. “Da, will there be more trouble?”


  Jeda looked over at his daughter. She had seen much too much death in her young life. It pained him that he couldn’t shield her from danger, but he would not lie to her. “I don’t know, Kara. I wish I had an answer, but I don’t.”


  Kara nodded. “It’s okay, Da. I’ll keep my eyes open too.”


  Jeda forced himself not to minimize Kara’s contribution. He’d been teaching both his daughters the assassin skills sets he’d learned in his youth. When he was their age, he had passed his novice test and he had no doubt both girls could do the same if they were in the guild. Kara, in particular, was deadly with knives. “Thank you, Kara. Every little bit helps. Will you stay near Gelda’s wagon while I ride up to the front of the caravan?”


  “Sure, Da. You can count on me.”


  Jeda reached over and squeezed Kara’s arm before kicking his horse into a trot. Along the line, he spoke with several of the guards. “Eyes peeled today. Look for anything unusual, no matter how insignificant it may seem. Better to be wrong than surprised by another attack.”


  He found Raz in the lead of the caravan, scouting the roads ahead. “Seen anything suspicious?”


  Raz pulled the scarf away from her mouth. “No, sir. All is quiet.”


  “Good. We’ll continue until nightfall. I want to put as much distance from Wolfburn as we can. I want you and your partner to ride ahead and find a suitable spot to stop for the night. We may be close enough to the crossroads to camp there, but I’m not sure. We’ll be heading for North Ridge next and that should take at least two days. With the wounded we have, the sooner we get there the better.”


  Raz nodded her understanding, signaled to her comrade, and nudged her horse into a canter. Jeda watched them ride off, trusting Raz’s judgment to pick the best spot to camp and thankful she was a part of this journey.
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  Crossings


The rest of the day passed by uneventfully as the caravan meandered along the northbound Western Highway. The clear skies held, but the wind had picked up, blowing the treetops together and causing quite a racket. They were deep in the Great Forest and the road was thickly lined with mile after mile of large trees, saplings and bushes. The leaves of the trees were changing, presenting a wild kaleidoscope of color that afforded the best camouflage for an ambush. It was hard to see more than a few feet into the forest and every shadow seemed a perfect spot for a bandit to lie in wait. Since the attack, everyone had been edgy, but the sound of tree limbs constantly crashing together added a significant amount of stress. The scouts had taken to ranging farther out from the wagons in an effort to spot and prevent any more devastating surprises.


  Jeda became alarmed when he heard the sound of hoofbeats and saw a figure galloping towards them at breakneck speed. The guards were quick to ready their weapons for an attack and the wagon drivers tensed in anticipation. It took a few moments before anyone recognized the rider.


  “Hold,” he cried out as the bowmen made ready. “That’s Raz. I’m sure she wouldn’t be pleased to be greeted by a volley of arrows.”


  Raz slowed as she neared and looked at the guards holding their nocked arrows. One of the men looked at her sheepishly and shrugged his shoulders. They couldn’t be too careful these days. She shook her head at their jumpiness, spotted Jeda, and nudged her horse in his direction.


  “The crossroads are about five miles ahead.”


  “Okay, that’s good news,” Jeda replied. “But why did you rush back to tell me this? We would have arrived there soon enough.”


  “It was not for the sake of easing your troubled thoughts about where they might be, sir. It’s more of what I discovered when I arrived. There are gypsies camped at the crossroads.”


  “Now that is interesting.”


  “But there’s more. The wise woman of the troupe said she’s been waiting there for you…for two days.”


  Jeda’s eyes widened in surprise and thoughts swirled in his mind at the implications. How did the gypsy wise woman know the caravan’s route or where they might be headed? Although the expedition wasn’t a tightly held secret, it was not general knowledge either. He could think of no way the gypsies could know where the expedition was, unless there were gypsy spies embedded in the caravan. His initial excitement at hearing the gypsies were close soured when he thought of this. His brow furrowed in frustration as he thought that another group might have designs on the Witch Stone.


  “Did she say me specifically or the entire group?”


  “She specifically referred to you, but also mentioned the gypsy woman who is traveling with us as well.”


  “You mean Natasha?”


  “Yes. The other wise woman said they were sisters.”


  “Hmm, the gypsy women all refer to themselves as sisters, but we’ll find out soon enough. I’ll ride back and let Natasha know. I’m sure she’ll be happy to talk with more of her sisters. Good job.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Jeda paused as the lead guards stared intently at the trees and bushes along the road. They were still spooked from Raz’s unexpected arrival and it took him a few moments to realize she’d come back alone.


  “Where’s your partner?”


  “He stayed at the gypsy camp to keep watch. They were friendly to both of us, and when he decided to stay, they offered him food and water.”


  Jeda remembered his first encounter with a gypsy troupe and laughed out loud. “Ha, let’s just hope he doesn’t end up married by the time we get there.”


  Raz crooked her head at his laughter and raised a questioning eyebrow. “Sir?”


  “Oh, nothing to worry about,” he said, “just stay with the guards up front. We don’t want any chance of mistaken identities when we reach the crossroads. We’re all on edge and I’m sure the gypsies would not take kindly to having arrows rain down on them.”


  “Very well, sir.”


  Raz turned and rode up to the lead guards as the caravan continued to lumber along the road. “I’m happy neither of you shot at me when I came back. I’m not sure where those arrows would have eventually ended up had they come my way.”


  “C’mon now, Raz,” one of them replied. “We’d never shoot you on purpose.”


  Raz chuckled at his remark. “Of course not. Just as you know I wouldn’t have stuck them where the sun doesn’t shine.”


  Though she joked, they still paled at her remarks and answered her with nervous laughter. Every guard in the troop remembered the thrashing she gave three of the men when she first joined the guards. She was no one to trifle with.


  Jeda felt a sense of nostalgia watching Raz joke with her fellow guards. He had no idea what they were laughing about, but it was obvious they all enjoyed each other’s company. She was unique among the guards and not because she was pretty or a skilled fighter. With her, he felt a kindred spirit, something he’d not sensed in anyone else in more than a decade. He wondered whether they would have been friends in another life. With a shake of his head, he turned and rode back to Gelda’s wagon. As he neared the wagon, he saw Kara riding dutifully beside it, keeping an eye on the surrounding countryside. She brightened at seeing him, but turned solemn when he spoke.


  “How is Nana Natasha fairing?”


  “She’s the same, Da. No change, though Grandmother Gelda said she’s not getting any worse either. I wish she’d get better soon.”


  “I might have some news that’ll brighten her day and perhaps yours as well.”


  Kara looked doubtful at his claim, but rode with him to the back of the wagon to listen nonetheless.


  “Hello in the wagon,” he called out, knocking on the side. “I’ve some interesting news for our ailing wise woman.”


  Gelda swept back the canvas cover and stuck her head out. Her hair had come loose of her bun and hung wild around her head. He could tell from her disposition and the strain around her eyes that the trip was having its toll on her as well.


  “If it’s good news you have,” she replied, “then let’s all hear. We’re due for something good.”


  “I didn’t say it was necessarily good. I said it was interesting.”


  Gelda shot him a look of annoyance, but pulled the canvas back to give him a view inside the wagon.


  Natasha was lying on her bedroll and a ghost of a smile graced her lips when she saw him. It was obvious she was still in pain and very weak. “Any news is a matter of perspective,” she said, rising on her elbow, “so out with it already.”


  “Raz reported that she found a gypsy troupe camped at the crossroads a few miles ahead. She also said they have been waiting for us for two days now.”


  A hint of excitement shone in Natasha’s eyes as she listened to the news. “Do you know the name of their wise woman?” she asked.


  “No, but we’ll be there soon enough and you can see her for yourself,” Jeda said.


  “That’ll be good,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “That’ll be very good.” She lay back, closed her eyes, and smiled with contentment.


  It was the first time Jeda had seen her relax in days.


  ***


  The major roadways of the kingdom were named for the cardinal compass points in which they lay. The Western highway ran from north to south along the western side of the kingdom, while the Northern highway ran east to west along the border of the Tundra. The Eastern highway ran north to south along the Mystic Mountains, while the Southern highway ran east to west along the border of the wild lands. The one exception was the central highway, aptly named because it ran east to west though the kingdom’s center.


  The intersection of the Western and Northern highways was referred to as the crossroads. A few small buildings had sprouted up here and its denizens scraped by on the generosity of those passing through. It did boast a large campground, where caravans could stop for the night before journeying on to the larger cities of Cold Bay to the west or North Ridge to the east. The locals provided firewood and game from the surrounding forest for a modest price. These services provided a small respite for the caravan workers who gathered such supplies and they paid the locals out of their own pockets. There were few caravans that stopped there and it was a meager way to earn a living, but those who lived there did so willingly, enjoying a sense of freedom and detachment unknown in other areas of the kingdom.


  As the expedition neared the crossroads, Jeda spied the gypsies. The camp looked much like he remembered his own troupe, though this family of gypsies was quite a bit larger. There were at least twice as many wagons and tents here and he wondered how many people lived in this troupe. As he rode in, he was met by an old nemesis.


  Mirabelle stood in the center of the camp surrounded by her new family and greeted him with a beaming smile. “Jeda,” she cried, waving her arms over her head to catch his eye. “It’s wonderful to see you again. Be welcome at our fires and break bread with us as your companion has done already.”


  Looking at the woman who caused so much destruction to his family, he could scarcely believe she dared to face him. It took supreme effort to hold his anger in check as he stared at her. This was a ploy to make sure he did her no harm. Greeting him thus evoked the age-old rite of hospitality that guaranteed no violence would be committed while a traveler was a guest within the troupe’s campsite. As Raz’s partner had already accepted the offer, he had no choice but to follow in kind.


  He clenched and unclenched his fist before nodding his head to her. “Mirabelle, I wish it was wonderful to see you as well, but we both know there is much to be discussed between us.”


  “Ah yes, all water under the bridge, so to speak.”


  Her flippant answer grated on his nerves, but she continued as if nothing had happened between them, and his fingers twitched to pull one of his knives from their sheaths. This woman was the reason they were even on this quest. She was the reason that his beloved Keisha lay in a coma. It took everything he possessed not to jump down from his horse and strangle her with his bare hands.


  “Before we address any grievances between us, I would first introduce you to the wise woman of this family.”


  Mirabelle motioned to a stately woman who stepped forward. She was of modest height and build, but projected a sense of command that made her seem much larger. Her hair was sprinkled with gray and, though she bore fine wrinkles throughout her face, these were the only indications of her age.


  “Jeda DeLongo,” Mirabelle continued. “I would like you to meet Annatarus, wise woman of this fair troupe.”


  The eyes that bore into him reminded him of Natasha when she was angry. This gypsy woman was full of power and wildness that threatened to overflow like a raging cauldron of fury at any hint of displeasure. She was not someone to take lightly.


  He dismounted and greeted her with a slight bow. “It is my pleasure to meet you, madam.”


  “And I you,” she replied, “but it’s not you that I have waited two days in this desolate place to meet. Where’s Natasha? I would see my sister immediately.”


  “I am here, sister,” a weakened voice spoke from behind him.


  They turned to see Natasha slowly making her way toward them. She leaned on both Gelda and Kala, but Jeda could see by the determined look on her face that she would have this meeting no other way. She would greet her fellow sister in the proper way, standing on her feet.


  “Forgive my tardiness in greeting you, Sister, but I’ve met with some injury in the past days.”


  “And you’ve not been healed yet?” Annatarus asked with disbelief edging her voice.


  “Her injuries were severe,” Gelda replied, annoyed at the questioning tone of the wise woman. “She should not be up as it is, but I could not stop her from greeting you.”


  Annatarus looked over to Mirabelle. “Bring her into my tent. We will deal with this situation at once.”


  Mirabelle turned and opened the flap to the tent, motioning to Gelda and Kala to enter. At Natasha’s soft urging, they helped her inside. Mirabelle followed on their heels and the flap dropped back in place.


  Annatarus turned back, holding up her hand to Jeda when he moved to follow. “The rest of you will wait outside until I have finished with my sister.”


  There was no doubt that this wise woman’s word was law, but when she moved to go into the tent, he stepped forward to question her. The men to either side of the wise woman instantly came on guard, brandishing all matter of knives and short swords at him. It was apparent the feelings of unease and distrust that Jeda harbored towards Mirabelle and these gypsies went both ways.


  Nonetheless, he spoke before any of them could step between him and Annatarus. “Wait. What are you going to do with her?”


  Annatarus harrumphed before answering. “I’m going to heal her, of course, as your esteemed healers should have done days ago.”


  With that, Annatarus turned and slipped into the tent while her guards stepped in front of the entrance, barring Jeda from entry.


  ***


  Raz sat with the wagons outside the campgrounds while Jeda led Gelda’s wagon forward. He’d ordered them all to wait until he could ferret out the gypsy troupe’s intentions. For once, Elizabeth had not argued with him, but disappeared into the back of her wagon to wait. Elizabeth’s departure made it clear she was not fond of gypsies or their wilding magic and chose to keep to herself.


  Raz was inclined to wait patiently, but when the drivers and horses started to become restless, she rode up to the front to find out what was happening. She pulled on the reigns when she came upon Kara sitting on her horse beside Gelda’s wagon. The young girl was watching her father and another gypsy woman, who were deep in conversation.


  Raz edged her horse up beside her. “What are they saying?” she asked.


  Kara looked sideways and studied her for a moment before answering. “That wise woman ordered Nana Natasha into her tent so she could heal her.”


  “Oh? What’s wrong with the job our healers did?”


  “I guess they didn’t do a very good job.”


  “How come you’re out here? Your sister went inside with the others. Aren’t you interested in what they’re doing?”


  Kara shook her head. “Not very much; I’m not that good at healing. I’m better at elemental magic.”


  “Really? You’re a blaster?”


  “Yes, but we don’t like that word very much.”


  Raz arched her eyebrow. “We? As in you and your sister or just the coven witches?”


  Kara’s discreet smile told her all she needed to know. This was the opening she’d been looking for. It was the perfect opportunity to get closer to the young girl. “I see you wear a set of throwing knives. Are you any good with them?”


  The young girl preened at Raz’s notice. “I’m not too bad. My Da says I’ve got talent.”


  “I’ll bet he’s a good teacher.”


  “He’s the best.”


  Now was the time for her to set the bait. She loosened one of her swords and unsheathed it with a flourish, spinning it around a few times. It was a move to show off, good for nothing but catching the eyes of bystanders, or a young girl in need of a friend. “Ever practice with swords?” she asked as she spun the blades faster.


  Kara’s mouth fell open at the swordsmanship and she sputtered, “No.”


  “Well, if you ever have a mind to learn, let me know and I’ll teach you.”


  “Really? You’d teach me swords?”


  Raz smiled at the young girl’s enthusiasm. “Sure, but you’ll need to get your father’s permission first. Speaking of your father, here he comes.”


  She could see his irritation threatening to boil over even from this distance. He was used to being in charge and she figured the gypsy woman taking charge of Natasha irked him. As he approached, she and Kara stopped talking, waiting for his orders.


  “Make camp,” he said. “It doesn’t look like we’ll be leaving here any time soon.”


  ***


  The inside of Annatarus’ tent was spacious, with thick rugs covering the dirt floor and lustrous tapestries lining the walls. There were a number of standing lamps giving off enough light to see even into the far corners, and silk embroideries of exotic scenes from around the kingdom were hung around the tent. There were depictions of the Delta Swamps, the High Plains, the Mystic Mountains, and the Northern Tundra. If these colorful arrases were any indication of places they’d been, then this family was well-traveled.


  The center of the tent held a fire pit lit to ward off the chill. The air was filled with scents of jasmine, lavender, and peppermint – plants the gypsies used to help relieve stress and anxiety.


  Kala and Gelda stood beside Natasha as she lay on a raised cot.


  Annatarus walked up, sat down by her side and without hesitation put her hands to the sides of Natasha’s head. The wise woman closed her eyes and a faint glow emanated from her hands. Natasha visibly relaxed into the bedding as the wise woman performed her ministrations. After what seemed an eternity, she released Natasha and sat back. A blush of color returned to Natasha’s cheeks and her face lost the ashen pallor she had worn since she was wounded.


  “That will suffice for now,” Annatarus said. “Drink the tea and your strength should return soon enough, perhaps tomorrow or the next by the latest. If you still feel tired then, I’ll do another healing.”


  “What have you done?” Gelda exclaimed. “I healed her myself and she shouldn’t regain her strength for weeks. What kind of wilding magic is this?”


  Gelda bent over Natasha and put her own hands on her forehead. After a few minutes of concentration, she stood up and took a step backwards, shock etched across her tired face.


  “I’ve never seen this type of healing before,” she said to Natasha. “Your injuries are gone as if they never existed. I don’t know how that’s possible. The body takes weeks to recuperate, even with the powers of a trained healer.”


  Annatarus crossed her arms over her chest. “As you so aptly inferred, this is wilding magic – something of which you are ignorant and untrained.”


  Gelda’s face turned red at the rebuke and turned to answer the wise woman’s barb, but stopped and calmed herself before replying. “You’re right, of course. I’m ignorant and untrained in this type of healing.”


  Annatarus nodded before getting up to retrieve the medicinal tea she had mentioned. “Hmm, maybe there’s hope for you to become a true healer after all.”


  Kala stood by as the interplay between the two powerful women played out. Her Grandma Gelda had been practicing healing for years and was the most powerful coven-trained healer in the kingdom. Not only were Annatarus’ criticisms harsh, they stomped all over the bounds of hospitality. She tensed for the retort she expected would be coming from her grandmother, but no one was more surprised than she when Gelda nodded in agreement with the wise woman’s assessment.


  ***


  When the wagons began to circle for the night, Elizabeth poked her head out of the back of her wagon and yelled at the first camp worker she saw, demanding information. “Why are we stopping here?”


  The driver cringed at being singled out by the powerful witch. Elizabeth had developed a reputation for having an acerbic tongue and an even sharper bite. More than one of the men had felt her snap a blast at their backside for a perceived insult. They gave her a wide berth whenever she stomped around the campsite.


  “I’m not sure, Mistress,” the luckless man replied. “The orders to make camp came from Master Jeda.”


  “And where is Master Jeda now?”


  The man pointed across the campsite to the wagon closest to the colorful gypsy tent. “He’s helping with Mistress Gelda’s wagon while she’s with the gypsies. They’ve set up right over there.”


  Dismissing him with a flick of her wrist, Elizabeth hiked up her skirts, climbed out of her wagon and marched to Gelda’s wagon to investigate. Within moments, she spotted Jeda helping the driver unhitch the horses and brush them down from the day’s travel.


  With her target in sight, she made a beeline for the unsuspecting young man. “Why are we stopped here? This is not what we had planned. We’re supposed to be traveling on toward North Ridge before we stop for the night.”


  Jeda did not turn at Elizabeth’s tirade, but straightened his back at her verbal assault. He finished removing the tackle from the horse before he turned to meet her eye-to-eye. His mouth thinned in determination as he strove to keep the aggravation and anger from his reply. “Plans change, Elizabeth. The wise woman of this troupe is caring for Natasha as we speak. Gelda and Kala are with them inside one of the tents. It didn’t appear they’d be finished any time soon, so I gave the order to set up camp.”


  She stopped and considered Jeda’s words. “She’s caring for Natasha? I wonder if she’d also take a look at our other injured. Maybe even take them off our hands.”


  Jeda shrugged his shoulders. “Well, I’m not sure they’d be willing...”


  She planted her hands on her hips. “Nonsense, of course they will. The gypsies are renowned for their caring for the sick and helpless. This is the opportunity we need to get this expedition back on schedule. Go and see to it that the injured and their wagons are brought before the gypsies. Make sure the injured know they’ll be staying when we move on.”


  “Elizabeth, I don’t think…”


  “Young man, you’ve had enough time to think. Now is the time for action. Do I have to do everything myself to ensure the success of this expedition?”


  Without waiting for an answer, she turned and strode back to her wagon, leaving Jeda tongue-tied and staring at her retreating back in confusion. He wanted to confront her concerning this ridiculous notion when he realized it might be the best plan for everyone.


  “The old witch may be on to something here,” he mumbled.
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Partings


The nights in Constantine were getting colder as winter began to sink its icy grip into the land. Bertha shivered in the cold and pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders as she walked across the open square of the coven. She was not a fan of these northern climates and the freezing temperatures made her old bones and joints ache. She shuffled along, stooped over with a permanent frown on her wizened face. She wore her dull gray hair pulled back in a bun at the nape of her neck, but wayward wisps flew around her face in the wind.


  “I detest this cold,” she grumbled. “Why couldn’t they have given me one of the nicer rooms closer to the infirmary instead of clear across the grounds? There’s plenty of empty rooms now that the high and mighty have left.” She was outspoken and never hid her opinion of the other healers in the coven. Though most of the other healers were stronger in power, she felt her years in the craft should elevate her status above them. Unfortunately, she was the only one who saw it that way. Rank had its privilege here and so she was relegated to one of the smaller cottages on the outskirts of the coven’s grounds.


  She spied her destination ahead and picked up her pace, thinking of the heat it would afford her. “This is no way to treat an elder, assigning me this gods’ forsaken shift. The least they could have done is given me a day shift at a decent hour. I’ve been healing bodies since before these whelps were even born. Elizabeth will hear an earful when she gets back. This is not what she promised me.”


  Though Keisha and her unborn child were in a state of suspended animation, there was always the chance she might revive on her own. Bertha understood the reason for her assignment at this time of night, but that did not stop her from complaining. This shift afforded the most privacy. She patted the darts full of Darkshade hidden in a pocket of her shawl and grinned at the deed she was to perform. A slight prick from one of the darts and Keisha’s protective shell would reinforce itself, ensuring the woman would not wake up. She never did like any of those wilding gypsies, but especially this one for getting her out of her warm bed at such an hour. She’d been honored when Elizabeth called her to the coven from her southern hamlet and given her an important assignment, but the prestige soon wore off with the monotony of her nightly watch. She missed her cozy little hut and the warmer weather of the south.


  She sighed and her breath formed tiny crystals in the air as she continued her shuffle towards the healing house. She was late in relieving the healer who was on duty, but she honestly did not care if that angered the woman or not. A few more steps and she arrived at the healing house. She pushed opened the entry door, sighing in relief at the warmth that enveloped her. She rubbed her hands together to try to bring life back into her frozen fingers.


  The young witch on duty looked up in exasperation, glancing over at the candle clock before speaking. She stood up and put her hands on her slender hips. She was head and shoulders taller than Bertha and looked down her nose at the elder witch. “Bertha, you’re almost a candle mark late in getting here. Honestly, I’ve no idea why you were chosen to be part of this watch at all. I certainly hope you’re more attentive to our charge than you are to the duty schedule.”


  “Quit whining, Tira,” Bertha snapped. “I’m here now. You can leave.”


  Tira opened her mouth with an angry retort on her lips, but must have thought better of voicing it. It would do no good to anger Bertha. No one would volunteer to take such a late shift if Bertha quit.


  “Why are you standing there like a buffoon? I said you can leave, so scurry along. Go and leave an old woman some peace.”


  Tira shook her head, gathered her things, and left without another word. Outside, the wind caught her shawl and the cold seize her. She shivered and drew her shawl tighter around her body.


  “Maybe this is why Bertha was so cross today. The weather is certainly becoming frigid.”


  Tira stopped walking. She’d forgotten to pass on the instructions from the senior healer. Keisha was to be moved to a different position every hour in the hope that it would spark her to awaken. She turned around and walked back in the house to tell Bertha, half-expecting to find the old woman sitting by the fire, dozing off already, but the outer room was empty.


  Seeing candlelight coming from Keisha’s room, she walked over to tell Bertha about the instructions. She found the old healer bending over Keisha. “I see you’ve already heard the orders.”


  Bertha jumped and whirled around to face her intruder. In her haste, she forgot that she was holding the dart of Darkshade in her hand. Too late, she saw Tira frown at the dart.


  “What’s that you have there? I didn’t receive any new instructions about an injection.”


  Bertha could think of no good excuse to give the other healer. She had to act fast and said the first thing that came into her mind. “I don’t know what this is. I was going to ask you the same thing. I found it lying beside the girl. Come look, it was right here.”


  She watched Tira’s brow knit together in puzzlement, but she walked to the edge of the bed and looked at where Bertha was pointing. She leaned down for a closer look, but saw nothing. “Bertha, I don’t see…”


  Bertha jabbed the dart into Tira’s neck, pushing it in as far as it would go. The entire contents of the dart were injected into her bloodstream and the young witch fell to the floor. Bertha stepped back and mumbled, “Now what am I going to do?”


  Damn the gods, I knew I should have stayed in my cozy bed.


  There was only one option available and she injected a second dart into the comatose woman. Two doses of Darkshade were lethal and Tira would die within minutes. Her chest rose and fell three more times before she lay still.


  This was not the first time Bertha had killed in Elizabeth’s employ and would probably not be the last. What little remorse she felt at ending a promising healer’s life was far better than the pain of being found out as a Black coven witch. She would need help in disposing of the body and knew exactly where she would find it. She had less than four hours to accomplish it before her relief arrived. She had to move fast if she wanted to salvage the situation. She grabbed her shawl and hurried out the door.


  ***


  Sybelle woke to the incessant knocking. It was still early in the morning and her groggy mind tried to puzzle out who might be pounding on her door. She crawled out of bed and opened the door a crack. She peered out and saw Bertha, her hand raised to knock again.


  “It’s about time,” Bertha said, pushing her way inside. “I’ve been knocking on your door for the longest time. You sleep like the dead.”


  Sybelle stepped back to allow the cantankerous healer inside her room and shut the door behind her. Seeing the woman here so early in the morning set alarms bells off. Bertha was supposed to be on watch and administering the Darkshade to the gypsy. What was she doing here? Sybelle began asking questions in rapid succession. “Bertha, why are you here? Did the gypsy girl wake up? Did you give her too much Darkshade? Is she dead?”


  Bertha held up her hand to stop the onslaught. “Calm yourself, Sybelle. If you give me a moment, I’ll tell you what happened. The gypsy is not dead, but Tira is.”


  Sybelle’s hand flew to her mouth. “What? How did that happen?”


  “She walked in on me as I was about to administer the Darkshade. She saw me with the dart in my hand and I had no choice but to dose her instead.”


  Sybelle starting pacing around her small room, not noticing the chill in the air. “You killed Tira with Darkshade?”


  “Yes, I gave her a double dose and now we have to figure out what to do with the body.”


  “You fool! Your recklessness may have ruined all our plans. If she is discovered dead by Darkshade here in the coven, then everyone will suspect her death was orchestrated by the Black Coven. They’ll know we have infiltrated this place and will be on high alert. You’ll be the first one they question.”


  Bertha sighed and looked at her frantic leader. Sybelle was a formidable witch, stout in body and one of the strongest elemental witches in the land, with a flair for healing as well. It was not good to anger her and a slight sheen of perspiration broke out on Bertha’s upper lip despite the chill in the room. “I know all that. Why do you think I’m here? I need your help in disposing of the body. No one will ever suspect we had anything to do with her death if she’s found somewhere outside the coven. We have a short time before every witch in the place wakes up, so we need to move fast.”


  “Right,” Sybelle replied, thinking through Bertha’s suggestion. “We can make this happen. We can leave her body in one of the visitor’s houses outside the walls for now. Most of them are unoccupied and the body will attract no attention. I’ll figure out what do with it later. Go back to the healing house. We don’t want anyone to discover that the gypsy girl has been left unattended.” She walked over to the wardrobe in the corner and opened the doors. She lifted up the bottom panel and pulled out another dart. “Here, make sure you give Keisha her dose of Darkshade. It’ll do no good for her to wake up now. Wrap Tira’s body in some sheets so we can move it. I’ll be along shortly with help.”


  Bertha nodded, took the dart, and slipped it inside her pocket. “I’ll see to it immediately.”


  Sybelle opened the door and the old witch shuffled out. She was more than a little annoyed at this latest development, although she was not surprised Bertha had been careless. When Elizabeth had called the old woman to the coven and given her such an important task, Sybelle had objected. Elizabeth’s angry response to her questioning was so severe that Sybelle feared for her life and backed off. When Elizabeth learned of the old woman’s incompetence, Sybelle would relish the vindication.


  There would be no more sleep for her and she pulled on her woolen dress. She needed to get a handle on this disaster before anyone discovered the dead witch. Any of the visitor’s houses outside the walls of the coven would be perfect until she figured out a more permanent solution. The corpse would keep a day before it began to decompose. She grabbed her shawl and headed out the door.


  ***


  Lorsen received his guest in the front office of his suite at the academy. It was unusual for one of the coven witches to visit him here, but not completely unprecedented. He understood this visit must be of a darker nature when he saw who waited for him. “Sybelle, it’s so nice to see you. To what do I owe the honor of this visit?”


  Sybelle inclined her head. “Adept Lorsen, the honor is mine. I have business of a discreet nature to discuss with you.”


  Lorsen paused at Sybelle’s formal address and her diffidence to his station. It became obvious to him that Elizabeth had not issued a decree dissolving his position on the Black Council after all. “In that case, please join me in my private study.”


  He sat with the black witch for half an hour, listening to what had transpired at the coven. He scratched his chin in contemplation. “So, what does Elizabeth have to say about this?” he asked.


  “That’s the problem, she doesn’t know anything about this. She’s on the expedition and cannot be contacted until she reaches a major city. When we get her next message, she’ll tell us where to send future messages. We’ve been using the Royal Post to pass on encrypted messages.”


  The Royal Carrier Post was a system of carrier pigeons used to pass messages from city to city. It was an established method of communicating over long distances that was much quicker than any delivery by land or sea. A post-delivery by wagons or boat was much cheaper but took decidedly longer, weeks compared to days.


  “When do you expect to hear from her?”


  “I would hope within the next few days,” Sybelle replied. “The last message we received was when they stayed the night in Wolfburn. Their next stop with a Royal Post would be North Ridge.”


  “I don’t believe you have the luxury of waiting that long.”


  “Neither do I and that’s why I’ve come to you. If we leave the body where it is, then the discovery may be linked back to the coven. That could lead to some very troublesome questions being asked of all the women there, including Bertha. I do not trust her to withstand a barrage of questions and not strike back somehow. Her short temper is legendary. She could unwittingly reveal our presence within the coven. I’ve come to you for advice and direction until I can contact Elizabeth.”


  “You have chosen correctly in coming to me. As for contacting Elizabeth, I would suggest discretion. If Elizabeth thinks you’re incompetent or incapable of fulfilling your position here, then she’ll replace you immediately. I don’t have to tell you what that displacement would mean for you. You’d be lucky to survive with your life.”


  Sybelle sucked in deep breaths and lowered her head. “I had thought of that as well and it’s not a future I envision for myself.”


  Lorsen tapped his chin while he thought about the situation for a few minutes before coming up with a brilliant idea. He chortled when he thought of the poetry of the deed. Revenge was a plate best served cold and what was colder than a day-old corpse. He would pay back the guild with more trouble than they could ever imagine for their treacherous dealings and the best part was they would never be the wiser.


  Those uncivilized murderers will rue the day they cheated me. Perhaps I’ll tell them what I did when I finally get the Stone.


  He composed himself so the witch would not detect something different from his usual calm demeanor. He should not appear gleeful. This was a serious situation, but one that he had devised the perfect solution for.


  “There’s no need to worry, Sybelle. I know exactly what to do. We’ll take the body north along the Western Highway for a few leagues under cover of night, and dump it within the tree line. It must be close enough to the road so that the vultures and scavengers who could feed upon it will be noticed by the casual traveler. That should give you a few days’ respite. Time enough to report her disappearance and let the guard begin their investigation. A discreet note to the Royal Guard from an unknown loyal subject will lead them to discover the remains quicker. She’ll seem to be another hapless victim of the highwaymen that have plagued the northern routes.”


  “But so close to Constantine, the guard may think it was some other form of foul play. If they call for any investigation, the presence of Darkshade may be discovered.”


  “Exactly what we’ll hope for,” he replied. “Who else uses Darkshade beside healers?”


  Sybelle’s blank face told him she was at a loss to follow his reasoning. “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand.”


  “As you should know, the Assassin’s Guild uses that herb often in the discharge of their commissions. Leaving the body along that road will ensure the focus of any investigation is directed their way.”


  “The Guild?” she replied, shock registering in her widened eyes. “You would implicate the Guild in this? That seems reckless and quite dangerous.”


  “I would not directly implicate them, but I’d also not discourage any investigation that might be directed their way. The Royal Guard will conduct an investigation and report their findings to the magistrate. With the discovery of Darkshade and the location of the body, the magistrate will naturally confront the guild. They’ll emphatically deny any involvement, but there is quite an infamous history between the guild and the coven. Tira will be viewed as another casualty of that conflict and the guild will come under intense scrutiny as a result. The blame will be naturally laid at their feet, leaving you and your black sisters free from any prying questions. We must move quickly, though. I’ll arrange for a wagon and meet you outside the coven’s walls tonight after dark. Tell no one of this – the fewer who are aware, the better our chance at success.”


  “Thank you,” she replied, “but there is no need for you to bring a wagon. There are a number of wagons within the coven’s stables that I can easily arrange to use.”


  Loren shook his head. “And that would put you in a compromising situation. The stable hands and the coven guards would certainly take notice of you taking a wagon out after dark. Would you chance the Royal Guard learning of that and asking the nature of your business? Even if you concocted a legitimate excuse for leaving after dark with a wagon, the suspicion would remain.”


  Sybelle nodded. “Thank you, Adept, you’re quite wise. I’ll meet you outside the coven tonight.”


  Lorsen held up a cautioning hand before she rose to leave. “One more thing. When Elizabeth contacts you next, tell her what transpired and how you corrected the situation. You should take care not to mention my involvement. Take the credit yourself and you’ll live longer.”


  Sybelle agreed and left, while Lorsen sat back in his chair. He was immensely pleased with this plan and already savoring the taste of revenge for the Guild’s heavy-handedness in their last dealings with him. If this plan worked, he will have gained a substantial ally in his quest to control the Black Council. Sybelle might not be the brightest of the black sisters, but she was certainly strong in the power. That could come in handy someday.


  Under the cover of night, Lorsen and Sybelle loaded the body in the back of the wagon and started their journey along the northern road.


  “How much farther do we have to go?” she asked, pulling her cloak tighter around her body.


  The road north from Constantine was empty at that time of night. Although there were stars and a quarter moon shining down, large trees lined each side of the road and their shadows enveloped most of it in darkness. Riding through the gloom with Tira’s dead body in the wagon’s rear was causing the sister to become anxious.


  Lorsen wondered how she ever got to the position she held in the coven. “We’ve barely gotten out of the city. If we dump the body here, then suspicion might fall back on the coven. We need to get closer to the side road that leads to the guild hall.”


  “How do you know of that place?”


  Lorsen inwardly cringed at his near blunder. He had not meant to reveal anything of his dealings with the guild. He knew from experience that the smallest slip of the tongue could spell disaster. He’d have to be more careful about what he told this woman and her cronies. Thankfully, he was a practiced master of deception and easily slid into a convenient lie.


  “As a leading member of the wizard’s council, I’m privy to the ways of the guild.”


  “Adept Lorsen, I don’t mean to second guess you, but this course of action seems overly dangerous.”


  Lorsen’s eyes narrowed when he looked at the witch seated next to him. “And how would you define the revelation of your membership in the Black Coven?”


  Sybelle shrank back in the seat at his biting question. “But why are we going to all this trouble? Why not dump the body in the bay and let the sea take care of it?”


  “Bodies have a way of showing up unexpectedly. Even dumped in the bay, there’s a chance it could wash up on shore. Any investigation would still show the use of Darkshade and then the Guard would question why the body had been dumped in the bay. It could all too easily lead back to you.”


  “I’m just not sure this is all necessary and--”


  “Sybelle, we have an opportunity to use this death in a manner that will ensure our complicity is never discovered and ultimately benefit our future. Sister Tira will serve the Black Coven in a way she never could have when she was alive. The discovery of her body so close to the guild hall with multiple darts of Darkshade piercing her flesh will serve to implicate the assassins.”


  “But how will that serve us?”


  Lorsen shook his head at Sybelle’s incessant chatter. Would she ever shut up? He would never admit that he was also nervous about dumping the body so close to the assassins, but they were too far along in their plan to change course now. When he thought of how they had tricked him, he hardened his resolve. “Haven’t you been listening? The location of the body will implicate the guild and the magistrate will confront them. The guild will deny involvement and line the magistrate’s pockets with gold to ensure their acquittal. Any thought of your involvement in poor Tira’s death will never manifest itself and her death will soon be forgotten. You and your Black Coven sisters will be free from any investigation or prying eyes and will be able to carry out your orders from Elizabeth without any interference.”


  Upon hearing Elizabeth’s name, Sybelle tensed and reluctantly agreed with his plan. She had to protect herself. If the Black sisters were ever discovered to have infiltrated the coven, then Elizabeth’s wrath would be deadly and Sybelle would be first to experience exactly what that meant.


  They rode for a few more leagues, until Lorsen pulled the wagon to the side of the road. With no other travelers around, he climbed down and motioned for Sybelle to join him. He pointed ahead along the road. “Look up ahead; you see the path that veers to the left?”


  “Yes, Adept.”


  “That is the road to the guild hall. It’s quite a few leagues into the forest so we need not worry about them lurking here. We’ll dump the body on this side of the road, so that the crows will be noticed feasting on something. Any one investigating further will see poor Tira and report it to the King’s Guard. Now hurry, before someone comes along.”


  Sybelle followed him to the back of the wagon and helped pull out the tarp with the body in it. It took them a few minutes to finish their grizzly task.


  Lorsen was proud of the trickery he was pulling over on the guild. “Come, hurry back in the wagon. We must return to the coven before we’re missed.”


  As they drove away, he was unaware of the hidden eyes that had watched their every move from across the road.


  [image: img]Chapter 10[image: ]

  The Gathering


At this time of year, evening came quickly to the crossroads, and the campfires from the two caravans were the only illumination. Natasha appeared at Gelda’s fire well into the night and requested an immediate meeting with her, Jeda, and Elizabeth. She had been meeting with Annatarus for the last few hours, but no one had any inkling of what was said. The gypsy woman looked drawn and pale. Even with the healing that Annatarus performed earlier, Natasha had not regained all of her usual energy.


  She began speaking as soon as all three settled around the fire. “Annatarus is heading back to Constantine and has agreed to take the injured with her. She’d originally planned on wintering in Cold Bay, but with the injured and the news about Keisha, she has changed her mind. I can’t tell you how thankful I am that she did. She plans on leaving tomorrow with all due haste and I plan on going with her.”


  “But aren’t you better now?” Gelda asked. “There’s no need for you to travel back to Constantine with the other injured. Annatarus’ healing was like nothing I’ve ever seen.”


  “That’s precisely the point. She healed me when you could not.”


  Gelda sat back as if she’d been struck. “Oh, I see.”


  “No. I don’t believe you do,” Natasha continued. “My decision is not a reflection on all you’ve done for me. Without you, I would have died and I’ll be forever grateful to you, but the fact is she has a different method of healing. She may be able to help Keisha where the coven circle could not.”


  Elizabeth pursed her lips. This conversation was taking a dangerous turn and she had to stop it while she could. “Wait a minute. Are you telling me you think this wilding gypsy can succeed in waking Keisha where a circle of the Kingdom’s most powerful healers failed? I find that a bit preposterous, even if she did heal you when Gelda failed.”


  Gelda rounded on Elizabeth, her face red and contorted. “I healed her to the best of my ability, which is far better than any other healer in the coven. This wilding you so callously refer to has power far beyond anything I’ve ever seen. It’s not a bad idea for her to take a look at Keisha.”


  “So you would abandon the quest so easily?” Elizabeth shot back, her voice rising. “On the promised word of a gypsy that she will try to awaken the poor girl.”


  “That’s not what I propose,” Natasha said. “I mean I’ll accompany Annatarus back while the rest of you continue on the quest. Annatarus has made no promises other than that she will look at Keisha. She doesn’t know whether she can help her until she makes her own examination.”


  Elizabeth stood silent for a few minutes, her brow furrowed. She had specifics plans for the witches back at the coven and had not anticipated the gypsies making a beeline for Constantine. This new development would change her timetable considerably. “Then I propose we leave at first light. We need to get to North Ridge as soon as possible.”


  “Although I do not disagree with leaving, why do you need to get to North Ridge so quickly?” Jeda asked.


  Elizabeth had planned for the Black coven witches she left behind to take over the Constantine Coven, but she had not wanted to initiate this coup before finding the stone. If the gypsies headed back now and were able to awaken the girl, then her plans would come unraveled. There would be no reason for Jeda to allow the twins to search for the stone, and without them, the quest would be doomed. “I must send a message back to the coven, alerting them that Natasha and these gypsies will be arriving to examine Keisha. I would not want any misunderstandings as to their intentions if they arrived unannounced.”


  “Thank you, Elizabeth,” Natasha said, nodding to her. “It is very kind of you to pave the way.”


  “There are no thanks necessary. We all want to do what’s best for your daughter.”


  ***


  As the group broke apart, Natasha turned toward Jeda. “I was hoping to have a private word with you tonight.”


  He looked at her weary face. “Of course, but shouldn’t you be resting? It’s been a long day.”


  “Yes, it has, but if you would, please come with me back to Annatarus’ tent.”


  Jeda offered his arm to Natasha and she took it, grateful for his support. When they arrived outside Annatarus’ tent, Natasha stopped.


  “Jeda, there is something you need to hear tonight, but you must promise me to hold your anger until all is said.”


  “Natasha, I will not get angry with anything you have to say to me.”


  “It’s not something I have to tell you.” She turned toward the tent and gestured. “Mirabelle, please come here and tell Jeda what you’ve told me.”


  Jeda tensed as the woman who betrayed his family came out of the adjoining tent. He’d not had the opportunity to confront her since he discovered her presence amongst the gypsies. Two gypsy guards stood on either side of her. They were poised to act at the first sign of violence.


  Jeda took calming breaths and scrutinized the woman who nearly cost him everything. Her appearance had changed in a most dramatic way. The bulk she carried while in Natasha’s troupe was now gone. She had slimmed down during her stay with Annatarus’ family and there was a prettiness to her now that was absent before.


  It was hard to control his emotions, and his anger threatened to overwhelm him, for no matter her physical changes, Jeda saw the snake that had torn his life apart. “There’s nothing this woman has to say that I want to hear.” His rage was building and he saw nothing but red. He’d never hated anyone as much as he despised Mirabelle. His work as an assassin was an assignment to complete, nothing more personal than that, but Mirabelle had betrayed him. She did not deserve to live. He reached for his blades, but the gypsy guards both took a step in front of her.


  “There will no violence while you are guests of this troupe,” one of the guards said with deadly intent. “Go for the blade again and you’ll pay the consequences.”


  “Do you have any idea what this woman has done?” he asked through clenched teeth. His voice was laced murderous intent. “She’s responsible for my wife’s coma and my daughter’s kidnapping. Trust me, she doesn’t deserve your protection.” He looked over the guards’ positions with practiced assassin’s eyes. He could dispatch one of them, but there was no way he could tackle both of the giants and still get at Mirabelle.


  “Jeda, please listen,” Natasha begged, grabbing his arm. “She has information that concerns you. It’s for Keisha’s sake.”


  His wife’s name broke through the deadly assassin fog he’d slipped into. His vision cleared and his hands dropped to his sides.


  Mirabelle stayed behind the guards -- well out of his reach. She had not forgotten how deadly he was with his blades and did not want to give him any chance of showing her.


  “I’m here at my sister’s request. I would have avoided you at all costs except for what I have foreseen.”


  Jeda clenched his fists trying to keep his deadly intentions in check. “What are you talking about, you traitorous bitch? I trust nothing you say and even less what you allege to see in that crystal ball you covet.”


  “Oh, is that so?” Mirabelle asked, getting angry despite the danger. She stepped in front of her guards. “Have you wondered how Annatarus knew you’d arrive here when you did? Or how she might have known that Natasha accompanied you?”


  Jeda’s silence was all the prompting Mirabelle needed to continue. “I’ll tell you how – it was me who saw you arriving here in my coveted crystal ball. It was me who saw Natasha and knew she was hurt. You may not believe in my abilities or my crystal, but since I left my sister’s troupe, my powers have grown considerably.”


  “Congratulations, you have legitimized yourself. I care nothing for your enhanced powers,” Jeda said. “Now what does this have to do with me?”


  “I’ve had another vision, but it wasn’t about you. It concerned the twins. They may be in grave danger.”


  He stepped closer to Mirabelle. At the mention of his daughters, his anger began rising again, and this time, he didn’t care to reign it back in.


  Mirabelle paled and moved behind her guards again.


  “Jeda, calm yourself, please,” Natasha pleaded. “She has no control over what she sees in a vision. She’s trying to tell you of danger. Please listen. I believe what she has seen may come to pass.”


  At Natasha’s urging, he took a step backwards. Although his hatred for Mirabelle’s betrayal would never be forgotten, he’d be a fool not to at least listen to her. His daughters’ safety demanded that he hear the rest of her tale. “I’m listening. Explain to me what you saw about my girls, but know if you trifle with me, no guard will keep you safe.”


  Mirabelle nodded and peered around her guards. “My visions are not always clear, but there were two girls with golden halos surrounding their heads. It was your twins, of that I’m sure. They’re surrounded by dark clouds, indicating that they’ll face danger. It was the same dark cloud I first saw surrounding them as babies before you joined us.”


  “This is nothing new. You waste my time with your babbling.” Jeda turned to leave, but then he heard Mirabelle’s next words.


  “But that was not all. You were in my vision as well, but you were not with them. You seem to be moving away from them, leaving them to face the danger alone. I felt somehow this was a grave mistake, but when I tried to uncover more, the vision ended. I couldn’t conjure the vision again, but it left me shaken. The danger is real. Regardless of your feelings for me, know this. The girls will need your protection, now more than ever.”


  Jeda stood stock-still, glaring at Mirabelle. As much as he wanted to dismiss her, there was something in her voice that kept him glued in place.


  “Jeda, do you have any idea what this might mean?” Natasha asked.


  “Maybe,” he said. “I’ve been thinking of going back with you and Annatarus to Constantine and see if she could wake Keisha. Depending on what happened with Keisha, I would have gone after the twins to either continue the quest or bring them back to their mother.”


  “I thought as much,” Natasha said. “When Mirabelle told me you were not with the girls, I guessed the only thing that might draw you away was Keisha. I agree with Mirabelle. Your leaving the quest would be a grave mistake.”


  “I thought the twins would be safe enough for a short time with Gelda and Elizabeth. I had every intention of going after them after Keisha was either cured or not. I’d planned on riding with a team of horses so I could catch back up with the expedition in a matter of days.”


  “Even if you rode like the devil was on your heels, the twins would be without you for many weeks. It will take some time for Annatauras’ troupe to reach Constantine and then she’ll have to examine Keisha. With the vision Mirabelle has seen, I think it would be best if you stayed with them when we leave.”


  Jeda glanced between Natasha and Mirabelle, torn at having to make this decision. His wife or his daughters? It was an impossible decision. When he first considered going back to Constantine, he thought a few weeks apart from the girls would not make much difference. With this new warning, no matter how vague, he wouldn’t leave the twins to head into danger alone. “If there’s any chance of danger, then I’ll be there to protect them, no matter the circumstances.”


  Mirabelle let out a pent-up breath at his declaration. “Thank the gods, Jeda. Despite our differences, I knew this was the best course of action, but I wasn’t sure how to convince you of it.”


  Jeda stared long and hard at the gypsy woman before giving Mirabelle the slightest of nods. He would never forgive her trespass or the injury she was responsible for, but this warning might keep his daughters safe. “Mirabelle, thank you for the warning. I will heed your words, for I need no more convincing when it comes to the safety of my children.”


  Mirabelle nodded. “I’m so relieved. I’ve kept this secret for days and it threatened to overwhelm me. I’m glad we could come together on this.”


  His voice was low. “I care nothing for your distress. We’ve not come together on anything other than the safety of the girls. You should take heed.” He watched Mirabelle pale when she understood his implied threat.


  “There is still the matter of where the danger will come from,” Natasha said. “Now that I’m leaving, I must say that there is no one else I trust than you to protect them. Although Gelda is their grandmother by blood, she has many responsibilities within this quest, not the least of which is watching Elizabeth. That woman has a secret agenda and I do not trust her.”


  Jeda nodded. “On that we can agree. I’ll make extra effort to ensure Kala and Kara are never alone with her. As for Gelda, you don’t give her the credit she’s due. She would give her very life for the twins, the same as you or I would.”


  “I believe that as well, but I fear she might not be there if the situation in Mirabelle’s vision ever came to pass.”


  “But I will,” Jeda said with certainty in his voice. With one last deadly look at Mirabelle, he turned and stalked back to Gelda’s wagon.
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  A Different Path


Grand Master Menz gripped the arms of his chair as he listened to the news. He maintained an outward calm in front of the brother delivering the report but inwardly he seethed with rage. A woman’s body was dumped in the middle of the night at the intersection of the Western Highway and the road to the fortress. The culprits, a male and female, were amateurs and did nothing to hide their actions. A brother on watch observed the entire act and investigated once they left. He discovered the woman had been killed by Darkshade and reported the incident immediately. The report included the identities of both perpetrators.


  “Get rid of the body before anyone else discovers it.”


  “Right away, Master Menz,” the brother said, and left the master to his thoughts.


  Menz thought through the information. Lorsen was trying to implicate the guild in a public murder. If the body was found near the fortress, that would be all the justification the Royal Guard needed to investigate the guild. The evidence was circumstantial and the guard would find nothing more, but the repercussions would be dire. News of the investigation would fly around the kingdom and the guild would earn a badge of ineptitude as a consequence. Their reputation would be tarnished and their credibility for discretion called into question. That would wreak havoc on their clients’ confidence in them. It was a disaster in the making.


  What is your game here, Wizard? Is this scheme of yours some feeble attempt to avoid your debt? If you think to try to destroy the guild, then you’ve made a grave mistake. No one threatens the guild without consequences.


  Menz called for his senior brothers and explained what had transpired. “It’s time Adept Lorsen learns that we will not be duped or manipulated. First, he contracts with us to kill the Coven’s head mistress and now he conspires with her second to entrap us. I want them both followed and report back on everything they do. The wizard has already learned the price of doing business with us and when the time is right, he’ll learn the cost of crossing us. Use as many brothers as needed, but do not let them know they’re followed. I want to know what clever plan they think to hatch.”


  ***


  A good day for traveling, Jeda thought as he wrapped his cloak tighter around his shoulders.


  It was early morning as the caravan pulled away from the rest stop. The sun was but a promise of warmth behind mountains to the east, but the sky was cloudless. The definite bite in the air had drivers and guards alike pulling on additional furs, capes, and cloaks. The wind was also making its presence known, as tree branches bent, cracked and swayed to its power. The coven women were scarce. They preferred to stay bundled within the warmth of the wagons. He didn’t mind the chill, because it kept the witches and their incessant complaining about one thing or another inside their wagons.


  Yes, it’s a good day for traveling.


  The farewells to the gypsy troupe, full of mirth and tears alike, had finished the night before. Jeda and the twins had a heartfelt chat with Natasha, full of promises from the girls to take good care of each other and to continue with their studies. Gelda and Natasha spent a solemn moment together that left them both moist in the eyes. They’d grown close in the short time they had known each other and would feel each other’s absence as the quest continued. Thankfully, neither Elizabeth nor Mirabelle had shown their faces to say any farewells. He thought it was for the best. The feelings the small group shared were better left poignant and unmarred by any underpinnings of the anger that those two would have introduced. Neither of the women were missed or remarked upon.


  He looked back at Natasha, who was standing by Annatarus’s wagon and waving a last goodbye. The twins, hanging out the back of Gelda’s wagon, returned the gesture with enthusiasm, but a bend in the road soon put her and the gypsies out of sight.


  The road ahead led to North Ridge, the last large city in the northern reaches of the kingdom. This would be their final major resupply point, because the smaller villages farther out would not have much to spare for a caravan of this size.


  Jeda had much on his mind. After North Ridge, the road would take them through the ice-capped mountains to Valhedge and Icefeld, two small hamlets clustered on the edge of the ice sheets of the Northern Tundra. The entire area was a dismal place to visit in the best of times. Even in high summer, the weather was cold, and heavy wool cloaks were a staple for the people who called it home. It was a long and dangerous journey and his frustration burst for wont of knowing where they would end. He had confronted Gelda and Elizabeth that very morning before the caravan left.


  He was surprised when Gelda relented at last and told him the clues they’d found pointing them toward the Ice Caves of the Northern Tundra. The Caves were infamous throughout the kingdom as the last stand of the Black forces during the Witch Wars, but no one ever went there anymore. There was no need. The site had been picked clean by adventurous fools looking for wartime artifacts and memorabilia. The obscure clues the women had found in their archives were common knowledge to the coven scholars, but they deduced something that no one before them ever had. This was why they headed into this cold, forgotten territory. Gelda and Elizabeth insisted their interpretation of previously known clues would lead to something more. They had discovered valuable information about the site that was heretofore unknown to anyone, treasure-seeker or otherwise, and it made this trip worthwhile.


  It was a long and dangerous trip for foolish adventurers. Jeda wondered what that made them, but he was shaken from his musings by a horse riding up alongside him. To his surprise, it was Kara.


  “To what do I owe this unexpected company?” he asked.


  “Oh nothing,” she replied. “I just wanted to ride with you.”


  He was amused at his daughter’s attempt at subterfuge. He knew her well enough to know that any attempt at being companionable was a cover for something else. Kara was a loner with a habit of deep thought before she sought anyone’s counsel, his included. She would ask her question in her own time and no amount of needling would rush her. Content to enjoy her company, he rode along in silence waiting, for his taciturn daughter to speak. He didn’t have to wait long.


  “Hmm, Da? Can I ask you a question?”


  “Sure, what’s on your mind?”


  “I was thinking that I would like to learn to fight with swords and Raz has offered to teach me.”


  “I see, but that’s not a question.”


  The poor girl sighed at her father’s teasing. “Da, please, can I train with her?”


  He was not surprised at her request. He’d noticed how animated Kara became whenever she was around Raz. Her infatuation with the female guard had begun after the attack by the bandits. Raz had fought well and impressed the young girl with her skill. She was also a better swordsman than he’d ever be. His expertise had always been with knives. He had no objections when the girls began to take lessons in magic, but for some reason, he felt a sense of loss when Kara asked this.


  “So you’re done with knives then?”


  Kara mouth dropped open at his questions, shock written over her face. “No, Da. Never. I just wanted to try something different while I had the opportunity. I’ll never give up my babies. They’re like a part of me and always will be.”


  He had given her the knives on her birthday and she’d cherished them above all else. It was a relief to hear her say that.


  He nodded at her response. “I see no reason why you could not train with her--”


  “Thank you, Da. Thank you so much. You don’t know how much this means to me.”


  Jeda held up his hand to stop the rush of gratitude. “Wait, you haven’t heard what else I was going to say.”


  Kara quieted, waiting for the restrictions her father would impose.


  “You cannot stop your lessons in magic and this added training can only happen when the wagons have stopped for the night and Raz is off duty. You must pay strict attention to whatever she tells you to do. You’ll start with practice swords and you will not use sharpened blades until both Raz and I say you’re ready.”


  Kara held her breath, waiting for the litany of restrictions, but Jeda had stopped talking. “That’s it?”


  “Yes, that’s it.”


  “Oh, thank you, Da. Thank you so much. This means the world to me,” she repeated.


  He nearly laughed at her enthusiasm. He had not seen her so excited in a long time and it did his heart well to see his daughter slowly regain a sense of her old self. For too long, she had kept to herself, barely acknowledging either him or Kala. Maybe this training was what she needed. Something to focus on to take her mind off her kidnapping ordeal.


  Jeda patted her arm. “Off you go now. I know you’re dying to tell your sister.”


  Kara flashed her father one of her elusive smiles before she turned her horse and galloped back towards Gelda’s wagon and her waiting sister.


  I hope this will bring her back around, he thought, watching her race away.


  The night’s stop brought a new sound to the evening campfire. Above the usual noise of the supper pots and pans clanging, the sound of voices talking, arguing and occasionally singing, and the general hubbub of the camp settling in for the night, came the distinctive sound of clattering wood. In the center of the wagons, two opponents circled one another, each waiting for an opening to attack. Kara’s sword training had started right after her required magic and healing session with Gelda.


  Jeda suspected Gelda dismissed her early, either out of kindness or aggravation at the girl’s excitement at beginning sword training with Raz. The noise of the swordplay had drawn a small gathering of onlookers, which soon dispersed when they realized it was Raz giving lessons. There was nothing like the exhilaration of a fight to draw a crowd, but training, even sword training, was boring to most.


  He watched as Raz taught Kara the fundamentals of holding, striking and parrying with a sword. She took her through a few exercises that were designed to strengthen her grip. Kara’s training with her knives had given her strong forearms, but the weight of a sword was significantly heavier. After forty-five minutes of exercise, she was exhausted.


  “Hold,” Raz commanded. “That’s enough for tonight.”


  Kara let the tip of her wooden sword rest on the ground, relieved that the torturous training was done for the night. As exhausted as she was, she stood straight and beamed at the compliment Raz gave her.


  “That was very good for your first session. I can see your father has trained you well, but now you can see that fighting with a sword is very different than fighting with a knife. Continue with the exercises I have taught you and we will train again when time permits.”


  “Thank you, teacher,” Kara replied, giving a little bow as she had been taught by Jeda.


  Raz nodded, smiling at her polite mannerisms. She looked over to Jeda, gave him a half-wave and left to join the guards.


  A few moments later, the tired girl dragged herself over to Jeda and plopped down beside him.


  “Well?” he asked.


  “It was great, Da, but I feel like I did when you first started to teach me knives. I hurt all over and I’m not sure I’ll ever be good at it.”


  Jeda chuckled at the memory of teaching his daughter knives. She’d been a natural, almost like she was born to wield them. “I wouldn’t worry too much about it. It was your first lesson and you did well.”


  In an unusual show of emotion, Kara nestled up and rested her head on his chest. Within moments, sleep overtook her.


  ***


  Across the camp, Elizabeth discreetly watched the young girl training. After a few moments, she stepped back into the shadows, scowling at what she had witnessed. Kara was slipping further away from her influence as each day passed. This was not how things were supposed to happen. She had been delighted when she first realized the potential power within the young girl. One so strong and of her own blood; it was almost too good to be true. The power rarely manifested itself so strongly in one person and Elizabeth wanted to take advantage of this opportunity. She envisioned Kara growing into a powerful elemental under her tutelage. Kara was supposed to be her student, her apprentice, and heir to her throne of power, but the girl showed little interest in anything she had to offer.


  So be it. If that’s what she wants, she’ll have to accept the consequences of her choices.


  Her mind wandered back to the last opportunity she’d had to train one strong in the power and how badly it had ended. Cassandra had been as strong in the power as Kara was now. She was Elizabeth’s younger sister, twin to Catherine, and the one-time delight of the kingdom’s nobility. Cassandra and Catherine were the beautiful twins of the powerful Berkshire dynasty, so full of life and potential, with such wonderful futures ahead of them. That is, until the power revealed itself in Cassandra, but left Catherine barren. As expected, when Cassandra came of age, she joined the coven, leaving her twin behind and heartbroken. Cassandra rose quickly within the coven ranks due to her strength and was recognized as one of the most powerful elementals of her time.


  Elizabeth had joined the Constantine Coven years before and was pleased when Cassandra decided to join. A secret member of the Black coven, she had approached her sister to join with her, but Cassandra had plans of her own and refused the offer. Elizabeth was incensed at her refusal, viewing it as the ultimate betrayal of blood. No one refused her. That had sealed Cassandra’s fate. With her allegiance to the Black exposed, Elizabeth viewed Cassandra as a threat that had to be dealt with. She remembered distinctly the last time she saw her sister alive…


  Elizabeth leaned over Cassandra to look at the newborn baby boy she held tight against her breast.


  Cassandra’s eyes widened at the prick she felt in her side. The effects of the Darkshade began to take effect within seconds and she stared horrified into Elizabeth’s smiling face.


  “It’s too bad you refused my offer, sister mine,” Elizabeth whispered. “You’re too righteous for your own good and now you must pay the price.”


  “Elizabeth, how could you? I’m your sister, your blood.”


  “Your allegiance to the White was not something I could trust. It’s my life you would hold in the balance. That is an unacceptable risk.”


  “I would never have betrayed you or revealed your allegiance to the Black. You’re mistaken. I’ve no allegiance to the White. I was planning on leaving the coven to join my husband.”


  “Then you’re a greater fool than I thought,” Elizabeth replied. “You would waste your gift on that useless man and the pitiful life he offered you? I’ve done us all a favor.”


  Cassandra looked down at her newborn son with panic-stricken eyes. “Elizabeth, I’m begging you. Please, my baby, do not hurt my son.”


  “Then pray he is as barren in the power as your twin or he shall suffer the same fate as you.”


  Cassandra already knew the little life she held in her arms had the gift. In her last moments of consciousness, she placed a powerful bond on him and prayed it would be enough for him to survive.


  Elizabeth watched as Cassandra took her last breath and then called for help.


  “Help, come quickly! Something has happened to my sister and her baby. Who’s the attending healer for her?”


  A short, round sister came running into the room and picked the baby up, looking to see what might be wrong. After a quick check, she looked to the mother and saw she was dead. Stricken with dread, the little healer looked at Elizabeth.


  “What happened to her? She was fine when I left.”


  “She was fine when you left? How can that be?” Elizabeth screamed. “She’s lying here dead and you’re her healer. What did you do? How could you let her die like this?”


  “But I don’t know how she died.”


  Elizabeth grabbed the child from the grief-stricken healer.


  “Give me the child before you kill him as well. Maybe you shouldn’t be a healer at all. What is your name?”


  “Gelda…Gelda DeLongo. But, I didn’t kill her. I wouldn’t harm anyone…”


  “We’ll see what the head mistress has to say about that.”


  Elizabeth shook herself out of that particular memory. It had happened so long ago that she barely thought of it anymore. Her sister had been the first casualty in a long series of deaths and Elizabeth knew there would be more before her war was over. She gave one last look across the camp to where Jeda sat with Kara. She’d never expected Cassandra’s son to become a thorn in her side. She should have ended his life back when she had the chance, but no matter, she would deal with both Jeda and Kara when the time came. The stone would take care of everything.


  You’re either with me or against me. There is no in-between, she thought as she climbed inside her wagon.
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  Unlikely Partners


It was late afternoon on the following day when the caravan pulled into North Ridge, a city surrounded by tall walls of rock and hewn stone with guard towers at each corner. There were stone palisades at the front entrance supporting large gates reinforced with iron bars. The gates were impressive, and as Jeda rode up to the sentry on watch, he wondered at their fortification.


  His curiosity was piqued and he stopped to talk to the guard on duty as the wagons rolled through. “Those are quite impressive gates you guard here.”


  “Indeed they are and it’s a good thing you and your crew arrived while they’re still open. Come sundown, these gates close and don’t open again till sunrise – by order of the city magistrate,” the guard explained.


  As the man seemed talkative, Jeda continued questioning him. It was prudent to have as much knowledge about an area as possible and the best source of information was the people who lived here. “Seems your magistrate is a careful man. Do you have much trouble with raiders?”


  “Not the sort of raiders you may be thinking of. These gates were built during the war to protect the townsfolk against marauders, mostly deserters and such. These days, they keep out a different sort of predator – the four-legged kind.”


  Jeda arched an eyebrow. “The four-legged kind?”


  “Wolf packs, sometimes numbering a dozen or more,” the guard said. “Vicious creatures who have been attacking all manner of travelers, armed or not.”


  “Is that usual? I would’ve thought wolves would stick to the high lands and mountains.”


  “Used to be like that, but the last few seasons have been rough, with the snows starting early and lasting long into the spring. Our own hunters and trappers say they’ve been seeing fewer deer and elk each year. The herds are thinning out and the wolves have been coming down the mountains to hunt. People been saying they’ve gotten a taste for a new delicacy – man flesh. So we keep the gates closed at night and everyone safe inside. Anyone outside after sunset has to fend for themselves. No exceptions.”


  “I’m glad we made it in time. I don’t relish facing down those ravenous beasts.” Jeda nodded to the guard and followed the last of the wagons through the gates.


  The city was a center of commerce for the Kingdom’s fur trade and the market was alive with hunters wrangling prices with shrewd traders, neither willing to let a speck of profit slip through their fingers. The hunters tracked game throughout the forest to the west and the mountains to the east, bringing all manner of wolf, deer, bear, elk and beaver skin to trade for supplies and money.


  He noticed quite a few alehouses in the city, so he knew where some of that money was spent. As in all cities near and around the Tundra, the locals were a hardy folk, well-acclimated to the cold winds that blew off the mountains and the frozen stretches of the Tundra. While Jeda and the rest of the expedition were dressed in heavy clothing, the locals walked around like it was still summer.


  After settling in one of the inns, he took Gelda and the girls to the market. He thought to extend the invitation to Elizabeth, but she had already left to send her message back to the coven. He hoped to pick up a few heavy furs for them. The nights were getting much colder than he had anticipated. The girls and Gelda immediately began to scout the different stalls along the marketplace for all manner of things that Jeda knew they would not need. He kept a close eye on the girls, but let them run about with Gelda and enjoy the afternoon for a change.


  Halfway through the marketplace, he noticed Raz talking with a merchant. She shook her head, threw down a beautiful fur, and walked away with a disgusted look on her face. She saw their small group and changed directions to join them.


  “Looking for something particular?” he asked.


  “I wanted to buy a fur for myself. The nights are getting cold and we seem to be heading towards the mountains.” Raz motioned with her head to the imposing sight of the mountain range to the east. “I don’t relish the idea of freezing my backside off.”


  “We’re shopping for the same thing. What’s wrong with those furs? It looks like he has plenty of them.”


  Raz looked back at the merchant and shook her head again. “Nothing’s wrong with his furs, they’re good quality, but he is a sniveling skinflint and a thief. I would not buy anything from him.”


  The truth of the matter was the merchant and his stall of furs was a front for the guild in North Ridge. Raz had approached the seller under the pretense of buying a fur and passed on her status report. She had spotted Jeda and the girls entering the market and began playing the part of outraged buyer as they neared. She could not take the chance that Jeda knew of the man’s guild association.


  “There are plenty of other merchants in this market that I’m sure will offer a better deal than he did.” She began walking toward another stall in the hope that Jeda would follow and ignore the merchant she had just left.


  He laughed and followed her. “I’m not too sure you’ll be able to find an honest trader in this lot, but we might as well try together. The more we buy, the better deal we’ll get, I’m sure.”


  The rest of the afternoon was spent talking to, arguing with and at times shouting at nearly every fur merchant in the market. By the end of the day, they each had furs that would keep them warm for the coming days. The prices had been exorbitant because the game was so sparse, but Jeda had even purchased a fur for Elizabeth.


  “Who is the extra fur for?” Gelda asked.


  “Elizabeth. She’s an important member of this quest and she’ll need to stay warm like the rest of us.”


  “Hmm,” Gelda said. “I’d let her freeze her ass off, but knowing her, she’s probably colder than the Tundra.”


  Jeda tried to hide the smile that crept onto his face. Gelda was probably right. Elizabeth was one icy woman indeed.


  Later that night, Elizabeth joined them for the evening meal. When the meal was over and they had settled in to talk about the next day, Jeda presented her with the fur he had bought in the market. She looked at it as if it was diseased.


  “Really, you bought this for me?” she asked, holding the fur at arm’s length.


  Jeda made an effort to keep the aggravation off his face. “Yes, Elizabeth. The mountain passes and the Tundra beyond will be exceedingly cold. I thought you might need something to keep you warm.”


  “Well, at least you’re thinking,” she replied. “But this was not necessary. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. I don’t need your’s or anyone else’s help in that matter.” With that, she stood and dropped the fur on her seat. Without a backwards glance, she left them to finish their conversations without her.


  “Told you,” Gelda snickered. “Colder than the Tundra.”


  “No matter. Someone else will be able to use it.” Jeda stood and looked between her and the girls. “I’m going out for a while. I want to see if I can get any more information about what we can expect in the passes and beyond.”


  “Where’re you going to find that at this time of night? All the merchants and shops are closed. Everyone’s gone home for the night.”


  “Not everyone. The best place to find out the worst of what we can expect is the alehouses. Don’t wait up for me.”


  ***


  Jeda visited a few taverns before he found the one he was looking for. The first few were the typical watering holes for the locals and he’d heard the gossip he needed from them in the market today. He’d heard every story about how crazy he was to try the passes this late in the season and how they would get snowed in, turned around and lost in the mountains, and how the wolves would find them in the end. He accepted that, but he had no choice – he had to find some way through. He wasn’t looking for more of the same sort of conversation. He was looking for men and women who lived outside the city walls – hunters and trappers of the north. That was where he’d find the real scoop of what went on outside the city walls.


  The main room of this last alehouse was much as he expected, plenty of occupied tables with serving girls delivering food and ale. The men and women in this place were hard-looking individuals wearing all manner of furs and weapons. They took no notice of him until he began buying drinks and asking questions about the mountains and beyond.


  Two men in particular joined him at his table. “So why all the questions about the mountains?” one burly hunter asked, gulping down half the ale Jeda had just bought him.


  “I’m planning on traveling through them.”


  “Ain’t you with that group of wagons that came in this morning?” another hunter asked.


  “Yes, we’re planning on leaving in the morning. We just needed to get supplies and furs before we continued on our journey.”


  “You’re gonna need more than furs if you plan on getting through the passes with wagons this time of year. If the cold don’t take your horses then the wolves will,” the first hunter said. “Once that happens, you’re done for.”


  “Yep, you’re headin’ out way too late in the season to make it through the passes now. There’s already snow piled up feet deep,” the second man chimed in.


  Jeda shifted in his seat, looking at each man a moment longer than necessary. “You’re telling me there’s no way through.”


  “Not for your kind, there ain’t.”


  “So, you think one of you could get through this time of year?”


  “Any one of us could; we do it all the time, but you and your wagons – no way.”


  “What about with a guide? Someone that knows the passes well and, most important, what we can expect?”


  The two hunters looked at each other and shrugged. “I think it might be possible,” the bigger man answered


  “Ya, it’s possible, but I wouldn’t want to try it,” the second man added. “It would be one long, cold trip. Those mountains are not the forgiving kind; one mistake and you’re a dead man.”


  Jeda glanced between the two men and plopped a bag of coins in front of them. “Which of you is the adventurous type, then? Who will lead me and my wagons safely through the passes?”


  The two men looked at the bag, trying to weigh the contents.


  “That bag contains one hundred gold pieces,” he answered their unasked question. “It’s more than you can expect to make in an entire season of trapping and hunting.”


  “You may be right,” the first man answered. “But it’d be suicide to try them with wagons this late.”


  “Yep, a lot easier to just take your bag and slit your throat,” the second one added, pulling a long knife from his side. “Ya see, you’re dead to rights thinking that bag of yours is more than we’d make in a season. We ain’t made that much in two seasons between the both of us. There ain’t enough hunting or trapping left in these parts to keep us fed. We want to leave after this season, but we need a small investment to get us going. So why don’t you just hand over that bag, peace and quiet like, and we just may let you live to see tomorrow.”


  Jeda leaned back in his chair and loosened his knives in their sheaths. He had anticipated this might happen with the hunting being so sparse, but he had also hoped to find an adventurous sort who would be willing to see them through for payment. While he was considering his options, a large blade slammed down into the table between them. The hand that held it was older and deeply scarred. The man that hand belonged to was equally old and weathered. He also towered over everyone in the room.


  “What are you two blackhearts planning over here, hey?”


  The bigger of the two men sitting with Jeda attempted to stand, but stopped when the ancient giant brandished a second knife longer than the first. “Yeah, I’d like you to do that,” he said with a predatory grin. Large yellow teeth showed through his bearded face, making him look like one of the wild creatures the city barred the gates against at night.


  “Stand up and show me what you’re made of, either one of you. Just make sure you pray to whatever gods you worship before you make your move cause it’ll be your last.”


  “Whoa, Ranker. We don’t want no problem with you,” the second man said, still fingering his own knife. “This here is between us and this fella.”


  “I’m making this my business. Now either get your sorry arses out of here or show me what you can do with that little pig sticker you’re playing with.”


  The men hesitated but a moment. The smaller man tapped his friend on the arm and they both rose from their seats. “Okay, we’re leaving. We ain’t looking for trouble with you.”


  Ranker watched the two men get up from the table with their hands visible and back away until they reached the door. Once they were out the door, Ranker sat down with Jeda and finished the ale the first man had left behind. “Now, what’s this about a job guiding you and your wagons through the passes?”


  Jeda leaned forward, appraising the man sitting before him. He was no one to trifle with and Jeda liked that. Ranker seemed like the kind of hunter he was looking for. He repeated what he had told the first two hunters. Ranker listened and nodded.


  When he finished, Ranker hefted the bag in his hand and then put it back in front of him. “You just bought yourself a guide. If we leave tomorrow, we might make it through before the snows close the passes completely. Make sure your people have furs and warm boots. You also need to make sure your horses have plenty of warm blankets for the night as well. I happen to know that the passes are still open, but they won’t stay that way for long.”


  “How do you know they’re still open?”


  “Because I just came through them, that’s how. By the way, you needn’t worry about those two that just left. They’ll probably be waiting to rob you in the next alley, but I’ll take care of them free of charge. I’ll meet you outside the gate tomorrow morning three hours after sunrise, no later.”


  “What about this?” Jeda asked, holding up the bag of gold coins.


  “Bring that tomorrow as well.”


  ***


  The next day, Jeda roused everyone from their beds well before dawn. He was not surprised to find Gelda already awake and moving about, preparing breakfast. He asked her to help the remaining women who still needed furs while he took a few of the drivers with him to buy extras blankets for the horses and whatever other supplies they were low on.


  Gelda gathered together the women who had not bought furs yesterday and took them to the market. The merchants were very happy at the rush for furs until the witches corrected a few for trying to charge them outrageous prices. After that, the word spread and the merchants sold their wares at a fair market price. By mid-morning, the caravan was ready to depart.


  Jeda had not told anyone of the guide he had hired the night before. To be honest, he wasn’t quite sure the old man would be waiting for them. With everything tied down and the drivers all set, he gave the signal to leave. At the east gate, they met the captain of the town guard standing with the gate guard.


  He reined in his horse to talk with the man. “Good day to you, Captain.”


  The captain nodded to him as the wagons roll on by. After the first few left the gate, he spoke to Jeda. “So, you intend to brave the passes even after all the warnings you’ve been given?”


  “That’s right; we have no choice. We must make it through to Valhedge.”


  “Well, if there’s nothing I can say to change your mind, then there is one more bit of information I would impart to you. There has been no word or messenger from Valhedge in weeks. I believe it’s due to the passes being blocked, but you can decide what you will about that.”


  “Thank you for that news, but we’re still going through.”


  “Then it’s on your own conscious that you do. Good journey and farewell.”


  Jeda nodded and spurred his horse through the gates. About a mile beyond the city, he saw a large man sitting on an equally large horse by the roadside. He signaled the guards to stand fast and rode up to greet him. “Ranker, I wasn’t sure you’d show up.”


  “What, and miss this grand adventure? At my age, I ain’t gonna get too many more of them, so what better place to be than here.”


  Jeda smiled at the man’s jovial attitude and threw him the sack of coins they agreed on.


  Ranker grabbed the bag and tucked it in pouch that hung off his saddle. “That feels about right.”


  “I do want to ask you a question, though. Why did you want to meet outside the gate this morning?”


  “Well, let’s just say me and the guard captain have had our share of disagreements in the past. A few of them disagreements he just can’t seem to forgive or forget. Best to leave quietly if you get what I mean.”


  “I’m sure that’s none of my business. Come on and I’ll introduce you to some of the others. They’re quite an assortment of personalities and I’m sure you’ll fit right in.”


  Ranker chuckled. “Lead the way. I’m sure they’ll like me as much as I’ll like them.”
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  A Cold Bargain


The painted wagon rolled slowly along the Western Highway on its way to Constantine. It was the last in a long line of the ponderous carriages the gypsies used to move between cities. Each wagon had a team of four horses to pull the possessions that every gypsy collected in a lifetime of traveling. The size and splendor of each ‘rolling house’ bespoke the wealth that its owner had acquired. Natasha sat comfortably in the back of Mirabelle’s medium-sized wagon as the harsh wind battered the sides, while the driver up front sat hunched deep inside his cloak. It had the trappings of wealth Mirabelle had acquired over the years traveling with Natasha and a few new things she’d gathered while with Annatarus.


  Natasha had agreed to travel in the back of the wagon partly because Annatarus had convinced her she needed to rest, but more so because Mirabelle told her she needed to speak to her in private. Her insides clenched at their impending conversation. Her sister was a stranger to her now. She couldn’t believe Mirabelle would stoop so low as to sell out the twins and Jeda, no matter what their differences had been. Their feud had caused a deep rift in her relationship with Mirabelle. Her meddling had put Keisha in unspeakable danger and it was Natasha’s daughter and unborn grandson who were paying the ultimate price for Mirabelle’s betrayal.


  “The way has always been hard for me, sister,” Mirabelle said.


  Natasha crossed her arms across her chest. “That’s your excuse for trying to turn them over to the witch’s coven?” It was clear Mirabelle was trying to reconcile the differences between them, but Natasha was having trouble controlling her anger toward her sister.


  Mirabelle wrung her hands. “I’m ashamed of my mistake, but I did have a vision that they would bring ruin down on us and in the end that did come to pass.”


  “In no small thanks to you. Without your interference, it might never have happened. It was you who started those wheels in motion. You who put my daughter in danger.”


  Mirabelle bowed her head, ashamed at both the accusation and admonishment, knowing they were both true. “I cannot undo the past, but I had no idea the assassins guild would be involved. I can only strive to make amends now and in the future. I would not have left you except I feared for my life.”


  Natasha nodded. “That was probably the best decision you made that day. I was afraid of what you would have forced me to do if Jeda had caught you. I’m tired of protecting you. I’ve made excuses for you for far too many years, and as things stand now, you’ve a long way to go before you’ll earn any of our trust again. Your actions may have cost the life of my daughter and grandson. I’m not ready to forgive you and I’m surprised Annatarus agreed to take you in.”


  “But I knew she would. I saw it before it happened.”


  “Really? How did that come to pass?”


  “I was distraught when I left the family. I had no idea where I would go. I was traveling east along the southern highway and thought I’d make my way to Mt. View before deciding anything else. When I arrived, I found nothing familiar; the people and their customs were strange and fearful to me.”


  Natasha shook her head in disbelief. “Mirabelle, we’ve been to Mt. View many times.”


  “That’s true, but always as a gypsy troupe, as a wandering band of entertainers. Alone, without the fanfare of colorful displays, glorious singers, and exotic dancers, I was nobody. I found no friends or acquaintances who would give me more than a passing hello. After a day looking for any friendly face in that place, I was determined my first night there would also be my last.”


  Mirabelle stopped talked and inhaled deeply before continuing her tale. “You may find this foolish of me, but that night I felt so alone and scared that I sought solace with the only familiar thing I had left in this world – my crystal. I reached for it, looking for comfort or anything that reminded me of our troupe. What I saw changed my life.”


  “Is that so? What did you see?”


  “My first true vision – the vision of Annatarus accepting me into her family. It was so clear that I felt I was living in the moment, like it had already happened and I was a member of her troupe.”


  “Oh? How was this different from the visions you’ve had in the past? You’ve told me time and again that you saw many things before.”


  “Those visions were like looking through a dirty glass. The images were always cloudy or in shadow. I never saw anything with distinction and that made predicting the future difficult, but that night was the first time I saw with clarity. Every vision since has been the same. I saw you and Jeda arriving at the crossroads meeting with Annatarus, just as I saw you leaving the quest and traveling with us.”


  Natasha uncrossed her arms and leaned forward. “I don’t understand, but I’m guessing that you’ve seen something more that you haven’t spoken of yet. Stop being dramatic and tell me.”


  “I’ve had another vision, but it scares me more than all the others. I’m terrified to speak of it.”


  Natasha saw Mirabelle shiver and pull her cloak tighter around her. She wasn’t sure whether or not her sister was going in for theatrics and found it hard to keep the exasperation out of her voice. “What did you see that is so terrifying that you must keep it a secret?”


  “Our deaths, sister,” Mirabelle replied. Her lips trembled and a tear slid down her cheek. “I have seen our deaths.”


  Of all the things Mirabelle could have said, this was the most outrageous. It was too easy to remember the old Mirabelle spouting silly premonitions and Natasha wondered if her sister was trying to play on her emotions. It was not untold for Mirabelle to manipulate the feelings of others for her own ends, but that was the old Mirabelle. It seemed evident that the trauma and suffering of leaving the family which Mirabelle had experienced gave her insight to use her powers as they were intended – to see into the future. This vision was of one possible future and might not come to pass, but to ignore this warning would be utmost foolishness.


  Natasha felt a sense of dread creeping into her mind as she thought of the possibilities and almost forgot to breathe. Acceptance of one’s fate was inevitable, but to know it might come in the next few days was indeed frightening. What if she never got a chance to see Keisha or witness her grandson being born? What would happen to the twins and Jeda if she came to an untimely end? How would they take the news of her death?


  Mirabelle was right. It was a terrifying vision and it was Natasha’s turn to shiver.
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  An Uneasy trail


The quest caravan was well into the foothills by nightfall. As sunset came, so too did the bitter cold of the northern nights. Away from the city lights and noise, the countryside seemed surreal, a landscape of hushed silence where the slightest noise was amplified and echoed across the hills. The evening sky was bright with stars beyond counting, affording a spectacular view of the surrounding area.


  The caravan had stopped for the night, and this was the first opportunity Jeda had found to explain who the new guide was to Gelda and Elizabeth. He sat close to the campfire, sharing its warmth beside Gelda as they both listened to Elizabeth’s tirade about the new addition. He tried to hide his exasperation; as usual, Elizabeth was being difficult.


  “I don’t care if he can draw a map of those mountains with his arse while blindfolded. He’s a stranger to us and is as likely to slit our throats and steal our money as lead us through the mountains.”


  “He might be useful,” Gelda said, winking at Jeda. Her support would help in convincing Elizabeth, for although they had their own contentious relationship, they usually agreed on what was best for the quest.


  Elizabeth planted her hands on her hips. “Oh? Why do you say that? Do you have prior knowledge of this man?”


  “Consider the facts we have before us,” Gelda continued as if Elizabeth had not spoken. “The pass through the mountain is not straightforward and we need a guide. It’s nearing winter and we could use advice on keeping both people and animals warm. We all need to get through these mountains, not freeze to death in an ill-fated attempt. Not all of us have the luxury of generating our own heat.”


  Elizabeth sat up smugly at this comment. Of all the witches on the quest, she was by far the strongest and was able to turn her power inward to keep herself warm in the bitter night air. Other witches had this ability, but none were as strong as Elizabeth. If she put her mind to it, she could go for weeks without the need for heavy clothing.


  Gelda shook her head at Elizabeth’s preening. “Additionally, Ranker is an expert hunter. With his experience, we should be kept well fed with meat until we reach the next major city.”


  “All you’ve said is based on his word alone. How do we know he’s not some cut-throat, lying cheat waiting to take advantage of us? Why should we trust him?”


  “Because he returned the money I gave him for the job,” Jeda answered. He pulled the bag of coins from beneath his cloak and showed the two women. “If he wanted to cheat or steal from us, he’d have kept this and snuck away into the night like the thief you think he is. For that matter, he could have kept it last night in the pub when he saved me from being robbed.”


  Both women looked at him with questions in their eyes.


  “Saved you? Now why would he have had to save you?” Gelda asked.


  “He didn’t have to, not really. He intervened on my behalf before I was forced to protect myself.”


  “Elizabeth does have a valid question though,” Gelda said. “Why would Ranker want to join us in a dangerous journey across wolf-invested mountains for nothing? Why should we trust him?”


  Jeda heard a footstep behind him and rose to meet whoever was there.


  The tall rangy figure of a man stepped into the circle of firelight. “I’ll tell you why,” Ranker said. “I’ve business on the other side of these mountains and I usually travel these hills alone. When I heard your group was going through the pass at this time of year, I knew you’d need a guide. Besides, I could use a wee bit of soft company to warm my blankets on these cold nights.” He looked at Gelda and winked.


  Jeda wasn’t sure, but he thought Gelda blushed at the flirtatious old giant.


  Elizabeth rose and stepped up toe-to-toe with Ranker without seeming to notice how he towered over her. She glared at him clearly furious at the interruption. “This is a private conversation and you’re not invited.”


  Ranker looked down at Elizabeth and laughed. “Private, ya say? You couldn’t be more open if you were on top of the mountain. Look around ya, you’re in the wilds. There is no privacy out here. Besides, I heard ya talkin’ about me clear across the camp. In case ya didn’t know, sound travels at night, especially a voice like yours.”


  “I said you’re not invited.” Elizabeth began to raise her hands as if to strike the man, but Gelda stepped between them.


  “Elizabeth, maybe we should hear what else he has to say before you roast him.”


  “That might not be a bad idea,” Jeda added.


  “Very well,” Elizabeth said, stepping back. “We’ll hear what he has to say.”


  Jeda motioned for Ranker to join their fire and tried not to smile when the giant chose the seat next to Gelda. Even sitting, he was almost as tall as she was standing. When everyone was settled once again, Ranker began to speak.


  “I’ve been living in these mountains for as long as I can remember. I know them like the back of my hand. Can’t stand to be in a city for more than two days, just enough time to get supplies and be off again. I’ve hunted every kind of beast that lives up here as well, but the truth is, that’s not the only reason I decided to guide ya through. As I said, I got business of my own.”


  “I knew it,” Elizabeth said, leaning forward like she was going to strike the man. “He’s got his own agenda and will leave us stranded at the first sign of trouble. He can’t be trusted.”


  “I never asked ya to trust me. For that matter, I don’t trust any of you. How do ya think it looks for a caravan full of witches to be traveling the countryside at this time of year? Ya all ain’t no gypsies, so what purpose you got tramping around the countryside? Ya can barely take care of yourselves in these lowlands, how do ya think you’ll survive in the passes? So let’s not be callin’ the kettle black here.”


  Elizabeth was not mollified, but she sat back, resting her hands in her lap.


  Ranker looked around the campfire, stopping at each one—Jeda, Elizabeth and Gelda—before he continued his tale. With their interest piqued, he continued. “As I was sayin’, I do have another reason for guiding ya. I’ve got a daughter who lives in Valhedge. I came down to North Ridge last night – the same night as I met you.” Ranker pointed at Jeda. “When I heard that no word had come from Valhedge in weeks, and the town folk thought it was cause of blocked passes, I knew there was trouble. I’d been up in the mountains all season and came down to town through those very passes. They were clear four days ago. If I’d known there was any trouble, I might’ve gone there instead of North Ridge. The timin’ of your little group heading to Valhedge seemed too good an opportunity to pass up, but if I’m to lead you, you’ll have to do as I say and follow my directions. I’m the expert up here. You don’t listen to me, you die. It’s as simple as that.”


  Gelda pulled her shawl tighter and leaned forward. “You have a daughter?” she asked. “You’re married?”


  Ranker raised an eyebrow and his lips curved up in a slight smile at Gelda’s interest. “At one time I was, but my wife up and died twenty years past. Now all I got is my daughter, though she’s grown and doesn’t really care too much for me.”


  “Humph, I wonder why,” Elizabeth said. “I’ve only known you for a day and I don’t care for you either.”


  Gelda shot her a stern look for being so crass, but Elizabeth ignored her and looked the other way.


  “But you could get there much faster alone, couldn’t you?” Jeda asked.


  “Sure, but then what? If the town has come to no good, there’s nothing I can do about it, but if they’re still alive and under some kind of siege or such, then I’ll need help in rescuing whoever’s left. It was fortune shining down on me that led me to North Ridge and you.”


  “What makes you think we’ll help you?” Elizabeth asked. “We have our own business to attend to.”


  “Right you may, but first you need to get over the mountains and you’ll not do that without me. So I propose we strike a bargain here and now. I help you get through the passes and you help me if the town needs rescuing.”


  “Agreed,” Jeda said before either of the two women had a chance to respond.


  “I agree too,” Gelda added, looking at Elizabeth.


  “Well, it looks like the decision’s been made without my say,” Elizabeth said, pointing her finger at Ranker. “But I don’t trust you and I’ll be watching you. Make one wrong move and you’ll find out why crispy has a special meaning for me.”


  Ranker’s laughter echoed around the campsite. “That’s fine by me.”


  Jeda couldn’t decide if the man didn’t know how dangerous Elizabeth was or if he was just crazy and didn’t care. Either way, they had a guide through the mountains and that was all he cared about at the moment. Nothing was easy on the quest. All he could do is take one step at a time and deal with situations as they arose.


  ***


  The wolves kept many in the camp awake during the night. The guards reported seeing glowing eyes in the night, but nothing more beyond mournful howling. The doubling of guards had the desired effect. Jeda mentioned this to Ranker as they prepared to leave the next morning.


  “Ha, you think that was the wolf pack?” Ranker asked. “Those were just curious pups last night. We’ll face the real danger when we get deep in the mountains. The majority of the wolves still hunt up there and that’s where the real fun begins.”


  “Fun? From what the folks in North Ridge say these wolves are smart and deadly.”


  “Those townies would not know a real wolf from a pup if one bit them in the arse. They hide behind their walls and think they’re safe. If what I think is true, not even those walls will protect them for long.”


  Jeda narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”


  “The elk and deer have been hunted to near extinction. There ain’t enough left to feed the packs that roam the territory.”


  “I heard that being talked about in the alehouse last night.”


  “Probably the only true thing you heard in that place, but that’s just the root of the problem. When the mountains become bare, then the wolves will expand their normal hunting grounds. It’s been happening around here for the past few years, but only the pups have ventured down, the curs that have been chased away by the bigger older ones. The adults are the real danger. If they start coming down out of the mountains in packs, no one will be safe.”


  Jeda tightened the cinch on his saddle and checked that his saddlebags were secure. “C’mon now, even the smartest wolf can’t climb a wall.”


  “True enough, but they don’t have to; all they’ll need to do is wait outside the walls. The townies get their food from the west and south and that’s where I think the wolves will attack. The supply trains that bring in the food will have plenty for the wolves to feed on – the meat supplies, the horses pulling the wagons, and the men guarding the caravans.”


  “What do the town folk think?”


  Ranker sneered and spit on the ground. “Damn fools. I’ve been telling them for years this would happen when the herds disappeared, but no one listened. Part of the ongoing argument I’ve had with the captain back in town. It wasn’t until a small group of travelers were slaughtered by a wolf pack that he started to pay attention. He sent a message to the King for more Guards to help hunt down the packs, but I’m not sure it will do much good. No one knows how many wolves are in those mountains.”


  “And that’s exactly where we are heading,” Jeda said, patting his horse’s neck.


  “Yep, and like I said, that’s when the real fun will begin.”
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  A Tough Lesson


The wagons got on the road faster than usual that morning and Jeda thought it might be due to last night’s activity. The howls kept up nonstop until the rays of the sun started to show above the mountain peaks. Ranker headed toward the front of the caravan to confer with the first line of guards.


  “It’s better if you stay closer to the wagons when we hit the pass. There’re too many offshoots ahead that are confusing and if you get turned around up there, you’ll be good as dead,” Ranker said to the forward sentries. “Don’t worry about setting pickets out to the flanks either, the mountains paths are too narrow and it would be wasted effort.”


  The guards nodded their understanding.


  “The frigid weather and snows are coming in fast and we can’t afford to waste time looking for anyone that gets lost. Keep close and I’ll lead the way.”


  Jeda had informed the guards back at the campsite that Ranker was their guide through the mountains. No one particularly trusted the old giant, but that wasn’t a necessity – all they had to do was follow him. The climb became steep early on as they entered the mountains, and the main trail switched back and forth more often the higher they went. There was a distinct break in the peaks where the trail passed through, but each time it seemed they had reached the summit, another higher peak would show around the next corner. The day was long, but uneventful, and by the time Ranker called for a halt, no one complained, not even Elizabeth.


  The clearing they stopped in was one of the regular stops most caravans used when crossing the mountains. The area was big enough for the wagons to spread out comfortably, but Ranker warned against that.


  “You’ll be wanting to keep close together. Circle the wagons, keep the animals inside, and make sure you keep the fires burning high throughout the night. If we’re lucky, the fires and the guards will keep the wolves away tonight.”


  Jeda nodded and left to make the arrangements with the guards. It was going to be a long night and he wanted to be prepared for anything that might happen. What he wasn’t prepared for was the twins ignoring the warning from Ranker.


  The girls climbed out of Gelda’s wagon and stood off to the side. A flurry of activity spread throughout the camp.


  Kara grabbed her sister’s hand. “We can help too,” she said.


  “How’s that?” Kala replied. “Poppy won’t let us help guard anything. We’ll have to stay in the wagon with Grandma Gelda all night.”


  “No, I mean now,” Kara said. “We can help collect wood for the fire, then maybe he’ll let us help feed it tonight too. Shall we at least try?”


  “Okay, let’s go before Poppy looks our way.”


  It was easy for the girls to slip away in the hectic confusion of setting up the camp. With everyone concentrating on their own chores, it would be some time before their absence was noticed and by then they should be back with an armload of wood for the fire.


  The mountain peaks remained covered with snow no matter the time of year, but as winter approached, more accumulated in drifts with each passing storm. The girls began their exploration for firewood in the nearby woods, but most of the branches and kindling suitable for a fire was gone – taken by earlier caravans that had camped there before them. They soon found themselves traveling in ever-greater circles, searching for wood to burn.


  “Kala, come on,” Kara called out. “There’s no wood out here. We need to head back to camp before Da finds out we’re missing.” She looked around, but didn’t see her sister. She cupped her hands and yelled, “Kala, where are you?”


  Moving back towards where she’d last seen her, Kara heard the telltale sound of growling. “Kala!” Without thinking, she sprinted towards the noise, pulling out her knives as she ran. “I’m coming, hang on.”


  She hadn’t gone far before she skidded to a stop at the edge of a clearing, transfixed by what she saw. Three large wolves circled her sister while Kala moved, trying to put a large tree to her back.


  Kara had never seen such vicious beasts before, and she knew they were in mortal danger. This is what Ranker had been warning everyone about and she was sorry they’d ever left the campsite. The wolves were snarling, saliva dripping from their fangs, as they tried to get behind her sister. The moment one did, it would be over.


  “They’re starving,” Kala said, in a voice so low it barely carried to her sister. “I’m trying to reach out to them like Nana did with the frightened horses.”


  Kara doubted the wolves would be calmed or soothed as the nervous horses had been. Those horses had been domesticated, but these were wild, savage beasts. She did the only thing she could.


  “Hiiiiiiyyyyyyaaaaaaaa!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, hoping to momentarily distract them. She yelled and waved her arms as she rushed forward. “Hey, you big ugly things, stay away from her.”


  She thought her ruse worked. One of the wolves turned its attention to her and launched itself without hesitation. As the wolf jumped, Kara flung her first knife, boosting the speed with a blast of elemental air. She would only get one chance at the beast and threw with all the accuracy and power she could muster. She ducked her head and raised her arms to protect herself in the event she missed the mark. Hearing a yelp and a loud thud in front of her, she looked up. The wolf lay dead at her feet with her knife protruding from its eye. The throw had been perfect.


  They were not out of danger yet.


  Hearing the cry of their brother, the other two wolves hesitated, seeming to assess this new threat. Kala had been easy prey and had made no threatening moves towards the wolves, but Kara was a deadly enemy. As if by silent command, the wolves moved as one towards her.


  Kara tried to side-step her way towards her sister, but the wolves cut her off. She didn’t want to use her knife until she could be sure of a kill. Her knife was their last lifeline. When the larger wolf got too close, she threw an elemental blast at it, sending it tumbling. It was thrown halfway across the clearing, but regained its balance and began stalking her again. She didn’t have too many of those left in her, but if she reached Kala, they could join their powers and she would be able to hit them with another powerful blast.


  “Kala, we must join or I won’t have enough power to kill them both. Try to move towards me.”


  The girls continued to inch toward one another. The wolf nearest to Kala caught her movement and leapt at her. The young girl jumped back to avoid the snapping jaws, but not far enough. The wolf’s claws sliced through her jacket and left deep scratches on her arm. She cried out and tumbled backwards from the force of the blow.


  The blood scent drove the wolves into a frenzy. Kara jumped between the wolf and her sister. She sliced at the beast’s nose with her knife. As fast as Kara was, the animal was faster. The blade missed its tender nose and was repelled by the thick fur of its neck. As she moved back towards her sister, the wolf lunged again. This time it didn’t miss.


  Kara screamed and her eyes widened in horror. Her vision was filled with sharp fangs and teeth. She knew they were dead when she saw the other wolf charge her sister.
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  The Path Between


Lorsen reread Sybelle’s note and wondered what had happened this time. They had agreed that future meetings should be kept as few as possible and secret, lest they arouse anyone’s suspicion. Wagging tongues might well invent outlandish tales to explain why an adept of the Wizard’s Academy and a coven sister were meeting at all. That was the last thing they needed, and yet Sybelle had asked to meet him again.


  Witches are so much trouble. Now I know why I stay away from them.


  The note was curt, asking for a meeting with no details but the time and place. The meeting was for this evening and it made Lorsen ponder if Tira’s body had been found. It had been a few days since they dumped her along the path, and Lorsen had heard no news of any discovery. He would relish the pandemonium the assassins would face once the body had been discovered.


  At the appointed hour, Lorsen left the Academy and headed toward Constantine proper. There was a chill in the air tonight, and he pulled his cloak and hood tighter. Soon the snows of winter would grace the city, making traveling treacherous. Hurrying along the darkened streets, he took no notice of the shadow tailing him. If he had been a more attentive man, he might have noticed that he’d been followed every night since he dumped the witch’s body. He had no idea the depth of trouble he had stirred up with his machinations.


  Lorsen’s tail followed him to a small pub on the outskirts of the city. It was a nondescript tavern that serviced the poorer working class. Lorsen hurried inside and sat at an empty table on one side of the common area. There were a dozen tables and a bar serving both drinks and food. The air of the tavern was smoky from the fireplace that dominated the back wall, and this place was probably chosen because of its obscure location. Lorsen tried his best to blend in with the locals, but he was doing a very poor job of it. Although the cloak he wore was black, it was made of fine-spun cloth costing more than a month’s wages for the average worker who visited the place.


  The assassin who had followed him took a seat at the bar where he could observe the entire common area.


  Lorsen wrinkled his nose. His inner thoughts ran wild. This place is awful and there’s absolutely no chance we’ll be discovered here. Sybelle better get here soon or I’m leaving.


  It wasn’t long before Sybelle arrived and joined him at his table. A second assassin who had been tailing her sat next to the first at the bar and struck up a friendly conversation. They were both dressed as laborers and to the casual observer seemed to be enjoying a drink after a day’s work. After a few moments of talk, the two moved to the table beside Lorsen and Sybelle. The wizard was in deep conversation with the witch when the two men sat down and ordered an evening meal.


  Lorsen glanced their way before dismissing them out of hand and returning to his conversation with Sybelle. He lowered his voice, but not enough, and bits of conversation reached the men. “Have you news of the body? Was it discovered?”


  Sybelle shook her head. “No. I’ve heard nothing about it. No alarm, no outcry, nothing.”


  Lorsen looked down, sorely disappointed at this turn of events. He had hoped that the discovery would cause the guild untold problems. The trouble and angst they might have faced would have gone far in soothing the embarrassment he still felt at being manipulated by the old master assassin.


  Shaking his head, he looked at Sybelle with a new question on his mind. “Well then, I think we can assume the body is gone and will be of no further use to us. The scavengers must have done a better job than I expected. If you’ve heard no news about Tira’s body, why did you request a meeting?”


  “I’ve received a message from Elizabeth,” she said. “A band of gypsies are heading south from the crossroads to the coven and bringing Natasha along with them. Elizabeth believes they’ll be successful in reviving Keisha and she wants us to stop them.”


  “Stop them? That’s an interesting choice of words. How does she propose we do that?”


  “The note did not say. It simply stated that we needed to stop them at all costs.”


  They stopped talking as the tavern girl arrived to deliver food and drink. Lorsen sat lost in thought as he waited for her leave, but sat up straight when he realized something. He beamed at the idea and, once the girl left, leaned forward and began talking in earnest.


  “At all costs, you say? How much gold is in the coven’s coffers then?”


  “Why? What difference would that make?”


  “It might make all the difference in the world. If there are sufficient funds available, then we could hire the guild to take care of the gypsies.”


  “You would hire the guild after you just tried to frame them?”


  “Of course I would and why not?” he asked. “Let them do this dirty work. It’s exactly why they exist. Only this time, I’ll bargain from a more powerful position.”


  Sybelle stopped with her fork in mid-air. “This time? What do you mean this time?”


  Lorsen cringed at his slip. This was the second time he’d been careless around the witch. This whole business with the assassins was getting on his nerves more than he cared to admit. “Oh, never mind, it’s nothing for you to worry about. I was thinking of some other business dealings. It’s nothing at all to do with this.”


  Sybelle frowned, but nodded at his explanation. “I’ll have to check to see what the coffers hold, but I’m sure there are adequate funds available. How much would something like that require?”


  “I doubt it would cost more than ten thousand gold pieces.”


  Sybelle nearly dropped her fork. “Ten thousand? That’s quite a sum of money.”


  Lorsen sighed dramatically. “I know you’ve no experience in dealing with the guild, but believe me when I say ten thousand gold pieces is a bargain to enlist their services. As it is, I’ll have to negotiate keenly to get them to agree to such a low amount, but their services are guaranteed. I’m sure the amount is a mere pittance to so rich a coven and Elizabeth did say at any cost, did she not?”


  Sybelle paused before nodding her head. “Elizabeth’s note said at all costs and the coven has more than enough to cover this. I’ll get the gold and you can secure the services of the guild. I would like them to take care of the gypsies well away from the city, though, so we cannot be implicated. Are you sure the guild can handle this?”


  Lorsen sat back in his chair, confident in his negotiating skills. “Never fear. Give me the funds tomorrow and I shall take care of everything.” He smiled at her and thought himself rather clever in devising the means to pay the guild the outrageous debt he owed them. He would ride out and talk with the assassins tomorrow. Master Menz would appreciate the return business, and this time, Lorsen would negotiate with the little cutthroat from a better position. Knowledge was power in this business. He raised his glass to her and toasted, “To us and our rise to power.”


  Sybelle hesitated, not quite understanding the toast, but followed suit and drank with him. Neither of them noticed as the men at the next table left without finishing their dinners.


  ***


  Kara’s scream reverberated throughout the still night. Jeda’s head whipped around toward the sound. Instinct kicked in. His daughter was in trouble. He dropped the wood he was carrying and sprinted through the woods, his feet barely touching the ground. He reached the clearing within seconds and saw Kara pounding a wolf’s head with her fist, trying to get her arm free. Kala lay on the ground, dazed, with another, larger wolf ready to pounce on her. Her blood was sprayed on the pristine white snow.


  Without a second’s hesitation, he launched himself at the largest wolf while pulling out two of his knives. He landed on the wolf’s back and drove his first blade deep between its shoulders. The animal bucked and threw him to the ground. He jumped to his feet and launched himself at the beast again to drive home a killing blow. The first knife was still lodged in the wolf’s back and slowed its attack.


  He had scant seconds to kill this wolf and get to the one attacking Kara. As he swung at the beast’s eyes, it snapped its jaws and caught the edge of his forearm, ripping through his sleeve and scoring his arm with deep gashes. Blood gushed from the wound, and the scent drove the beast mad. It leapt at Jeda, but he fell onto his back, letting the wolf sail over him while sinking his second knife into the beast’s exposed underbelly. The wolf cried out, fell with a crash, and thrashed on the ground, but did not get up again.


  Jeda turned in time to see Raz sprint into the clearing and throw herself at the wolf latched onto to Kara’s arm. Without slowing her stride, she brought her sword down in a vicious swing that decapitated the animal in one clean strike.


  He glanced at the wolf behind him, but the beast had stopped moving. He ran to the girls as Raz stood, looking around the clearing for any other threats. Both girls rushed into his arms, but he pushed them at arm’s length, checking their injuries. They were bleeding from scratches and bites, but they would live. Kara’s arm was swelling and needed immediate attention.


  “Poppy, you’re hurt. Let me heal you,” Kala said.


  Jeda shook his head. “No, we need to get back to camp before any more of these beasts come. The smell of blood will attract them.” He turned to Kara. “Are you okay? Can you walk?”


  Kara nodded. “Yeah, Da, I can walk. I tried to stop the wolf when it went after Kala, but it was too big and fast. It got me good.”


  He saw the first wolf a few yards away with Kara’s knife protruding from its eye. “You were very brave and did well protecting your sister. I’m glad we made here it in time. I don’t want to think what might have happened if I wasn’t close.”


  Raz walked back to stand with them. She ripped a strip of cloth from her shirt and wrapped it around Jeda’s wound, momentarily staunching the flow of blood.


  “You both did well in standing up to those beasts. Not many people could do that,” she said. “But your Da is right. We need to go before any more of them show up.”


  “Thank you for killing that wolf,” Kala said to Raz.


  “Yes, thanks for saving us, but I need to get my knives before we leave,” Kara said through clenched teeth. Now that the adrenaline was wearing off, she was feeling the pain from her injured arm.


  “I’ll get them for you,” Kala told her. She walked to the first dead wolf, pulled the blade from the beast’s eye and wiped the gore on its fur. Kara smiled at her sister’s effort in cleaning her ‘babies.’


  Jeda retrieved his own blades before the group headed back to the camp, limping and bleeding.


  Raz smirked at Jeda and couldn’t help her next comment. “You know, if you carried a sword, that wolf would have never gotten close to you.”


  He chuckled at her ribbing. Only a battle-tested warrior would know what to say to lighten the moment and he appreciated her wit. “Yeah, thanks for showing up when you did. I owe you a debt for saving their lives.”


  “No problem, sir. I’m sure I’ll think of some way you can repay me.”


  They caused a small commotion when they arrived back at the campsite. Gelda came running, but Jeda pointed at the twins. “See to the girls first.”


  Gelda looked at Jeda’s bloodied arm. He would not sit still for healing until the twins were taken care of. “Yes, of course. Girls, come here so I can heal your injuries.”


  Ranker came up behind them as Gelda began her healing. “What have we here? Have I missed all the fun?”


  “I don’t know about fun, but you can go skin three dead wolves if you like,” Jeda replied. “They’re in a clearing about fifty meters to the south.”


  “That I will,” Ranker said, looking at the small group. “Never let good furs go to waste, especially up here in the mountains. Anyone up to helpin’ me?”


  “I’ll help you,” Raz answered.


  Ranker smiled and waved her towards the trees. “Off we go, then, and maybe if we’re lucky, there’ll be a few more of their brothers lurking about. Now that would be fun.”


  “Bring the firewood back when you come. I dropped it to help the girls,” Jeda said. “No sense leaving it there. We’ll need it tonight.”


  “Right you are – skins and wood coming right up,” Ranker said.


  “You be careful out there,” Gelda called out as she peeled Kala’s shirtsleeve back. “I have enough patients here without you adding another one.”


  “Yes ma’am,” the old giant replied. “I’ll make sure nothing happens to the young lass.”


  “I was talkin’ about you,” she said with a chuckle.


  It was Raz’s turn to laugh as they turned and left the campsite.
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  The Attack


The caravan continued climbing through the mountains, following Ranker’s lead. After the wolf attack the night before, the forward scouts rode alongside the old guide and the rear guards kept close to the last wagon. Nobody wanted to be separated or lost and face the eyes they all felt were following their movements. They were high in the mountains and bitter winds kept everyone bundled in their cloaks. None of the witches were riding up front with the drivers and even the twins were huddled together in Gelda’s wagon. That suited the guards and made it easier to keep track of everyone.


  The path continued to follow the same switchback pattern that allowed for minimum strain on the wagons and draft animals. Unfortunately, that also meant the wagons took an inordinate amount of time to climb any distance. As Raz turned yet another corner, she looked down the mountain at the wagons crawling up behind her. The line appeared to stretch down the entire mountainside.


  “How long until we stop for the night?” she asked Ranker.


  Ranker glanced her way and raised an eyebrow. “Ha, looking for a warm bed already, lass? Don’t think I ain’t spotted the way you’ve been lookin’ at me. Play your cards right and I might just share a bit more than a spot of heat with you, if ya know what I mean.”


  Raz rolled her eyes at the old guide’s flirtations, but couldn’t hide her smile. “Oh yeah, that’s it exactly. I have to hold myself back every time I find myself alone with you.”


  Ranker’s laughter echoed through the mountains. “Now that’s the spirit. If the others would lighten up and stop sulking, then we might make it through these mountains in one piece. Ain’t no use in being scared at what you think might happen. Better they keep a sharp eye out instead of hiding in their wagons. As if that would protect them…”


  “Well?”


  “What? Oh, you want to know how much farther.” Ranker looked up the mountainside and back down again. “It should be close to another hour’s climb before we reach the next clearing and stop for the night. We’re near the crest and the path will start to even out and make the goin’ much easier. Sometime tomorrow, we’ll start heading down the back side of these hills.”


  Raz nodded and pulled her cloak tighter against the biting cold. The next clearing came into view as the sun slipped behind the mountain and the early evening stars began to shine. The weather had been clear, but Ranker had warned them that it could change at a moment’s notice. A winter storm could blow through and trap them for days on the mountainside. They had to make it through the passes as quickly as possible to avoid that fate.


  It had been a long day of climbing and the last thing anyone wanted was snow adding to their misery. The clearing was a welcome sight until a wolf’s howl sounded in the distance. The yearning cry was enough to set the nerves of the most steadfast traveler on edge. It echoed throughout the mountains and was finally answered by another long mournful cry. Soon thereafter, more howls joined in, with the echoes bouncing from every direction.


  Ranker found Jeda by Gelda’s wagon, brushing down and feeding the horses after the long day’s climb. “Hear that? Looks like we might have company tonight.”


  Jeda finished his tasks and, together with Ranker, began checking the camp setup. After their first encounter in the wilds, Ranker had joined him in reviewing the camp’s security at each night’s stop. “I didn’t know you spoke wolf,” he said.


  Ranker chuckled, unperturbed by Jeda’s sarcasm. “Don’t need to speak it to know they’re calling to each other. Best tell the guards to sleep fully dressed tonight, in case we get attacked.”


  “I think most already have been, but I’ll pass the word.”


  “We also need to keep the fires burning all night – a big one in the center and smaller ones around the perimeter and in between the wagons. The big one should keep the wolves out of the center and away from the animals. The smaller fires will help protect the guards and keep most of the beasts back. Small fires will also help with night vision as long as the boys don’t stare into them.”


  Jeda nodded. “I’ll make sure the men collect all the wood they can find before it gets too dark. I have a feeling this will be a long night.”


  “This should be our last night in these hills. We reach the crest tomorrow and then it will be all downhill – easier on the animals and a much faster pace. The sooner we leave these beasties behind, the better I’ll be feeling.”


  Jeda looked sideways at Ranker as they toured the camp. This was the first time the tracker had shown any real concern for their welfare and that alone was enough to make him worried. He had already decided to spend the night next to the wagon where the girls and Gelda slept, but now he wouldn’t sleep at all.


  The camp went up slowly. Everyone was exhausted from the mountain ordeal and tempers flared on more than one occasion. Jeda and Elizabeth had to stop more than one argument from erupting into a full-fledged fight. He was quick to break up the men, but wisely stood back whenever the women went at each other. He shook his head when Elizabeth’s domineering attitude finally proved useful in keeping the witches from each others’ throats.


  When the camp was settled with the fires lit and the guards positioned, Jeda made his way back to Gelda’s wagon. The healer and the girls were cooking the evening meal over their fire and the smell of the food made his mouth water. “Smells good. What is it?”


  “It’s traveler’s stew, Poppy,” Kala answered. She continued to stir the pot as Gelda added some herbs and spices.


  “Oh, like I use to make when we were on the road.”


  “Not really, Da,” Kara said, shaking her head.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, Grandma Gelda’s stew tastes good.”


  Gelda and the girls giggled as he sputtered his objection. After a few more minutes over the flame, the meal was done and they all sat down to eat.


  “I’ll be staying near the wagon tonight,” he informed them, but stopped explaining when Kara kept looking around the camp. “What are you looking for?”


  “Da, I invited Raz to eat with us cause she’s been teaching me the sword every night.”


  “I see,” he replied as Kara waved to the approaching guard.


  “Smells good,” Raz said as she reached the cook fire. She looked at Jeda and chuckled. “I take it you didn’t do the cooking?”


  “What? I’m a good cook,” he protested, a little too strongly.


  “Not what I heard,” she said, joining in the giggles that had erupted again. Raz delved into the stew with relish.


  When he finished eating, Jeda informed everyone about security for the night. “The camp is set up the same as last night, but there will be fires and guards between every wagon tonight. You’ve heard the howls. Those wolves know we’re here and will try to get at the horses or the guards. I understand the sisters will take part in the watch tonight as well.”


  Of the original twenty sisters that had started out, six had died in the Wolfburn ambush and two more had departed with Natasha and the gypsies because of their injuries. The remaining twelve sisters, including Gelda and Elizabeth, had varying degrees of elemental magic. Though anyone gifted with the power could use both sides, most were inclined to be either a healer or an elemental.


  Jeda knew from the discussion with Elizabeth and Gelda that they’d chosen from each group when they picked the quest members. There was a need for both, but given their current situation, he wished they had a few more blasters in the mix. The healers could throw an elemental blast, but the results would be weak and it would tire them quickly.


  “I’ve talked with Elizabeth about what sort of rotation we should employ,” Gelda said. “Given the degree of strength of sisters in the group, we’ve decided to have three shifts of four sisters throughout the night. That way, we shall have two strong and two weak sisters capable of elemental blasts on each watch. I’ll be on the first shift and Elizabeth will be on the second. Felicity is the next strongest sister and she’ll be on the third.”


  “What about us, Grandma?” Kara asked. “We’re both stronger than most of the sisters here. We can help too.”


  “I’m well aware how strong the two of you are,” Gelda said. “If we have need of your strength, then I’ll come and get you personally. But until I do, I want you to stay in the wagon and away from any harm.”


  Kara began to protest. “But, we--”


  Gelda held up her hand and looked hard at the twins. “This is not up for discussion. You two are vital to the success of the quest and are too important to risk your lives defending against these wild animals. You do remember what happened yesterday when you faced those wolves alone?”


  “Yes, grandma,” both girls replied. The physical scars they had incurred from the wolf attack were disappearing thanks to Gelda’s healing, but the mental scars would be a long time fading.


  “Then that’s it. No more discussion.”


  Kara looked like she wanted to argue more, but Raz took the opportunity to speak up. “Your grandmother is right. You two are very important to this quest and because of that, I have guard duty here tonight.”


  Kara brightened at the prospect of Raz being so close and Jeda felt the tension release in his chest. If Raz was on duty outside Gelda’s wagon, then he would be able to rove around the camp and help where needed, even if were merely for words of encouragement.


  All too soon, night was upon them, and each went to their separate station. It was going to be a long night.


  “Did you see that?” The two guards had been on duty for a few hours when they first noticed movement at the tree line to their front. It was past midnight and, though the wolves had been howling all night, there had been no attack. The night sky was cloudless and the moon was shining brightly, illuminating the wagons and their occupants. Unfortunately, that light did not penetrate into the thick tree line and the men had been jumping at shadows all night long.


  “There,” the first guard pointed. “In front over to the left a bit.”


  “I don’t see anything,” the second guard replied. “You’re seeing things again.”


  “Here, I’ll prove it to ya.” He bent over their small fire, picked up a burning brand, and threw it towards the trees. The torch caught on a bush, producing a faint glow that illuminated the surrounding trees. What the two saw in that dim light was enough to scare the dead. Dozens of wolves were gathered just inside of the tree line as if awaiting some silent command.


  “Wolves,” the first guard screamed, “hundreds of ‘em, getting ready to attack. Help, help over here.”


  As if the guard’s yell had sparked the order to attack, the wolves rushed at them. The two men began to fend off the beasts, but there were too many and they had to retreat and use the wagons to defend their flanks. Just when they thought they’d be overrun, an elemental blast shot between them and took out two of the beasts at the front of the pack. The blast had been powerful enough to burn through the first wolf and take out a second. Another blast immediately followed and the rest of wolves quickly retreated to the safety of the trees.


  The two men looked behind them and saw the shadowy shape of a demon sorceress outlined against the central fire, readying hands for another blast. They both quaked in fright, not knowing where the worst of their fears lay. As the demon stepped forward, the shadow outline morphed into the imposing figure of Elizabeth.


  She sneered down at them as she stepped between them. “It’s a good thing I heard you both shrieking like children over here,” she said, looking beyond the wagons for the wolf pack. “Otherwise, those beasts would have been in on us without warning. Next time, don’t wait so long.”


  “Yes, mistress,” the first guard replied.


  “And try not to scream like a little girl next time you sound the alarm.”


  With that admonishment, she turned and went back to the center fire. Now that the first wolves had attacked, sounds of other skirmishes around the perimeter filled the air.


  ***


  When Gelda’s watch was finished, she started back to her wagon on the other side of the camp. She ran into Ranker making his rounds, checking for weak spots in their perimeter.


  “Ah, little lady. I’ll be happy to walk you to your wagon.


  “Do you think we’re still in danger?” she asked when the giant fell into step beside her.


  “No, but no sense in taking any chances. Besides, I can see higher than you.”


  “Are you saying I’m short?” She teased.


  “No, ma’am. You watch low. I’ll watch high. Perfect team, wouldn’t you say?”


  She chuckled. “Indeed.” She looped her arm through his and they slowed their steps, enjoying a stolen moment together. When they reached her wagon, Raz teased Gelda with raised eyebrows.


  Ranker smiled at Raz. “Sorry lass, but it seems this young lady here has captured my attentions. Hope you’re not too disappointed.”


  Though she was in her middle years and a grandmother, Gelda had the mannerisms of a young girl when she was around Ranker. She tried hard to hide a smile that threatened to split her face.


  Ranker saw her smile and turned toward her. “Now, ya needn’t be worrying about me flirting with the young women….”


  Before Gelda could reply, they were interrupted by the sounds of guards yelling the alarm and the distinct sound of elemental blasts. “Quickly, we need to go see what is happening,” she said.


  “No,” Ranker replied, grabbing her arm to keep her from running to their aid. “That would be the worst thing to do. Those wolves are smart bastards. That was just one attack - they’ll be attacking all around the perimeter of the camp now. We have to stay here and protect this stretch and trust the others to do the same in their areas.”


  Raz had already turned and was staring into the tree line. Ranker was right and there was movement in front. She pointed into the darkness. “There. I see something in the trees.”


  Jeda raced up and joined the three, catching the tail end of Raz’s statement. “Elizabeth took out a few wolves across the camp. It seems wolves don’t care much for elemental fire.”


  “We might find that out for ourselves,” Gelda said, stepping up beside Raz.


  Ranker and Jeda went to the other end of the wagon and prepared to fight. The tracker was holding a pair of long barbed knives and wearing leather gauntlets studded with metal spikes and metal-backed leggings. He had fought wolves many times and anticipated their tricks. Raz and Jeda had followed suit and covered their own forearms and legs with extra furs, but neither had the protection that Ranker had employed.


  Jeda had opted for a short sword and long fighting knife as opposed to his regular throwing blades. They were as ready as they could be and waited silently for the inevitable.


  The first wolf shot out of the darkness and lunged at Gelda. She was the only one not holding a weapon and it appeared the animal recognized that. As it leapt at her, she let loose a blast that knocked it back and burnt a hole through its chest. No sooner had she killed the first one, then the rest charged at them. There seemed to be no end as wolf after wolf attacked and were summarily killed, either by sword, knife or blast. After the second blast, Gelda began to weaken and her third blast knocked the attacking wolf down, but did not kill it. Sensing her powers weakening, another wolf joined the first and pressed in on the older witch. She stumbled back, throwing another weak blast at the approaching wolves, but it had little effect.


  Raz saw Gelda’s predicament, but she was engaged with three beasts herself and could not help.


  “Jeda,” Raz cried out. “We need help here.”


  Before Jeda answered, a blast shot out of the back of the wagon, slaughtering the nearest wolf and causing the second to scurry back. Another blast took out one of the wolves pressing Raz and the other two became momentarily disoriented. Raz took the opportunity and cleaved one of them through the head. The last one wisely gave up the attack and retreated into the tree line. After a moment of watching the tree line, Raz chanced a look over and saw Kara hanging out of the back of the wagon, speaking to Gelda.


  “See, Grandma. I told you we could help,” the young girl said.


  “Thank you, child. You did well.”


  There was another weaker blast from the front of the wagon accompanied by Kala’s yell of success. Ranker grabbed a leaping wolf by its neck and plunged one of his blades into its unprotected belly. The older man seemed to have untold strength and ingenuity. He had let go of one of his knives to grab the wolf, but the blade did not fall far. It dangled on a piece of rawhide tied around his wrist. As he dropped the dead wolf, he flicked his wrist and caught the blade in his hand.


  Jeda stood up from the dead wolf at his feet, prepared to meet another, but there were no more.


  The sounds of snarls and fighting could be heard around the camp, along with the occasional elemental blast, but no wolf penetrated to the center of the camp. The attacks continued sporadically throughout the rest of the night and the witches were run ragged trying to repel the attacks with the guards. Elizabeth was in the worst shape of them all. She was the most powerful elemental witch and had met the deadliest attacks head on. Without her, the camp would have surely been overrun. As morning began to dawn, she was still standing, bedraggled, in the middle of the camp, holding her ground. She was the only witch that had held out throughout the night attacks, but she was exhausted to the point of falling down. As daylight began to break, she dragged herself over to her wagon and, without a word, crawled into the back.


  Exhausted as they were, no one wanted to spend another night in these mountains. After a quick breakfast, the camp was packed up as fast as they could and was soon on the road.


  The wolves had retreated back into the trees as the sky began to lighten, but no one thought they had given up altogether. They followed the wagons at a distance, trailing behind and hoping for one of the draft animals to fall and break a leg. The rear guards shot a few arrows at the ones bold enough to come too near and the beasts soon learned how close they could get without harm. They were never completely gone nor out of sight and their presence spooked man and animal alike.


  As the first wagon crested the last rise and the driver saw the valley spread out before them, he gave out a whoop of delight. Ranker, Jeda and Raz were in the front and heard the man’s yell.


  Ranker shook his head and looked at the other two. “We ain’t completely out of this yet. We have a day’s travel until we clear these mountains and get behind the walls of Valhedge.”


  “That’s if it’s still there, you mean,” Raz said.


  “Right,” Ranker replied, looking off to the distant valley. “If it’s still there.”


  Jeda saw the look in Ranker’s eyes and decided to send out scouts to look over the town ahead. “Raz, take two men and scout out Valhedge. Don’t take any chances, but try to determine what their situation is, if possible.”


  Raz nodded and called for two other guards. They raced off down the path, leaving the caravan behind.


  “We don’t want to ride into another disaster, especially after last night,” Jeda said. “Better to know what’s ahead before we reach the town.”


  Ranker nodded and the wagons continued to roll down the pass throughout the day. The going was slow, but a lot easier on the animals, and it was decided not to stop for the midday meal, but to push on to Valhedge. It would take four more hours of steady going and nobody wanted to give the wolves another chance at them if they stopped.


  As the afternoon wore on, the wolves were still trailing the wagons, but they kept their distance. It was a welcome sight when the outlines of the town began to pop up beyond the hills. Jeda guessed they had about two more hours before reaching it. As he stared ahead, he saw riders approaching and signaled for the caravan to halt. Two more guards joined him at the front as they waited to see who was coming. As the riders got closer, he recognized Raz and told the guards to relax. Nervous anticipation emanated from both man and beast as they waited for the scouts to reach them. No one desired to go back through the wolves behind them, but to move forward recklessly was just as dangerous.


  Raz stopped in front of Jeda. “The town’s deserted. We checked everywhere and found nothing but bodies. It looked like the wolves got in somehow. The bodies we did find were chewed on with nothing but bones left to identify them. There weren’t that many dead inside and the gates on both ends of the town were opened. It looked like some of the folk made a run for it.”


  “Only place any survivors could have gone to is Icefeld and that’s to the east,” Ranker said. “If any of them tried to escape to North Ridge, we would have met them in the mountains. Looks like I’m heading to Icefeld.” He glanced over at Jeda. “I know our bargain ends here, but you wouldn’t mind if I rode along with you until Icefeld, would ya?”


  “I wouldn’t mind at all,” Jeda said. “I’m sure we’d all be glad to have you along.”


  “You know I would,” Raz added, winking at the big man.


  “Ha! That settles it,” Ranker added, his mood lightened by Raz’s joke. “But I guess I’ll have to work under you as a scout to earn my keep.”


  Raz shook her head at the incorrigible old man. “I think Gelda might have something to say about that.”


  “One can only hope, lass. One can only hope.”


  [image: img]Chapter 18[image: ]

  The Road Ahead


The gypsy caravan…


  The trip south from the crossroads to Constantine had been mercifully uneventful, but agonizingly slow. The gypsy wagons were on the road early each morning and did not stop for the day until near sunset – just enough time for the camp to be set before nightfall. Even traveling all day, the wagons covered about half the distance a normal caravan could. The huge wagons of the gypsies could not move fast and they were not inclined to put their homes in jeopardy by setting a quicker pace.


  Natasha felt each agonizing minute and hour as the train trundled along. She worried about her comatose daughter back at the coven. Now that Mirabelle had told her about the vision of her death, she could not let go of the feeling that time was her worse enemy. Would she see her daughter awaken from her unnatural sleep? And what about the child? Would she ever witness the miracle of his birth?


  The start of a comfortable journey in the back of Mirabelle’s wagon had descended into a silent sentence of waiting. Neither spoke much. They were each caught up in their thoughts. Natasha knew Mirabelle had anguished over whether to tell her about the vision of their deaths. It had been the right thing to do, but it left her silent and introspective for too long.


  “Natasha, are you ill? You look as if you might fall out,” Mirabelle said.


  Natasha shook herself out of her stupor. She was thinking about dying; to know it would happen sooner rather than later was profoundly disturbing. She had so much to do with her life, the least of which was to cure her daughter and meet her unborn grandson. She tried to shake off the feelings of doom, but Mirabelle’s visions now came from true sight and it affected her the more she thought on it.


  “Yes, I’m fine. It’s not every day that you hear you’ll die soon, that’s all.”


  Mirabelle patted Natasha’s hand. “I know, but remember my visions tell of only one possible future. As with my vision of Jeda, things can be done to turn the tide of events or even prevent the outcomes that were seen from ever happening. That’s why I was unsure whether or not to tell you.”


  Natasha nodded. “I’m glad you told me and it’s better to be forewarned about these things. Let’s pray that this is one of your visions that do not come to pass. There’s no use in hiding in fear at what may happen. We must prepare ourselves to face this danger head on. Now tell me everything you saw in this vision of our deaths.”


  “Are you sure? I don’t want to upset you more.”


  “I’m sure and I’d like to know what I’m walking into if it’s at all possible.”


  Mirabelle nodded and began. “I know it happens on this very road, but days away from where we are now. I remember seeing the towers and spires of Constantine in the background when we are attacked. There are fire and explosions all around us.”


  Natasha leaned against the wall of the wagon. “Explosions, as in witch fire?”


  “It seemed like it, but I can’t be sure. Soon after the attack begins, we are both caught in some kind of explosion as a blast strikes our wagon. It literally explodes apart and that’s when you die and shortly thereafter I see nothing but blackness.”


  “Why did you fear to tell me this?” Natasha asked.


  Mirabelle hesitated a moment before continuing. “At first, I wasn’t sure if it was a vision or simply a nightmare. Was it just my unconsciousness playing out my separation from you or was it my own guilt plaguing me about the past? I was getting used to the extent of my newfound powers, but I wasn’t unsure what this might portend. I had this vision long before you and Jeda arrived at the crossroads and I had forgotten about it. That is, until I had it again the first night after we left the crossroads for Constantine.”


  Natasha paused, digesting her sister’s words before she spoke. “Then it seems obvious to me that some powerful elements will try to keep us away from Constantine. When we stop tonight, we must tell Annatarus of this vision. I think it’s better that everyone be alerted in case it comes to pass.”


  ***


  Raz led a large scouting party into Valhedge ahead of the wagons. Jeda, Elizabeth, Gelda, and Ranker had talked through the possibilities open to them and decided that they would stop in the village, but only long enough to gather water from the main well, conduct a cursory check for supplies that they might need and look for anyone that might be alive. If something dire had driven the inhabitants away, then it was not wise for them to stop for long in the cursed place. Both animals and people needed water and food and it was not prudent to pass up a situation that could provide both.


  Raz held up her hand for the guards to stop in the central market plaza and to set up a defensive perimeter while the rest of the caravan made its way into Valhedge.


  “We’ll set up here. Keep your eyes and ears open. We don’t want to be surprised while we’re here. The wagons should be here within minutes.”


  The guards nodded and fanned out from the well. It didn’t take long for the rest of the wagons to rumble into the town. The main well was located in the middle of the market and the wagons circled it so the drivers could fill the water barrels. The sisters and remaining guards searched the stores and homes facing the market, but were warned to search no farther. Though the expedition needed more supplies, they were not so short on stock as to take unnecessary risks.


  The guards were alert for every noise and movement, and tensed when a scream came from one of the storefronts. Raz and several others hurried to investigate. As they approached, one of the sisters came running out of the store with a wild-looking bedraggled skeleton of a man fast on her heels.


  “Help! He’s crazy. He tried to grab me and drag me down.”


  Raz stepped between her and the crazed would-be abductor, holding her sword straight out and pointed at his face. “Stop or die,” she ordered.


  The man skidded to a stop and looked around the square in utter confusion. After a moment, he looked back at Raz and the sword pointing at his throat.


  His maniacal laughter echoed around the plaza. “Die? I’m already dead, as are the lot of you,” he cried. “You just don’t know it yet. You comin’ here like this, fat and juicy, animals and such, smellin’ so good, you’re the ones that will bring them down again. It’s only a matter of time before they come and then they’ll kill us all. You just wait. You’ll see.”


  “What are you raving about, old man? Who is coming to kill us?”


  “Same ones as got the others. Them that run thought they were the smart ones, but I saw the devils go after em. They weren’t the smart ones, no sir. They’re probably all dead.”


  Jeda walked over to confront the man while scanning the building he came running from. “Who are you talking about? Who is coming back here and what happened to all the other people?”


  The man’s eyes were wide with fear and he twitched with anticipation as he looked at the group. “Are you daft? Haven’t you been listening? The wolves,” the man cried. “They came in the night and attacked without any warning. They crashed through the windows and got folks in their beds. We didn’t stand a chance, there were too many of them and smart bastards too. Some of the town folk ran to the east and some to the west, but the smart ones like me hid out. We were safe until the beasts came back and starting hunting us here. The killing went on for days, but I ain’t heard any screams for a long time. I figured the beasts had finally left; that is, until I seen the likes of you. Now they’ll be comin’ again for sure and then we’ll be dead.”


  As if on cue, a howl sounded somewhere inside the village, followed soon after by another and another.


  “I told ya. It’s them, the wolves. They’re here again. We have to hide. Everyone hide and pray they don’t find us.” With that he turned and raced back into the store.


  Raz started to follow him, but Jeda held out his arm to stop her. “Let him go. There’s no time. We have to get out of here immediately. If the wolves are inside already, then they’ll strike at us in these narrow streets. Get everyone mounted up. We’re leaving now.”


  Raz turned and started yelling orders. “Everyone back to your wagons. Quickly, it’s time to move.” She walked the length of the wagons, helping the drivers to secure the water barrels. People came rushing out of the storefronts from their search for supplies and jumped on wagons making ready for a quick departure.


  Jeda ran back to Gelda’s wagon to make sure the twins had stayed in place. He found them in the wagon, both worried and peering down a side street. Gelda’s driver had been injured in the ambush outside Wolfburn. He was an older man and his injury had bothered him constantly. He’d finally agreed to go with the gypsies and return to Constantine. Jeda had offered to assign another driver to help with her wagon, but Gelda would have none of it. She had pointed out that she was very capable of driving her own wagon and didn’t want any stranger poking around her belongings.


  At the moment, that might not have been the best decision. He turned toward the twins. “What’s wrong? Where’s your grandmother?”


  Kala was on the verge of tears. “Poppy, Grandma Gelda went down that street to the store with the plants hanging in the front. She said she needed more plants to help the sick people. She went inside, but hasn’t come back out yet.”


  Jeda looked down the narrow street and saw the unmistakable storefront of the village herbalist. Just the kind of store the old healer would root around in for hours on end if time allowed. When he had originally told the group to hunt for stores, he meant food and water, not poultices and teas.


  “Great. We don’t have time for this.” He turned around in his saddle and looked for the one person he knew would follow the old woman straight into the maw of the underworld. Ranker was sitting on his horse and looking towards the eastern gates, preparing to lead the expedition out of this forsaken village.


  He cupped his hands and yelled, “Ranker, over here.”


  Both the tracker and Raz came trotting over to him.


  “What’s the problem?” Ranker asked.


  “It’s your favorite soft spot,” Jeda replied. “She’s gone off hunting herbs.”


  “Herbs, ya say? A girl after my own heart she is, looking for a little excitement, I guess.”


  Raz shook her head at this, perturbed at the thought of staying a moment longer in the village. The howls of the wolves had suddenly stopped and that did not bode well for any of them. The sooner they were out of this little hellhole, the better they would all be. Gelda should have been the last one to wander off alone and get tangled in a dangerous predicament.


  “Excitement?” she said, agitation lacing her words. “Hunting herbs while there are hungry wolves hunting us? I wouldn’t exactly call that exhilarating or even the smartest course of action in our current predicament.”


  Ranker winked at Jeda. “Well, I didn’t say it was smart, just exciting. Let’s go find the little adventurer and get out of here before excitement finds us.”


  “My thoughts exactly,” Jeda replied, pointing at Raz. “I want you to get these wagons out of here now. Give me your horse and drive Gelda’s wagon out along with the rest of the caravan. Ranker and I will find Gelda and catch up with you.”


  “Yes, sir. See you soon,” Raz said as she quickly dismounted.


  Jeda looked at the twins sternly. “You two go with Raz. Do not leave this wagon until it is safely out of danger. Do you understand me?”


  Both girls nodded. Raz handed the reins of her horse to Jeda and jumped in the driver’s seat. She snapped the leads of the draft horses and pulled away. The lead wagons were already passing through the gates.


  “Ready?” Jeda asked the big man.


  “Always ready for a chance to save a girl, especially my girl. Stay close, the beasts are out there waiting for a pair of heroes like us to leave the bunch.”


  Jeda glanced around and the two started down the narrow street. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”


  ***


  Gelda poked around the apothecary. She had spotted it when she stopped the wagon at the well. They were dangerously low on the herbs needed for treating the injuries that seemed to plague this expedition. Healing through the power was adequate for the first stages of any recovery, but the body needed to finish the job naturally. The herbs and medicinal plants that helped in that process were worth their weight in gold and she needed more. It wouldn’t take her long to look through the store for what she needed.


  “Girls, please fill the water barrel. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


  “Grandma, do you think it’s wise to leave the wagon?” Kala asked.


  “We need supplies and I see just the place. Now do as I ask,” she said before hurrying down the narrow street.


  After looking through half the store without any luck, she decided to give up and head back to the twins. There was no sense in endangering any of their lives in a fruitless search. As she started to turn away, she finally spotted what she was looking for under the front counter.


  “What kind of ninny hides the most important herbs under a shelf? Did she think someone would actually steal them?”


  Gelda chuckled softly to herself, realizing that was exactly why she was there. As she packed her shoulder satchel with everything it could hold, she heard a low growl behind her. She had not thought to close the front door when she entered the shop. The place was abandoned, so there was no one to complain about her lack of manners. Turning slowly, she came face to face with a lean wolf that blocked the door to the street. She straightened and pushed her satchel behind her, readying a blast to throw at the beast.


  “Now you just get yourself out of here and we’ll have no trouble,” she said, looking at the wolf. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if you leave me no choice.”


  The wolf snarled and leapt at her. Without hesitation, Gelda threw the elemental blast and hit the creature in midair. The blast blew a hole through the beast and knocked it back out through the door into the street. Gelda shook herself slightly and followed the dead wolf into the street. It was past time to leave.


  “Now maybe your brothers and sisters will take heed,” she mumbled as she stepped over the carcass. Stepping into the street, she heard the sound of hoofbeats. Jeda and Ranker were racing her way. Seeing the alarm written on their faces, she was confused.


  “What’s wrong?” she cried as they pulled up directly in front of her. “Did somebody get hurt?”


  “What’s wrong is you’ve gone traipsing off alone while the rest of us are trying to get out of this forsaken village. Can’t you hear the wolves coming?” Ranker asked, looking down at the small woman.


  Gelda shook her head and pointed at the dead wolf at her feet. “Oh posh, I can take care of myself. Who do you think did that?”


  “It’s not just you, Gelda,” Jeda said. “You put the rest of the expedition at risk waiting for your return.”


  “Well, there’s no need to wait any longer. I have what I came for – let’s get back to the wagons.”


  “Good, mount up then. I brought Raz’s horse for you.”


  “I’m perfectly capable of walking back to my wagon.”


  “There was no time to wait and I sent your wagon on with the others. You’ll have to ride.”


  Gelda looked at the large horse with trepidation. In all her years, she’d never taken to riding and she didn’t want to start now. Raz’s horse was large and excited by the wolves closing in and she did not relish the idea of getting on the wild animal. As she looked at the animal, the sound of howls came from down the street and a pack of wolves rounded a far corner, coming their way.


  The wolves rushed and Ranker waited no longer. He grabbed Gelda by her fur coat and pulled her up and across his saddle. “No more time, let’s get out of here.” He turned his horse and kicked the animal’s flank to get it moving. It needed little encouragement as the wolves saw them and started to give chase.


  Jeda turned with Raz’s horse in tow and followed Ranker’s lead. He couldn’t tell which was louder – the cries of the wolves chasing them or Gelda’s screams as she bounced on Ranker’s saddle. They raced down the side street with the wolves closing fast and reached the open market square. The square was empty, and the last of the wagons nearing the far eastern gate. There was another pack of wolves harrying the last of the wagons that had not passed through, but the witches and guards kept them back with elemental blasts and arrows.


  They pounded down the main street towards the gate and prayed the wolf pack in front would not see them before they reached it. If the pack in front caught wind of the stragglers following them, then they would stop chasing the wagons and turn to meet them. With a pack in front and one to their rear, they would have no chance of escape.


  Ranker boosted Gelda to a sitting position and pointed to the wolves out front. He yelled something at her and she nodded, readying a blast to surprise the pack. Both Ranker and Jeda pulled out their blades and prepared to cut their way through if necessary. As they neared the gates, the pack at their rear let go with a series of howls that alerted the front pack. Those wolves let the last of the wagons roll through the gate unmolested and turned to face their new quarry.


  Ranker continued to pound down the road as if he planned to run the wolves down. As they neared, Gelda let go the elemental blast she had at the ready. The wolves scattered momentarily, but none were hit. They reformed swiftly and closed any gap that Gelda’s blast had made. The beasts had learned quickly. At the last moment, Ranker pulled up his horse and it lashed out its deadly hooves at the nearest wolf. Again the wolves melted away from the attack, but just as quickly regrouped. The pack to their rear was moments away from joining the fray when blasts from outside the gate came burning through, incinerating three of the wolves.


  This unexpected attack disoriented and panicked the wolves, opening a gap to the gate. Ranker and Jeda took full advantage of the opportunity. Racing through the gate, they found three wagons positioned outside with witches standing atop them and readying more blasts. Centered among them was Elizabeth, standing tall, the very portrait of terrifying power.


  Three wolves followed close on Jeda’s heels and were killed instantly by three directed streams of destruction. Their death cries made the rest of the pack hesitate and Elizabeth let go her own shockingly powerful blast. This was not aimed at any of the wolves milling about inside, but at the gates themselves. With a tremendous crack, her blast blew out the main wooden lintel of the gate, causing it to come crashing down and crushing a few more of the beasts. It was enough to scatter the rest of the pack. The witches gave their drivers the signal to move and they all rolled on to catch up with the rest of the expedition.


  As Ranker and Gelda pulled up alongside Elizabeth’s wagon, Gelda called out to her in a conciliatory tone. “Elizabeth, I must thank you for your quick thinking and actions back there. I’m sure without your help, we would not have survived.”


  Elizabeth harrumphed and looked at Gelda. “Thank me not, Gelda. I didn’t stop to save you, but him,” she said, pointing an accusing finger at Jeda. “I had little choice in the matter. His precious twins would not leave without him. You just happened to be with him, that’s all.”


  With that, Elizabeth ducked into her wagon without a backward glance, leaving Gelda wide-eyed and sputtering. Ranker put his arms around the small woman in an awkward attempt to mollify her and kicked his horse forward. When they reached her wagon, she practically jumped off his horse and scrambled up to her wagon to sit beside Raz. “Thank you, Raz, for getting my granddaughters safely out of the village.”


  The twins hugged her fiercely. “Grandma Gelda, thank goodness you’re not hurt,” Kala said.


  As Jeda rode up, they both looked at him with tears in their eyes. “So I hear you did not obey me again. Your Great-aunt Elizabeth seemed quite upset and said you both refused to leave without me.”


  “Poppy, Aunt Elizabeth wanted to keep going even after Raz told her you went looking for Grandma Gelda,” Kala offered in their defense.


  “Yeah, Da. She didn’t care that you were caught in the town and might be eaten by the wolves. I told her we weren’t leaving without you. We were ready to go back and fight the wolves by ourselves if we had to. That’s when she told some of the other sisters to go with her and rescue you.”


  Jeda nodded, trying hard to hide his smile. “I see. Well, this once I’m glad you didn’t listen to me. Thank you both.”


  “Yes, thank you both for that,” Gelda said as she took the reigns from Raz.


  Raz jumped on her horse and headed toward the front of the caravan to check on the guards.


  The land to the east of Valhedge was a white landscape of endless desolation. The road led straight into the Tundra, the ground to either side of it a dirty white. It was old ice that had remained unchanged for ages. The main glacier was farther to the north, but here in the flat open wastes, the cold northern winds blew mercilessly and kept the ground from thawing.


  The wagons rolled on for the rest of the day without any more incidents of wolves hunting, following, or attacking them. Jeda and Raz had ridden with the rear guard for the entire day to watch and add their support. When the wagons finally stopped for the night, they were well away from the village.


  Jeda rode forward and found Ranker directing the front wagons into a tight defensive circle for the night. “Any idea why the wolves aren’t following us any longer? I know they took a beating back there, but it seemed there were still quite a few left alive.”


  “We’re heading out into the Tundra now. There’s nothing out here but snow and ice for miles in any direction. Nothing lives out here and so the wolves won’t follow us out here. Besides, we did give them quite a licking back there and they’ll be looking for easier prey.”


  “Then why the tight circle of wagons tonight if the wolves are gone?”


  “Hmmm, like you said. I don’t speak wolf and I don’t trust those beasties to do what I expect them to do. It’ll be a few days before we reach Icefeld and it won’t hurt to keep everyone on their toes out here. The wolves may not be a danger any longer, but the Tundra has plenty of surprises of its own.”


  “Got it,” Jeda said, and went to help position the remaining wagons in the circle. “Stay alert, people. Get those fires burning before night falls.”


  Kala and Kara jumped down from Gelda’s wagon. “We can help carry the extra wood to the center of the circle.”


  Gelda nodded. “Good idea. It might take some doing to get the fire going.” She climbed down from the driver’s seat and found Ranker heading in her direction.


  “How ya doing, little lady?” he asked.


  She planted her hands on her hips and gave him a hard stare. “First of all, who said I was a lady?”


  Ranker’s laughter split the peacefulness of the Tundra. “Who said indeed?”


  Gelda couldn’t help but chuckle at the tracker and her hands slid down to her sides. He had a way of breaking the tension everyone felt as they traveled farther north, and she found a soft spot for him growing within her. “I never got a chance to thank you for saving me.”


  “Just doing my job, Ma’am,” Ranker said with a mock bow.


  “No, this was above and beyond your job, and I appreciate it. Being wolf dinner was not on my list of things to do.”


  “Hmmm…might be that I can think of a way for you to thank me properly,” the old tracker said with a wink.


  “You’re incorrigible,” Gelda cried.


  “Wouldn’t have it any other way, would you?” he asked.


  She looked around the camp to see if anyone was paying attention to their conversation. “No, actually, I would not,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. She gave his hand a quick squeeze before stepping back.


  “Then let’s get this camp set up and fed so we can move on to other things, shall we?”


  In spite of herself, she smiled at him and his inappropriate suggestion.
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  Chilling Reception


“Adept Lorsen, what a pleasant surprise,” Menz said, motioning for the wizard to take a seat. Lorsen had been met and escorted to his office by an underling. He was not sure the wizard recognized the slight in this greeting.


  “I come bearing gifts,” Lorsen said. He reached across the desk and handed Menz a scroll. “This is the rest of your payment for our contract.”


  Menz did not get up as he accepted the scroll, but unrolled it and read that five thousand gold coins had been deposited and held in trust at the Constantine Royal Lending House. The bearer simply had to present the scroll for payment.


  “You didn’t have to venture out here to deliver this. I would have sent one of my representatives to your office or home to collect the sum once the contract was complete. You do realize it has not been completed yet?”


  “Of course, but I have every confidence that it will be,” Lorsen said. “This scroll was just one reason for my visit. I have new business to discuss with you.”


  “Ahh, excellent,” Menz said as he sat back and folded his hands. “The guild always welcomes new business, especially with clients who we have come to trust.”


  He Menz watched the wizard carefully for any sign that he understood the subtleties of his actions and words, but the wizard was either too arrogant or too obtuse to notice. Menz suspected it was the latter. “What manner of new business do you have in mind?”


  Lorsen sat up straighter and gave the assassin his most congenial smile. He hoped being friendly and open towards the assassin could help him in his negotiations. Menz’s return smile was the grin of a predatory killer.


  “I would like to enlist the aid of the guild in stopping a caravan from reaching Constantine. This group of wagons is heading south along the Western Highway and should be somewhere between the crossroads and the city of Wolfburn.”


  Menz waited. His spies had reported that the caravan was a family of gypsies heading towards the coven at Constantine. He also knew that the acting head witch at the coven was in league with Lorsen and behind this request. What his spies had not caught at the tavern was the reason why they wanted to stop the gypsies.


  “You want this caravan stopped, but you did not mention killing them. Would that also be part of this contract?”


  Lorsen shook his head. “I don’t care if the gypsies are killed or not. I want the caravan stopped. How you do it is your business.”


  “Gypsies, you say? That could make this job dangerous in the extreme. Not only do the gypsies possess magic, but they have sentries and dogs that will have to be dealt with during the attack.”


  Lorsen leaned forward. “I need those wagons stopped. I don’t need you to kill any of them. It’s not a necessity. That should make it easier for you.”


  “We can stop the caravan between the cities of Wolfburn and Constantine and guarantee the wagons will not be able to travel for months. Will that suffice for your needs?”


  “If you can guarantee the wagons will not move for many months, then we have an agreement. What will be the cost for such an assignment?”


  “The cost of stopping the wagons will be two thousand gold pieces, but we will require an additional three thousand gold pieces to make sure they stay immobilized for all that time.”


  Lorsen blew out a breath. “The price is too high. I counter your offer with the sum of one thousand gold pieces, and if the wagons stay immobilized for six months, I will pay you an additional two thousand. After all, once the wagons are stopped, it should be a small matter to keep them that way.”


  Menz frowned to let Lorsen think he was considering his request. The assassin finally nodded. “Adept, you are a trusted patron of the guild and I’m willing to make concessions due to that fact. Because there is no killing necessary, we will accept this contract.”


  “Agreed.”


  “Adept Lorsen, the guild will accept this contract to stop the caravan of gypsy wagons from arriving and entering the city of Constantine for the period of six months. The total price for this contract is the sum of three thousand gold pieces.”


  “Yes. Agreed,” Lorsen replied, sealing the bargain. He laid down another scroll on Menz’s desk. “Here’s your first payment.”


  Menz took the scroll. “Thank you, Adept. Your prompt payment is always appreciated.”


  Lorsen stood, thanked the assassin master, and departed with all due haste. Menz knew that the wizard thought he had been brilliant in his negotiations. Demanding the five thousand gold pieces to start had set the bar high and Lorsen had fallen for it. What he had missed in his haste to leave the guild house was the gleam in Menz’s eyes and the grin that spread across his entire face. A simple job like stopping the caravan would have cost no more than one thousand gold pieces for any other client.


  After the wizard departed, Menz’s assistant entered from a hidden side door. The man had a wiry build and was dressed in customary black. He’d been the master’s assistant for a number of years and had learned to read his body language. It had been an interesting meeting with the wizard.


  “You heard the bargain with the wizard?” Menz asked.


  “Yes, master. I will begin the arrangements at once, but I have a question.”


  “What is that?”


  “What will prevent the gypsies from simply mounting their horses and riding to Constantine?’


  Menz chuckled at the astuteness of his assistant. “Nothing at all, but the wizard asked us to stop the wagons, not the gypsies. One must be careful with what one asks. Now the wizard will learn the true cost of trying to double-cross the guild.”


  The assistant listened while Menz outlined their plan of attack.


  ***


  After the nightmare experience with the wolves of the Northern Mountains, the Tundra seemed a sweet dream of nothingness. Unfortunately, after the second day of traveling through the bleak featureless landscape, the never-ending whiteness began to wear on the weary travelers. The highway the group travelled skirted the southern boundaries of the vast and treacherous glaciers of the Tundra. Depending on the season, the ice fields ebbed and flowed, covering considerable portions of the Northern Highway.


  The nights became longer and days shorter as winter approached. This caused the expedition to stop earlier each day to set camp. The biggest threat at this time of year was to lose sight of the road and become lost in the great expanse. Though it appeared flat and featureless, the Tundra was actually an endless series of hills and shallow valleys. Rolling mounds of ice and crevasses of depthless snow lay waiting for any traveler foolish enough to take a wrong turn. After a few days of traveling this emptiness, Jeda began to wish for a few wolves to break up the monotony.


  After another frustrating morning of endless trudging, one of the front scouts crested a hill, looked forward and let out a whoop. A smudge of darkness on the white horizon marked the village of Icefeld. They had finally arrived. He sent a pair of scouts forward to announce their arrival and bring back any news of trouble the village might have. As it was, it took until midday to reach the outskirts of Icefeld. It was a lot smaller than he had imagined.


  This was his first visit to the place and it looked like a ragtag collection of huts more than a village. From his vantage point, there appeared to be about twenty structures of various sizes, all weather-worn. The snows and ice were merciless this far north and he wondered how the inhabitants managed to eke out a living in such desolate surroundings. The next question that came to mind was why anyone would want to live there. The drivers and witches were climbing down from their wagons and looking around when he heard the uproar.


  “You,” a shrill scream sounded from the doorway of a small hut. “What are you doing here? You’ve a lot of nerve showing your face after all you’ve done.”


  Jeda looked around to see a tall red-headed woman rushing at Ranker brandishing a wicked-looking knife. Ranker held up his hands in surrender, but that did not seem to matter to the woman. She ran right up to him and swung the blade at his face. As tall as she was, she didn’t come near to Ranker’s height and he leaned back to avoid the blow. As the knife sailed past his nose, he reached up and grabbed her wrist. With little effort, he swung her around and wrapped her in an unbreakable bear hug.


  “Here now, is that any way to treat a guest?” he said.


  The woman struggled against the hold, but it was like being held by iron bars. That didn’t stop her from continuing her tirade against him though. “You’re no guest of mine. You’re a murdering conniving lying bastard of a drunken she-wolf. You’re good for nothing but putting down like a rabid dog. Let me go and I’ll do just that.”


  “Well see here, that ain’t a lot of incentive for me letting you go, now is it?”


  The woman struggled for a few more minutes before she finally stopped. It was futile against the big man’s hold on her. “All right, let me go and I won’t stab you to death.”


  “Promise that there’ll be no stabbin’ or slicin’ at all and then I’ll let you go.”


  “Fine, I promise.”


  “Say it full.”


  The woman huffed, but said the words. “There’ll be no stabbin’ or slicin’, I promise.”


  By now, the argument between Ranker and the woman had drawn quite a crowd. He had a reputation for being a womanizer and a rogue, but no one would have guessed that any woman would want him dead. Front and center in the crowd stood Jeda and Gelda. Elizabeth was behind the two, enjoying the show.


  Ranker released the woman, who immediately swirled around and kicked him square between the legs. A collective gasp could be heard from all the men in the crowd as he slowly sank to his knees.


  “I never promised I wouldn’t do anything else,” the woman said, turning and stomping back into her hut. She entered her home and slammed the door so hard the entire structure shook.


  Gelda and Jeda rushed to Ranker’s side as he put a hand on the ground to steady himself. It had been an effective kick and he stayed down until the waves of pain had finished arcing through his body.


  Gelda moved closer to the downed man. She would either help him up or boot him down, depending on how he answered her next question. “And just who might that be?”


  “That, my dear woman, is my daughter.”


  Jeda shook his head as he heard Elizabeth and more than a few others in the crowd burst out laughing.


  ***


  Although Icefeld was a small hamlet, there were a few accommodations for outsiders. The village was the final point of civilization for anyone who wanted to explore the last stand of the Black Coven army during the infamous Witch Wars. The villagers had had many visitors over the years, but never an expedition of this size.


  Elizabeth, Gelda, and a few other powerful witches had secured the scant rooms available in the village. Even when resting for the night, the pecking order of the coven was strictly adhered to; the rest of the expedition would be spending the night camped outside in the wagons. Although the wolves had let off chasing them, the battles with the ravenous creatures were too fresh in everyone’s memories. Security for the wagons and campsite would be tight tonight and for many nights to follow.


  Raz held the duty of running the guard. As such, it fell to her to set up and make sure the camp was secure for the night. Normally, the guard and camp security was the responsibility of the Guard Captain, but when his injury forced him to leave with Natasha and the gypsies, that task fell to Jeda. He was not up for the job with his current concerns and assigned the duties to Raz. She had proven herself competent and reliable over the many days they had travelled together, and he had come to trust her judgment. No one was more thrilled at the assignment than she, because it gave her the opportunity to join in the leadership meetings. These meetings planned out where the expedition was heading and the route they would take. Although she was not privy to the details the witches knew for searching each place, knowing when and where they traveled allowed her to plan her guild assignment easier.


  Raz was finishing up assigning the guards to shifts when Kara popped up beside her. She had been waiting for the young girl to arrive since the latest leadership meeting that afternoon. It was at that meeting she learned that the expedition would be splitting for a time. A small group including Elizabeth, Gelda, Jeda and the twins would be heading for the Ice Caves. Raz was to remain with the wagon caravan and drive them along the Northern Highway. Everyone would meet up again on the road just west of the old ruins at Clearwater. The downside of being the guard captain was Raz could not protest at being left behind to guide the wagons, especially since security was her responsibility now. Any objection would raise too many questions, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t try to join the excursion north under another pretext.


  When she finished giving her instructions to the remaining guards, she turned and smiled at the young girl. “There you are. I thought you might not come see me tonight. I definitely wanted to get in another practice session while we had the opportunity.”


  When Raz first offered to teach Kara the art of the sword, she did so with the intention of becoming her confidant. The time was approaching when she would have to make plans to kill Elizabeth and steal the stone. That would be difficult with the scant information she had about their travels. She would have to start gleaning information from Kara and, knowing the nature of young girls, there was no better way to get what she needed than becoming her best friend. Best friends never kept secrets from each other. All of her efforts were having the desired results, as she sensed that Kara felt comfortable talking with her. Around others, Kara was quiet and pensive, but when alone with Raz, she became quite the chatterer.


  “I thought your father might want to keep you close,” she said, probing with a delicate hand.


  Kara took the bait readily, offering all the grown-up information she knew in her effort to impress her older friend. “No, I don’t need to do anything tonight, but tomorrow we’re going on an adventure. Da had a meeting with Grandma Gelda and Aunt Elizabeth and told me we’d be heading north at first light. We’re going to travel by sled cause the horses and wagons can’t make it across the ice. Da said we’ll be meeting up with the wagons later down the Northern Highway.”


  “So then I guess I won’t be seeing you for a while,” Raz said, patting the young girl’s shoulder. “You make sure you practice while you’re on this grand adventure. There’ll be no slacking just because I’m not with you. Understood?”


  Kara paused before furrowing her brow. “I thought you’d be coming with us.”


  “Well, I’m sure your father will be bringing a few guards, but I won’t be part of your group.”


  “But why?” Kara asked.


  “As Guard Captain, it’s my responsibility to see to the security of the expedition. Most everyone will remain behind with the wagons and that’s where I’ve been assigned.”


  Raz saw the crestfallen look on the young girl’s face. Her shoulders slumped and she stared at the ground. It was clear she had not realized that she might be parting from her new sword teacher.


  “But that’s not right. You should be with me and Kala – we’re the ones that need your protection. We’re the reason the expedition is even here. Couldn’t someone else guard the wagons?”


  “Yes, of course someone else could. It will not be an especially difficult task, but I have to follow your father’s orders.”


  Kara screwed up her face, thinking furiously about what Raz said. After a minute, it was obvious she had made a decision. “I’ll be right back.” She turned and ran off in the direction of Gelda’s wagon.


  Raz watched her scamper through the camp. There was no doubt Kara would plead and beg her father until Raz was included on the trip.


  Thank the gods the traitor has a soft spot for these girls - one that I can take full advantage of - and that one of them likes weapons.


  ***


  Jeda was sitting in Gelda’s room talking about tomorrow’s trip when Kara interrupted them. “Da, can I ask you a question?”


  He turned to see the seriousness etched on her face and gave her his full attention. “Sure, what is it?”


  “Can Raz go on the trip north with us? She’s supposed to be in charge of security and all the important people will be going.”


  He didn’t say anything at first. The intense anticipation on his daughter’s face was obvious, but he was still concerned. Raz and Kara had become very close in the last few weeks, but this expedition would eventually end and Raz would go on her merry way to her next assignment. He did not relish that day, because it might crush his daughter’s spirit and send her spiraling back into the dark abyss Raz had drawn her from. He thought it might be better to ease the angst of that day and begin to separate the two. This short trip north seemed like the best moment to start that process. He was about to tell her that Raz would not join them when Gelda interjected.


  “Of course Raz can go, dear,” Gelda said. “As a matter of fact, your father and I were just discussing that. Raz is the best guard we have and should go with us as the personal guard for you and your sister. It makes perfect sense.”


  Kara nearly jumped with joy at this, but looked at her father for confirmation.


  Jeda nodded. “Yes, your grandmother is right. You can go tell Raz the news if you like.”


  The young girl beamed and flashed him one of her rare smiles. “Oh yes,” she cried. “I’ll tell her right now. Thank you, thank you both so much.” She was out the door in a flash.


  Jeda turned and looked at Gelda, his brow furrowed. He was annoyed that she had overstepped her bounds when it came to the girls. They were his daughters and he alone should be the one to decide what was best for them. “What was that about? Since when do you care which guard goes with us?”


  “Since that daughter of yours took a shine to that particular guard. I can’t believe you were not going to have Raz accompany us. Have you not seen the difference she’s had on Kara’s temperament? That girl is finally coming alive again and you would deny her the one thing that is making that happen? You cannot be that blind.”


  Gelda had hit all the points that Jeda had agonized over himself. “Well, I did think about it, but--”


  “No buts, young man. Raz is coming. I’ll not have my granddaughter sink into a funk of depression again when a simple guard reassignment can prevent it.”


  Jeda sighed and wondered when he’d lost all control over this expedition or if he ever had any at all. Between Gelda and Elizabeth, he had the feeling that he was only along because of the girls. It was a good thing that he was related to these women, because otherwise, he might not be consulted on the expedition at all. What did it really mean to be the nephew of the most powerful healer and blaster in the Kingdom? It was a question that Jeda had thought long and hard about and still had no answer.


  They had secured the services of the local sled drivers. Jeda realized that this had to be one of the ways they managed to survive this far north. The prices they charged for the sleds, dogs and their services were exorbitant. He could have outfitted two full expeditions at the price the drivers charged to take Jeda et al. north, but they finally acquiesced when the head driver spoke a few words of wisdom.


  “It’s already late in the season for traveling north. We’ll all be taking quite a chance as it is, so if you don’t like the prices then you can always walk away. Doesn’t matter to me one way or another.”


  That simple statement quashed all further argument, as it usually did with anyone making the trip to the Ice Caves. The sleds were ready as promised, with a team of dogs and one driver each. The sleds were large enough to carry four passengers each with the driver standing on the back and Jeda was amazed to hear how fast the dogs and sleds could travel across the ice and snow. He hired another sled to carry their supplies for the trip, bringing the total to four sleds. At this time of year, the trip out would take four days, and the head driver would allow them two days of searching before heading south again.


  For a premium charge, the drivers agreed to take them back to the road just west of the old ruins of Clearwater where they were scheduled to meet the wagons, instead of returning to Icefeld. The head driver did issue a warning, though - anyone not packed and loaded at first light of the seventh day of their little expedition would be left behind. There was no arguing with them, because winter was fast approaching and no driver wanted to be caught in a storm on the Tundra at this time of year. Each had a healthy respect for the Tundra and would not be swayed from their orders.


  The small expedition would be leaving at first light, and Jeda was checking the supplies lashed on the supply sled when he noticed Ranker walking up to Gelda. To his surprise, the big man dropped his pack atop Gelda’s sled.


  Jeda walked over to the pair. “What’s this now? I thought you’d be staying here with your daughter.”


  “Ha! Is that what you thought? After that display earlier, you think she would have anything to do with me?”


  “Then you came all this way for nothing?” Jeda asked.


  “No lad, not for nothing. This trip was for my peace of mind. Now that I know she and the baby are safe, I can continue on with the lot of you. I find some of your company to be very interesting.” Ranker looked appreciatively at Gelda and wagged his bushy eyebrows.


  Gelda smacked him on his upper arm and turned to Jeda. “He’ll be riding with me on my sled. We can always use him like a bear to clear the way through the snows.”


  Jeda nodded and went back to his own sled. He glanced back and saw Ranker’s daughter standing in the doorway of her hut holding a baby. She was watching the expedition pack, her eyes constantly moving back to Ranker.


  Jeda pointed. “Ranker.”


  Ranker looked over his shoulder and met his daughter’s stare. He spoke to Jeda. “Well, looks like I’ll be taking my payment now for leading you over the mountains.”


  Jeda didn’t hesitate and reached into the satchel that he had strapped down earlier. He removed the bag of gold that he had agreed to give to Ranker back at North Ridge and tossed it over. The tracker deftly snatched it out of the air. He watched as the big man walked over and spoke to the woman and child he had braved treacherous mountains and ravenous wolves to see.


  Ranker gently took his daughter’s hand and put the bag of gold in it while gesturing at the child. She shook her head, but eventually slipped the bag into the pocket of her skirt. She held the child wrapped in furs out to Ranker, who took him up in his massive hands and kissed him on his cheek. A smile spread across his face as he cooed to the baby.


  Jeda could not be sure, but he thought he saw the woman wipe at her eyes before taking the child back into her arms. Ranker spoke a few more words to her, turned, and walked back to the group. The woman watched his receding back a few moments before closing the hut door.


  Ranker came back and stood beside Gelda, looking out over the Tundra as the sun began to set. Jeda did not ask him what had happened with his daughter – he knew from experience that sometimes things happen that cannot be forgotten or forgiven.


  Seeing the little boy made him yearn for his own son. How was Keisha faring under the care of the witches? How was his son? Would he be harmed by the stasis spell? Questions swirled endlessly around Jeda’s mind, but there were no answers forthcoming. He had to complete the quest, find that stone, and hurry back to the woman he loved more than life itself.
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  A Slippery Slope


The next morning, Jeda discovered the people of Icefeld second industry. In addition to leading expeditions across the ice, they were also hunters. Jeda watched as Elizabeth strode forth from her rented room wearing a sumptuous dark brown fur coat.


  “Where do you get that?” Jeda asked, remembering that she had shunned the fur he’d bought her back in Northridge. She did not deign to answer him, but drew the collar closer around her neck and walked to where the sleds stood waiting to depart.


  Gelda followed her out of the house, scowling at her receding back. “She bought it from the family that rented us rooms,” she told Jeda. “The men of the village hunt all manner of wildlife here and sell the furs to traders in Valhedge…or at least they use to sell the furs there.”


  Though desolate, the Tundra had its share of indigenous wildlife. The hunters would track and trap north of the village in the summer and south during the winter months. They hunted every wild animal that lived in the Tundra and used the meat, tendon, bones, and fur in their daily lives. Resources were scarce and nothing went to waste out here.


  “Oh really,” Jeda replied, surprised at the revelation. “So, Elizabeth does have limits with the cold.”


  “Yes, even she cannot contend with the Tundra.”


  “But why were you frowning at her? Are you jealous of her coat?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. The man of that family spent four seasons hunting to get the furs for that coat. He had given it to his wife as a gift, but Elizabeth saw it and wanted it. She offered them an obscene amount of coin and they agreed to part with it.”


  “Then everyone wins. What’s the problem?”


  “It was the way she went about it. She exploits the needs and wants of others to fulfill her own desires. Whatever Elizabeth wants, Elizabeth gets.”


  “Oh come now,” Jeda said. “That’s the way of the world. You should know that. The rich get richer and everyone else scratches by with whatever they can get. Money and power may not buy happiness, but I’ll bet that family is plenty happy right now with the money Elizabeth gave them. Besides, the man can always go hunting for more fur.”


  Gelda nodded and pulled up the collar of her own fur. “Yes, I suppose you’re right, but it doesn’t change the fact that she is a pompous arrogant bitch.”


  Jeda chuckled. “Now that’s something we both agree on. Let me help you get settled on your sled.”


  “No, that’s fine. I can manage. Tend to the girls.”


  Jeda saw Ranker standing by one of the sleds. His help was not needed and he walked to his own sled.


  The group consisted of eight from the original expedition and a group of four guards led by Raz. The twelve were split across three sleds, with Jeda, Raz and the twins in the lead sled. Elizabeth, two of the coven witches and a second guard were in the second sled. Gelda, Ranker and the remaining two guards followed in the last sled. The driver of Gelda’s sled took one look at Ranker and began shaking his head.


  “Ain’t gonna kill me or my team by lugging around that side of beef,” the he said to Jeda. “I’ll have to get another pair of dogs and it’s gonna cost you.”


  Jeda had no choice but to pay the extra charge. Truth be told, he was glad the tracker was coming along. He’d keep an eye on Gelda and Jeda would be able to concentrate on the twins.


  In a short amount of time, everything was packed and ready to go. The drivers yelped at their dogs and the sleds were off, leaving the rest of the expedition and the wagons to make their way along the road toward the city of Clearwater.


  The dogs made good time over the ice, but the wind was ferocious and whipped bitter cold across the plains. Drivers and dogs were well-used to the elements and dressed for the weather. Though it was late in the season, the freezing temperatures did not seem to bother them much. As for the rest of the group, they stayed hidden beneath layers of furs and blankets, with an occasional sneak peak at the bleak landscape rushing by. After a while, they didn’t bother looking any more; everything in every direction looked the same—white and bleak.


  At the first stop, Jeda noticed the guard with Elizabeth moving to the supply sled. He wondered what prompted him to move. “Raz, can you find out why the guard is moving?”


  Raz nodded and trotted over to the guard. She came back within minutes, trying hard to suppress a laugh. “Seems Elizabeth did not want his company and banished him to the supply sled.”


  “I’m happy to move to the supply sled,” the guard had told her. “Those witches didn’t want me riding with them. They were always whispering to each other and looking sideways at me like I was spyin’ on them. At least on the supply sled I might find some peace. I don’t know what’s colder, this gods-forsaken land of ice or that head witch in the sled.”


  Jeda hid a smile at the guard’s assessment of Elizabeth. “I imagine they were talking about coven matters,” he said. “Let them have their privacy and secrets. There’s plenty of room on the supply sled and he’s better off there than with Elizabeth and her cronies.”


  The group ended their first day on the Tundra as they began – cold, miserable, and stuck in the middle of an icy hell. They gathered around a fire the drivers had begun for their evening meal. The lead driver asked them to gather around so he could explain how they would survive the night. The only one of the group that had any experience with the harsh northern temperatures was Ranker, but even he had never camped on the ice shelves of the Tundra before.


  “The temperature drops fast when the sun goes down,” the man said. “That’s why we stop so early – to give us a chance to set up camp. Each sled carries shelters, sleeping rolls, and blankets for you. Pair up, three up or sleep alone, it doesn’t matter to me, but the more inside a shelter, the warmer it will be. I’d advise you to stay inside the shelter after dark not only because it will be freezing, but because there are some dangerous animals that prowl the ice at night. The dogs will keep them away from the campsite, so if you do have to answer nature’s call, don’t venture far. We don’t have enough fuel to keep the fire burning all night, so after we eat, I’d advise you to head to your shelter and get some rest.”


  With that, he turned and began filling bowls with a stew the other drivers had heated. It was a thick filling concoction of beans, vegetables and meat. When Kala asked what kind of meat it was, the driver who handed her a bowl smiled. “We call it wonder meat,” he replied.


  “Why do you call it that?”


  “Cause you eat it and wonder what it is,” he said, slapping his leg and laughing heartily.


  After the meal, the head driver motioned to Jeda and Ranker to follow him. The men walked away from the camp until the driver stopped and pointed at the ground.


  “I saw these as we drove past and wanted to show you before everyone bedded down.”


  Jeda and Ranker looked down at a set of huge paw prints left in the snow. The tracks were perpendicular to their line of travel and the sheer size of them was daunting.


  “Those’re bear tracks,” Ranker said. “I’ve hunted my share of them in the mountains.”


  “These tracks are from a White Bear. They’re bigger and meaner than any mountain bear. I’m surprised to see any this far south – they tend to stay up north of Hoarfrost Lake, around the Ice Sea. The bears hunt seals up that way in the winter when the ice is hard enough to hold their weight. They’re usually still hibernating this time of year.”


  “What do you think drove it this far south?”


  “Hard to know, but we must stay alert. There hasn’t been much snow up here lately, so it’s hard to say how old the tracks are. They head east and we’re heading north, so it shouldn’t be a problem. But if that bear gets a whiff of us, then he’ll start tracking and waiting for an opportunity to attack. It won’t attack the camp with all the dogs loose, but it might try to bushwhack us while we’re on the move and the dogs are tied in harness. Bears usually try to ambush stragglers, so I would guess that, if we do get attacked, they’ll attack the last sled. If it comes down to it, don’t try to fight one alone – try to distract or startle it, and scare it away. There ain’t no recovering from a White Bear attack.”


  “I’ll tell the guards to stay alert,” Jeda said. “The women should be able to help as well. All but a few are elementals.”


  “Blasters, uh?” the driver said as they headed back. “Always good to have a few of them along.”


  “Sure they are, until they start blasting yer backside cause you look at ‘em funny,” Ranker added, laughing and pounding the driver on the back. “Take special care around the tall frosty one. She’s not the friendly sort.”


  The poor man almost fell over from the friendly slap. Back in camp, Jeda told Elizabeth and Gelda first about the tracks and the driver’s concern about the possibility of an attack.


  “I was hoping that we could break up the sisters and have one ride in each sled for added protection,” he advised them. He’d learned not to demand anything from either Elizabeth or Gelda, but simply make requests and suggestions.


  “I think it’s admirable that you’re taking your duties to protect those on this quest seriously,” Elizabeth said. “I see no reason not to accommodate your request. I’ll take the first sled and assign the others to the remaining sleds.”


  “There won’t be any need to assign another sister to my sled,” Gelda said. “I’ll ride with Jeda and the girls and am perfectly capable of taking care of them.”


  “But of course you can,” Elizabeth said, “but on the off chance you become overwhelmed, you and the twins should ride in the sled behind me.”


  Gelda simmered at the jab, but before she could retort and end up in a heated argument, Jeda shouted for the others to join them and told everyone about the bear tracks.


  “We’re going to change the order of travel and the composition of the sleds,” he explained. With a nod to the witches, he continued. “There will be one sister with each sled in case a White Bear spots us and decides we look appetizing. With your powers, it should be easy to scare one off.”


  The next morning the sleds were off again after a quick breakfast. They regrouped everyone according to their powers. Elizabeth rode in front with Raz and two of the guards. Their sled was followed by Gelda, Jeda and the twins. One guard traveled with the supply sled, while Ranker rode in the rear sled with the other two witches.


  “The bears are crafty,” the lead driver told them. “I’ve hunted them before and they like to attack from the rear and pick off stragglers. With all of you bringing up the rear, we should be safe enough against any attack.”


  There were no further signs or sightings of any White Bears the rest of the morning, and by mid-afternoon the excitement of finding the tracks was forgotten.


  It was then that disaster struck.


  ***


  Raz had not liked parting from Jeda and the twins, but being assigned to the lead sled did have its advantages – Elizabeth was also riding lead. Raz had not had many opportunities to get close to the woman. The witch was arrogant in the extreme and there was no way that Raz in the guise of a simple guard could get close to her or her inner circle of associates under ordinary circumstances. She studied her from a distance, discerning the little patterns that every person developed in their lives.


  People’s patterns told a story about them, and Raz wanted to study Elizabeth’s nuances, but she could never get close enough without drawing unwanted attention. She did her best work from the shadows, not under a suspicious eye. The time would come when the littlest of details would become invaluable if she was to be successful in completing her mission. She had already discovered that the witch was fastidious in what she wore and particular in what she ate. These were just two facets of her lifestyle that Raz would use and exploit, but she could always use more.


  She settled behind the other guards in the front of the sled. Elizabeth sat in the rear, behind Raz and closest to the driver. The drivers provided them with snow goggles so they could keep watch while traveling. It was cold, but the goggles were made from wood and fur that fitted over the eyes. A horizontal slit was cut across the center of the eyepiece so the wearer would have clear sight and not suffer snow blindness.


  The morning went by quickly. Elizabeth stayed behind Raz, but Elizabeth did not move other than to survey the passing landscape. At the noon break, Elizabeth immediately left the sled and joined her sister witches, eating and conversing away from Raz and the guards. Although Raz expected nothing less, she still thought the woman overly arrogant in her lack of conversation with anyone except her sisters. After a few words with the driver and guards, Raz joined Jeda, Gelda and the twins for lunch. It was a cold repast, but at least the company was warm.


  “The driver told me we have traveled halfway to the Ice Caves,” she told the group. “But he also mentioned that the farther north we travel, the colder it will get.”


  “I don’t see how you could get any colder,” Gelda replied.


  Raz looked at her puzzled, wondering what she was referring to.


  “After all, you’re sitting in front of a block of ice now.”


  Giggles erupted from the twins.


  Raz rolled her eyes, but smiled nonetheless. The arguments between Gelda and Elizabeth were well known to everyone on the expedition, but it did not bode well to take sides. No one, including Raz, wanted to get on the bad side of either woman. “I think I’ll survive for a few more days.”


  They finished lunch, mounted up, and the expedition was soon sliding across the ice and snow. By mid-afternoon, the never-changing landscape began to lull them all into a sense of false security. The keen attention from this morning had been replaced by complacency.


  Nobody saw what happened next.
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  Only One Chance


As the lead sled sped between two mounds of snow, an explosion erupted from the left, and a massive White Bear charged out from the flying snow. The lead dog tried to turn and meet the bear, but it was hampered by the sled harness and fell to the bear’s attack. The driver threw the sled’s brake, but it was too little and too late. The sled careened out of control and flipped as the rest of the dogs broke from their harnesses, scattering to escape the savage beast.


  Raz was thrown from the sled, hitting the side of a snow-covered mound of ice. The jarring impact left her dazed for a moment. Even in her confused state, she noticed that Elizabeth and the driver were not moving. Miraculously, the dogs that had broken free from the harness had come around behind the bear and attacked at its heels. The animal became disoriented from the attacking dogs and forgot the sled. It was the only thing that saved Raz, Elizabeth, and the driver from being mauled while they lay helpless from the impact.


  The bear turned, swiping at the dogs. The two other guards had recovered from being tossed off the sled and began to shoot at the bear. As the arrows struck its thick hide, the animal became enraged, forgot the barking dogs, and turned to attack the men who were causing it pain.


  Raz staggered to her feet and moved to the bear’s flank as it attacked one of the guards. The first guard stood in front of the giant beast, waving his bow and trying to distract it from the others still lying helpless. His bravery was his undoing, as a powerful swing of the bear’s giant paw broke through his feeble defense and nearly decapitated him. His lifeless body flew through the air, landing on top of Elizabeth, pinning her to the ground. The bear followed the body and fixated on Elizabeth, who was now struggling to get the dead man off her. With a bellow, it charged her.


  Raz had a moment of hesitation when the bear went after Elizabeth. The thought flashed through her mind that she could complete half her mission without lifting a finger, but in the next instant, she realized that, without Elizabeth, the expedition might never find the stone. She had to act fast to save her or risk the failure of her mission.


  Racing in from the bear’s rear, she realized how huge it was. The animal’s body was a mountain of white fur covering twelve hundred pounds of muscle, razor sharp claws, and fangs that could rip a body apart in seconds. The sheer size and the way it moved sent shivers down her back as she approached. She thought any sane person would be running away from this nightmare, not toward it. The bear became aware of her and turned to see what new threat dared to come close. As the beast locked eyes with her, she sliced forward with one of her swords, scoring a vicious cut across the bear’s right eye. She jumped back as it howled and thrashed about, seeking its tormentor. The slash left a gaping wound, blood mixing with gore from the ruined eye.


  The second sled careened around the snow mound and tilted dangerously on one runner. Jeda held on for dear life as the driver yelled at the dogs and applied the brake to slow the sled. The sled dogs were agitated over something and ignored their master as the sled sped forward at breakneck speeds. The twins screamed with delight at the ride, but Jeda realized something was wrong. When the sled rounded the corner, he saw what the dogs had heard and the sight made his blood run cold. Two hundred meters ahead, a behemoth from this frozen wasteland was attacking the lead sled. Everything slowed down for him as he witnessed the monster kill one of the men with a swipe of its paw.


  “Move, move,” Jeda yelled at the driver. “Faster, we have to help them.”


  The driver saw the attack as well and gave the dogs their head.


  Jeda drew two of his knives from their sheaths and prepared to jump off the sled as soon as it slowed near the attack. He looked at the twins and saw them staring wild-eyed at the destruction they were rushing toward. “You two stay in the sled. Don’t get near that thing,” he yelled above the rushing wind.


  The bear had flung the dead guard towards the overturned sled and chased after the body. The bear bore down on the sled and the people still trapped underneath it. Jeda wouldn’t reach the beast in time. He screamed out his frustration. “Hurry, move this sled faster.”


  Unable to see on one side, the bear rose on its hind legs. It towered over everything and Raz backed away as the bear turned and searched for its tormentor. The dogs kept rushing in and snapping at its heels, but when a huge paw tore a gaping hole in one of them, the rest of the team grew more cautious. The beast spotted her and roared in fury. It came barreling toward her with frightening speed. The sheer bulk of the monster was so intimidating that she almost turned and ran. She could not fight this beast head on, but knew running would be her death. As the ferocious bear reared on its hind legs, there was only one opportunity to survive. When facing a giant, the first thing to do was even the odds. She had to time her next move to perfection. It was her last hope. As the bear swung a powerful paw at her head, she dove and rolled under the attack, coming up behind it. Regaining her feet, Raz swung her sword back and sliced across the tendons of the bear’s nearest leg. It roared in agony and tried to turn towards its attacker. As she had surmised, the bear’s remaining leg could not support its massive weight alone and the animal fell to the ground with a thunderous crash.


  She began to circle around to the animal’s back to attack it again when a devastating elemental blast stuck the creature. Elizabeth had finally entered the fray. She stood on shaky legs, staring down at the lifeless animal. The woman was deadly, and this display of power impressed both Jeda and Raz. The enormous beast would have killed many more, people and dogs alike, had it not been stopped. Jeda leapt off the sled and rushed to them.


  Standing over the body of the dead bear, Elizabeth gave Raz a slight nod of thanks for saving her life. It was more than Raz had expected, but something she would remember and try to use later.


  The entire attack had happened in a mere span of moments before the others finally arrived to help. Elizabeth turned to Jeda when he rushed to them. “Was that easy enough for you?’’
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  Turning Point


Natasha sat back after telling Annatarus about Mirabelle’s vision. The trip from the crossroads south along the Western Highway had been relaxing and uneventful so far, but Natasha had the feeling it would change now. They were sitting in the large main tent that Annatarus erected each night when the caravan stopped. It acted as both the main assembly for any family business and her sleeping compartment when the day came to an end. Plush rugs lined the ground and soft pillows were scattered around for seating. The wind howled outside and the temperature had plummeted, but the tent was warmer than Natasha expected. She and Mirabelle sat opposite the gypsy wise woman and made use of the furs provided to them. Natasha reached out and clasped her sister’s hand for support. Mirabelle was trembling, and Natasha sent soothing thoughts her way before releasing her hand.


  Annatarus reflected for a moment before directing her question to Mirabelle. “So this vision of an attack on the caravan has changed in the last day?”


  Mirabelle wrung her hands together. So much was riding on what she said of her visions, but she was well aware that not all of them came true. Annatarus had been good to her since she joined the gypsy family and she did not want anything to jeopardize that relationship. She took a deep breath and plowed ahead with her explanation.


  “Yes, the original vision I had always ended in the deaths of Natasha and me. At first, I thought the dream was a nightmare caused by my guilt over running away, but the same vision came to me three times and was more powerful each time. I hesitated to tell you of this, because many of my visions do not come to pass. I informed Natasha last night and she thought it best to let you know of it. In each of the dreams, the caravan wagons are attacked outside of the capital, but as I slept last night, part of the images changed. The caravan is traveling along this highway and the attack still happens, but the spires of Constantine are no longer visible. More importantly, no one dies.”


  Annatarus leaned forward. “Could this have been a second vision that will happen along with the first?”


  “No,” Mirabelle said. “I felt it was the same vision, but something has happened that changes the futures of us all.”


  “But we are still attacked?”


  “Yes, there will definitely be an attack, but there are no explosions or horrible deaths haunting me. I don’t understand the vision.”


  “Mirabelle, although I understand that all your visions do not come to pass, we’ll be arriving in Wolfburn soon. That town is a notorious cesspool of bandits and cutthroats. Perhaps that is what your vision is trying to warn you about. We’ll keep ever-vigilant against the thieves who make that city their home.”


  “I’m not sure the attack will happen in Wolfburn. The attackers seem to be made of smoke. They come and go as if surrounded and hidden by a fog. I couldn’t see any of them clearly.”


  Annatarus nodded. “Nevertheless, the next foreseeable threat will be in Wolfburn. We’ll deal with danger as we always have – one day and one place at a time.”


  “Thank you, Annatarus,” Mirabelle replied. “I’ll inform you immediately if the vision changes.”


  “Ensure that you do. Do not wait for an audience before bringing any change to my attention. The safety of this family and caravan must take precedence over all other business and we cannot help others if we do not help ourselves,” Annatarus said while looking at Natasha.


  “Thank you,” Natasha said, nodding in appreciation of the risk Annatarus was taking to help save her daughter.


  ***


  It took Jeda a moment to understand what Elizabeth meant when she sneered at him and said, “Was that easy enough for you?”


  He remembered remarking to the other witches that distracting or stopping a white bear would be easy for them. He’d never expected this. Elizabeth’s display of power was both astonishing and terrifying, and he admired her bravery under duress. That bear was a beast few people would ever encounter and live to tell about it. It was a minor miracle that neither Raz nor Elizabeth sustained injuries in the fight. Elizabeth looked shaken and unsteady on her feet, but Raz was none the worse for her part in the attack. He was amazed at what she had done to the bear and the fact that she was alive to talk about it. He gawked at her as if she were a warrior demi-god come to life.


  Raz explained what happened. Together they looked over the devastation as Ranker, Gelda and the others arrived. Ranker set about putting the other women and guards to watch in case another of the deadly beasts lurked about. Jeda and the lead driver checked the two dogs the bear had knocked down, but the blows had killed them. Elizabeth walked over to the downed guard and Gelda joined her. After a moment, both women stood up and bowed their heads. The guard and dogs were gone, beyond any help the healers had to offer. Ranker inspected the dead bear’s pelt, but it had been starved and decimated. Its coat was ragged, patchy and near-worthless.


  “Nothing more for it,” the lead driver said, standing over his dead dogs. “We have to leave before more of these beasts arrive.”


  “More?” Jeda asked.


  “The smell of blood will attract any bear within miles of here. So unless you want to deal another of the beasts, I suggest we readjust the loads on the other sleds and move out.”


  Jeda shook his head. “That’s a bit callous. We lost a man and you lost two dogs. They deserve a proper burial.”


  The driver turned on Jeda with a snarl. “Listen carefully. Life is cheap on the Tundra, so get used to it. We’ve no time for your civilized ways. We need to pack and move before any more of us join the dead.”


  Elizabeth walked over as the two men argued. She stepped between, interrupting them before the arguing became anything more than words. “Take whatever supplies you want from the ruined sled and pile the bodies atop what remains,” she said. “I’ll give them a suitable funeral before you have the supplies repacked.”


  The entire group worked at a frenzied pace, heeding the advice of the lead driver and distributing the supplies between the remaining sleds. They repacked the supply sled and reorganized everyone’s assigned position. Much of the supplies had to be left behind now that there was one less sled. Those leftovers were piled on the destroyed sled with the deceased. Elizabeth stood in her sled and let loose an elemental blast that caused the loaded sled to burst into flames. The fire caught and roared into a funeral pyre, sending man and dogs off properly to their next life.


  The drivers signaled to their dogs and the expedition was off again. The site of the devastation was soon left far behind, but the smoke from the fire could be seen for miles. Jeda was quiet and introspective the rest of the day, trying to think of what could have been done differently. The bear could have easily attacked the sled he was in with the girls. The words of the lead driver kept coming back to him, haunting his thoughts.


  Life’s cheap on the Tundra, so get used to it.


  The evening meal was subdued, the group eating in silence and retiring to their tents. Every one of them wanted to put this day behind them as soon as possible. Jeda kissed his daughters good night and sent them to their tent. “Get some rest. It’s been a trying day, but you need to forget what happened earlier. It was an unfortunate incident.”


  Kala slipped inside the shelter, but Kara held back. “Da, are you okay? You have that look.”


  “What look?”


  “The look you get when you’re trying to figure out a puzzle. Is there anything I can do to help you?”


  Jeda reached out and squeezed her hand. “Thank you for offering, but I’m fine. No need to worry. Now, climb in with your sister and try to get some sleep.”


  Kara hesitated before nodding and leaving him with his thoughts. “Goodnight, Da.”


  Jeda was surprised again at his daughter’s perception. He’d have to do a better job of masking his feelings. He did not want the girls to worry about things they had no control over. He still worried about Kara, more so than Kala, because she was so reserved and private in her thoughts. The last thing he wanted was for her to hold onto these violent memories. If only his memories could be left behind as well, but his memories were troubling him to the extreme. From their stop at Wolfburn to the white bear’s attack, the quest had been plagued with death and deceit. As each death happened, the circumstances surrounding them disturbed him more and more.


  How could he protect those he loved if he didn’t know where the danger was coming from? His suspicions were raised and he couldn’t shake the feeling that all was not well with the group traveling north to the Ice Caves. He needed to understand more and he knew exactly who to ask to find some answers.


  Rising from the fire, he looked around and spotted her sitting and eating with the other guards. Jeda walked over and stood near the small group until they noticed him. “Raz, I’d like a word with you when you finish eating.”


  ***


  Raz looked up with hooded eyes. Jeda had never approached her like this and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She dropped her bowl and stood. “I’m finished now, sir. Where would you like to talk?”


  “Please follow me.”


  He led her outside the camp to a secluded area away from the fires. She did not know what to expect, but she was prepared for the worst. She thought through what might have prompted this meeting and assumed it was her fight with the bear. Truth be told, she had used her utmost skill in dealing the blows that allowed her to escape from the beast. It had been exhilarating and a testament to her skills, but now she realized that Jeda must have witnessed her prowess as well. She had a reasonable explanation for her skills, but Jeda was not exactly a reasonable man. She thought furiously as they walked, but she’d already decided how she would act if this happened and made plans for it. She only hoped they would work. Her last thought before putting on her act was about Elizabeth.


  Maybe I should have let the bitch die.


  Raz stopped apprehensively as Jeda turned toward her. In his hands were two knives ready to fly. She began to reach for her swords, but in an act deserving an award for control, she let her arms drop to her sides and hung her head.


  “So you found me out…”


  “Did you think I would not?”


  “I had hoped you would not. I’ve grown to consider you my associate, if not a friend.”


  “Friend? People like you do not have friends.”


  “Just because I’m an outcast doesn’t mean I can’t have a decent life with decent people I can call friends. I didn’t ask for any of this and I’ve tried hard to leave the past behind me. The King himself pardoned me of all wrong doing, but he couldn’t allow me to remain in his employ after what happened.”


  Jeda creased his brow. “What are you talking about? The King never has anything to do with the guild and never pardoned an assassin.”


  Raz jerked her head up and laughed. “Wait, you think I’m from the assassin’s guild? That’s ridiculous.” She puffed out her chest in another remarkable bit of acting. “I was a member of the King’s guard – one of his personal guards sworn to defend and protect him unto death.”


  Jeda took a step back, but he never took his eyes off her, nor did he put his knives away. She could see him mull her story over in his head. It was a plausible story and made sense. The King’s personal guard had the best-trained swordsmen in the kingdom within their ranks. Only the best of the best were allowed to wear the coveted crimson cloak of the King’s guard, but like the guild, it was a lifelong commitment.


  “Then how did you end up as a caravan guard?” he asked. “Tell me what happened to you.”


  Raz sighed and took a few breaths before replying. She had to make sure he believed her story or this assignment would be over and so would her life. “It was during an official visit from the emissary of the southland king. He was accompanied by a number of ambassadors and envoys. The visit was to try to secure trade between our two nations. I was on watch during the second night and caught one of the envoys sneaking around the outside the King’s chambers. I asked him what he was doing, but instead of answering me, he stared at me with hatred in his eyes. He attacked me with a dagger and I defended myself. I notified my captain of the assault and they rushed my attacker to the healer, but he died the next day of his wounds. That was when we found out he was a distant cousin of the southland king and, because I had killed one of royal blood, the southland emissary called for my immediate death. My captain told our King of the circumstances and he pardoned me, but I was forced to leave, never to serve him again. The emissary was outraged and left with no agreements in place.”


  She watched Jeda consider what she had said and could tell he wasn’t quite convinced. He did relax his grip on the knives and that was the moment Raz was waiting for. “I can see you still don’t believe me, but I can prove it. Come with me to my tent. There is something in my pack that you need to see.”


  “Very well, but take care what you do,” he said. “I brought you out here to prevent the others from witnessing our meeting. I’m still not sure whether your story is true or if you’re worthy of being a stage actress. If I see your hands wander close to your swords, I’ll have my answer.”


  With a supreme effort of will and against all her ingrained instincts, she turned her back on the former assassin and led him back to the camp. Retrieving her pack, she opened it and, after a minute of rustling around, brought out a cloak – a scarlet cloak with the King’s crest embroidered on the back. It was the last bit of evidence that Jeda needed to believe she spoke the truth. No one besides the King’s personal guard ever had one of those cloaks. Anyone making or wearing anything remotely similar in nature would be put to death by the King’s decree.


  “I didn’t know your story,” Jeda said, staring at the cloak. “You can understand why I had to make sure of you after we found the guild was involved in the earlier attack.”


  Raz lowered her voice. She didn’t want anyone else to hear what she said next. “I understand, but I didn’t tell you of my past because I didn’t want you to know my shame. I’m an outcast from the ranks of those I held most dear.”


  Jeda slipped his blades back into his sheaths. “You’re an outcast no longer. Put your cloak away and know you have my confidence and, if you’ll have it, my friendship as well.”


  “Thank you,” she replied. “You have no idea what that means to me.”


  Raz watched as he went back to his tent. She repacked the cloak, thankful she had the forethought to bring it. She had anticipated have to come up with a better background than that of a caravan guard and this was the perfect cover story. One that she knew intimately, having heard the details from the woman herself when she was hired to kill the former royal guard. It was true that the southland emissary had left the kingdom in an angry rush, but not before hiring the guild to find and kill the woman who murdered the royal cousin.


  It had not taken Raz long to find the woman. She’d been hiding out in the city, drinking away her sorrow and finding comfort in the arms of any woman who was willing and affordable. Raz was one of those women, the last one, and listened with the proper show of sympathy and pity as the disgraced guard poured her heart out and drank herself into a stupor. The woman had never expected a courtesan to be an assassin and she died quietly in her sleep. In a very fortuitous turn, the woman had absconded with her treasured cloak, which Raz had taken as proof that the job had been completed.


  This worked out better than I could have ever imagined. The best lies are always founded in elements of the truth.
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  Darkness Falls


The remaining days to the caves proved to be uneventful and it was a relief when the mammoth mouths of the two Ice Caves finally came into view. They had arrived at day’s end and set up camp inside the mouth of one of the caves, out of the biting winds. Now that they had arrived, a sense of excitement was building again in anticipation of exploring the caves. Gelda and Elizabeth called a meeting to discuss what, and more importantly where, they would be looking for their next clues.


  “We’ll be split into two groups tomorrow,” Gelda said. “The caves are enormous, but each has basically one large cavern. Each group will be assigned one cavern and will accompany either Elizabeth or myself in conducting an appropriate search.”


  “An appropriate search,” Elizabeth added, “because the caves have been searched extensively over the years and picked clean of anything relating back to the Witch Wars. What none of the searchers before us knew was that there was a cave-in near the end of the wars. A portion of the caves collapsed and buried the Black Army Commander and his staff.”


  “How is it no one ever knew of this?” Jeda asked.


  Elizabeth looked at the interrupter with irritation, but Gelda quickly took up the tale before Elizabeth could say anything.


  “The White Commander’s diary has been held in the coven archives, which are privy to a select few. We found references within it that spoke of the Black Commander’s demise, facts that had never been made public knowledge.”


  “Why was that?” Jeda asked.


  Elizabeth answered, interrupting Gelda’s narrative. “If you would stop asking questions and interrupting us, we might be able to finish the tale.”


  “At the end of the war,” Gelda said. “The Black forces were trapped on the Tundra, but they had vowed to fight to the last man. That was when the White Commander devised a plan to undermine the Black Commander’s reputation and demoralize his army’s unwavering devotion to him. The White Commander sent spies to infiltrate the Ice Caves and cause the Commander to disappear.”


  “How would they--”


  This time Gelda shot him a look that cut off Jeda’s question in mid-sentence. “Both camps had spies in each army and the White Commander soon discovered that his enemy’s HQ was deep in the back of the caves in a small offshoot. The plan was to collapse that part of the caverns in the middle of the night and forever seal the Commander and his staff in ice. The spies were then to pass rumors that the Black Commander was missing. The story was spread that he had run off to save himself and left the rest of the army to fight and die in the miserable cold. The plan worked better than anyone anticipated. With the disappearance of their leader, the men of the Black Army lost heart and gave themselves up in droves. The true story of the Black Commander’s demise was left in the frozen wastes of the Tundra, here in the infamous Ice Caves.”


  “But wouldn’t someone have heard the cave-in?”


  “Jeda, we don’t have all the answers,” Gelda said. “We only have the clues from the diary.”


  “You mean to say the Black Commander is still here?” Ranker asked.


  “That’s correct, he never left. What we don’t know is which cavern held the offshoot, so we’ll have to explore both, starting at first light tomorrow.”


  “So when we find this little cave then what?” Jeda asked


  “We continue to search for more traces of where the stone might be. The last entry in the White Commander’s journal holds the most important clue of all. The final entry read – The blackguard is dead, buried in his icy tomb, carrying his secrets of the stone to the grave. We will never know what plans or machinations he had in store for the stone, or the kingdom.”


  “Does that mean the stone might be here in these caves frozen in ice?”


  Elizabeth shot Jeda a deprecating stare. “That’s what we’re here to find out.”


  The evening campfire glowed bright against the blackness of the cave opening. Jeda sat with the twins, Gelda, Ranker and Raz, talking about tomorrow. Since Raz would be accompanying him and Kala, he thought it best to include her in this conversation. The two groups would consist of five members each. Jeda, Kala, Raz, Elizabeth, and one of the remaining women would be in one group, while Gelda, Kara, Ranker, the other woman, and one of the guards would be in the other. Since the caves were predominately ice, they all thought it best to put Elizabeth and Kara in separate groups in case they had to melt through any ice. They were the two most powerful elementals of the group. Gelda and the other two women wielded elemental fire if necessary, but none came close to the abilities of Kara or Elizabeth. The remaining guard would stay outside with the drivers and sleds to guard the camp. Although there had been no incidents since the bear attack, everyone thought more about security and none complained when assigned to stand watch.


  Although Elizabeth would be part of Jeda’s group, she had refused his offer to meet to discuss plans and strategies with him the previous evening. He still burned a bit from her ungracious rebuke when he asked her to join them. It was becoming clear to him that the farther along this quest they got, the more contemptuous she became towards him. She had looked at him with a sneer that perfectly complemented her haughty tone.


  “Why would I need to discuss tomorrow with you or any of your ragtag band? Do you actually think I do not have this situation as well planned out as I’ve had the rest of this expedition? Honestly, if it weren’t for the fact you are the girls’ father, you would not be here at all. Make whatever plans your little group desires, but try to follow along tomorrow and not get hurt or lost in the process. Rest assured, I’ll find the cave of the Commander and will not need your or anyone else’s help to accomplish such a small thing.”


  What irked Jeda more than her condescending attitude in refusing to plan with everyone was her derisive tone when calling him a father. He had raised the girls as his own and though she was their paternal great-aunt, she was nothing but a scary ancient crone to the twins. As it was, he had to force Kara to go to the elemental lessons Elizabeth still gave her. After Elizabeth’s actions at Valhedge, Kara didn’t want anything to do with her, no matter the skills she was learning under the old witch’s tutelage.


  Jeda looked to Ranker first for any help he might offer from his years of living in the northern wilds.


  “Truth be told,” Ranker replied, “I ain’t never explored any Ice Caves before. Plenty of mountain caves, but never one full of ice.”


  “They can’t be that different,” Jeda persisted. “How did you navigate in the darkness of a mountain cave?”


  “Well, usually with a torch,” he said.


  Jeda rolled his eyes at the giant and gave him a perturbed look. Ranker burst out laughing and slapped him good heartedly on the back. The impact felt like he’d been hit by a boulder.


  “Lighten up, man,” Ranker continued, “You’d think we were searching out the depths of the netherworld. It’s just a cave.”


  Jeda knew he was right, but they were there to look for something desperately important, and he needed to make sure that nothing would be missed or go wrong. Keisha had been weighing heavy on his mind lately. Time was passing by and they hadn’t made any progress yet on finding the stone. It made him less than agreeable most times and completely hostile at the worst of times.


  “I just want to make sure that we cover everything. Earlier, I asked Elizabeth to join us, but she declined in her usual fashion.”


  “Ahh, now I see what’s got you all riled up,” Ranker said. “That woman would ruin a free banger’s bash-up just by showing her face.”


  “What’s a free banger’s bash-up?” Gelda asked.


  “Well, it’s when all the drinks and woman are…umm, I mean you know when, umm, well it’s nothing really. Nothing you need to worry your pretty self about.”


  Gelda gave him a look that told him they would continue the conversation later in the privacy of their tent. He had the common sense to look scolded before continuing.


  “Well, getting back to what’s important here, it’s pretty simple. You keep the mouth of the cave at your back and, if possible, one hand trailing along one wall so you don’t end up running around in circles. Nothing more to it than that. You eventually find what you’re lookin’ for or come back to the front of the cave again.”


  Jeda nodded and looked at Gelda next.


  “Don’t look at me,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “The only cave I’ve ever been in was the catacombs of the coven and I didn’t stay down there any longer than I had to.”


  Before Jeda asked, Raz chimed in too.


  “That goes the same for me. I’ve been in a dungeon or two, but never a cave like this. This will be a new experience for me.”


  “It’s going to be new for all of us. That’s what makes me nervous,” he said. There was something else on his mind and it was probably the best time to ask his questions. He took a deep breath and plunged ahead. “Gelda, tell me about the stone. What does it look like? How big is it? Where did it even come from?”


  Gelda did not answer right away. She leaned back and got a faraway look in her eyes. She blinked a few times before she spoke. “The story most believe is that the stone was found in the Mystic Mountains on the side of the highest peak. That particular mountain is constantly smoking and bellowing out ash day and night. On occasion, rivers of fire overflow the top of that hellhole and race down the sides, destroying everything in their path. It’s always been thought that the mountain spit out the stone and that there might be more just waiting to be found. It’s one of the most dangerous spots in the entire kingdom, and there have not been more than few expeditions to it.”


  “Grandma, do you think there might be more stones up there?” Kala asked. “Maybe we could search there for another stone if we can’t find the one we’re looking for.”


  “If there was any hope in that, I’d be there searching instead of here in this cold, dark place. It’s too dangerous. That mountain is one big cauldron of fire waiting to explode. There are rockslides, fire-filled cracks, and bottomless crevasses waiting for anyone foolish enough to try climbing it. I know firsthand what it’s like up there. I thought I was different – smarter and more powerful than those that had failed before. I led an expedition of men and women with great power to the mountain to find more stones, but all we found was pain and suffering. We searched for weeks on that burning pile of rock and came away with three small shards of stone.


  “When the shards were infused with power, they shone with the same red brilliance as the original stone. Unfortunately, the shards were so small and of such poor quality that they were useless. Even with that pitiful find, we continued searching, but when a good friend of mine fell to her death, I’d had enough. It was agonizing to watch and one of the worst moments of my life. Within an instant, the ground beneath her feet disappeared and she was gone. I could suffer no more loss. Too many good people died on that cursed mountain and I’ve never gone back. Still more groups have made the journey since that trip in hopes of finding their fortune, but every one of them returned empty-handed and defeated.”


  Everyone was quiet for a few minutes as Gelda lowered her head, remembering that fateful day long ago.


  Jeda wanted more answers and spoke first. “So the stone is a brilliant red color? Does it shine in the dark? Will we be able to spot it easily?”


  “I’ve never seen the original stone, but yes, from all the accounts, it’s red. As to whether it shines in the dark, I think it would need to be infused with power first. If we do find it, anyone with power must be careful when touching it, lest it drain all your power and make you so weak you could die.”


  “What?” Jeda asked, his eyes wide with alarm. “You mean the stone might kill one of the girls if they picked it up?”


  “It’s not likely that would happen to anyone as young as the twins. They do not rely on the power as much as those that have used it their whole life. It’s only dangerous to one that relies on the power to live, whether consciously or unconsciously.”


  Jeda frowned at that answer until Gelda continued.


  “Have you ever wondered why some healers seem to be ageless and live well beyond their expected years? It’s because they use the power to support their life, keeping the ravages of time at bay. Of course, it only delays the inevitable, but many apply the power to themselves regardless and, after a while, it becomes second nature.”


  “Grandma, do you use the power like that?” Kala asked.


  Jeda cringed at the insensitive nature of his daughter’s question, but he wondered at the answer.


  “Well, occasionally my old bones ache and I apply a bit to ease the pain,” Gelda replied, “but nothing more than that. I don’t believe that extending one’s life unnaturally has any benefit. We all live as long as nature decrees and we should use what time we have to the fullest.”


  “What about Aunt Elizabeth? She’s old but it doesn’t show much. She must use a lot of power to stay that way, so is that wrong?” Kara asked.


  Gelda chuckled at Kara’s reasoning about how much power Elizabeth used to stave off time. “Well, your Aunt Elizabeth has her own views on the use of power and time alone will tell if she is right or wrong. In any case, when a person depends on the power too much and tries to use the stone, it might well drain them to the point that they could die.”


  Jeda looked at the twins and the thought of either of them touching the stone sent shivers down his back. “Neither of you will touch that rock - no matter the circumstances. Is that clear?”


  Gelda held up her hands and continued. “That’s not likely happen to them, but I agree with you. If anyone inexperienced in the power finds the stone, they must be very careful not to touch it with bare hands.”


  “Do you think we might actually find it in here?” Jeda asked.


  “I can’t say one way or the other. There are too many rumors surrounding the Stone. One rumor said the Black Commander held the Stone in the Ice Caves and was waiting for the White Army to attack before using it. That’s another reason the caves have been searched so extensively that nothing was left to find. The Stone did disappear mysteriously towards the end of the war, so maybe it got buried along with the Black Commander.”


  “If we find the Stone tomorrow, then we can head back to Constantine with all due haste,” Jeda said.


  Gelda nodded. “At this point, anything is possible.”


  With nothing more to discuss, the meeting broke up and they all crawled into their tents to get some much-needed sleep. Tomorrow would be a long day for them all.


  ***


  Everyone met at first light. There were no laggards for today’s excursion. The excitement was palpable as the groups split off and prepared to enter the caverns. This would be the first actual search the expedition conducted in the long weeks they had travelled and everyone was anxious to begin.


  Gelda’s group was to search the right side of the caves while Jeda’s group would take the left. Jeda was a bit apprehensive about splitting the twins up, but both Gelda and Elizabeth pointed out that this might be what the prophecy referred to. As vague and obscure as the prophecy was, this was the first time that any of it seemed to apply.


Look for the sign of the witch in two joined


  For they shall be the saviors


  Who shall grasp the power from darkness


  And bring it into the light


  After that, it didn’t take much arguing to convince him that this would be in the best interests of the expedition. He remained skeptical, but did not want to be the reason the prophecy failed. Now that the two groups were ready to start, he knelt in front of Kara. It was obvious she was uncomfortable with this public display of attention, but to her credit, she did not squirm when he drew her into a massive bear hug.


Jeda looked into her eyes and saw the young woman she was growing into. “You listen to everything that Grandma Gelda and Mr. Ranker tell you. Do not wander off and do not leave the group for any reason.”


  “Okay, Da. I won’t, I promise.”


  He kissed her cheek and whispered in her ear. “I love you. See you when we’re all done.”


  “Me too,” she whispered, “bye, Da.”


  While Jeda talked with Kara, there was some playful banter between the two groups. Raz and Ranker had bets on who might find anything worthwhile first.


  “Want to wager, girl?’ Ranker badgered Raz. “You know you’re gonna lose, so make sure it’s worth my attention.”


  “Hah, anything you can imagine, old man,” she retorted. “But you’ll be wagering on the losing side of that bet, cause you’ll never find anything worth more than a liar’s promise.”


  “Well now, imagination I got in plenty,” Ranker replied before he saw Gelda scowling at him. He quickly adjusted his terms. “Make sure we keep it all aboveboard and such, say that pretty boot knife you have against my own here. Brave enough to wager that pretty pig sticker?”


  “You’re on. I hope you don’t have any attachment to that blade, cause it’ll match my own quite nicely.”


  “In your dreams, girl.” Ranker laughed heartily. “Only in your dreams.”


  They all had to wait while Elizabeth finished a private conversation with the other two women before any of them could begin exploring. It seemed to Jeda that she was always talking in hushed tones to the women before they did anything or went anywhere. What were they whispering about? He tried not to let it bother him, but it was irritating when he was anxious to begin their search. When she finished her conversation, Gelda’s group took off and Jeda watched as the black of the cave’s interior swallowed them one at a time until they were all lost to his sight. The guard and drivers waved as Jeda led his group into the left side cavern.


  After a few minutes of walking, he realized how huge the caves were. He’d known they were many kilometers deep, but once his group entered the inside of the cavern, he was surprised to find that it seemed to expand indefinitely in all directions. With the few torches they had, the ceiling was invisible and the inner cavern seemed like a bottomless black pit. He stared into the darkness and it seemed filled with ice snakes boiling and wreathing in frozen agony. He kept his eyes forward, following along the western wall and keeping the sun-drenched cave opening to his back. He used the mouth of the cave as a point of reference, making sure he would not lead the group in circles.


  The caves had formed over the centuries by water flowing down through the mountains meeting the winds off the Tundra. At this time of year, the surface water was frozen over, but the winds penetrated deep into the caverns, sighing and whistling through the paths cut in the ice, giving the searchers no relief from the cold.


  Jeda motioned for Raz to take the lead for a while as the group moved ever deeper into the caves. Her torch bobbed and weaved as she made her way unerringly through the dark. Their destination was the back wall, but the sunlight only penetrated so far. The torches were needed for when they travelled behind or under an ice mound. Jeda could not imagine an entire army wintering in these caves, but the more he thought about it, the less daunting it seemed. There would have been thousands of men and women, each adding torches and their own body heat to the interior. With tents and proper clothing, he thought it might not have been too unbearable, that is, until a powerful gust of icy wind came blowing through and nearly blew out his torch.


  “Gods, it’s freezing in here. How could anyone survive an entire winter inside these caves?”


  He had spoken rhetorically, but Kala answered him anyway. “It’s not so bad, Poppy. The ice certainly is pretty.”


  Jeda looked at his daughter, who was looking at the wondrous enormous spikes of ice hanging from the blackness above. The occasional crash of one of these mighty swords could be heard and it set his nerves on edge. Anyone caught near one of those shards as it came crashing down would suffer more than sore eardrums.


  Leave it to a child to find beauty in the midst of this frozen hell.


  “Don’t go too close to those pretty icicles,” he said. “They’re more dangerous than they appear.”


  When mid-morning came, a welcome relief from the overpowering blackness came as well. Sunlight streamed through rents high in the cavern roof and reached the inner passages with spectacular effect. As the first rays of light flowed into the cave, Jeda stopped, transfixed at the sight before him. The wreathing ice snakes that he’d thought he saw had turned into magnificent rivers of frozen liquid reflecting a multicolored sunlit brilliance that was breathtaking to behold. The entire group was mesmerized gazing upon this spectacle and had to force themselves to look away from the beautiful panorama of sunlight reflecting off the ice. It was a vision they would never see the likes of again.


  The group continued deeper into the caves. After the sun brightened the interior, the going was much easier and quicker. They doused their torches and continued on, marveling at the swirls of ice cut by the wind and constant melting and refreezing. It was like walking through a strange magical fairyland.


  Their progress was hampered by the need to investigate every nook and cranny they came upon. Most were obviously shallow indentations, but still needed to be explored. They assumed the Black Commander’s office would be hidden by a wall of ice, so every surface needed to be studied. There was no telling what the caved-in alcove would be like after such a long time left to the elements.


  Their collective powers of observation were sorely tested as they progressed, but it was Elizabeth who began to tire first. As the elemental of the group, it was her responsibility to melt likely patches of ice to determine if there were any hidden rabbit holes. It was at the fifth likely area that they were investigating. Elizabeth was boring into the ice with a directed constant blast of elemental fire when it happened. After melting the ice for a few long minutes, she came to a solid wall of rock.


  In frustration and exhaustion, she stepped back and snapped at no one in particular. “This was another waste of time. I don’t have an endless amount of power to melt this entire cave.”


  Jeda wondered at her sudden outburst and then realized where it came from. From his pack, he pulled a furred cloak and draped it across her shoulders. She looked at him as if waiting for some snide comment, but he simply turned and continued to search farther along their path. After a moment, she pulled the fur tighter around her shoulders and followed him.


  They reached the far end of the cavern by midday, but had found nothing. Looking at the wall, Jeda paused, trying to think of where a small cave might be and how it might have formed. By observing the shapes created in the larger cavern, he noticed that wind and water formed patterns that could be followed, much like following a game trail. Water created a small score in the floor of ice that, over time, would form into deeper cuts. The wind added to the effect of the water by cutting and hollowing out the areas above the streams. This constant pattern of running water and blowing winds created the passages the teams were following.


  Walking back and forth, Jeda mused out loud as he studied patterns in the rock and ice. “It has to be around here. This is the most likely area. The major waterway flows down right here. You can see the opening high in the wall where it comes from. That must be one of the major runoffs from the mountains. It runs freely in the summer and forms this pool on the ground before running out along the path we came in. This wall is solid rock and there were no other offshoots, so no other openings could have been formed.”


  He knelt and began to study the edge of the pool of ice that formed beneath the frozen waterfall. He followed the edge, looking for any sign of tributaries that might point to a secondary stream and another possible nook. As he traced it, he came upon a small narrow path of ice. On hands and knees he followed the path to what seemed to be a solid wall of rock. At this low angle, he could see a depression in the wall where the water trickled out when not frozen.


  “I think there might be something behind this wall. It seems solid, but you can see multiple cracks in the rock that are hidden behind ice.”


  The rest of the group came and started to look closely at the wall. Elizabeth began tracing the cracks with her fingers. “I think you might be right,” she said. “All of you stand back while I melt the ice that has formed on the surface. We should be able to see the pattern better once the ice is gone.”


  As they stood back, Elizabeth let lose a blast of elemental fire that melted the surface ice and left a patchwork of stone that formed an irregular pattern in the otherwise solid wall.


  “Now that looks like the entrance we’ve been looking for,” Jeda said. “Of course, it’s been closed off by a rockslide, probably caused by some sort of small explosion, but I do believe we’ve found it.” He beamed as he looked back and forth between the wall and the team. “What do you think?”


  “I think you have a knack for stating the obvious,” Elizabeth said. “Now if you’re done being proud of yourself, maybe you can begin removing those rocks so we can see what’s behind this wall.”


  Annoyed at her rebuke, he snapped back, “Can’t you blast them apart?”


  The condescending look she gave with her answer made him feel like an uneducated bumpkin. “I could if I wanted to bring this entire cave down upon us. The structure has already been weakened by the first cave-in. If I attempt to blast away at the rock, there’s no telling what the effect it may be. This task is better suited to brawn than brains.”


  Elizabeth turned away from him and the wall, motioning to the other woman to join her. “Go and find the other group,” she instructed. “Tell them what we’ve discovered here and come back posthaste. We might have need of the large barbarian if these two are not up to the task.”


  Raz shook her head at hearing Elizabeth’s instruction. She joined Jeda at the wall and bent to remove the first rock. “I guess that leaves the heavy lifting to us.”


  Over the course of the next hour, Jeda and Raz took turns removing the stones that blocked the smaller cave. The wall they were digging through seemed to consist of equal parts stone and ice. They soon carved out a small tunnel which only one of them could fit in at a time. They tried to enlarge it, but with each attempt, the walls shuddered dangerously. They gave up trying to expand the opening and continued to dig out the smaller narrow tunnel. Jeda was inside working on a particular large stone, pushing and pulling to loosen it, when it fell forward, revealing a large, dark opening.


  “I think I’m through,” he yelled back. “Pass me a torch so I can see inside.”


  Raz grabbed one of the unlit torches and climbed into the tunnel. She had to crawl on top of him to hand him the torch. He passed it into the opening before lighting it. Neither wanted to take the chance that the flame would melt the precarious walls of ice that formed the tunnel. As he raised the burning torch, they both saw the vague outline of the cave within.


  “This is it,” Raz called back to Elizabeth and Kala. “We’re going in.”


  After a few moments, Jeda called through the tunnel. “We’ve found it. There are bodies inside, but we need another torch to see everything. Pass another one through to me.”


  Elizabeth motioned for Kala to take one of the torches through. As she picked up the torch, Elizabeth heard the other group arriving. She did not pay the young girl any more attention or she might have noticed the cataclysmic mistake that was about to happen.


  Inside the cave, Jeda turned back to Raz, who was using the light of the torch to investigate a body draped over a field desk. “This must be the Commander,” she said. “Look at these papers he’s clutching.” She pried the papers from the frozen fingers and began to read. Her eyes widened when the legendary stone was mentioned. “Jeda, come and look at this.”


  Jeda turned. “What did you find?”


  “They mention the Stone. It says here it was--”


  A deep rumble spread throughout the cave. “Did you feel that?” she asked.


  “Yeah, that can’t be good.”


  Beyond Jeda, she saw a bobbing light coming through the tunnel. “Oh gods, no,” she yelled. She was at Jeda’s side in two steps and began shoving him towards the tunnel. “She’s coming through with a lit torch. We’ve got to get out of here now!”


  Jeda spun around and rushed to the tunnel with Raz on his heels. The tunnel continued to shake as the torch melted the ice. All around them, the sound of ice cracking and shifting was deafening and sent waves of dread through them. “Go back,” he yelled. “Turn around. The tunnel is collapsing.”


  Kala was halfway through the tunnel when she met her father scrambling toward her. She was so surprised by his sudden appearance, she dropped the flaming torch she’d been so carefully bringing him.


  Jeda pounced on it, extinguishing the flame, but the tunnel continued to shudder.


  “Go back, go back.” He began to frantically push Kala through the tunnel and scrambled behind her. Raz was on his heels as they all rushed forward, very much aware that they could soon be buried alive. He saw the opening as the tunnel began to collapse around him. With a final heroic effort, he shoved his daughter toward it.


  As the darkness took him, his final thought was of his beloved daughter.


  Please let her be safe.
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  The Contract


The residents of Wolfburn came out in droves when the gypsies rode through town. Young and old alike stared wide-eyed as the colorful wagons passed. The men and women who called the wagons home were exotic in their dress and manner alike and it was a thrill for the residents to see them. Large muscled men drove teams of great horses bedecked in bright arrays of ribbons and tinkling bells. There were others who mounted the wagon rooftops, giving the spectators a glimmer of what they might expect if they came to the campgrounds where the gypsies would set up their wagons and hold their shows. The onlookers witnessed jugglers, tumblers, and clowns who showed off a small inkling of what the night’s performances and entertainments would be like.


  Natasha had been surprised when Annatarus decided to set up camp there, but realized they must stop somewhere for the night. Although they passed through Wolfburn in the early morning, the campgrounds south of the city were the perfect spot to stop and they would not lose much in the way of time. To find a suitable site to set up camp for such a large caravan was difficult in the best of times, so when the opportunity presented itself, they were quick to take advantage of it.


  “We’ll be stopping at the southern outskirts of town, so why not set up the show tents?” Annatarus said. “It’s for one night, where the townsfolk will have the chance to enjoy themselves and spend a little of their hard-earned coins. It will also give our people a chance to play, entertain, and gain a few coppers. We all profit from it.”


  The announcement raced throughout the town that the gypsies would set up their show for one night. As expected, the townsfolk came out for entertainment that came rarely to their area. At first, Mirabelle didn’t set up her small tent. Although her crystal ball drew more than a few curious seekers, tonight she was too anxious to attempt any scrying. That is, until Natasha mentioned it might be useful in discerning more of her vision.


  “What better time or place than this?” she asked. “This place seems the most obvious for any kind of attack and who would know better the happenings and plans than the locals?”


  It didn’t take long for Mirabelle to agree to set up her table. She saw a good share of customers throughout the course of the evening, for although there were many who scoffed at her magic as mere trickery, many others were curious and hopeful to glean a small speck of what their future might hold.


  As the night’s entertainment came to a close, Natasha approached her. “How goes your night, Sister?”


  Mirabelle closed her eyes, looking tired and worn out. She shook her head. “This newfound ability of mine is quite taxing. In the old days, I was much as the doubters saw me – a fraud. It was easy to perceive what a person wanted to hear from me. Anyone desperate enough to come and ask for my help could be lumped into one of three groups – lovesick, health sick or money sick. Ask a few questions and it wasn’t difficult to tell them exactly what they wanted to hear. The worst I ever did was give a moment of happiness or hope to someone who was troubled. But now, even when I don’t try, anyone who sits before me learns their future whether it portends good or bad. I’ve had so many visions of finding heart’s desires and losing the same that I don’t want to see anything more for quite some time.”


  “Well, just because you have the ability does not mean you need to use it.”


  “You might think that, but when I hold my crystal, there’s little choice in the matter. It grabs me and sucks me into whatever vision is there. At the end of every night, I’m much as you see me now, drained of all energy and in desperate need of sleep.”


  “There was no new information then?” Natasha asked. “Nothing of the attack you saw before? Annatarus was wondering as well.”


  “No. I’m sorry, but I saw no sign of the attack from any of the people or the visions they brought me.”


  “Very well,” Natasha said, patting her sister on the arm. “Try to get some rest now. We’ll be leaving at first light.”


  Mirabelle groaned when she heard how early they would rise. Natasha soon left her, going off to tell Annatarus that the vision had not changed. She packed up her belongings and trudged off to her wagon, more than ready to sleep like the dead. If she had not been so tired and worn out from the night’s scrying, she might have seen a glimpse of what was to come later.


  Dozens of spying eyes hidden in the darkness of the camp’s perimeter watched as the last of the visiting townspeople left and the gypsies finally settled down for the night. It would not be long before they made their move. Each dark shape carried a sack full of drugged meat, several darts of Darkshade, and multiple strands of rope saws made from serrated steel. The drugged meat was for the guard dogs, the darts were for the human guards and the roped serrated steel was for the wagons. There would be no killing tonight. The drugged men and animals would recover by the morning.


  The rope saws would be used to cut halfway through the rear axles. The axles would remain intact until the wagons moved. If horses were hitched and the heavy loads shifted, the axles would crack, splinter and break. Drugging the sentries and animals was necessary so the gypsies would not discover the sabotage to the axles before they headed out the next day. It would take weeks for the men to cut, assemble, and install new axles in the entire caravan of wagons.


  The gypsy wagons would be stopped as the assassins had promised.
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  Trust and Betrayal


Ranker was the first to feel the rumble and rushed forward, leaving the rest of the group to follow as quickly as they could. Arriving at the back wall, he saw Elizabeth turn at the noise coming from a hole cut in the wall and Kala being shoved out of the same hole. The girl screamed as ice and rock trapped half of her body. Ranker did not hesitate as he reached the girl and began clawing at the rocks holding her pinned. The great muscles of his arms and back made short work of the stones and he soon pulled her free. The girl’s body was covered in blood and she was delirious from the pain of the rocks crushing her.


  “Poppy, Poppy,” she cried out as Ranker carried her to Gelda, “He pushed me out. You’ve got to get him…”


  Ranker rushed her to Gelda. He laid her down so the healer could assess her injuries. Ranker rushed backed to the tunnel. “Get over here, all of you. The girl said Jeda was right behind her. Hurry and help me dig him out.”


  As he began shoveling rocks with his hands, the others came and helped as best they could. Kara was set to blast the hole larger until Elizabeth stopped her.


  “You cannot use your powers, else you’ll collapse the entire wall and leave no chance of rescuing your father or the woman guard. If you want to help, then start taking the rocks from the barbarian to make more space at the tunnel entrance.”


  Kara and the other guard assisted Ranker as he dug through the stone and ice as if it were loose dirt. Soon the giant had Jeda’s outstretched hand in sight and redoubled his efforts. The tunnel had not entirely collapsed and he began to pull Jeda forward. As strong as he was, Ranker had trouble freeing him from the debris, and could not understand why until he saw the hand grabbing his leg. Raz had crawled on top of Jeda’s legs and latched onto him with a death grip. The guard and Kara took over yanking Jeda free while Ranker pulled more rocks away to free Raz. They were finally able to drag both of them from their icy prison, but they were unconscious, badly bruised, and barely alive. If Ranker had not dug them out so fast, they would have suffocated under the pressure of the stones that buried them. They were laid next to Kala while Gelda used her powers to check and stabilize them.


  During the entire ordeal, Elizabeth stood off to the side and watched the rescuers work. Though it appeared she was deliberately not helping, in actuality, there wasn’t anything she could do. Her powers lay in the elements, not in physical work, and blasting the wall would not have helped at all. Standing to the side with her fellow ‘blasters’ was probably the best help any of them could provide. She took one of the torches and peered into the tunnel. Beyond the area where Ranker had worked to free Jeda and Raz, the tunnel had caved in. She was studying how they would dig it out again when another rumble shook the cave. Everyone near the wall jumped back as the upper portion crumbled in on itself when tons of rock and ice collapsed on what remained of the Black Commander’s alcove. His secrets were now buried and lost forever.


  Elizabeth was furious that the expedition might be over just as they were discovering something of worth, but then she saw the sheaf of papers sticking out of Raz’s tunic. She rushed forward and snatched the papers from the unconscious woman before anyone could react.


  Gelda looked up from attending Jeda. “What have you taken from her?”


  “I don’t know yet, but she had no papers when she crawled in. I’m going outside to study them in better light. Continue your ministrations and I shall inform you about what I find.”


  As Elizabeth left with her two companions, Gelda shook her head and continued to heal those in her care. She had no time to worry about what Elizabeth was up to while there were three very hurt and very dear patients that needed her absolute attention. Ranker and the remaining guard stood behind her, offering to provide whatever support she might need.


  Ranker’s hands were bleeding from his efforts in digging out the tunnels. His injuries were not life-threatening and he would have to wait his turn. Kara was hovering around Gelda as she worked, offering her grandmother some of her powers to heal all the injuries she faced. Even with Kara’s borrowed power, it would be some time before they would be able to move any of the injured.


  Gelda continued working through the rest of the day, until the sun began to set and the interior of the cave darkened. “We have to move them out of here. We’ll freeze to death when the sun sets completely. Ranker, can you carry any of them alone?”


  “No problem. If need be, I can carry one on each shoulder, but the jostling might injure them more.”


  “That won’t be necessary. Kala’s injuries are healed and she will be able to walk with assistance. Kara can help her. You carry Jeda, and the guard and I will carry Raz.”


  Gelda motioned to the guard to help her, but stumbled from her healing exertions.


  The guard lifted Raz by himself. “I can carry her, mistress. You concentrate on yerself.”


  Gelda nodded her thanks and watched Ranker pick up Jeda with ease.


  “Sam.”


  Gelda looked back at the guard. “What did you say?”


  “My name is Sam.”


  “My sincere thanks, Sam. Let me know if you need my help.”


  Kara leaned over and helped her sister stand. “Lean on me. I won’t let you fall.”


  The ragtag group began trudging toward where the waning sun shone through the cave entrance. It took them a long time of walking and resting before they made it to the mouth of the cave.


  The disaster that met them was almost too cruel to comprehend. The drivers and guard were lying bloody on the ground. The sleds were broken, supplies strewn about as if a storm had ripped through them. The dogs were keening and whimpering around their dead masters.


  Elizabeth and her two witch companions were nowhere to be seen.


  Ranker laid Jeda down and drew his knives. It wasn’t clear if this latest disaster was the result of another bear attack or something else. Taking no chances, he motioned for the others to hold back. A quick survey of the area found nothing dangerous, animal or otherwise. He was checking the downed men when one of them moaned.


  “Over here,” he called out. “This one’s still alive.”


  Gelda hobbled over and sank to her knees beside the unconscious man. No amount of her healing powers would be able to save him. He had taken an elemental blast to the chest and the wound was terrible. The smell of charred flesh nearly gagged the old healer.


  The only reason he had not died on impact was the heavy furs he had been wearing to ward off the frigid cold. Gelda put her hands on him and infused him with energy, hoping to help his passing. He awoke as she tried to ease his pain.


  “I don’t think even your great powers will help me now, mistress.”


  “Hush, save your strength,” she replied, smoothing his hair off his face. “You’re not gone yet.”


  “But soon enough,” he said as he coughed and blood sputtered from his lips. “I need to tell you what happened.”


  “I can guess what happened to you and who did this.” Gelda sent another wave of healing into the dying man.


  “Yes, but I heard the old witch giving orders to the sled driver she didn’t kill. When she first came out, she and the other two were talking in whispers and looking at a pile of old papers. Then she ordered one of the drivers to take her and the other two witches south. He refused, saying they had to wait for the rest of you, and she killed him right then and there. I raised my sword and tried to stop her, but she blasted me before I took two steps toward her.”


  The man coughed more blood and Gelda tried to make him comfortable, but he waved her off and lifted his head.


  “There’s more. One of the other drivers took off running, but one of the other witches killed him quick. The last driver held up his hand, saying he would take ‘em if they didn’t kill him. She told him to get the sled ready and then started to blast the other sleds apart. She laughed with them other witches, saying ‘let’s see how they survive this.’ That’s all I saw before I blacked out.”


  Sam came and knelt at his side, taking his hand in his own. The two guards had been companions and brothers in arms during this quest and it was hard to see his friend in such dire straits. “You did well, trying to protect those men and all of us,” he said to his dying friend. “The gods will look well upon your actions when you face them in their heavenly halls.”


  “I hope it’s enough,” he whispered as the last rays of light left his eyes.


  Gelda stood to give Sam a few moments alone with his friend. She walked back to Jeda and Raz and checked their condition. They were unconscious, but had color back in their cheeks.


  Ranker began gathering parts of one of the sleds to use for a fire. Though the witches had blasted the sleds, they had not taken the time to do the job fully. One of the sleds remained functional and most of the supplies strewn about were still useful.


  Though Elizabeth thought to strand them and let the elements kill them, they were not out of the fight yet.


  Ranker and Sam took the guard’s body and laid it upon the some of the blasted sled parts, which would be used as the funeral pyre, but when they tried to take care of the drivers, the dogs growled. They would allow no one near either of the dead men.


  It was Kala who came to the rescue this time. “Let me try,” she said to Ranker.


  He stepped back from the barking and snapping dogs. “You best stay back, young lady. These dogs only take commands from their sled master and now both sled masters are dead.”


  Kala ignored his warning and walked forward, reaching out to the distraught animals with her mind. It was something that Natasha has taught her to do with frightened horses. She took a deep breath as she remembered her attempt to calm the wild wolves, but they had been feral beasts that almost killed her and Kara. This time would be different. These were domesticated animals and needed to be comforted in their loss.


  Kara was close on her heels. “If any of them try to attack, I’m gonna blast them,” she whispered.


  “Thanks. I can do this, just give me a chance to reach them.”


  Everyone stared, transfixed, as Kala faced the barking dogs. Within moments, they began to settle, and she stepped closer.


  Kara readied her power, but the dogs sat on their haunches as Kala began to pet one. Then, one after another, they began to lick and crowd around the young girl. It was an amazing feat to watch, but when Ranker and Sam approached the drivers, they still got a warning growl until Kala reached out and soothed the dogs again. Finally, they allowed the drivers to be set afire, but the dogs held vigil and stayed beside the funeral pyre throughout the night.


  The fires had burned bright late into the night before Jeda, and then Raz, woke. They were met with smiles, tears, and a harrowing tale of betrayal.


  “I knew it,” Jeda said after hearing the story. “That bitch has always been out for herself and now we have no idea where they went.”


  “I know where they went,” Raz said. “I read the papers before the tunnel started to collapse. Most were troop status and supply reports, but one of them was a report from a Black forces captain in the south. He reported they’d successfully separated the Stone from the southern White Army, but that the protectors of the Stone managed to get away. They had a scouting party tracking them, but he had not heard from them yet.”


  Jeda sat up. “The Black reported separating the Stone from the White, anything else?”


  “Yes. He said his spies had learned the southern White Army Commander knew where the protectors were and was mustering the last of his forces to go and help them. The Black Captain was going to ambush and stop them.”


  “That’s it? No other report from this Black Captain?”


  “That was it. No other report.”


  “Then we’re right back where we started, not knowing where the Stone is or having any clue how to find it.”


  “Not quite,” Gelda chimed in. “Raz said the report stated the southern White Army Commander knew where the protectors went, so all we need do is find those headquarters and search for his papers, as we did here. The bad news is the White Army headquarters, along with the rest of the city of Clearwater, was destroyed near the end of the war, so we’ll have to search through that debris field until we find the right building. The good news is that the ruins sit on the edge of the desert, so any buried papers should be preserved by the hot, dry conditions. Find the headquarters and the Commander’s records and we have the location of the Stone. That’s exactly what Elizabeth will do and, if we’re lucky, she’ll do all the work for us.”


  “Yeah, like we’ve been so lucky this far,” Jeda said. “If she has to search the ruins, then she’ll need help. We can assume she’ll head straight south and meet up with the wagons that were supposed to be waiting for us. Knowing her, she’ll tell them we were killed in the Ice Caves, but that she knows where the Stone is. She’ll convince them to continue and lead them to the ruins. If we are to intercept them, then we’ll have to leave at first light and travel fast. She has an entire day’s lead on us and will soon have the wagons and supplies. We’ll have to be damn lucky to catch her at all.”


  One after another nodded in agreement with Jeda’s assessment. “Let’s get some rest,” Ranker said. “We have an early start tomorrow.”
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  Southern Reaches


It was going to be another boring day. Connor looked over the horses of his team, patting them down, making sure they were well-fed and groomed. Although he had done this twice already, there was not much else to do while they waited for the others to arrive.


  “So what do you think is taking them so long?” he asked the lead mare as he rubbed her muzzle. “They should be here by now and we could continue with our grand adventure.”


  His only answer was the horse snorting and nuzzling his hand for something to eat.


  As a driver, it was his job to ensure his team and wagon were fit for travel, but as caravan master he was responsible for the safety of all the people, animals, and wagons in this expedition. That charge weighed on him now. This was the fourth day since the wagons had reached the meeting place, and the continued absence of his employers was making him nervous. When they detoured to the infamous Ice Caves, they directed him to lead the caravan here and wait for their return. He had done that with no issue, problem, or loss, but now he was beginning to worry about where the others might be.


  He took off his hat and raked his hand through his thick dark hair. Truth be told, the waiting was just part of what bothered him. He had been thinking about the expedition so far and something didn’t feel quite right. Between the constant petty squabbling of his employers and the unexpected attacks along their route, he had never experienced such a wild, chaotic journey. There was more to this group and their search for historical artifacts than they were letting on, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. He had taken the job mostly for the handsome purse being offered, but he had not expected the highs and lows of the journey. He shouldn’t complain, though, as they were paying top dollar whether he led the expedition or waited around as he was doing now. Money or not, he was anxious for something to happen.


  He was about to climb back in his wagon when he heard the lookout yell.


  Finally, something to do, he thought as he hurried to the sentry.


  ***


  Elizabeth and her two companions walked to the circle of wagons with little fanfare and called for the witch she had left in charge. She was met with surprise, delight, and shock from all the remaining witches, who began to bombard her with questions.


  What happened at the Ice Caves?


  Did you find the Stone?


  Where are the others?


  Elizabeth stalled, saying everything would be explained in due time when Connor arrived to meet her. He had questions like the others and would not be put off by her domineering attitude. “Mistress Elizabeth, I must know. What happened to the others?”


  “Master Connor, please prepare the wagons for immediate departure. I want to leave within the hour.”


  Connor crossed his arms over his chest and stood resolute. He was a tall, imposing figure, with muscles hardened from years of traveling and living on the road. He had experience dealing with women and men of power, and though this witch intimidated him, he would not back off from what he saw as his responsibility. Most who hired him to lead their wagons tended to agree with whatever he thought best, but this trip was different. This group tended to make decisions that did not include him or take into consideration the safety of the people and resources of the expedition. Elizabeth was just one of the leaders and he would not move one foot until he knew what happened to the others who had gone north with her.


  Elizabeth watched the stubborn man. She had to tell him something. “Very well, I had intended to tell everyone collectively, but as you seem so anxious to hear the tidings first, so be it. They’re all dead – killed in a collapse at the Ice Caves.”


  Connor stood in shocked silence for a moment before speaking. “They’re dead, all of them? How did you get here? Where are the sleds and drivers? I don’t understand this.”


  Elizabeth was exasperated with the man’s confusion, but she had prepared for this moment. “We had spilt into two groups to explore the caves. The group led by Jeda and Gelda were caught in a cave-in when Kara used too much of her powers to melt the ice they were exploring. My group had already found the papers we searched for and were heading to find them when we heard the devastating crash. When we arrived, the entire side of the cave had collapsed. Jeda, Gelda, and the twins were buried under the avalanche of snow and ice. I left the others to dig out the bodies while I came here to continue the search for the Stone.”


  “But without them, the quest is over,” Connor said. “We should all go to the caves and help them dig.”


  “No, this quest is not over. I found the papers that will lead us to the next clue. We cannot stop now, and besides, I sent the sled driver who drove us here back to provide assistance with the corpses. There’s no way for any of us to journey back to the caves.”


  The truth was that Elizabeth had tied up the driver and left him on the sled with his dogs. She had not wanted to take the chance that the animals would howl or make some other racket if she killed him. Better to leave him alive. If he was able to free himself, then he would live, if not, he would die. It made no difference to Elizabeth.


  “That seems heartless, Mistress, even for you.”


  Elizabeth drew herself up, gathering her tremendous well of power as she faced the obstinate wagon master. Sparks crackled between her fingers as she stared at the man with deadly resolve. “Heartless? You dare call me heartless when I have seen the horror of my closest friend’s death and the loss of companions that I shall never see the likes of again. Gelda DeLongo was my lifelong friend and I feel her loss with every fiber of my being. Those two innocent girls were my nieces and a precious gift that this world has lost. I buried my emotions deep within so I might fulfill this quest, for the lives of others desperately depend upon it. Have you forgotten the young woman and unborn child that lie waiting for our success? Dare to call me heartless again and you shall experience the depth of despair that I hold at bay.”


  Connor took a step back at the vehemence Elizabeth directed at him. “I’m sorry, Mistress. I was so upset at the loss of so many, that I did not think of your personal loss. Please excuse me. I will prepare the wagons for immediate departure.”


  Elizabeth pursed her lips and shook her head. “Master Connor. You’ll leave one wagon with a few women I will designate to stay with it. Please make sure they have adequate supplies to keep them while they wait for the other sled drivers to arrive with the bodies. I’ve informed those at the Ice Caves that there would be a wagon waiting for them in this meeting spot. They will follow and join us when they can. If their task takes them overly long, I directed them to travel back to Constantine and not try to catch up with us. The bodies must be cared for and properly interned. I’m not the heartless bitch that you all think me.”


  “Yes, Mistress, as you command.”


  As Elizabeth chastised the wagon master, the witch she had left in charge arrived and stood quietly, waiting for Elizabeth to acknowledge her. Hanna was a petite woman of middle age with a quiet and reserved nature. It had been a mystery to all why Elizabeth chose her to be in charge when the group left for the Ice Caves. Hanna wielded a moderate degree of elemental power, marking her as a follower, not a leader. Some thought Elizabeth assigned the role to Hanna because she felt bad for the small woman. Others scoffed at the notion that Elizabeth could feel sorry for anyone, but still they wondered at the assignment. What the others did not know was the hidden secret Hanna harbored – shy reticent Hanna possessed a fierce, unshakable loyalty to the Black. Elizabeth recognized the woman’s commitment to the cause and knew a day would come when she would be able to take advantage of her blind devotion. Today was that day.


  ***


  Jeda stood at the end of the sled, looking at the twelve dogs sitting nonchalantly waiting for his commands. He had befriended all the dogs with the help of Kala. They responded to a small set of commands. Whether they would respond to him giving those commands was yet to be seen. He looked over at Ranker at the end of the other sled and was rewarded with a huge grin from the big man.


  They had spent a good portion of the morning gathering supplies and piecing together two of the sleds. They’d lashed them together and had the dogs strapped in. It was crowded with the passengers and remaining supplies. They decided that, if they kept the sleds to a slow pace, they should be able to make it to the rendezvous point where the wagons were supposed to wait. Ranker added that ‘the black-hearted witch’ would probably have taken the wagons to the south long before they arrived, but it was still the best plan they had.


  As Ranker and Jeda were the strongest of the group, they would drive the dog teams. If need be, they would ride or walk beside the sled to help the dogs move everyone forward. Although Jeda knew he could have run the distance if necessary, after his recent ordeal, he felt beat up and tired. Gelda had healed him sufficiently and he had no obvious injuries, but he suffered from numerous aches and pain.


  “This should be fun,” Ranker called out. “I’m ready whenever you are.”


  “Yeah, fun,” Jeda mumbled, returning a fake smile of his own. “Being pulled to the gods’ know where by half-tamed wolves is not exactly my kind of fun.”


  “Whenever you’re ready,” Ranker yelled.


  With nothing left to do, Jeda hunched his shoulders and bent his legs. He would help the dogs push off and jump on as the sled began to move. At least, that was the plan.


  “Mush,” he yelled and the dogs took off in a rush. The dogs had been inactive for more than a day and were more than ready to get back to work. It didn’t seem to matter to them that a new ‘master’ was giving them commands, with yelps and barks they were off. Jeda ran all out for a few steps and jumped on the runner designed for the driver to stand on. It was an exhilarating rush of speed and wind as the sled slid across the frozen wastes. He looked back and saw Ranker’s sled start off in a rush as he commanded the second dog team. The dogs ran for all they were worth, seeming to understand the need to speed south. Jeda could easily follow the tracks of the sled Elizabeth had taken and soon the dogs understood that was the path to follow.


  They stopped well after the sun had set. It was a dangerous practice, knowing the perils of the wastes, but they had all agreed that speed would take precedence over safety, at least to a degree. Gelda lit a fire with the wood they brought and they erected the tents. After a short meal, the watch was set and the rest took to their sleeping pallets.


  This routine went on day after day, until the snow and ice began to thin, marking the edge of the Tundra. They were days behind Elizabeth, but when they spotted the King’s highway, their spirits lifted.


  It was time to discover what fate held in store for them.


  ***


  Hanna stood waiting with her two sisters as the group came into view. Elizabeth had left her with the two most powerful elementals in the caravan. Although that meant Elizabeth had only two remaining black sisters, she had told Hanna her mission was too important to give her inadequate help. Hanna remembered eagerly listening to the plans that Elizabeth laid out for her. She was so excited to finally be given a task that was deemed critical by the head mistress herself. She remembered the final words Elizabeth said to her as they departed.


  I expect to see you in a few days hence with the good news. Do not disappoint me.


  Hanna had no intention of disappointing her as she watched the group straggle towards her. The wagon driver and guards the caravan master had left with her were long dead and fed to the wolves, exactly as this group would be when Hanna finished with them. She could feel the sisters at her side gathering power and smiled expansively in greeting at the approaching stragglers while gathering her own power to strike.


  ***


  Jeda left Sam with the sleds and dogs while the rest of their group approached the wagon and waiting sisters. He didn’t understand why Elizabeth would have left the wagon behind for them, but it was a welcome relief. They rushed forward, but Jeda stumbled as his sixth sense kicked in. He felt it crawl up his spine as he looked at the slight woman smiling at him. Kara and Kala slowed when they saw him trip. As they turned to question him, Jeda stopped dead in his tracks. He was about to warn the others when they heard a yell from atop a mound to their left. The entire group stopped, looking around, perplexed, trying to pinpoint the shouting.


  The sled driver who had left with Elizabeth was yelling and frantically waving his arms in the direction of the women at the wagon.


  “It’s trap! It’s a trap,” the driver screamed. “They’re going to kill you just like they did the others.”


  Jeda and the girls were already moving away from the sisters when the first blast struck.


  “Ambush,” he yelled, dodging the multiple blasts coming at them.


  Ranker was hit square on and flew back, landing in a heap. He didn’t get up.


  Gelda cried out when she saw him land, but instead of running to him to check his injuries, she spotted the woman who had sent the blast at the tracker and threw a devastating one of her own. Her blast was focused so intensely that it burnt a hole clean through the woman’s chest. The witch looked down in disbelief as she crumpled to the ground.


  Seeing their sister nearly incinerated before them, the other two witches scattered and ran behind the wagon.


  “What’s this? Elizabeth said nothing about the old healer having elemental power. She told us to concentrate on the assassin and the tracker. Why didn’t she tell us?” the other witch asked.


  “I don’t know, but we must not fail in this. Elizabeth has tasked us with killing them and that’s what we must do,” Hanna replied.


  During the confusion, Raz ran sideways. She dove behind a rock as a blast struck near enough that she felt the heat singe her hair. Another blast aimed at the top of the rock gave her second thoughts about trying to sneak behind them. She caught Jeda’s attention as he was ducking behind a rock with the twins and shrugged to let him know she was pinned down.


  Jeda nodded his understanding and then spotted Gelda standing in the same spot, looking between the wagon and the unmoving body of her giant. Her normally kind and caring face was contorted in a mask of rage and grief. He had never seen such emotion from her before and he thought she might have gone over the edge into insanity. Ranker meant the world to her and he felt such compassion for her anguish. He could not let her die here as well.


  “Girls, keep those witches busy while I get your grandmother.”


  Kala and Kara looked at their grandmother standing alone, seemingly lost, and nodded in understanding. “Give me a boost,” Kara said to her sister.


  Jeda waited while Kala held hands with her sister. Kara readied herself and let go with a blast, hitting the dirt in front of the wagon with a violent force that rocked the wagon. That was enough to keep the witches down behind the protection of the wagon, but the team of four horses reared up in fright and broke free. They took off running down the road like a pack of wolves were chasing them.


  He used the distraction to sprint towards Gelda. He reached the older woman and grabbed her arm, trying to lead her to the safety of the rocks. He was shocked when she snatched her arm back and calmly faced him.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked him in a voice colder than the Ice Caves they had just left.


  “You must take cover before those women hurt you. You’re standing out here defenseless.”


  “You should be more concerned for their safety,” Gelda replied as she turned and walked toward the wagon. She let loose blast after blast, hitting the wagon and splintering it apart as if it were made of paper.


  Jeda was shocked at the power the old healer held as she focused on the object of her rage. He was apprehensive, but followed behind her, ready to grab her and run if she faltered. He need not have worried.


  ***


  Hanna and her accomplice hid behind what was left of the wagon as yet another blast destroyed a section of it.


  “We must run,” her companion said. “We did not expect an elemental with this much power. We cannot stand against this.”


  “No,” Hanna screamed. “It doesn’t matter that an elemental is here. We will stand and do this. You will not ignore Elizabeth’s command and run like a cur. She trusted us to stop these pathetic weaklings.”


  “Trusted us? Are you daft? She has betrayed us. Can’t you see what this pathetic White healer is doing? She’s destroying the wagon around our very heads and will finish us next. I’m not staying to die like this.” She turned and began to run into the forest to the south of the highway.


  “You traitorous bitch! You run like a cowardly dog and so die like one.” Hanna struck her retreating back with an elemental blast that killed her instantly. She was looking at the dead woman when the final section of the wagon was blown apart. The blast was so powerful that numerous lethal shards violently ripped through her body. She was thrown through the air and landed in a bloody heap next to the woman she had killed seconds before. Her dead companion’s eyes stared at her accusingly and in her final agonizing moments, she wondered if Elizabeth had indeed betrayed her.


  ***


  Jeda stared at Gelda. His mouth hung open in shock. He had never seen her in this crazy witch mode and it unnerved him. He had to calm her down, but how? She didn’t look like she was in any mood to listen to anyone. For the sake of everyone else, though, he had to try.


  “Gelda, can you hear me?”


  Gelda didn’t turn at his call, her arms still out in front of her. It appeared she was looking for more targets to blast, except there weren’t any more.


  “Gelda!”


  “Poppy, I’ll go to her. She’ll listen to me,” Kala said.


  “No, she’s not listening to anyone yet. She has to release her power before we can approach her or she may injure you by mistake.”


  A loud groan from Ranker made Jeda turn. The tracker was trying to sit up and Jeda rushed to his side. “Oh, thank the gods. I thought you were dead.”


  “Not quite, but pretty close to it. That little gal sure do pack a wallop. Is everyone okay?”


  “Relatively speaking, but Gelda is not herself yet. When she saw what that witch did to you, she went on a blaster rampage.”


  “Gelda! Come over here, woman. I’m in need of your assistance,” Ranker yelled.


  Jeda saw the healer turn and was thankful when the light came into her eyes. Hearing Ranker’s voice had brought her back from the brink of insanity.


  She rushed to him and knelt beside him. Her fingers probed the burnt leather across his chest. “Oh, thank the gods. This saved your life.”


  “Now, did you think I’d leave my best girl?” Ranker said with a wink.


  Gelda’s face broke into a wide grin. “You old fool. You almost got yourself killed, but don’t worry, with a bit of healing you’ll be as good as new.”


  Jeda heard the sled dogs barking and he trotted over to the driver, who had climbed down from the hill. “I can’t thank you enough for your service. When I get back to Constantine, I’ll send you funds to cover the damaged sleds. I would also like to offer the families of the dead drivers compensation for their loss. Will you take care of that as well?”


  The sled driver nodded. “It will be done, but I must get the dogs back to the village before a blizzard traps us. We’ll come back for the sleds another day.”


  Jeda helped the driver unhitch the dogs from the other two sleds. They would have no problem running beside their brethren. He watched them until they were a distant speck on the horizon before walking back to Gelda and Ranker. “Will you be able to walk,” he asked the tracker.


  “Sure. A little blast can’t keep me down.”


  “Good. Let’s get going then. Hopefully, we’ll find the horses somewhere down the road. If not, it’ll be a long walk to the next dig site.”
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  Revelations


The guard captain stood, waiting tensely, after he reported the news to Annatarus. It was early and the gypsy caravan was just stirring awake. Annatarus was at her breakfast when the captain requested entry to report the happenings of the previous night. Normally, Annatarus heard the morning reports from him and the other leaders of the family after her breakfast. This request for an early meeting alarmed her, and she waved him in immediately. His report was short and direct. Her countenance slowly changed from alarm to confusion as she digested the news. She put her cup of tea down and frowned.


  “You’ve found nothing amiss? No one killed, nothing missing?”


  “Nothing, Mother,” the guard replied. “The sentries and dogs were drugged, but not injured and they’re all regaining consciousness. There doesn’t seem to be any lingering ill effects.”


  “What kind of game is this? Search the camp again and make sure nothing is wrong. Bring me one of those drugged guards. I would see this for myself. None of it makes any sense. Get the wagons ready to move. I want everything packed within the hour. The sooner we are away from this cursed place, the better for all of us.”


  Crack.


  Annatarus jumped at the ear-splitting crash that reverberated throughout the camp. “By the gods, what’s going on?”


  It had been her decision to camp at the southern outskirts of Wolfburn. They would have had to stop somewhere and the chance to make a profit from their stay seemed reasonable at the time. Now, running out of her tent on the heels of her guard captain, she regretted that decision. She stopped short in the center of the camp, staring as one of the family wagons canted dizzily to one side. As the wagon leaned precariously, the uneven weight of the behemoth ripped the rear axle in two, sending the carriage crashing to the ground. She watched dumbfounded as another of the large wagons began to move and its entire rear section began to wobble crazily. It took but a moment before that rear axle cracked and split like the first.


  “Stop everything,” Annatarus screamed. “No one move another wagon.”


  The entire camp of gypsies stopped and most looked around, trying to understand what was happening. They had been prepared for an attack, but this was nothing any of them had anticipated.


  Natasha joined Annatarus as she gave orders to lock down all the wagons and check for other signs of sabotage.


  “This is what Mirabelle’s dream spoke of,” Natasha said. “An attack with no injuries.”


  “So it would seem,” Annatarus replied with a curt nod.


  In the course of the next few minutes, she received word that every wagon had its rear axle sawed neatly in half. None of them would be able to move until the damage was fixed. It would take days, if not weeks, to cut and shape new wood to replace the broken axles. Annatarus fumed as she took in the reports of the attack, chastising herself for stopping so close to the infamous city of thieves.


  It wasn’t long before one of the drugged guards was brought to her by a pair of burly men. The guard was a large man who would not have been easily overcome in a fight.


  “Bring him closer to me,” Natasha said. “Something was off about this entire assault.” As the two men complied, she looked him over and noticed a small pinprick on the side of his neck. She sniffed at the wound.


  “Just as I feared,” Natasha said to Annatarus. “This man was drugged with Darkshade. There are only two groups who use this vile herb – coven witches and guild assassins.”


  Annatarus’s face darkened as she took in the news and in an instant made her decision on their next course of action. She turned to the guard captain. “We shall find out quickly enough which group attacked us. Pass this order throughout the entire camp - I want every able-bodied man and woman versed in weapons and elemental fire to prepare to ride within the hour. Use every horse available, but pack lightly. We travel with all due haste to Constantine. Those who remain behind will stay on constant guard against further attacks. Those who attacked us last night might have crippled the wagons, but they have not stopped us. They will rue the day they attacked my family, for now we go to war.”


  “As you command,” the captain replied. He turned and left the two women to prepare the others for the coming battle.


  ***


  The sand was the worst of it. The wind blew in from the east off the desert, bringing the heat of the wasteland during the day and the cold of its expanse at night, but along with the extremes of temperature was the constant blowing sand. The glare from the sun and the high temperatures could be dealt with, but the sand was everywhere. Over the years, the abandoned city of Clearwater had been all but buried beneath the onslaught.


  Elizabeth wrapped herself in a desert robe to protect against the extremes of the desert. Normally, she would have simply used her power to ensure her comfort, but with the possibility that Jeda and Gelda might be on her trail, it was prudent to preserve her strength and use the desert ways for protection. She stood on a small hill overlooking the ruined city, watching the men dig, and wondered if this would be the spot.


  As each new piece of information was discovered, she felt a growing sense of anticipation. They were close to uncovering the location of the Stone and she began to make her final plans. She trusted no one in the quest for the Stone and kept her intrigues to herself. Although she heard mumbles of discontent from her black sisters, she would not share her thoughts with them. She had no fear of their desertion, for they had come this far with her and had no choice but to follow along to the end.


  The heat of the day slowed the work, but Elizabeth was relentless in her demands. The men were split into shifts for continuous progress, but even with that precaution, the diggers were close to exhaustion. She thought again about having the witches assist, but the destructive powers of elemental blasts might well destroy the very thing they searched for. As hard as it was to endure, there was nothing left but manual labor. Someone had to dig through the sand, and if she lost a few men in the process, so be it. She hadn’t risen through the ranks of the Black Council without learning the price of command. A few lives were a small price to pay to get that stone.


  They had spent the last few days digging at different locations throughout the city, but none of them had yielded anything. She had the coven map, but it was of the city before man and time destroyed it. The choices were narrowing and she was anxious to discover the old headquarters and search inside for the next clue. She no longer believed her nieces were vital parts of the prophecy, but she could not shake her lingering doubt about whether they might still play a part in this quest. Although she had yet to puzzle out what manner of use they might be, she had made her choice when she killed the sled drivers and abandoned the others at the Ice Caves. The reports found in the possession of the dead Black Commander were compelling at the time, but now that days had passed with no new discoveries, Elizabeth suspected that she might have acted too soon. She looked down at the map in her hands and wondered yet again how the actual city could be so different than what was shown on paper.


  A gust of wind caught her robe, causing it to flare wide. She grimaced as the sand blew without mercy around her while pieces of grit lodged in her eyes. She grabbed at the folds of her robe and wrapped them tighter around her body in a futile attempt to protect herself from the constant barrage.


  “Damnable place,” she muttered.


  As if fate heard her complaint, a shout sounded from the site of the current dig. She took off running down the hill, wasting no time for the news to come to her by messenger. She would see everything first hand before anyone could disturb the discovery.


  “Mistress, I think we’ve found it,” Connor reported as she ran up to him. “The headquarters of the White Commander. There are the remains of maps along what is left of the walls and a central desk with paper strewn about. There are multiple bodies as well.”


  Connor had volunteered to supervise the teams of diggers when they had arrived at the ruins. Elizabeth believed that he felt guilty about his earlier words and wanted to make amends. The man was competent, so she had agreed. After all, someone had to supervise.


  “Out of my way, man, I must search the inside myself.”


  “Mistress, please wait. It’s dangerous inside. The walls are precarious and near collapse. It seems as if the building sustained a fair amount of damage before the sands buried it. Allow me to accompany you.”


  When Connor told her of the building’s condition, it reinforced the likelihood that this was the right spot. The chronicled histories discovered in the coven vaults told that the White Headquarters was destroyed in an attack by forces of Black Coven fighters. As near as she could understand, the Black had attacked the White Commander’s headquarters to stop him from sending reinforcements to the Keepers of the Stone. That attack had apparently worked, and the Stone was lost as a result. What Elizabeth hoped was that the White Commander had an idea where the Keepers had run to and that she would find clues leading to that location.


  “No. Do not concern yourself over my welfare and send everyone away. I’ll search this place by myself.”


  In truth, Elizabeth did not want anyone else to discover any clues about the Stone. She ducked down into the opening as Connor stepped out of her way. She was too close to finding the stone’s location and that was something she would not share with anyone.


  The inside of the room was dark and she held forth a small lantern to search the interior. There was not much to discover, as the room was modest and had only one desk in the center. The heat of the desert had mummified the bodies. They had been dead for a century and she cared little for any of them. It was the desk that she flew to. If there were any important papers to be found, they would be there.


  Her heart pounded in anticipation as she lifted the desiccated remains of the man slumped over the desk. Beneath him was a stack of documents, but when she leaned over to look at them, a gust of hot air came through the opening and swept the pile away. She grabbed for the flying papers in a futile attempt, but they disintegrated before her eyes. Although the heat of the desert preserved the contents of the room, much like the Ice Caves had preserved its treasures, the papers had become so dry and brittle that the slightest breeze destroyed them all.


  “Noooooooooooooo,” Elizabeth screamed as she saw the documents crumble into dust at her feet.


  Connor came rushing in. He had sent the diggers away, but Elizabeth had not given him orders to leave and he had waited outside, concerned for her safety. He found her on her knees in a pile of dust, striking the ground in frustration.


  “Mistress, are you all right?” Connor asked, looking around the room in alarm for any threat.


  “Weeks of searching, years of research, only to be left with this,” she cried, raising a pile of paper bits in her hand. She flung the remains away in anger and sat back on her heels. She shook her head and finally knew defeat.


  Connor was reluctant to approach her. Her anger was legendary, but this mood scared him. Elizabeth had never shown vulnerability on the quest and it unnerved him. He gave her a wide berth as he walked to the wall behind her. The lantern Elizabeth had brought in gave off a dull illumination, but it was enough for him to see something interesting, something that might be of value.


  “Mistress,” Connor spoke softly. “What of this map here? It shows many markings, and perhaps one of them is what you seek.”


  Elizabeth was on her feet in a flash and turned to look at the wall. “Stand back,” she whispered fiercely. “Don’t touch it, lest it crumble like the papers.”


  “No worry about that, Mistress,” Connor said, studying the map. “This is drawn on animal hide. It is intact and no breeze will change that.”


  Elizabeth stepped beside him and looked at the map. It clearly depicted the city of Clearwater and a trail of markings that led south into the desert, skirting the mountains. It was a route of some sort with multiple locations annotated with the initials ‘KS,’ but then the trail simply ended partway along the edge of the mountains. It must have been the last location that the Keepers were able to pass on to the Commander.


  This is it. I have finally found it. The Keepers must have been passing their location via bird to the Commander. Thank the gods for the detailed accountings of the military.


  Farther south on the map, a village was circled as well. It must have been where the Keepers were trying to reach. She recognized the location as the trade city of High Keep.


  That desert village had grown significantly since the time of the war. It was now a key intersection of trade and commerce between the kingdom and the Far East empires. The desert tribes were used as guides across the vast desert and they were all she would need to continue her search. The simplest plans were always the best - travel to High Keep, enlist the help of a few desert tribesmen, and travel to where the map showed the last location of ‘KS’ – the Keepers of the Stone. This discovery replenished her strength and fortitude, knowing she was on the right track once again.


  Looking up from her musing, she noticed that Connor was studying the same area.


  “This might be where the Stone was taken,” Connor said, peering intensely at the map and the markings.


  Elizabeth looked up at the dilapidated roof, still in place above the map and Connor. She had everything she needed and made a snap decision.


  One more loose end to take care of and I’ll be free to pursue the clues.


  With a last look at the map, she walked back to the entrance and gathered her powers. “Caravan Master, I’m afraid that our travels together have come to an end.”


  Connor looked over his shoulder at her, confusion written on his face, no doubt wondering why she was at the door and not studying the map beside him. “What do you mean? You’re leaving?”


  “Yes, in due course, but it’s you who will be leaving first. I must thank you for the help you’ve given me on this quest, but your services are no longer required.”


  “I don’t understand--”


  “Your kind never does,” she replied, sending an elemental blast at the decaying roof above his head. The blast caused an immediate cave-in as an avalanche of sand poured in, burying man and map alike.


  “That should bury your inquisitive nature and the final clues to the stone’s location,” she said as she stepped out into the daylight. “Help, help. There’s been a cave-in.”


  “What happened?” asked the first man to arrive.


  “I was about to join the caravan master inside the structure when the roof caved in. I barely escaped with my life.”


  “Everyone, start digging. Perhaps he found a pocket of air,” the man said.


  After several minutes of fruitless digging, Elizabeth had the rescuers stop. For every grain of sand that was moved out of the way, hundreds more filled the gap. It would take hours to excavate the hole again. No one could survive that long. There was little grumbling about quitting, as everyone recognized the desert sands had won this battle, albeit with a little unsuspected help from the mistress of the Black.


  Connor’s death was mourned, but Elizabeth rallied and spurred them on to continue the search. It was quite a stirring little speech. “Although Master Connor died needlessly in this useless room, his death and the deaths of the others before him shall not be in vain. We owe it to all of our fellow searchers to continue and succeed in our quest. I have the next location where we must dig in this wretched city.”


  Elizabeth led them to the northern-most section of the ruins, to an arbitrary mound of sand. “Here.” She pointed at the small hill. “This is the last location marked on the coven map and I pray that we find what we seek. We shall start at first light, but for the remainder of today, rest and remember those that gave their lives.”


  As the group dispersed to their wagons, Elizabeth motioned for her two sisters of the Black to follow her. “Gather your things quietly. I’ve found the next clue we need to recover the Stone. We leave immediately.”


  “But why the ruse of a new location to dig?” asked one of the women.


  “Because it’s best to keep them busy while we travel. They’ll be digging well into the day tomorrow before they realize we’re not among them. By the time they comprehend we’re gone and not coming back, we’ll be days away and our trail stone cold.”


  “Where are we to travel next?” the other witch asked.


  “We’re going to the city of High Keep to meet a few desert rats. One way or another, they will lead us to the last known location of the Stone. Our journey will be long, so pack well.”


  ***


  Jeda saw the ruins of the city and dug his heels into the horse’s flank in an effort to quicken their pace. They had been days on the road, plodding along at a slow pace that was excruciating to him. The horses had been caught a few miles from the destroyed wagon, grazing alongside the road. The joy at finding them quickly wore away as he discovered the animals had two speeds – slow and slower. They were draught beasts, unused to keeping the fast pace Jeda desired, and he knew if pushed too hard, then the group be afoot again.


  “There, ahead,” he shouted and pointed. “I can see the outlines of the ruins. We should arrive within the hour.”


  No one was happier than Ranker that they were ending this part of their journey. If it wasn’t for the hardened animal hides he wore taking the brunt of the blast, he would have died. Two days later, he was still smarting from the impact and the loss of his favorite vest. The constant bounce of bareback riding did nothing to improve his mood.


  “About time we get off these miserable beasts and back on our own feet,” he mumbled, a little too loudly.


  “One can only imagine how the poor horse feels,” Gelda said. “Personally, I’m infinitely thankful for the horses, although my backside could use a rest as well. It’s one more thing on my growing list to pay back to Elizabeth. That bitch is going to be sorry she ever crossed me.”


  Jeda kept his mouth closed and one look at the twins told them it would be wise to do the same. Gelda was not the mild-mannered healer they had all thought and no one wanted to cross her.


  The sighting was a welcome relief from the constant worry and anticipation while travelling to the ruins. There was no telling what Elizabeth had waiting for them or what she told the rest of the expedition about the Ice Caves. Regardless of what they might find, they all agreed to approach with utmost caution. They all knew there would be a fight ahead, but at least now they could deal with Elizabeth appropriately.


  They arrived at the northern outskirts of the ruins in the late afternoon and stopped in a small copse of trees. Jeda and Raz decided to go ahead on foot to scout, while the rest remained hidden until more information about the camp was gathered.


  “You shouldn’t find anyone this far north in the city,” Gelda advised the two. “Something’s not right.”


  Jeda stopped and raised an eyebrow at the healer. “And how would you know something like that, Gelda? Are you developing divination, as Mirabelle claims to have, or is it just a wild-arse guess?”


  “None of your flippancy is necessary young man and it’s nothing of the sort. I happen to remember what the map of the city showed.”


  Jeda took a step towards her before stopping himself. He was smoldering with anger at the answer he expected to his next question. “And what map are you referring to?”


  “Why, the map of Clearwater we found in the coven archives,” Gelda answered. “What other map could I be referring to?”


  “A map you never considered sharing with the rest of us?”


  “Well, it was never important before now, and besides, I don’t have it any longer.”


  Jeda gritted his teeth. “Who has the map, Gelda?”


  “Elizabeth, of course.”


  “Of course, why should I think anyone else might even know of the map? Why haven’t you shared any of this with me before?”


  “There was no need until now, and as to your question, no one else knows about the map. Only Elizabeth and I knew what it depicted. She has the map, but I remember where the spots we were planning to excavate were, and none of them were in the north sector of the city.”


  Jeda had no choice but to let his anger go. It would do no good to rail against Gelda, but his resentment at being kept in the dark once again grew. As far as he was concerned, witches were nothing but trouble. “Well, at least we have that.”


  “Be careful, you two. I have no doubt Elizabeth is more dangerous than ever,” Gelda said to their departing backs.


  Jeda and Raz left to scout the city while the rest settled in for what they thought would be a long wait. They were surprised when the two came back within the hour, dragging a struggling bound and hooded captive between them.


  “So much for your memory of the likely location on the map,” Jeda said striding up to Gelda.


  “What do you mean? The first location was near the center of the city.”


  “That may be, but we ran across the entire expedition digging away at a large hill inside the northern border of the ruins. We scouted around the entire dig and found the wagons, drivers, and handlers, but no sign of Elizabeth or the two witches she held close in her confidence. I did see two other coven sisters, but they were quite intent on the dig and did not see us. One had a mass of red hair and was thin as a reed. The other was plump with short brown hair. We decided to bring one of them back with us for questioning.”


  Raz removed the hood from the captive’s head.


  Gelda stepped forth to question her, but the young woman’s mouth fell agape with surprise. She tried to speak through her gag, but sputtered incoherently.


  Raz removed her gag and she began to talk before anyone else had the chance.


  “Mistress Gelda,” the young woman babbled. “Thanks the gods you’re alive. We were told you perished at the Ice Caves. We were sick with grief over your loss. But why would Mistress Elizabeth tell us you were dead?”


  Gelda stared intently at the young witch. “First things first. Where’s Elizabeth?”


  “The last anyone saw of her was two days ago. She was almost killed along with the Caravan Master when a buried structure collapsed on them. We mourned Connor’s death. It was shocking, but Mistress Elizabeth barely made it out with her life.”


  “I’ll bet she did. Who told you to dig in this location?”


  “Mistress Elizabeth, of course,” she replied. “She had a map with her that showed where to dig and said this was the final location.”


  “And she hasn’t been seen in two days?”


  “No, Mistress, not since she directed us all here to begin anew. We all thought she needed some alone time after so many had lost their lives.”


  Gelda turned to Raz and motioned for her to untie the young woman. “Well, at least we know where to look now.”


  “But, Mistress Gelda, we have not discovered anything yet,” the unwitting sister replied.


  “Of course not, it’s the previous dig location I’m referring to,” she said, motioning for everyone to follow. “Come along, we have quite the tale to tell you and the others.”


  It was well into the night before the questions, answers, and outrage had simmered down among those left with the caravan. After a brief accounting, the wagon drivers and guards discovered three horses were missing.


  Jeda, Gelda, Raz, Ranker and the twins came together around the fire and discussed their next steps.


  “We shall have to dig up poor Master Connor and discover for ourselves what he and Elizabeth found in that building,” Gelda said. “Once we have that clue, then we’ll know where that she-devil and her companions have gone.”


  “That’s if there is anything to discover,” Jeda replied.


  “I have no fear of that,” she answered. “If Elizabeth felt the need to destroy the building, then she discovered something important inside. My guess is that Master Connor had the unfortunate luck to discover it with her and died as a consequence. Whatever it was, she could not take it with her and wanted no one else to see it.”


  “I guess we’ll have to wait for the morning, then. We should get some sleep. I fear it’s going to be a long day tomorrow.”


  “Girls, come with me. There’s no need to sleep on the hard ground tonight. There are two empty wagons and I, for one, am planning on using one of them,” Gelda said.


  Kala and Kara both stood and followed their grandmother without complaint. “Goodnight, Poppy,” Kala said over her shoulder.


  “Good night, girls,” Jeda said. He turned to Ranker. “Do you wish to sleep on a soft cot tonight?”


  Ranker chuckled. “Why start now? A warm blanket will do fine.”


  Jeda watched as he ambled away in the direction that Gelda and the twins took. He had no doubt that the old tracker would sleep outside her wagon.


  “What next?” Jeda mumbled as he ran his hand through his hair. He was frustrated and angry at the latest turn of events, but there was no one he could vent his anger to. During the days it had taken them to catch up with the caravan, he couldn’t stop thinking about Keisha - his beautiful wife and mother to his unborn son. Would they find the Stone in time to save her? What if Elizabeth found the Stone first? That would be a disaster. He knew if she did, Keisha and his son would die. It was a fate too horrible to imagine.


  It was all so clear now. Elizabeth never had any intention of helping Keisha awaken from her coma. It was all about finding the Stone and harnessing its power for herself. If it was the last thing he ever did, he would find that cursed stone and finally put it to good use. If anyone tried to stop him or get in his way, they would pay with their life. His final thought before drifting off to a restless sleep was that he would find Elizabeth and exact vengeance on her for betraying them and putting Keisha’s life in mortal danger.


  ***


  Once inside the wagon, Gelda pointed to the bed on the right. “Why don’t you girls take that one? It’s bigger and you won’t be on top of each other.”


  Gelda pulled the quilt off the other bed and climbed up on the cot. “Good night, girls.”


  “Grandma Gelda, can I ask you a question?” Kala asked.


  Gelda rolled onto her side, facing the girls. “Sure, what is it?”


  “Why would Aunt Elizabeth betray us like this?”


  Gelda rolled her eyes. “That’s a good question. One that I have no answer for, but I can tell you that Elizabeth has always craved power. Whatever she had never seemed to be enough. She wanted more and more.”


  “But she is Mistress of the coven. How much more power can there be?” Kara asked.


  “I’m afraid a lot more. It can be complicated, especially for witches that channel elemental power. Healers have only one goal and that is to help cure ills for as many people as they can, but it’s not that simple for elementals.”


  Kara inhaled sharply and turned away.


  Gelda raised an eyebrow. “Kara, is there something you need to tell me?”


  A single tear rolled down Kara’s cheek. “I think…um…I mean, I’m afraid there’s evil in me.”


  Kala reached over and grasped her sister’s hand. “It’s okay. Tell her what you told me.”


  Gelda threw the quilt back and sat up. She patted the bed. “Come here, child, and talk to me. Why would you think you’re evil?”


  Kara got up and sat next to her grandmother. Gelda put her arm around her shoulders and Kara leaned in, relishing the comfort of a loving embrace. It took her a few moments before she could gather her courage and express her worst fear. “I felt it the first time after the kidnapping. It was so overwhelming.”


  “Can you explain what you felt?”


  Kara nodded. “A wickedness that I couldn’t banish. Dark thoughts all the time. I found no joy in anything and I was mad at everyone all the time.”


  “I see. Do you still feel the same way?”


  Kara nodded. “Sometimes, yes.”


  Gelda gave Kara a squeeze. “I understand what you mean, but you’re not evil. The combination of a horrific experience with the burgeoning of your powers has given you a stronger than normal reaction.”


  Kara wiped the tears from her cheeks. “What do you mean?”


  “You’re one of the strongest elemental witches that I’ve ever seen, but trust me when I tell you that all elemental witches feel something similar to what you’re feeling. You’ll need to control these feelings, lest they control you. Many of the witches who turned to the Black started off just as you are, but let their dark feelings take root and decide their futures. Some call this the Witch’s Curse because it has destroyed so many good people. I’m afraid that is what happened to your Aunt Elizabeth. She was once a good woman, but she was always proud and powerful. She let her dark feelings take control and she must have turned her to the Black to have done what she did to us. I know you’re stronger than that and you have the love of your family to help you. Never forget that.”


  Kara looked at her grandmother, hope shining in her eyes. “So, I’m not evil?”


  “No, my dear Kara. You’re not evil. You and your sister are the two most precious people in the world to me.”


  Kara threw her arms around Gelda’s neck and kissed her cheek. “Thank you, Grandma Gelda. You have no idea what this means to me.”


  Gelda gently untangled herself from the young girl’s embrace. “Good, but if these feelings ever become overwhelming again, you must come to me right away. Can you do that?”


  Kara nodded. “Yes, of course.”


  “Now we must get some sleep. Scoot over with your sister and let this old woman rest.”


  Kara jumped off the bed and nestled next to Kala.


  “I told you things would be all right, didn’t I?” Kala said.


  Kara nodded, and before long, both girls were lost in a dreamless sleep.
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Departures


The early morning air was still crisp from the desert night when Jeda, Ranker and a picked crew of diggers arrived at the demolished ruins. One of the men who had worked the spot originally under Elizabeth’s watchful eye led the group and the digging began immediately. The morning twilight gave off enough light to begin work and they wasted no time in starting. The going was slow as the first team of diggers removed sand and a second team shored up the walls to prevent the shifting sands from sliding back in. This had not been done earlier when they tried to reach Caravan Master Connor. Their only thought was to reach him as quickly as possible, not to preserve the site.


  “This is taking longer than we have to spare,” Jeda said, wiping his brow. “That bitch is getting farther away every minute we spend digging.”


  “There’s not much else we can do,” Ranker replied. “The sand shifts quickly and we must take care, lest we destroy any evidence there is to find.”


  “I know. It’s just very frustrating.”


  “Well, back at it. No sense wasting any more time,” the big tracker said as he lifted another bucketful of sand out of the way.


  Later that morning, the caravan wagons arrived, loaded with the remaining sisters, guards, and laborers. Everyone in the expedition who had been left behind realized the scope of Elizabeth’s betrayal. They had toiled for days at a useless site and their resentment rose. More than a few of them harbored suspicions that Connor’s death was no accident. Now they wanted to help in any way possible, but no one had seen Elizabeth leave, and until they discovered the direction she’d gone, they would not be able to follow. The caravan drivers set up a makeshift camp with the expectation of leaving again soon.


  They had excavated a substantial hollow, and the outline of the destroyed building was becoming distinct ,when Gelda joined Jeda and Ranker.


  “Everyone is working as fast as they can,” Jeda said. “I just wish it could be done faster.”


  “I may be of help in removing some of this sand. You have made good progress, but I may be able to move larger quantities faster using elemental power. The outer walls are outlined and I can minimize any damage to the rest of the structure.”


  “The faster we remove the sand, the faster we’ll find out where Elizabeth has gone,” Jeda replied. “Do your worst.”


  “Hmmm,” Ranker said. “That may not have been the best choice of words here.”


  “Quiet, the both of you” Gelda replied. “I’ve been doing this for longer than even I can remember. Have the men ready with shoring to keep the walls intact. This shouldn’t take long.”


  Jeda passed the word among the men.


  Gelda positioned herself above and to the rear of the hollow on the sands yet to be removed. Her idea was to ‘push’ sand out of the remaining building using gusts of air and the hollowed section as a conduit. What the desert had taken years to bury, she would reverse in minutes. Her first blast removed more than half what the men had spent all morning digging.


  “It’s too bad she couldn’t have done that from the beginning,” Jeda said.


  “Aye, but we’ll be done in no time now,” Ranker replied.


  In a short time, Gelda had cleared the room of any remaining sand. The building stood roofless, but the walls were generally intact and the men rushed in to shore them up. Connor’s body was found lying face down in the wreckage. When they moved the dead man’s body, they found an animal hide protected beneath it.


  Gelda picked it up to study more closely. “Connor protected this map beneath his body even as the building was crashing in on him. If he had not, the sands might have destroyed it. This is what Elizabeth must have wanted to hide from the rest of us. I have no doubt she killed him, but Connor will have his revenge on her yet.”


  “Finally, something to point us in the right direction,” Jeda said.


  She spread out the map on the ground and they all knelt to study the cryptic markings. There were numerous symbols detailing military units located in the city of Clearwater as well as outposts in the cities of Waywell and Valhedge. These were the locations of the White Forces in the area at the time of the Witch Wars. There were outlines and arrows of troop movements, pointing to a campaign heading north. That made sense to them, as the Witch War eventually saw its end in the frozen wastes of the Northern Tundra.


  “This is the map of the White Commander,” Gelda said. “All these markings point north except for this one path heading south.”


  A path starting from the city of Clearwater going south through the desert was inked but abruptly ended in the middle of the desert. There were no other markings to the south except for a circle around the city of High Keep. After a few minutes of study, Gelda looked up at the others.


  “This map tells us everything. This path south has to be the one the Keepers followed when they were pursued by the forces of the Black,” Gelda explained, pointing to the southern route. “See here. Assuming the initials ‘KS’ refer to them, then these marks prove they were in contact with the White Commander. He knew where they were until this last mark, and judging by the circle around the city of High Keep, I would venture to guess that that was where they were headed. The White Headquarters must have been destroyed before the Commander could send help, but that still leaves the question of what happened to the Stone, the Keepers, and the Black Forces who hunted them.”


  Jeda pointed to the last spot marked in the desert. “If this is the Stone’s last known location, there is no way for Elizabeth to travel there without help. This spot is too remote for anyone other than a desert guide to get there and back safely. The desert is dangerous and very few can survive without assistance. She will have to travel to High Keep first to get help. If we travel hard, we might have a chance of catching her before she can hire a desert guide. There is only one tribe that will consent to escort outsiders across the desert and I happen to be a friend of that tribe’s leader.”


  Gelda’s interest was piqued at this revelation. “Is that so? Now how would you be an acquaintance of a chieftain of a desert tribe?”


  Jeda didn’t hesitate to answer. Gelda knew of his previous life as an assassin, so his answer wouldn’t surprise her. “We became fast friends when I was hired to assassinate his predecessor.”


  “But I thought the guild always did their jobs discretely, without anyone ever knowing who did the killing.”


  “That’s true, but in this case, it was one of my earlier assignments. I was young, rash, and got caught. Thankfully, the one who caught me was also the one who benefited most from my actions. He was the next in line to rule the tribe, so instead of killing me, he spared my life and we became friends of a sort. I had to promise him that if I ever heard of a contract on his life, I would warn him. Now that I think of it, he may be a little wary when he sees me.”


  Ranker looked between Jeda and Gelda and shook his head. “It’s always something with you people. Sometimes, I think I’d be better off fighting wolves in the mountains of North Ridge.”


  Gelda gave him a swift elbow to the side.


  The big man grunted and looked at her with mock pain in his eyes. “I did say sometimes.”


  “She has a three-day lead on us already,” Jeda continued. “She’s travelling on horseback and probably moving fast. To have any chance of catching her, we’ll have to leave the wagons behind and follow her on horseback. It will take her days to reach High Keep and then she’ll have to negotiate with the desert tribes to guide her to this location. It won’t be easy and could take days, and that may be our only chance to catch up to her.”


  After the details of the map were thoroughly reviewed, it was decided a small group would leave in pursuit of Elizabeth and her followers. Raz got everyone together so Jeda could address them all at once.


  “We’ve figured out where Elizabeth has gone, but we have to move fast. Gelda, Ranker, Raz and my daughters will go after her.”


  “But we could help,” one of the witches offered.


  “Thank you for your offer, but there will be no amenities on this trip. We’ll carry only what will fit in our saddlebacks.”


  When the group heard that, no one else offered to accompany them.


  Gelda spoke next. “I cannot thank you all enough for your help and bravery on this quest. It certainly has not turned out the way we expected, but our last hope is to catch Elizabeth before she has the Witch Stone in her grasp.”


  Murmurs went through the crowd at the thought of Elizabeth with unlimited power. There would be no stopping her then and no one wanted to envision the kingdom under her rule.


  Gelda held up her hand to silence them. “The rest of you take the wagons south to the crossroads at Lakehurst and then west along the middle highway back to Constantine. Thank you all for coming on this quest and helping us. I won’t forget your service.”


  The crowd dispersed, and sounds of packing and horses being hitched to the wagons could be heard floating across the sand.


  The day had a few hours of sunlight left and Jeda had wasted no time in getting his small group ready for the long, harrowing ride. “Our destination is the city of High Keep and it’s a long way off. Elizabeth already has an impressive lead and we’ll need to ride hard and fast if we have any hope of catching her. You’ll need to put your personal comforts aside as we make up for lost time. The stops will be short and quick, so plan on feeding your animal and taking care of your personal necessities during these times.”


  Every one in the group was well aware of the need for haste and that there would be no coddling of anyone. They were steely-eyed and determined as they made their final preparations to ride south in pursuit of their betrayer. Ranker helped Gelda choose a horse that fit better with her smaller frame, but would still be able to ride hard and fast.


  “One last thing you should know,” Jeda said to the group as he mounted his own horse. “If you fall behind, I will not wait for you. You’ll be left to make your way alone.” Although his comments were directed at everyone, there was no doubt he meant Gelda and Ranker.


  “No problem here,” Ranker said. “Let’s get to it.”


  Without a backward glance at the departing caravan, they galloped away toward the desert city of High Keep.


  ***


  Elizabeth and her two witch sisters were seated in comfortable chairs facing the elder desert chieftain and his entourage. The room was large and remarkably cool compared to the heat of the day outside. There were numerous high-arched windows draped in layers of gossamer that allowed the slightest breeze through while keeping the hot rays of the sun at bay. In the center of the room was a pool with a spouting fountain that helped keep the breezes light and refreshing. The delicate scent of some unknown incense wafted through the air, adding the final touch to the comfortable audience chamber. The room was artfully designed to provide an amicable setting in which to receive and entertain guests, but the subtle nuances were lost on Elizabeth.


  When she first arrived in the city of High Keep and began her search for an escort, she was met with indifference, unfriendliness, and outright hostility. The rudeness of the locals surprised her, as the cultural differences between the kingdom and the desert tribes were normally set aside in the interests of commerce and prosperity. After many fruitless inquiries, she was left with no choice but to invoke her due as a member of the ruling class of the kingdom. She had been reluctant to identify herself because she was sure the quest had piqued the interest of other unknown parties. Much like Jeda, she believed there were those who secretly followed their progress and were waiting for the right time to strike. The fewer who knew her identity, the better she could accomplish her goals without interruption. Unfortunately, discretion had led her nowhere. Without the tribe’s expertise in travelling through the desert, she would have no chance of finding the stone’s location. She had no other choice and announced herself as the Head Mistress of the Constantine Coven to gain an audience with the tribal chieftain and request his assistance. The meeting had started off amicably.


  “Mistress, to what do I owe the honor of your visit to my humble abode?”


  Elizabeth gave a slight nod before speaking. “Chieftain Parin, I have need of a desert guide. I’ve made numerous inquiries in the city proper, but could find no willing participants. Your reputation for stalwart service and discretion is widely known throughout the kingdom and I come seeking your assistance.”


  “I am pleased that you think so highly of me and my people. We’ll do everything in our power to guide and assist you. Now where do you wish to travel to in our desert homeland?”


  Elizabeth smiled congenially as she handed the chieftain the coven map she had in her possession. As Parin spread the map out, she leaned over and pointed to the location that she had transferred from the White Commander’s record to her map. She had left off the Keeper’s trail from Clearwater to prevent any unwanted questions or interest from these desert vagabonds.


  “The area I’m interested in visiting is marked here on this map.” She watched as Parin peered down at the map. She barely held her temper in check while the chieftain spent an inordinate amount of time studying the map and offering nothing but sighs of disquiet. The set of his shoulders and his facial expression demonstrated less and less willingness to help the longer he examined it.


  Finally, he spoke. “It’s no surprise that you’ve found reluctance amongst my people to guide you to this place. The area you have marked on your map is cursed. No one would guide you there. That entire stretch of desert is the domain of a powerful demon with fiery eyes that sees all. No one in their right mind travels there willingly.”


  Hmm, how interesting. A cave protected by a demon would be the perfect place to hide the Stone of power. This may explain why no one has ever found the Stone.


  Elizabeth stopped herself from rolling her eyes at the superstitious man. “I don’t believe in demons or monsters. In my experience, most turn out to be of the ordinary human variety. So, you’re telling me that no one travels to this part of the desert?”


  “As I said, not willingly,” Parin replied. “Some of our bravest warriors make a yearly journey to see if the beast still breathes, but that is in the spring when the beast is lethargic and rests. Even then, they never go into its lair, but search the local grounds for fresh bones of animals the beast has devoured. No one has ever laid eyes on it and lived to tell the tale. It is said that to look upon it is to behold death itself.”


  Elizabeth leaned forward in her chair. “If no one has ever laid eyes on this beast and lived to tell about it, then where do the stories come from? I think your tales and legends are superstitious nonsense told around your campfires to make young children behave. I’ve heard enough of them. What will it cost for you or one your men to find their manhood again and lead me to this place?”


  There was a collective gasp throughout the room at Elizabeth’s challenging words. She talked to the chieftain as if he were a cowardly ignorant peasant. His pretense of friendliness evaporated.


  He looked at her through heavy lids, fighting to keep his anger under control before standing to his full, impressive height. “Mistress, you test my patience. Your words are insulting and demeaning to me and my people. Our beliefs are sacred and have been passed down from generations untold. These are our histories and I do not expect an outsider like you to understand. If you were not the Head Mistress of the Constantine Coven, I would have you whipped for your insults. We will not lead you or your group to that area. You have wasted your time in coming here.”


  Elizabeth had known exactly what she was doing when she insulted him. She’d known when he looked at the map and shook his head that he would not help her. She had tried to engage him in a friendly, courteous manner, but now it was time to deal with them from a position of power. Everyone understood power and Elizabeth was a master of it.


  “Actually, it is you who have wasted my time and altogether too much of it. This charade is over. I did not come here to ask and plead for your help; I came here to demand it. You will help me and lead me to this area, one way or another.”


  She stood and raised her arms, gathering power, before shooting an elemental blast into Parin’s chest. Pandemonium broke out as the old man fell back, clutching the gaping hole in his chest. He was dead before he hit the floor. As the guards rushed forward, the other two sisters engaged them with blasts of their own. In short order, all the guards were dead or dying. While the remainder of the family tried to escape, Elizabeth shot forward and grabbed Parin’s youngest daughter. More guards rushed in through the doors, but Elizabeth’s threatening hand raised above the girl’s small head made them all stop short. The guards stood in confusion, looking between Elizabeth and her sister witches, unsure of what to do next. The situation was developing exactly as Elizabeth had anticipated.


  “Move one step closer and this little one will suffer the same fate as her father,” she said, pointing to the dead chieftain sprawled on the floor at her feet. “Now all we want is a guide to this cursed place in the desert and we’ll leave the rest of you in peace. If this demon monster of yours is as powerful as you believe, then maybe it will kill us and save you the effort. Regardless, one of you will be our guide or we will start to kill you one at a time until someone agrees. Forget not who you deal with before you decide your next actions.”


  Elizabeth raised her hand and shot a blast to the domed ceiling to reinforce her threat. The echo from the blast reverberated throughout the room, giving pause to everyone in the room. It would clearly be unwise to challenge the witch.


  “Stop, do not harm my sister,” came a voice from the side of the room. “I am Arin. I will lead you to the cave.”


  Elizabeth looked at the young man as he stepped forward. He stood tall and proud, the spitting image of the fallen chieftain. He gestured to the guards to stand down and they obeyed instantly. She surmised that he must be the next in line to rule the tribe.


  “You’ll lead me to this place?” Elizabeth challenged. “To this cave where this beast, the demon with fiery eyes, lies in wait?”


  “Yes,” he answered, stepping forward and looking her in the eyes. “If that will prevent you from killing my sister, Arel, or any other member of my tribe. You have my word.”


  Now she knew for sure he was the tribe’s next leader. To allow this affront to his father and do nothing would be tantamount to admitting himself a coward to his people. His pride, his tribal standing, and his very life would be forfeit if he did nothing.


  “Forgive me if the word of a boy gives me no confidence,” Elizabeth answered. “We’ll be taking your sister along as hostage to ensure your cooperation.”


  The young man bristled at her calling him a boy and looked down at the floor to control his rage. “You will come to regret your actions here today,” Arin intoned, “for though you have my cooperation, no one on this earth can compel the demon beast. You joke that it may kill you, but I tell you now that it will, but not quickly. Your death will be slow and painful as it eats and digests you over the course of days and weeks.”


  A shiver sliced through Elizabeth. She was shaken more than she cared to admit at the young man’s audacity in answering her. The boy raised his head and she thought she saw the telltale cloudy eyes of a prophesier. She shook her head and looked again, but Arin had the plain angry eyes of a tribesman.


  I’m beginning to see things. Did this boy just prophesize my death?


  “The only thing I’ll regret today is listening to your pathetic attempts to distract me from my path. You will order everyone else to stay behind,” Elizabeth commanded. “If anyone tries anything foolish, your sister will be the first to die and you’ll be second. Come now and gather whatever supplies we’ll need. We leave immediately.”


  Arin stalked from the room with Elizabeth, her witch sisters, and the young Arel in tow.
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  Escape


It was late when Annatarus and her band arrived at the Constantine Coven. The iron gates were illuminated by lanterns attached to the posts that flanked the entryway. There were no guards posted and the gate was closed for the night. There was a cast iron knocker to alert the residents inside whenever a visitor arrived after hours, but the gypsies would not avail themselves of that.


  Annatarus had purposely arrived after the gates would be closed. She motioned her group to the side of the road and they dismounted out of direct sight of the entrance. She was quite certain that the ‘healers’ of the coven were hiding something and trying to prevent her from seeing Keisha. Natasha had explained what had occurred previously with Keisha at the hands of the coven healers. Natasha had not been allowed to use her ‘wilding’ magic alongside the coven-trained healers when they tried to heal her daughter, so she was unsure what had failed when they tried to bring Keisha out of her Darkshade coma. Annatarus thought the coven witches’ actions to be suspicious at best and incompetent at worst. She was determined to see the girl, with or without the witches knowing, and she preferred without.


  She looked at the group of gypsies that had accompanied her. They were suited perfectly for the job. “We’ll circle around to the far side of the compound and enter silently through the rear gate. That way, there will be no general alarm sounded.”


  “Do you suspect the coven is behind the attacks on the family?” Natasha asked.


  “Of course I suspect them,” Annatarus said. “Who else would have any reason for preventing us from coming here? They started this fight and I will end it tonight. They will wish they had never trifled with us.”


  Natasha nodded, pleased with Annatarus’ conviction and turned to look at her sister. “There is no need for you to come any farther this night. There will most definitely be fighting and certain danger inside.”


  “All the more reason for me to come,” Mirabelle answered. “I feel this whole disaster has been my doing and I would see it end safely for you and Keisha.”


  “It’s your choice, but stay behind me and don’t do anything foolish.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of it, Sister.”


  Annatarus continued explaining what she wanted the others to do. The scouts with the group were gifted with the power and well-versed in the use of weapons. She had picked them especially for this mission. Although she did not want to hurt or kill any of the coven witches, she was prepared to do whatever she must to get to the girl.


  She pointed at two of the strongest and most agile of the group. “I want you two to scale the wall and secure the immediate area. I don’t want the witches to be aware we’re here, so grab anyone you come across and silence them. Do not use deadly force unless you have no choice. When the area is clear, open the rear gate for the rest of us. Once we’re all inside, Natasha will lead those I have designated to where they’re keeping Keisha. The rest of you will spread out throughout the coven and subdue the remaining witches and any guards you might encounter.”


  The two gypsies nodded and slipped into the darkness. Within minutes, they had the back gate open.


  “No sign of anyone yet, Mother,” the gypsy said.


  “Good. It’s time to awaken Keisha,” Annatarus said, leading the rest of the group inside the coven compound.


  Natasha took the lead, and it wasn’t long before they were nearing the healing house where Keisha was being cared for.


  ***


  Bertha was making her way across the coven courtyard to the unconscious gypsy girl for her nightly shift when she spied movement in the shadows along the outer wall. She hid herself behind one of the fountains and saw a group materialize and start to make their way toward her destination. As they passed from the shadows of the wall, Bertha recognized them under the light of the moon.


  Gypsies! By the gods, they must be here for the girl.


  At that thought, she hiked up her long skirt and ran as fast as her stubby legs could carry her toward the healing house, screaming at the top of her lungs. “Intruders, intruders! We’re under attack. Wake up, wake up, defend yourselves.”


  Bertha’s warning had the desired effect of not only sounding an alarm, but causing the invading group to pause as they tried to determine who was shouting. She reached the door well before the gypsies and was met by the young witch on duty, who had been on her way out to see what the commotion was all about.


  Pushing the duty witch back into the healing house, she slammed the door and bolted it. “There’s a group of gypsies coming this way. They’re here for the girl.”


  No sooner were the words out of her mouth than someone started banging on the door. Finding the door bolted, the gypsies began to slam into the door in earnest. The house had not been built to withstand a concerted attack and the door began to splinter under the assault. The two witches heard the sound of fighting outside the healing house and held out little hope that help would be coming to them.


  Bertha pushed the young witch towards the door and yelled at her. “Don’t let anyone through that door. I’m going in the back to watch over that poor girl.”


  “What?” the young witch asked, her eyes wide with fear. “What do you expect me to do?”


  “Stop them any way you can. We must protect the girl at all costs.”


  “But, but…wait.”


  Bertha had scarcely left the sputtering young witch when the door finally crashed in, followed by two burly gypsies brandishing wicked-looking knives. As Bertha ran into the back room, she glanced back and saw the young witch faint at the sight of the gypsies. She knew her only chance to save herself lay unconscious ahead of her. She rushed to Keisha’s bed and pulled out a dart loaded with Darkshade.


  Quick on her heels were two gypsy women, who ran into the room behind her. “Stay back or the girl and her unborn baby dies,” Bertha shouted, holding the dart above her head for the gypsies to see. “This dart is loaded with Darkshade and one prick is enough to kill them both.”


  Natasha and Mirabelle stopped short at the threat. They had both rushed in past the men to get to Keisha and now they looked at the mad woman before them with dread in their eyes.


  “Stop,” Mirabelle pleaded, stepping in front of Natasha. “We’ll do nothing to harm you. All we want is the girl.”


  Natasha did not know what Mirabelle was up to, but she had distracted the mad woman enough to let Natasha gather her power. Without warning, she let loose a precise elemental strike at the old witch’s hand. The witch screamed in pain, bringing her damaged hand to her chest and dropping the dart. Natasha rushed forward to Keisha’s side as Mirabelle raised a hand to stop her.


  “Wait,” Mirabelle called. “Watch the old hag.”


  Natasha had ignored Mirabelle’s warning about the old woman clasping her damaged hand in her haste to reach Keisha. She turned around in time to see the old witch lunging for her, two darts in her good hand. She stood transfixed, the darts loaded with deadly poison coming at her. Just when she thought she would certainly die, a large shadow dove between her and the old hag.


  Mirabelle had launched herself between Natasha and certain death, taking the deadly darts in the process. As she sank to the floor, Natasha screamed and let fly another elemental bolt that hit the old woman in the middle of her chest, killing her instantly. Natasha dropped to the floor, yanking the darts from her sister’s side, and gently took Mirabelle’s head in her lap. As she cradled her, she tried to use her healing arts to save her.


  “It’s no use, sister,” Mirabelle said, her eyes tearful. “It happened just as I saw it would.”


  “You saw this?” Natasha cried in anguish. “Why didn’t you tell me this would happen?”


  Mirabelle struggled to get the words out as the poison coursed through her body. “My death was always inevitable. It was yours that hung in the balance. If I had told you any of this, you would have tried to prevent it and would have died as well. I’ve enough on my soul without adding the burden of your death, not when I knew I could save you.”


  Tears spilled from Natasha’s eyes. “No, this can’t happen. I will not allow it.”


  Natasha concentrated with all her strength to heal her sister. She felt the Darkshade poison coursing through Mirabelle’s body and realized there was just too much of it. She was helpless to stop its deadly march.


  “Natasha,” Mirabelle rasped. “Stop, you’ll only hurt yourself in your efforts. I die knowing that I’ve saved the one person in this world who cared for me just as I am.”


  Natasha gathered the dying woman in her arms and pulled her close, hugging her as she cried in frustration. “Oh Mirabelle, I’ve always loved you. Nothing you ever did could change that.”


  “I know,” Mirabelle whispered.


  Natasha watched as the light in her sister’s eyes faded away and bowed her head, tears streaming down her cheeks.


  Within a few moments, Annatarus came into the room. Natasha was still holding her dead sister.


  “She’s gone then?”


  “Yes,” Natasha answered, looking at the wise woman’s face. “You knew this would happen?”


  “No, not this. I knew only what Mirabelle told me,” Annatarus said with forlorn eyes. “She said she would save her sister and her niece this night, but she never told me the price she would pay for doing it.”


  ***


  Lorsen strode into his kitchen pantry, having been woken by one of his servants, who told him that there were visitors demanding to see him. He stopped short as he practically ran into Sybelle, standing with a group of six women. “What’s going on? Why are you here? Who are these women?”


  “The coven was attacked tonight, by gypsies no less.”


  Lorsen was struck momentarily speechless by the news. “Gypsies? Are you sure they were gypsies?”


  “Yes, the very ones that you were supposed to have stopped,” she said, pointing an accusing finger at his chest. “We barely got away with our lives. My sisters here are followers of the Black. The ones we left behind to fend for themselves were of the White. I’ve no idea what happened to them, nor do I care.”


  Lorsen remained silent, rubbing his chin with vigor as he reviewed what Sybelle had told him. The gypsies had arrived and attacked the coven even after he engaged the assassins to stop them. There could be only one reason for that.


  Those bastard assassins have betrayed me.


  Sybelle’s accusation in front of the other witches angered Lorsen, but he held his temper, as he would have need of these women and their powers, especially in light of the assassin’s duplicity.


  “You must remain hidden here until we can sort this out,” he said, smiling benevolently at Sybelle and the six other women huddled in his pantry. “If all the Black sisters are here with you, than your true allegiance will not be discovered. No one will suspect any of you are members of the Black simply because you ran when the gypsies attacked. The White witches you abandoned will simply think you’re cowards.”


  Sybelle bristled at the pompous tone and veiled insult, but there was no other place for them to go. Once the gypsies realized the coven witches were keeping Keisha in an induced coma, there would be hell to pay. Of course, the remaining White witches would profess their innocence and maybe the gypsies would believe them, but Sybelle would not be around to see that outcome. Lorsen was her only escape at the moment, but that would change when Elizabeth returned with the Stone. With daggers in her eyes, she followed Lorsen as he led them through his home.
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  Consequences


Jeda stopped at the city gates of High Keep and motioned for everyone to gather around. As the others crowded in, he surreptitiously motioned at the mass of strange and exotic people streaming in and out of the gate.


  “The sights and people you see here may seem outlandish by Kingdom standards, but this is the norm for this city,” he explained. “Do not stare or make any comments about things you do not understand or it would not end well for any of us.”


  As they entered the city, they were soon surrounded by a menagerie of sights and sounds. The shops, taverns, and homes seemed to be built on top of one another in an endless array of multi-layered construction. Threaded throughout this labyrinth of mud and brick were the colorful and often outlandish denizens of High Keep. Exotic spices, magnificent weaves of fine cloth, plush rugs, hides of the softest fur, and unusual animals were the stock and trade of the bazaars in High Keep. Savvy merchants of the kingdom and from the lands across the Great Eastern Desert came to High Keep to trade their goods. The bartering and haggling went on day and night in markets that never seemed to sleep. Everything, including drugs, prostitution, and many other vices, was available for those with the right price.


  Jeda’s attention went to the twins. “Do not stray from the group. This place is dangerous for young girls. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Poppy,” Kala said.


  “Got it, Da,” Kara added.


  He turned back to Gelda, Ranker and Raz. “We’re here to request help and guides, not cause any problems. The tribesmen are the only people who can safely guide us across the desert. I have no idea the kind of trouble Elizabeth may have already caused, but I can’t imagine she created any goodwill between herself and the tribesmen. With any luck, they refused to guide her and she set out on her own.”


  “Well, let’s get going before you talk us all to death,” Gelda said. “I’ve never known a man so intent on hearing the sound of his own voice.”


  Jeda’s mouth fell open at Gelda’s jibe. “Hey, I’m just trying to make sure we don’t run into any unnecessary problems here.”


  “Sure, sure,” she said, nodding her head. “And none of us have ever been to a city before. Now, if you’re finished with your lesson on proper conduct, please lead on.”


  He didn’t have to look to know that both Ranker and Raz were biting their tongues to keep from laughing. The twins didn’t have their restraint and giggled behind their hands. With an exasperated sigh, he moved off, leading them through the maze of streets to arrive at a pair of high gates guarded by stern sentries armedin every conceivable type of weapon imaginable.


  Dismounting his horse, he gestured for the others to follow. “This is where we’ll find the chieftain of the tribe I told you about.”


  “Let me talk first,” Gelda said. “As the senior healer of the coven, I’m considered a dignitary of the kingdom. That should hold some sway with the chieftain. If he sees you first and misconstrues your intentions, then we all could be in a world of trouble.”


  “That was a long time ago. I don’t think he would do anything if he saw me. It might be best if I talked to them first.”


  Gelda held out her arm to stop Jeda from going to the gate. “I think not. You were an assassin last time you were here. That could definitely lead to an unfortunate misunderstanding. Let wiser heads prevail here; you can identify yourself at a more appropriate time.”


  Jeda shrugged and motioned her forward. “By all means then, old wise one, please step forward.”


  Gelda shot him a dirty look before stepping up to the sentries with a cordially smile. “Good day. I am Gelda DeLongo, lead healer at the coven of Constantine. I request an audience with your chieftain to discuss matters of great importance.”


  The captain of the guards, bulkier and taller than the rest, stepped forward to greet them. Jeda thought he recognized the man, but many years had passed since he had been through here and he was unsure.


  The guard captain nodded to Gelda. “You’re from the coven at Constantine? Is that the same coven that Mistress Elizabeth hails from?”


  “Why yes, one and the same. We’re following her and anxious to catch up to her. We were hoping that your chieftain might help us with that.”


  The captain smiled at the group and waved to the other guards to open the gates. “Yes, Mistress Elizabeth came through here not one day ago, requesting our help. Please enter. I’m sure we’ll be able to help you as we did her.”


  Jeda felt that familiar shiver rise up his spine. The captain’s words had an ominous tone to them, but he did not think they would meet trouble here. This was a place he knew, a place where he had friends from the past. He ignored the warning, attributing it to nervous anticipation, and followed the guard inside.


  They led their horses through the gates and were tying them off when the gates slammed shut. A contingent of guards immediately surrounded them with swords and lances pointing in their direction.


  “You’re all under arrest,” the captain declared. “Put down your weapons and make no sudden move or we’ll kill you on the spot.”


  Jeda surveyed the guards surrounding them and looked at the top of the walls. They were lined with archers pointing barbed arrows at them. With a shake of his head, he looked at Gelda. “Well, that worked out well. No misunderstanding here, now is there?”


  As he spoke to Gelda, he looked up at the guards lining the walls. Gelda gave a slight nod to acknowledge her understanding. He also gave the girls and Raz a quick look before turning to the captain. “What’s happening here?” Jeda asked, stepping forward to the captain with his hands open. “We’re not looking for any trouble.”


  The captain leveled his sword inches from Jeda’s chest to keep him from moving any closer, exactly as Jeda had hoped.


  “You may not be looking for trouble, but you’ve certainly found it,” the captain replied. “Your association with the witches of the Constantine Coven has marked you as enemies of the desert tribes. The one who came before you murdered our former leader and you’ll pay the price for that transgression.”


  “Wait a moment,” Gelda interrupted. “First, we’re not associated with Elizabeth. She’s an outcast and enemy of the coven. It’s why we’re chasing her. If Elizabeth killed your leader, it was not with the coven’s consent. Why would she kill your chieftain when she needed your help?”


  “His Eminence refused to help the witch go into the desert. She killed him for that and kidnapped his oldest son and only daughter. She forced young Master Arin to lead her group into the desert by threatening to kill his sister, Arel, and everyone else who refused to help her.”


  “We didn’t have anything to do with that,” Gelda explained. “We’re following her, not to join her, but to stop her, but we need your help to accomplish that.”


  “Whether we help you or not will be up to the seneschal. He will decide your fate. For now, you go to the dungeons to wait on him.”


  Jeda inwardly cringed at the captain’s decision. If they were locked up in the dungeons, there was no telling how long it would take to see the seneschal. It could be hours, days or weeks. Time that they could not afford to lose. The captain left him no choice and, in dramatic fashion, Jeda lowered his arms. He stood placidly with shoulders slumped in defeat, nodding to Gelda as if telling her to surrender as well. The captain relaxed and smiled at his bloodless victory. He motioned for his captives to move with the tip of his sword, and that was what Jeda had been waiting for.


  His intent when he had stepped forward was to minimize the captain’s ability to use his sword effectively. Although the sword was a close-range weapon, many did not realize it became less effective if your opponent was too close. Jeda had moved near enough to force the captain to stretch out his sword to stop him. In a true sword fight, the captain would simply have to lunge and his weapon would pierce Jeda’s chest, but that was not the situation here. When the captain waved his sword like a stick to motion the group along, Jeda leapt into action.


  One step forward and he was inside the captain’s guard. He grabbed the captain’s arm and locked it under his own. The sword became useless, but the captain still struggled to bring it to bear. Jeda drove his forearm into the captain’s nose, causing him to bellow and drop the sword. From there, it was simple work to grab the captain’s tunic, swing him around, and apply a chokehold. He stepped back towards Gelda, dragging the helpless man with him. This all happened in the blink of an eye, just enough time for Gelda to let lose a blast of elemental air at the archers to keep them from firing their arrows. The rest of the guards moved forward and the two groups squared off.


  The situation was about to go from troublesome to deadly when Jeda yelled, “Stop! If anyone moves, I’ll snap the captain’s neck. We didn’t come here to fight; we came looking for help. If the desert traditions of courtesy and bread-breaking no longer apply to those named friend, then we will leave. I am Adej of the Kingdom and was named friend by the very chieftain who was murdered here.”


  “Adej?” the guard he held sputtered. “Are you the same Adej who put our dead leader on his throne?”


  “One and the same.”


  The guard motioned for the others to lower their weapons and step back, and Jeda released him. He turned around to peer at Jeda again. “It is you, Adej,” the captain said, nodding. “I can see that now, but what happened to your magnificent beard and why didn’t you announce yourself straight away?”


  “A wise question, my friend,” Jeda replied, shaking his head. “It’s one that I’m asking myself as well.”


  Behind him, Jeda heard Gelda snort in a very unladylike fashion.


  In short order, the group found themselves ensconced in the small audience chamber of the mansion seneschal. The man sat behind his neatly organized desk with a marked map of the desert region spread out in front of him. He was looking over the group before him, trying to decide what he would do next. Though the seneschal was skilled in maintaining the large household of the desert leader, Jeda could see he was an administrator with little experience in dealing with the machinations of the outside world. He knew the man’s hesitancy could put them all in jeopardy.


  “You must understand that the orders of our new leader were explicit. We are to do nothing that would endanger the lives of his sister or himself,” the seneschal said.


  “He was threatened and taken hostage. He acted to protect his sister. Do you think it’s wise to follow his command to the letter?” Jeda asked. “He was under duress when he issued that order, was he not?”


  The seneschal nodded. “Yes, of course, but I cannot in good conscience disobey the first command of my new sovereign.”


  “I’m not asking you to do that. I’m asking that you think beyond the words and evaluate the intent of the order. Your new chieftain did not specifically prohibit you or anyone else from following, but from doing anything that would endanger their lives, correct? If the witches believed any of the tribe would follow and attempt a rescue, they would have killed a lot more of your people to make their warning clear. He issued that order in that manner to keep the witches from harming anyone else. It is my intention to go after and stop them.”


  “But if you do that, you’ll be putting their lives in danger,” the seneschal argued.


  “Sir, their lives are already in danger. Do you honestly believe that those witches will let them live once they get what they want? I say that by following and stopping the witches, we will not be endangering Arin and Arel, but in fact saving them. It’s a matter of perspective.”


  “A unique perspective indeed,” the seneschel replied.


  “Sir, if I may,” the guard captain interrupted. “I agree with Adej. We should send a contingent of warriors after our chieftain. The other witch has already shown herself to be deceitful when she broke the trust of our late lord. I don’t believe she will let our new lord or his sister live. I’ll take a mighty force with Adej and stop these vile women.”


  “I gladly accept your offer, Captain, but a large force will be seen from a great distance and would slow us down,” Jeda said. He stood and pointed at spot on the map. “I want to get to this location before the witches and lay an ambush for them. Surprise will be on our side and that will be the best chance of saving both Arin and Arel. That also means we’ll have to travel fast and light. It would be better if a small elite force of fighters accompanied us.”


  The seneschal sighed and shook his head. “Though it goes against my better judgment, I see little choice in the matter. I also do not believe that woman to be trustworthy. Captain, you are hereby commanded to take a small force with Adej and his group to this location and save our leader.”


  “As you command, seneschal,” the guard said with a salute. “Come, Adej. We must gather supplies.”
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  Discovery


Natasha watched as Annatarus reached down and pulled the two syringes from Mirabelle’s body. She sniffed them. “Darkshade.”


  “Darkshade? Why would…” Natasha stopped short as recognition dawned in her eyes. “That’s how they’re keeping Keisha locked in her coma, but the question is why would the witches do such a thing?”


  “Why, indeed.” Annatarus slipped the syringes into her pocket and nodded to the gypsy guards. “Please take care of our sister Mirabelle and round up all the witches in the compound. It’s time we got some answers.”


  One of the men at the door came forward and gently lifted Mirabelle from Natasha’s arms. “Thank you,” Natasha said as she stood. “I’ll stay with Keisha until we’re ready to question the witches.”


  Annatarus nodded. “We’ll need to let the Darkshade leave her body before we can try to revive her.” She stopped outside the room to talk to the gypsy guard. “Stay with them and don’t let anyone pass.”


  Natasha leaned over the bed and kissed her daughter’s cheek. “My darling, Keisha. What have they done to you? I should never have left you.”


  It didn’t take long before all the remaining witches were rounded up and herded into the main hall. Natasha joined Annatarus at the front of the room as they surveyed the faces of the young women. There were seventeen witches ranging in age from thirteen to early twenties. They looked frightened, being surrounded by gypsy guards armed with deadly weapons, and stood there quite subdued.


  “Who’s in charge?” Annatarus asked.


  The witches looked at each other, but no one stepped forward.


  “Do not trifle with me. You will not like the outcome. Now, I’ll ask again. Who’s in charge?”


  A slight woman stepped forward. “Sybelle was left in charge by Head Mistress Elizabeth, but she’s not here.”


  “Where is she?” Natasha asked.


  “I don’t know. I haven’t seen her since yesterday.”


  “What’s your name?”


  “My name is Olessa. You may not remember me, but I was part of the original healing circle that tried to awaken your daughter.”


  Natasha nodded. “Yes, now I remember you.”


  “Olessa, who was in charge of Keisha’s care?” Annatarus asked.


  “We all rotated, but Sybelle assigned us our duties.”


  “So you were part of the group who continued to drug Keisha with Darkshade?”


  The color drained out of Olessa’s face. “What? That’s not possible! We’re trying to save her and her baby. We would never use Darkshade on a pregnant woman. It’s much too dangerous.”


  Annatarus pulled the syringes from her pocket. “The old witch was getting ready to inject Keisha with these when we burst into the healing room. She managed to kill one of my family, so do not lie to me.”


  “You must believe me,” Olessa pleaded. “I know nothing of this. My sisters and I are healers. We would never harm Keisha. Bertha was new to our coven. She arrived right before Mistress Elizabeth left on the quest to find the Witch Stone.”


  “Is there anyone else missing besides Sybelle?” Annatarus asked.


  Olessa looked around before turning back to the gypsy woman. “There are six others missing.”


  Annatarus nodded to the men at the back of the room. “Search the compound again. I want the rest of those women found and brought to me immediately.”


  ***


  The heat of the desert was unbearable and Elizabeth felt like she was walking through a blistering furnace of hot coals. Each breath she took seemed to sear her lungs a little more. Looking up, she realized they were walking towards the sun. Somewhere along the way, the boy had turned them and they were now travelling east. The heat had sapped her strength and she wasn’t as sharp as usual. She hadn’t noticed the switch in direction. The cave was to the north and she wondered what new treachery he was up to. This wretched journey was slowly killing them and the last thing she wanted was to wander deeper into the desert. She pulled on the leash tied around the boy’s neck, painfully jerking him to a stop.


  Grabbing his shoulder, she swung him around to face her. “Boy, if you’re leading us astray again, I’ll fry your sister’s little head faster than this desert sun.”


  The boy looked up and she saw the hatred etched deep within his young eyes. She knew that look; without a doubt, he would kill her and Gabrielle given the slightest opportunity.


  “You were the one who would not take the extra water as I suggested when we started,” the young boy replied. “Now we must go east to find the closest oasis. It’s the only way we’ll survive, that is, unless you’ve somehow found a way to conjure water from the sand.”


  His defiance was infuriating and she wanted to scream in frustration. His disrespect was more than she could bear, but she needed him to reach the cave. What irked her most was his subtle gloating over the fact that she had ignored his warning. When they began the journey, he had wanted to bring extra water horses, but Elizabeth would not hear of it, thinking he was trying to slow them down. After the second day of travel, the horses showed signs of dehydration and exhaustion. When they camped that night, the boy informed her that the animals could not continue without additional water. When morning dawned, Elizabeth chose to abandon the animals rather than use what little water they had left to revive them. She decided they would continue on foot, thinking the cave couldn’t be that far off.


  “Why didn’t you tell me this before we abandoned the horses?” she yelled, throwing her hands up in anger. “We could have given them what water we have left and traveled on horseback to this oasis instead walking.”


  She saw the glimmer of a smirk on his face before he answered. “Because, Mistress, no one can tell you anything.”


  It took an extraordinary amount of self-control to keep from killing him right then and there.


  Everything will be right again once I have the Stone. Just a little while longer.


  After a moment, she regained her composure. “Be quick about it, boy. My patience with your ways wears thin. We’ll need less water if I happen to leave one of you here alone in this wasteland.”


  She looked back to ensure Gabrielle was still following them. Her sister witch was still trudging along behind them, but the heat was definitely taking its toll on her. Elizabeth could ill-afford to lose her after what happened earlier that morning.


  Ursella was the youngest of the three witches and seemed to have an endless well of energy. After deciding to abandon the animals, Elizabeth had directed her forward to scout for easier paths. That’s when disaster struck. They were travelling through a rough, rocky area and Ursella had disappeared beyond an outcropping when Elizabeth heard her scream. She and Gabrielle rushed forward, but beyond the rocks was nothing but a flat stretch of very fine sand. Ursella was nowhere to be found. Looking back, Elizabeth noticed the boy and his sister standing next to the rock,s well back from the smooth expanse. She motioned to Gabrielle and the two witches moved quickly back to where the youngsters stood.


  “That is sinking sand,” the boy told them. “If you step out there, you’ll die as your companion just did.”


  Elizabeth whirled on the boy. “You knew this would happen. You let Ursella walk to her death and said nothing. I should throw you out there as well. You’re more trouble than you are worth.”


  “I warned you against this,” he said. “I told you the desert holds many dangers. Do you think this is the only one? This is why all the caravan masters hire guides from my desert tribe to show them the way across the sands. Throw me to the sands, but know your death will soon follow. Do not blame me or my sister for your ignorance and arrogance. You have no respect for the desert.”


  Elizabeth slapped the boy’s face hard enough to open a gash in his cheek. The blow knocked him off his feet and she grabbed him by the collar, jerking him back to his feet. She pulled his face to within inches of hers and snarled at the boy. “If anything should befall either Gabrielle or me, then I promise you’ll both die in the most horrible way possible. I’m not the least bit impressed that you’re now the chieftain. Don’t think for a moment that you are so vital that I won’t risk the dangers of this hellhole without you. Do you understand?”


  The boy said nothing, but did nod his head in submission. After the loss of Ursella, Elizabeth decided to keep them both on a short leash; an actual leash made of leather and tied around their necks.


  ***


  “The oasis is but a few miles to the east,” Arin said. “We’ll find water there and then travel north again to the caves. It should not add more than a half-day to our journey.”


  The humiliation of being leashed like a dog almost pushed Arin over the edge. If not for his beloved Arel, he would have tried to kill both witches then and there. He vowed that neither of these women would leave the desert alive, not while he still breathed. Avenging the murder of his father and the disgrace heaped upon him was foremost on his mind. As the new leader of the desert tribe, it was his responsibility to ensure the interlopers would not escape unpunished.


  They will pay for this outrage…they will all pay.


  Knowing his revenge would have to wait, he focused his efforts on keeping his sister and himself alive long enough to escape. His usefulness would end once they reached the cave, and the witch would kill them both then. The one hope for survival was that his warriors would follow and save them before that happened. He had utmost faith in them and that made the waiting a little easier to bear.


  The route he led the witches along was convoluted and it would take them at least a day longer to reach the cave, but only a desert tribesmen would realize the ruse. Without an intimate knowledge of the desert, a traveler would be hard-pressed to realize that they traveled in a roundabout way to the oasis. Although the mountains to the west provided a general guide north, it took an expert to navigate the dangerous pathways through the desert. The arrogant witch had realized that the hard way when the sinking sands took one of her own.


  His trick with the water had worked better than he’d hoped. Since they first entered the desert, he began to drink more water each day than he would have in a week back in the city. His sister caught on to his plan and followed along. Now they needed to find an oasis to replenish their supply, and because the witch had foolishly abandoned the horses, they were forced to walk. It was unfortunate the oasis was so close, but he dared not try to lead her astray again. He could only delay so much before he or his sister would feel the wrath of the witch.


  He hoped the extra time it would take to reach the cave would be enough for his warriors to save them.


  ***


  It took more than a day for the Darkshade to leave Keisha’s body. In the meantime, the gypsy guards had searched the compound for the missing witches, leaving no stone unturned. Annatarus learned from Olessa that six senior witches, along with Sybelle, were missing. The compound remained guarded by gypsy sentries, who watched everyone within and outside the walls. After an exhaustive search turned up nothing, they came to the conclusion that the seven women had fled into the city. Annatarus ordered the gates to be kept open, but that show of friendliness did not entice the women back. They were nowhere to be found.


  “I’m sorry, Mistress,” Olessa said. “I cannot imagine why Sybelle and the others do not return.”


  “It does not take a stretch of the imagination to figure it out. They are responsible for Keisha’s condition and know they would pay for their crime if they returned. Their actions are heinous and I can only assume they follow the ways of the Black. I had thought better of this coven than to believe it would harbor women of their ilk.”


  “I can hardly believe it myself, but I’m afraid you might be correct. There have always been secret sects of the Black Coven scattered throughout the Kingdom, but I never thought they’d be here in this coven.”


  “Their time for justice will come. For now, it’s time to attend to Keisha.”


  “What can I do?” Olessa asked.


  Annatarus brushed past the young witch. “Have the five strongest healers meet me in Keisha’s room. We will awaken her today.”


  “Yes, Mistress. Right away.”


  When Annatarus got to Keisha’s room, two burly gypsy guards stood outside the room. “I have summoned five witches. Search them before letting them pass.”


  “Yes, Mother,” the guard said as he opened the door.


  Inside the room, Natasha sat beside her daughter’s bed, speaking softly to her.


  “Sister, your ordeal is over today. Keisha will awaken,” Annatarus said.


  Tears formed in Natasha’s eyes. “Thank you, Mother. It’s what I’ve been praying for.”


  “Five healers will join us to form the circle, but do not fear. This time there will be no subterfuge.”


  Within moments, the door opened again and five young witches entered. “Mistress, we are the strongest healers at the coven,” Olessa said.


  Annatarus looked at the group. Four were dressed in the standard coven blue, but the youngest wore a white dress. “I asked for strong healers, not a novice.”


  Olessa took the young witch’s hand. “Cedani is young, but she is the strongest novice to enter the coven in years.”


  Annatarus nodded. “Form a circle around the bed, but do nothing until I instruct you. Is that clear?”


  The witches nodded and spread out around the bed, waiting on the gypsy’s command.


  Natasha stood and moved the chair to the side. “Mother, I await your instructions as well.”


  “It won’t be long, Sister, but first I must reach Keisha and coax her out of her shell. We mustn’t frighten her.”


  Annatarus gently clasped Keisha’s hand. Her breathing was steady and her belly was swollen with a full-term child. “Keisha, hear my voice, child. I am Annatarus of the Northern Gypsies. You are safe. Your child is safe.”


  The tension in the room was high, but there was no response from Keisha.


  Annatarus closed her eyes and spoke again. “Keisha, see the ribbon of light. It will save you and your son. Grab onto it and come back to us. It’s time for you to return to your family.”


  There was a gasp in the room when Keisha’s eyes fluttered, but she did not awaken. Annatarus grabbed Natasha’s hand. “That’s it, child. Follow the light. Your mother is here waiting for you.” The elder gypsy opened her eyes. “Complete the circle and do not let go, no matter what happens. Olessa, place your hand over mine.”


  When the circle was closed, Annatarus tried again. “Keisha, we’re here to help you. That’s it. Grab onto the light. You’re almost home. Fight for your child. He needs you.”


  Keisha slowly opened her eyes. Her mother stood beside her as the voice had promised. She started to smile when the pain hit. Her screams filled the room.


  ***


  Jeda and his group were a full day behind Elizabeth. There was no simple way to make up the time, because speed through the desert was dictated by the extremes of temperature, not the wants or desires of those passing through the treacherous sands. The only way to catch up was to keep moving continuously. That meant day and night travel with no sleep and only short breaks. At least that was the original plan.


  Jeda looked down at the horse that had succumbed to the heat of the day. It was the end of the second day and the poor animal needed to rest. It could travel no more without killing itself. No matter how acclimated to the desert anything was, there were still immutable rules for survival. The prime rule was never push beyond your capabilities.


  “This beast is just the first to fall. The others will follow quickly if we do not stop and rest,” the guard captain said. “I know the importance of speed, but we’ll kill the horses if we keep this up.”


  Jeda nodded and patted the horse’s neck. “Set up shade tents for the animals and water them down.”


  As the group set up camp, Jeda looked at the overall condition of both the animals and the people. Everyone was tired, as they had been riding and walking the horses continuously for two days. He had originally surmised that the horses would suffer no ill effects if they kept them watered and did not ride them all the time. They were a rare breed of horse used to traveling through the desert. Glancing around at the makeshift camp, he realized his error in judgment. He had pushed both people and beasts beyond reason in an effort to catch Elizabeth.


  He was cooling down his own horse and agonizing over the delay when the guard captain joined him. “How far is the cave from here?” Jeda asked.


  The captain looked around the camp before replying. The horses were under shelters, but they were suffering the lingering effects of the heat and would continue to do so for some time.


  “Based on what I see here, two, maybe three, days. We could lose all the horses and more than a few people if we push too quickly.”


  “What about on foot?” Jeda asked. “Could we make sooner?”


  The captain shook his head. “Not with this group. The distance is too great and the lands very difficult. We would make it to the cave, but it would take longer than if we adequately rested the animals.”


  “How long would it take a group of desert warriors to travel on foot?”


  “Those with the experience could probably make the trip in one day, but they would need to travel throughout the night. We have but a few with us who could make that journey.”


  “One day,” Jeda mused. “Gather those that can endure such a trip. I would have words with them.”


  It did not take long to gather the few men together. In fact, there were only four of the twelve warriors that were confident they would make it. The captain was one of them.


  “This is it,” he said simply. “The rest are not sure they could make the trip in a day.”


  Jeda scanned the faces of the proud warriors. His respect for them was enormous. “Thank you for coming. What I have to ask is dangerous in the extreme.”


  Jeda turned as Gelda, Raz, Ranker and the twins joined the small group.


  “And what might that be, young man? Are you planning to go on without us?” Gelda asked with no pretense of being cordial.


  “Yes. I will lead these men on foot the rest of the way to the cave. We cannot wait until the horses recover or we’ll surely be too late to stop Elizabeth.”


  “Then we’ll all go on foot.”


  Jeda shook his head. “No. The caves are still quite a distance and you’ll just hold me back,” he told her. “You would never be able to keep the pace I intend to travel through the desert. I would have to leave you and you would probably die out here. I cannot in good conscience do such a thing. As it is, these are the only men of the tribe who believe they can survive the journey.”


  He had not wanted to be so hard on any of the group, especially Gelda. They had traveled far and hard, but he would not sacrifice all they had accomplished because of anyone’s ego.


  “What will you do when you reach the cave?” Gelda replied. “Do you honestly think you can defeat Elizabeth or any of her sisters?” She understood the need for speed, but also realized the foolishness of a small group of men going against the three powerful witches they trailed.


  “I don’t have to defeat them, Gelda. I just have to stop them long enough for you to arrive. Our primary objective will be to rescue the chieftain and his sister. We’ll attack from ambush and separate them in the confusion. If we’re lucky, we may be able to kill one of the witches in the process. Once the children are safely away, we’ll attempt to keep Elizabeth and whoever survives the first assault out of the cave until the rest of you arrive.”


  “You can do that with five of you?”


  “Six actually,” Raz said, stepping forward. “I can make the journey and you’ll need the help. Though I do not carry a bow, I’m an expert archer. If one of the warriors staying behind will lend me their bow, then you’ll have one more weapon in your arsenal.”


  Jeda nodded with gratitude. He had no time to think of why she offered to come along, but her motives really didn’t matter at that point. She was right about her fighting skills - they would be needed. At his nod, the guard captain gave her a short bow and quiver of barbed arrows.


  The twins had been standing behind Gelda and both tried to move to Jeda’s side, but he held up his hand and shook his head.


  “No, this is too dangerous and you both are too young. I’ll not risk either of you in this deadly chase. Remember the prophecy. You may still have some part in all this.”


  Jeda saw Ranker move to step forward, but Gelda stomped on his foot, eliciting a yelp of pain. He realized how much he cared for these two as he watched the interplay between them.


  “Damn woman, why in the fury of hell did you do that?” Ranker yelped.


  “To prevent you from doing anything stupid,” she answered acidly. “You may be an unstoppable bear in the cold mountains of the north, but here you are a sweating cub who drinks more than his share of water.”


  “I wasn’t going to offer to go,” he replied sheepishly. “I was just going to wish them good luck.”


  “Yeah, sure you were.”


  “It’s true--”


  “Ranker,” Jeda interrupted before the two could argue further. “I need you here to protect Gelda and the twins. There is much danger between here and the cave.”


  The big man shut up and nodded his understanding.


  Jeda looked at Gelda and the twins one last time. “We leave at once. Follow as quickly as you can. We’ll be waiting at the cave.”


  ***


  Raz ran in middle of the ranks of men as they raced across the desert. She silently thanked the gods her gambit had worked. Her deceit was rapidly coming to an end and she needed to stay close to the action. If Jeda thought to attempt a rescue and possibly kill the witches, then she knew what she had to do. She had hoped that if she volunteered, Jeda would readily accept her, especially since he was keenly aware of her skills.


  She knew that rushing across the desert would be perilous, but no matter the danger, she could not let anyone else kill Elizabeth. She had accepted her assignment and would do everything possible to see it fulfilled. Once she killed the witch, she did not think it would be difficult to retrieve the Stone from the huge snake that supposedly guarded it. After all, no matter how big the thing might be, it had a primitive brain.


  She was more concerned with how she might also fulfill her own wish to kill the man she was following now. She had grown to know him well over the long weeks of travel and believed she had gained his trust. She thought this turn of events fitting, for when she finally slid her sword through his disloyal heart, he would know the true extent of his betrayal.


  Your time is coming, traitor. And I’ll be the one to carry out your sentence of death.
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  A Tale Retold


Panic filled Natasha. “What’s wrong with her?”


  Annatarus released Keisha’s hand. “You may all let go now.” She looked at Natasha. “There is nothing wrong with her. Her child is impatient to be born, that’s all.”


  “The child? Is he healthy?”


  “I could detect no harm to him, but his birth is past due. He will be born today.”


  Annatarus stepped aside and let Natasha grab Keisha’s hand. “My darling daughter, I’m here. Do not be frightened. Your son is anxious to meet you.”


  “Mother, I’ve been so scared. I’ve been lost and could not find my way home.”


  “I know, Keisha. There will be time to talk about that later.”


  “Where’s Jeda?”


  Natasha was filled with dread at her question. She had known it would be the first thing on her daughter’s mind. “He’s out on an errand. Do not worry. Concentrate on delivering your son.”


  Annatarus turned to Olessa. “Thank you for your help. Please bring clean cloths, heated water and something to wrap the child in.”


  “Yes, Mistress. Right away.”


  Long hours passed. Another contraction wracked Keisha’s body as Natasha wiped her brow. “Do not fight the contractions. It won’t be long now.”


  “Mother, the day is nearly done. When will this pain end?” Keisha asked.


  “It won’t be long now,” Olessa chimed in. “On the next contraction, you must push with all your might.”


  Keisha was exhausted from the labor, but nodded at the healer. Three hard pushes later, the cries of the child filled the room.


  Olessa wiped him clean and wrapped him in a soft blanket before handing him to Keisha. “Meet your son, Miss Keisha.” She cleared away the birthing materials and left the room.


  “Mother, look at him. He’s perfect,” Keisha said as she touched her baby’s cheek.


  “Yes, he is.”


  “Has Jeda returned yet? He must meet his son.”


  Natasha shook her head, but did not speak her concerns to the happy mother. She had no idea where Jeda was or when he’d return.


  ***


  Gelda and the rest of the group finally stopped for the night. After resting the horses for a few hours after Jeda left with his small group, they had set out across the desert again. They made decent time, considering they were walking in the heat of the day. After the sun went down, the desert guards called a halt and set up the night camp.


  Gelda and the twins were sitting around a campfire while Ranker went off to talk with the guards about tomorrow’s plan.


  “Hey Grandma, can we ask you something?” Kala asked.


  “Of course. You can always ask, but that doesn’t mean I’ll answer.”


  “Grandma,” Kala whined. “You always do that.”


  “Child, when you get to be my age, you have to take pleasure in the little things. Teasing the two of you is one of the things I cherish.”


  “Kara and I were wondering about the prophecy. If it is about us, then why don’t we do anything? I mean we’ve been travelling all this way, but it doesn’t seem like we made much of a difference so far. Are we supposed to know stuff?”


  Gelda nodded. “Well, prophecies are like tales and legends that need to be interpreted the right way, else the story they are supposed to tell won’t make any sense at all.”


  “Huh?” Kara said. “What does that mean?”


  “It means that within the words of the prophecy another story is hidden. You have to be wise enough to understand it.”


  “Are you wise enough to understand this one?” Kara asked.


  “Well, that’s an excellent question. I thought I knew what the prophecy was trying to tell us until we started this journey. The prophecy of the Witch Stone is more like a riddled poem than a true prophecy. It doesn’t tell a straight story, so anyone studying it has to interpret what the words means.”


  “I still don’t understand what a poem has to do with us,” Kala said.


  “Okay, girls, listen to the first few lines:


From the line of power twice born


  To the power born twice


  Shall arise the seekers of the Stone.


  Look for the sign of the witch in two joined


  For they shall be the saviors


  Gelda continued her explanation: “Now what we have always believed it to refer to was the birth of twins who each held the power. That had never happened before until you two came along.”


“Grandma, I don’t see how anyone could believe that,” Kala replied. “Those words just don’t make any sense to me.”


  “To be honest with you, most people don’t believe in the prophecy. The majority of the people who hear it believe it’s just the ravings of some long-lost lunatic howling at the moon.”


  “What do you think, Grandma,” Kara asked.


  Gelda glanced first at Kala, then Kara. “I never believed it either, but here we are because of you two, closer than anyone has ever been to finding the Stone. Now you can’t really argue with that.”


  Kara didn’t look convinced and shook her head. “But if anyone had looked really hard, they would’ve found the Stone way before now. It didn’t even matter whether we were born or not. Isn’t that true?”


  “That may be true, but whether the prophecy was about you two specifically or not, it doesn’t really matter. We’re here because you two were born and that made those of us searching for the Stone look at the facts and clues closer than ever before.”


  “Aunt Elizabeth doesn’t think we’re so special anymore. She doesn’t seem to like us much,” Kara said.


  Gelda chuckled. “You’re right, she doesn’t like either of you very much, but then she doesn’t like anyone. Now, whether the two of you are special or not special to the prophecy doesn’t matter because most of it is still a mystery. Your aunt can’t completely ignore you until she has the Witch Stone in her hand.”


  “Grandma, would you tell us the prophecy again?” Kala asked.


  “Yes, but after that, it’s off to sleep with you. Agreed?”


  Both twins nodded and Gelda continued. “The Prophecy of the Witch Stone goes like this:


From the line of power twice born


  To the power born twice


  Shall arise the seekers of the Stone.


  Look for the sign of the witch in two joined


  For they shall be the saviors


  Who shall grasp the power from darkness


  And bring it into the light


  For when the flower blossoms


  Then will be the time


  For their powers shall be twined within a single aspect


  And stand balanced on the sword’s edge of good and evil.


  False guidance shall lead to the path of doom


  And will spell destruction of all


  That they were brought about to save.


  “We have always thought the first few lines were about you two, but there is still much that none of us understand. It might be that we will never understand it all.”


“We, too, have stories similar to your prophecy,” a voice beyond their fire said. “Might I join you and speak of them?”


  Gelda could not see much of the shadow that was speaking. Knowing it was impolite not to share fire and water in the desert, she agreed. “Of course, please join us if you’d like.”


  The guard who came forth was full of energy and looked in good condition, but his face told another story. It was wrinkled and leathery from long years spent under the desert sun. As he sat down, he spoke in a voice that was rich in deep, dark qualities and filled the air around their campfire with its melodious sound.


  He nodded to Gelda and the twins before he began speaking. “It’s a long tradition of the desert folk to tell our tales around a nightly fire. Our stories tell of our ways and pass on vital lessons to our young. We have many such tales that speak of hardship and pain, of death and loss, but that is not all there is to the desert. There are also wondrous tales of adventure and excitement, of love found and lost, and of the Great Spirit that is the living desert.”


  The girls looked at him with wide-eyed amazement. It was easy to see they were his captive audience. Even Gelda was leaning in a little to listen to the man speak.


  “I could not help but overhear your own story, Mistress. Forgive me, I did not mean to be rude, but sound carries in the desert night.”


  “Nothing to forgive that a tale told in return would not satisfy,” she said.


  An expansive smile lit the guard’s face. “I understand you seek to follow this prophecy and that it tells of a talisman you call the Witch Stone. This tale has led you to the desert, and now leads you to an area we hold as cursed. We of the desert have our own prophecies, though we do not call them such. These stories we tell are to teach our way of life and the hard lessons of desert life to our young. Whether these stories are true or not, they are held sacred and told around our campfires. They have been passed down from generation to generation. I would share one of these sacred tales that is about this very topic if you will care to listen.”


  “Please, by all means, we would be delighted to hear your tale,” Gelda said with a nod.


  “Yes, please,” chimed in the twins.


  “I’m not sure that you will be delighted once you hear this particular tale. I believe it has many disturbing similarities to this prophecy you follow and may cause you to wonder about the very nature of its origins.”


  The warrior began to tell them the story of a tribal scout and his strange discovery while travelling through the great desert. During his many days of hunting and seeking new ways through the desert, he happened upon a lone foolish outsider who was lost in the great wasteland.


  It was toward the end of the story, when he spoke of a sand snake with magical powers and glowing red eyes, that Gelda’s interest was piqued. The tale was a parable of sorts that taught the ways and dangers of the desert, but she heard the history of the Stone in its telling. It was too much of a coincidence to believe that this was not the same group of keepers who had ventured into the desert at the end of the Witch Wars.


  “Your people ran into one of the Keepers of the Stone? What happened next?” she asked.


  The warrior simply opened his hands and shook his head. “Mistress, we hold the tale to be true, but it happened so long ago that this telling is all we have left of it. The underlying message of this story is what is important to us: that one should never take anything for granted in the desert. I thank you for your courtesy in allowing me to speak.”


  With that, the tribesman got up and bade them a good night. As the warrior left, Ranker returned and pointed at the departing man. “What did he want?”


  “Nothing much, just sharing some old tales,” Gelda said.


  “Well, as far as tales are concerned, the guards told me we should reach the cave by late tomorrow. The horses are getting plenty of rest and, if we don’t push them too hard, they’ll make the journey with no ill effects.”


  “That’s good news. I wasn’t looking forward to walking again tomorrow.”


  “That’s not all they told me,” Ranker continued. “You should hear this tale they told me about some giant snake that lives in the very cave we’re going to. Some of them think the beast is magical and over a hundred years old. Amazing what some people believe, huh?”


  “Amazing indeed,” she replied. “Enough talk for tonight.” She pointed to the twins. “Girls, off to your bedrolls now. We all need to get some sleep. Tomorrow will be another long day of traveling.”


  Both girls nodded and climbed under their blankets. Kala looked at her sister. “Kara, are you scared?” she whispered.


  Kara turned over and faced her twin. “A little, but it’s exciting too, don’t you think?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t like snakes much and especially not big ones.”


  Kara reached out and grabbed Kala’s hand. “Don’t worry. If that snake comes anywhere near you, I’ll blast him.”


  “Thanks. I know you’ll always be there for me.”


  “Always,” Kara said as she snuggled down in her blanket.


  Gelda slipped into her own blanket and nestled next to Ranker’s back. The big man gave her comfort, but sleep eluded her as she thought long into the night about the tribesman’s tale, especially the part about the snake’s glowing red eyes.


  ***


  Raz continued to run in the middle of the pack. The pace was relentless and she lost herself in the rhythmic pounding of her feet and heart. The temperature had plummeted when night fell, but the running kept them all well heated. She was amazed at the conditioning of the desert men. Both she and Jeda were trained for hardships like this, but the tribesmen proved that the guild was not the only institute that produced exceptionally conditioned warriors. She kept her senses alert for any dangers, but let her mind wander as they continued at the ground-eating pace.


  As the sun crested the eastern horizon, Jeda raised his arm, signaling the group to a halt. They had travelled non-stop all afternoon and throughout the night. He called them together for a final briefing.


  “By my calculations, we have but a few more hours until we reach the cave,” he said, looking to the warrior captain for confirmation.


  The captain looked around to get his bearings and nodded his agreement.


  “If we’re lucky, we’ll arrive before Elizabeth and the hostages. Our best chance at rescuing them will be to try to separate the children from the witches. I propose to split our forces to accomplish that. One group will be hidden on the high ground while the other will be hidden together near the cave’s entrance.”


  “Why not set the ambush farther away from the cave entrance?” the captain asked. “What makes you think she’ll not kill them once she sees the cave?”


  “Elizabeth isn’t stupid. She’ll realize two things immediately. The first is that she won’t know if Arin has led her to the right cave. She’ll keep him close as she investigates to make sure it’s the right one.”


  “And the second reason?”


  “Well, even if she finds the Stone, and no matter how powerful it is, it can’t lead her out of the desert. She’ll need him to get her back to safety. Make no mistake, though, if she decides she no longer needs them or they become too troublesome, she won’t hesitate to kill them both.”


  Jeda divided them into two groups. He, Raz, and one of the guards would attack the witches with bows from cover in the surrounding hills. The captain and the other two guards would hide closer to the cave entrance to attack the witches directly once the ambush was sprung. Their goal was to separate Arin and Arel from the witches and get them away safely. There was no mistaking the dangers and the fact that none of them might live through the attack.


  Jeda understood why the guards had volunteered for this. Their sense of honor and duty to the young chieftain would not allow them any other course of action. He also knew why he was here. His wife’s life and that of their unborn son hung in the balance. What he couldn’t understand was why Raz had volunteered for such a dangerous undertaking. He watched her as they made their final preparations and, although he did not know why she’d come, he was pleased she was with him. It was good to have a trusted friend at your back in a time of crisis.


  “There is no turning away now. Is everyone ready?”


  A round of nods from the group confirmed their understanding and readiness to proceed.


  “Okay, then. Let’s set this trap and get those kids back.”


  ***


  “There, that’s it.”


  Elizabeth looked at where the boy pointed. They had left the soft sands of the desert earlier that morning and had been following a rough trail in a north-westerly direction. In some distant past, the trail there must have been a streambed, and they picked their way through the desert shrubs and rocks. Ahead of them, the trail opened up to a small clearing that was surrounded by a circle of hills. At the base of the northern hill was an opening that could very well be a cave, but at this distance, it was hard to tell.


  “Hurry then, I want to get there before the sun sets.” Elizabeth began to quicken her step and was jerked to a halt by the leash around the boy’s neck. She looked over her shoulder to see the boy standing with his arms crossed over his chest.


  “I did what you asked, now let us go,” Arin demanded.


  “Oh, I would, but…” Elizabeth said in an icy tone. “I’ve thought long and hard about this very moment.”


  “There is nothing to think about. I’ve led you here as agreed; now keep your end of the bargain.”


  Elizabeth was surprised by the boy’s tenacity, considering his sister’s life hung in the balance. “Bargain? I don’t seem to remember that part of our bargain. What I do remember saying is I wouldn’t kill you, your precious sister, or any others of your tribe if you led me here. I have kept my end of the bargain and don’t recall agreeing to anything else.”


  She watched the boy stare at her like she, not the beast inside the cave, was the snake and her lips curled up ever so slightly at the boy’s feelings of betrayal. “First lesson in leadership, boy – Never seal a bargain until you get everything you want. Now, I still have need of you, so what say we make another bargain?”


  Some of Arin’s fighting spirit had left him, but he stood proud, listening to Elizabeth’s pitch. “What would you have me do now? Go inside the cave and steal whatever it is you seek?”


  Elizabeth shook her head. “I don’t want you to steal anything, though I find that an odd choice of words. Never fear, the big bad snake won’t harm you. I’ll go into the cave and recover the Stone myself. I’ll need you to lead me out of this hellhole and back to civilization after I have the Stone. Once I reach High Keep, you have my word that I’ll set you and your sister free. It’s that simple.”


  The young chieftain’s eyes flashed with anger. “Why should I believe you?”


  “Because I never gave you my word before and yet you’re still alive. You serve a purpose and I need you. When we get back to High Keep, I won’t need you anymore.”


  “What will stop you from killing us as you did my father?”


  “That was unfortunate, but necessary. Your father would not lead me here, nor would he let anyone else take me. That was unacceptable and I had to deal with his stubbornness with appropriate measures to make sure everyone understood the seriousness of the situation. You, on the other hand, have kept your word, albeit somewhat loosely, so I have no need to kill you. No matter what you may think, I’m no cold-blooded murderer. Get me back to High Keep and I will not harm you or your sister. Agreed?”


  The boy stared long and hard before answering. “Arel needs water first.”


  “Are you serious? You’re bargaining for water?”


  “Water is the most precious commodity in the desert. I’ll not have her die from thirst.”


  Elizabeth huffed and motioned for Gabrielle to give the young girl the water skin. Arel took a long drink before handing it back to the witch. “There, are you satisfied now?” Elizabeth asked.


  The boy nodded. “Yes. If you survive the beast, I’ll lead you back to High Keep. You have my word as well.”


  “Ha!” Elizabeth cried. “Then get moving before we talk the sun to sleep.”


  Though the boy had agreed to guide her back, Elizabeth did not trust him. There was something amiss, but she could not put her finger on it. As they got closer to the cave, she became more alert to any possible ambush. Unfortunately, their timing could not have been worse. They were walking into the sun as it set behind the low hills and it blinded her to what might be hidden there.


  As they neared the cave, she gave Gabrielle a signal to prepare for the worst. Both women gathered their powers as they approached the dark hole in the hillside.
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  Darkness Within


Jeda and Raz had hidden behind a group of boulders halfway up the hillside to the west side of the cave. It was a perfect position to watch the approach to the cave and to spring an ambush from. The sun was setting behind them and would blind anyone to their movements when they stood up to attack.


  The other guard positioned himself closer to the cave mouth and would cover the men on the ground when they rushed to rescue the chieftain and his sister. If everything went according to plan, the witches would be occupied with Jeda and Raz while the men grabbed the youngsters. The third archer would not fire unless the witches discovered the rescue attempt. Even with that, Jeda hoped Elizabeth would be more interested in getting into the cave than fighting an unknown number of assailants. Of course, he also hoped they would be able to stop her from getting into the cave at all, and if that meant killing her, then that was better still. The world would be a much better place without Elizabeth Berkshire and he would not shy away from the task.


  “There they are.” Jeda pointed as he spoke softly to Raz. “Signal the others to get ready.”


  “I think they expect us,” Raz replied. “See the way they hold themselves while studying the hills. It looks like they have gathered their powers.”


  “The sun is at our back. They’ll not spot us until it’s too late.”


  The plan called for him and Raz to loose their arrows in rapid fire from different positions behind the rocks. He hoped it would confuse the witches into thinking there were more archers than just the two of them. As the witches got closer to their position, Jeda pulled his bow taut. He had two more stuck into the ground in front of him so he could quickly grab and fire them. Raz had done the same and crouched a few feet away from him, her own bowstring tense. As the witches drew parallel to their position, he stood and let loose his first arrow.


  ***


  With her senses on high alert as they neared the cave, Elizabeth heard or sensed movement to her right and turned her head. That small movement saved her life as an arrow came screaming out from her left, grazing the side of her head. If she had not turned, the arrow would have pierced her skull and killed her instantly. As it was, it cut a razor-sharp line through her hair and the side of her forehead, leaving a bloody gash that bled down the side of her face.


  The suddenness of the attack shocked her, but she recovered quicker than Jeda or Raz expected. Without conscious thought, she let lose a powerful elemental blast in the direction the arrow came from.


  She rushed forward for the cover of the cave while throwing blast after blast at her unseen attackers, wreaking havoc along the entire hillside. The blasts threw dirt, rock and dust into the air, obscuring the entire valley. Her blasts destroyed half the hillside.


  Let’s see if the bastards can live through that.


  That’s when she heard the scream behind her. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Gabrielle down on one knee, an arrow protruding from her thigh.


  “Get up or you’re dead,” Elizabeth yelled, throwing the ropes tied to the children at her. “Take them both and get to the cave. I’ll provide cover for you.”


  She did not wait for Gabrielle to acknowledge her command before turning back toward their attackers. Arrows continued to fall, but with nowhere near the accuracy of the first volley. She realized they must be blinded from her counter attack, but a well-placed arrow could still kill her. She wasn’t going to let that happen now that she was so close her goal.


  Now to finish the job.


  She fired blast after blast at the hillside, obliterating everything in sight. The smoke and dust that filled the air became so thick it blinded and choked her. Knowing there was little more to be done, she stumbled towards the cave. Ahead, she heard Gabrielle scream as another elemental blast exploded.


  ***


  Jeda watched his arrow sail through the air straight toward Elizabeth’s head. It was a perfect shot and, for a second, he felt elated he would finally end her miserable existence. His triumph was short-lived when she turned her head a fraction before the arrow struck. Instead of the death blow he had expected, the arrow grazed alongside her skull, causing her to stumble, but not crash face-first in the sand.


  Instead, she began to bombard the hillside with powerful blasts. Her attacks were so close that he was forced to take cover or risk being blown apart along with the surrounding rocks. Within moments, he could no longer see. They’d lost the element of surprise. He’d expected the witches to counterattack, but he had not anticipated a continuous barrage. Blinded as he was, his part in the attack was over as quickly as it began. Hoping that Raz was faring better, he began to move toward her position. Furtively shifting from rock to rock, he continued to fire arrows in Elizabeth’s general direction, but when he heard no other screams or grunts, he knew his arrows had missed their mark.


  When he finally reached Raz’s position, he was shocked at what he found. The entire outcropping of rocks she had hidden behind was obliterated. A mound of small rocks remained, but Raz was nowhere to be seen. Throwing down his bow, he began to dig into the pile, hoping beyond hope that she was still alive. He wondered if the others at the cave entrance had fared better.


  ***


  Gabrielle tried to ignore the pain in her leg as she pulled the two youths along. They were dragging their feet, but she wasn’t about to die by an errant arrow and viciously yanked on their restraining ropes. She would have preferred to simply kill them and free herself from the responsibility, but Elizabeth had been adamant that they were to be kept alive. They still needed a guide back to High Keep. She pulled on the ropes again and snarled through the pain of her leg.


  “Hurry up or I’ll kill you both right here. I don’t care what Elizabeth wants. You two are more trouble than you’re worth.” As she pulled them forward, an unexpected pain exploded in her shoulder. For a moment, she thought the two had yanked back on the ropes, but soon realized a second arrow had struck her. Her shock turned to anger as she turned to the fracas developing behind her. Three tribesmen were grabbing the children and cutting the restrictive ropes. One of them shot another arrow and hit her high in the chest. She screamed her outrage and let lose a powerful blast into the middle of the would-be rescuers. She didn’t care who might be hurt in the attack. The pain in her chest was excruciating and she wanted to lash out at its source. When the blast cleared, all that remained was a twisted pile of mangled bodies.


  As she tried to stand, Elizabeth came running to her. “I’m sorry, sister,” she said through clenched teeth. “They attacked me and I had no choice. It was either destroy them or let them escape.”


  Another arrow shot through the smoke and landed inches from Elizabeth’s feet. “Apparently some of them are still alive,” Elizabeth said as she pulled Gabrielle to her feet. “Let’s get inside the cave and find that stone. We’ll deal with the rest of the attackers once we have it safely in hand.”


  Gabrielle saw Elizabeth look back and frown at the bodies lying behind them. She looked none too happy, especially about their guide lying dead. The boy had been a royal pain, but he had nonetheless gotten them here alive and unscathed. Knowing too well Elizabeth’s explosive anger, Gabrielle was relieved the temperamental witch hadn’t killed her right there for the boy’s death. Although Elizabeth didn’t have three arrows sticking in her, it was no excuse for her own misstep. She needed to get back into Elizabeth’s good graces and make herself useful again. Once Elizabeth healed her, she was determined to double her efforts in retrieving the Stone. After that, who knew what would happen.


  As Elizabeth dragged her the last few feet into the relative safety of the cave, she heard the elder witch mumbling something about surrounded by idiots.


  “What?” she asked.


  Elizabeth stared at her with pursed lips as they moved farther into the cave. “Nothing, nothing at all,” she replied, shaking her head.
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  A Price to be Paid


Arin lay half-conscious on the ground with a crushing weight on top of him. Breathing was difficult and he was losing focus rapidly. He turned his head slightly and saw Arel lying a few feet away. Her arm lay at an odd angle, her hand reaching out to him. She stared at him with vacant eyes, and it seemed she was pleading to him even in death. The rest of her mangled body left no doubt that Arel had passed beyond the pain of this life.


  He had promised her when they left the citadel on this trip that he would protect her. He tried to cry out, but his only sound was a soft croak. He tried to shift under the weight lying on him, but could not move. He felt himself succumbing to the blackness surrounding and threatening to bury him. He tried to push back the darkness, but it was too much for him to overcome. He wanted to get up and fight the injustice life had thrown at him, the intrusion of the foreigners into his land, the murder of his father, and now the senseless death of his beloved sister. It was all so unfair and now he was about to join them and leave their deaths unavenged.


  As he faded from consciousness, he silently called out to Arel that he was coming to join her.


  ***


  Jeda was digging through the debris when he heard the scream from below. He could only hope it spelled the end to the witches, but somehow he knew better. Elizabeth had an uncanny ability to stay alive despite everything. The blasts had stopped, but he was not foolish enough to think his small group had stopped them. More likely, the others below were dead and the witches were inside the cave. He wanted to go down and investigate, but at the moment finding Raz was more important.


  After what seemed like an eternity, he found her. He dug her out and found that her breathing was shallow. At least she was still alive. He wiped the dirt from her face and checked her body for obvious signs of injury. He could detect no broken bones, but there was a serious lump on her head. He hoped that she was just knocked out and not suffering from any internal bleeding. He picked her up and carried her to another group of rocks offering better shelter from any further attacks. He laid her down and, knowing he could not help her further, left to investigate what had happened to the others.


  At the bottom of the hill near the cave entrance, he found the massacre. The other tribesman had arrived moments earlier and was bent over the young chieftain, wiping his face with a wet rag. He looked up as Jeda approached. “He’s the only one alive, but just barely,” he said. “The others are dead. The witch caught them in one of those blasts. I had no chance to reach them in time.”


  “Do you mean the tall witch with black hair?” Jeda asked, surmising that Elizabeth had killed the lot.


  “No, the other one,” he answered. “I thought she was stopped when I put an arrow in her shoulder. She had dropped the ropes holding Arin and his sister, but she went crazy when one of the other guards shot her in the chest.”


  “There was a third arrow?” Jeda asked.


  “Yes, she took one in her leg first from your attack, but it was after the one to the chest that she did this.” He pointed to the others and hung his head. “Even young Arel died in the blast. Arin would have died too if the captain had not shielded him with his body. His sacrifice won’t matter, though, because Arin has sustained grave injuries,” he said and went back to trying to clean the blood off the young chieftain’s face.


  Jeda went over and checked the others to make sure they were dead. The young girl lay sprawled on the ground, her face a mask of shock, surprise, and pain. “I cannot express my deep sorrow for your tragic loss. They died as true warriors, fighting for your people and the desert land.”


  “I thank you for your words, but what of your companion? Did she die as well?”


  “No, but like your chieftain, she’s grievously hurt. We can only hope the others arrive soon. There are two powerful healers among them. We must bring Arin to a safer spot. If the witches come back out of the cave, they’ll kill us all.”


  Jeda and the tribesman moved the other bodies beneath a thicket of bushes to the side of the valley to get them out of the sun and away from the front of the cave. Neither wanted the bodies desecrated in any way. They would all receive a proper burial when the time was right.


  The tribesman picked up his young chieftain and followed Jeda to where he had left Raz. The rocky shelter afforded them some protection if the witches came out of the cave and gave them an unobstructed view of anyone else coming to the site.


  “The others should arrive soon,” Jeda said, more hopefully than he felt.


  “Let’s hope you’re correct. I fear there will be grave consequences for the witches’ actions if your healers do not arrive in time to save him.”


  “I understand your pain, believe me I do. Elizabeth Berkshire has nearly cost me everything. I want her to pay for her crimes as much as you do.”


  The warrior grunted, but said no more.


  It wasn’t long after they had made Arin and Raz as comfortable as possible that the others finally arrived.


  Jeda bolted down the hillside to meet them in case they accidently followed Elizabeth into the cave. Coming upon them unexpectedly, he was met with surprise and drawn weapons.


  “Jeda, what happened?” Gelda asked as he skidded to a stop in front of her horse.


  “Raz and Arin were both hurt in the fighting,” he replied. “They need a healer now!”


  “Where are the others?”


  “All dead,” he said. “Come quickly before these two join them.”


  ***


  Elizabeth expected the cave to be shrouded in darkness, but there was a slight luminescence. The walls of the cave were embedded with minerals that reacted to light and heat. As the sun rose in the morning, the walls near the cave’s east entrance lit up in a soft kaleidoscope of color and light. As the sun tracked through the sky, the back entrance facing west grew bright while the front half of the cave darkened.


  Elizabeth helped Gabrielle into the cave and found the walls still glimmering from the heat of the day. The light was enough to make them easy targets and she looked around for shelter. She had misgivings that their ambushers would give chase and moved deeper into the cave. As she looked for cover, she saw no sign of the snake or the Stone. Towards the rear of the cavern, she found a tunnel and wasted no time heading into it. With Gabrielle’s arm draped over her shoulder, she practically carried the wounded witch, who grew weaker with each step. They did not stop until the tunnel took a sharp turn and the mouth of the cave disappeared. Elizabeth lowered Gabrielle to the ground, where she leaned back heavily against the rock wall.


  Elizabeth probed her wounds to determine the extent of the damage. Though neither of them were healers, they both knew the rudiments of the art. Gabrielle had been lucky that the arrow she took in the chest hadn’t pierced her heart, but she was losing a lot of blood. Gabrielle struggled and moaned as Elizabeth examined each wound.


  “Sit still while I treat your wounds,” she ordered with no compassion for her fellow sister’s pain. “You must be healed before we go any farther. If we do meet any beasts in this pit, then we must both be prepared for the worst.”


  “I’ve never met an animal that could take a direct elemental blast and live,” Gabrielle replied through gritted teeth as she sat panting through her agony.


  “Neither have I, but I’ve been surprised too many times on this noxious quest to be caught unawares yet again,” Elizabeth replied, turning her attention to the first wound.


  Elizabeth’s bedside manner was not gentle, yet the efficiency with which she removed the arrows and healed Gabrielle’s wounds was a testament to her raw power. Gabrielle did her best not to cry out as Elizabeth worked. Though nowhere the level of a seasoned healer, her ministrations were sufficient to get Gabrielle back on her feet and moving within a few minutes.


  “Thank you,” Gabrielle said, bowing her head in thanks. “I feared I had not long to live.”


  “Don’t be too quick to thank me. We have a dangerous task before us and an unwelcome party to our rear.”


  As if her words were a premonition of doom, they heard a rumble from the direction of the cave’s mouth. Shortly, a cloud of dirt flew their way, covering them in dust and causing them to cough uncontrollably. It didn’t take long for the majority of the powdered grit to settle, and they were able to breathe again.


  Elizabeth pulled a handkerchief from her belt and wiped the dust stinging her eyes. “I think those desert rats have sealed the cave’s opening. We need to move fast to the rear entrance so they have no chance to close that one as well.”


  “What of the beast?” Gabrielle asked, worry creeping into her voice.


  “What indeed?” Elizabeth asked. “I thought we might be able to sneak into this pit and steal the Stone from under the nose of whatever beast lived here. Now, with this racket, it seems unlikely that it will not be aware of intruders in its lair and we need to prepare ourselves. I don’t believe in any superstitious nonsense about a giant snake living in this hole for centuries, but every tale has its roots in some kind of truth. I hope we’re not about to meet a living legend.”


  Elizabeth led the way, with Gabrielle fast on her heels. As they turned another bend, the tunnel opened into a wide, domed cavern with the light of the setting sun filtering in. Looking over the vast opening was like viewing an enchanted realm of fairy lights. The walls sparkled in a complex panorama of colorful radiance, causing both women to pause in its breathtaking beauty. It was easy to forget that this magical kingdom might house a dark, dangerous serpent.


  After a moment, Elizabeth saw it in the center of the cavern – the Witch Stone. It glowed brilliant red in the last rays of the sun and was breathtaking to behold. It was everything she had dreamed about and more. Here within her grasp was all the power she’d ever craved and she need only reach out and grab it.


  “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” she whispered. She was temporarily mesmerized by its beauty, until she saw the shadows surrounding the Stone begin to undulate. In slow motion, the shadows parted and a gigantic head lifted to observe the two intruders. The most riveting aspect of the sickening sight was the beast’s glowing eyes – the color matched the exact glow of the Stone.


  “By the gods,” Gabrielle said in quiet shock. “Look at the size of that thing. It must be over a hundred feet long.”


  “Yes, and it’s looking right at us.”
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  The Beast Revealed


Gelda followed Jeda back to where he had left the wounded. She touched both of them, determining Arin was the most seriously injured and needed her help first. The guard was kneeling beside the boy and wiping his face with a wet cloth.


  “Kala, tend to Raz,” she called to the young girl. “Her wounds are superficial, but she’s taken a bad blow to her head and may be bleeding inside her skull. I have to aid this one first; he’s close to dying.”


  She saw the alarm on the guard’s face at her assessment and reassured him as she concentrated on the boy. “I said close to dying, not dead. Now move back so I can work.”


  She put her hands on the boy’s chest and began to concentrate and explore. His injuries were severe, but there were none that she could not heal. The majority of his wounds were in his lower extremities, and she discovered later it was because the guard captain had protected him from Gabrielle’s blast.


  Once she finished healing the life threatening wounds, she released her power and looked over to Kala and Raz. Kala had already finished her ministrations, but still hovered protectively over Raz like a she-wolf over a newborn cub.


  “How is she?” Gelda asked.


  “You were right, Grandma. She had a bad bump on her head and was bleeding inside. I stopped the bleeding and healed all her little cuts. She’s sleeping now.”


  Gelda went to Raz and placed her hand on her head. After a moment, she looked up at her granddaughter and smiled. “You did a wonderful healing. She should awaken soon and might have a slight headache, but nothing too serious.”


  “What of my chieftain?” the guard asked.


  “He’ll be fine as well,” Gelda said. “His injuries were more extensive than this woman’s, and he will require lots of rest to fully recuperate. In a few weeks, he’ll be good as new.”


  Behind her, Gelda heard the slight rustle of cloth and turned. Arin was awake and staring at her.


  “I thank you for healing me, but what of my sister?”


  “My lord, I’m sorry but your sister was killed in the blast,” the guard answered. “I’m afraid you’re the only one left alive. The captain protected you with his body, but he died from the blast.”


  “Better that he should have protected her,” Arin replied bitterly. “I swore to protect her with my life.”


  Gelda saw the tears streaming down his face. He was gritting his teeth to fight them back, but they fell regardless. “I’m so very sorry for your loss,” she added. She was taken aback by the look of vehemence he shot her.


  “Not as sorry as you all will be,” he spat. “You saved my life, but could do nothing for my sister or my men.”


  “I’m not a miracle worker with god-like powers. There is a limit to what even the most powerful healer can do. I’m truly sorry, but I cannot raise the dead.”


  Arin’s face turned to a mask of dreadful anger as he replied. “None of this would have happened if your Kingdom’s interlopers had not come to my lands.”


  “But we were trying to stop Elizabeth and her ilk,” Jeda said. “You cannot blame us for the action of a small group of outcasts.”


  “Tell me something, outlander,” Arin replied, looking at him, “would you have not still come into my lands, even if you weren’t chasing the crazed witch and her companions?”


  “Well, yes,” Jeda answered. “Our quest has always been to retrieve the Witch Stone. We must get it to save the life of my wife and unborn child, but we would have never caused you or your people any harm.”


  “Somehow, I think saving your family would cause you to do anything, even if that meant doing harm to me or my people. You’ll soon learn what it feels like to be powerless to help those you love most.”


  Gelda was amazed at Arin’s astute cleverness in correctly assessing their motives. She cringed at Jeda’s truthfulness in answering and worried what the grief-stricken boy would do next. Jeda started to confront him because of his threat, but her warning look kept him in place. Arin still had quite a few men gathered at the foot of the hill, and if Jeda harmed him, the warriors would kill them without question. She had every right to worry as Arin spoke his next command to his guard.


  “Gather the men. I have work for them.”


  Gelda stepped back. The transformation of the young ruler was frightful. In the blink of an eye, he went from a sorrowful young man to a hardened, vengeful ruler of the desert tribesmen. As she struggled with what to say to him next, Jeda and Kala subtly adjusted their position to strike at the first sign of danger.


  “Do nothing rash, young man,” Gelda said. “Your loss and grief are blinding you to thoughtless acts of violence and revenge that will haunt you the rest of your life.”


  “Thoughtless? You think I’ve not thought of what I would do at the first opportunity to strike back at you interlopers? I will hardly do anything rash, old woman. I’ve had plenty of time during my captivity with the witch Elizabeth to plan my actions with great care. You and your companions here are alive for one reason only – you saved my life. For that, I give you leave to go back to your kingdom, but never again set foot in my lands upon threat of death. As for the others, if they want so badly to meet the beast, then I’ll make sure they do.”


  The rest of the warriors came up the hill to hear their chieftain’s orders. There was more than one sword lose in their scabbards in preparation for whatever he would order them to do. Ranker had joined Gelda as Kara walked over to stand with Jeda and Kala. As his men all gathered around him, Arin spoke to the senior tribesman.


  “Take half of the men up on the hillside above the cave and start a landslide. I want the cave entrance buried so that nothing can ever leave it again.”


  “Yes my lord, but what of the back entrance to the cave? The beast will escape out that way.”


  “It’s not my intention to kill the beast, but those who would trespass where they are not welcome,” Arin explained. “Sealing the front entrance will seal their doom. When the beast discovers them inside the cave, it will make a fine feast of them. There’s always a price to pay.”


  Jeda started to protest, but Gelda grabbed his arm to prevent any violence.


  “The rest of you are to prepare for the ride back to High Keep,” Arin instructed his warriors. “We’ll leave as soon as the entrance is buried.”


  He motioned for two of his men to help him stand. As the tribesmen turned to leave, Gelda spoke up.


  “What of us? You said you would grant us leave to return to the kingdom. Without horses or supplies, leaving us here will be a death sentence.”


  Arin stared hard at her for a few minutes before answering. “I’m not like your kind, whose lies slide so easily across your tongues. My word is my bond.” He turned to one of his men. “Leave them horses and enough supplies to return to the city, but they will not be travelling with us. I’ve had my fill of these kingdom trespassers.”


  “Yes, my lord,” the guard said.


  It didn’t take long for Arin and half the men to gather in the small valley below, waiting for the others to complete their task. The warriors made short work of creating an avalanche of rocks, stone and dirt from the scree on the side of the hill above the cave entrance. Once the dust cleared, the desert men mounted and rode off, leaving horses with supplies tied to each as Arin had commanded.


  Gelda, Jeda and the others remained on the hillside, watching them leave. “I have a bad feeling about that young man,” she said. “I fear the dangers he might visit upon us and the kingdom.”


  “Dangers? What dangers?” a voice said from behind them.


  They turned and saw Raz sitting up and rubbing her temples.


  “What happened?” she asked, a bit bewildered. “Did I miss anything?”


  “Glad you’re still with us,” Jeda said as he helped her to her feet. “I thought for a moment we might have lost you.”


  “Not going to get rid of me that easy.”


  Raz looked down over the shallow valley and saw the dust from the departing horses. She turned to Jeda with a questioning look. “Why are they leaving? Are Elizabeth and the other one dead?”


  “No such luck with that witch,” Jeda explained. “Arin was close to dying, but Gelda was able to save him. The young chieftain was furious when he found out that his sister and the rest of our group were killed in an elemental blast. He ordered his men to seal the cave so Elizabeth and Gabrielle would have to face the snake. He was positive it would kill them. It must be enormous if he thought it could kill those two. Perhaps the stories they tell of the beast are true.”


  Raz looked at the buried entrance and nodded. “That might actually help us. With the front sealed, they only have one way out. All we have to do is find the back opening and wait for them to come out with the Stone.”


  “That’s assuming they kill the snake. If the creature is that big and powerful, they may not succeed. I don’t think we can wait for something to come out. We need to go inside and see what’s there for ourselves.”


  Raz nodded, while Jeda looked around at the others. Gelda showed a bit of apprehension, Ranker was smiling at the prospect, and the twins looked at their father with curiosity.


  “Nothing else we can do. Let’s go find that other opening,” Jeda said, leading them toward the cave. They found the back entrance quicker than he expected and soon stood staring at a black hole similar to the cave front.


  “Well, here it is,” Raz said, “Now who’s going in?”


  ***


  Elizabeth and Gabrielle slowly inched closer to the enormous snake. It was unnerving the way it tracked their every move. Both women gathered their power as they drew nearer to the beast. Elizabeth stopped and let Gabrielle take a few steps by herself. As she hoped, the snake followed Gabrielle’s movements and completely ignored her. Initially, she had waved her arms to get the beast’s attention, but when she stopped and Gabrielle continuing moving, it shifted its focus back to her sister witch. She saw Gabrielle look back. Gabrielle’s face told Elizabeth exactly what the witch thought of her hesitancy. “Worry not, Mistress,” Gabrielle called back with a knowing smile. “I’ll take care of the beast myself.”


  Elizabeth did nothing to dispel Gabrielle’s notion that she was scared. If Gabrielle wanted to prove herself, that was fine with Elizabeth. She stood still and watched her companion confidently step closer to the beast. It was her intention to let Gabrielle test the beast, and hopefully kill it, so she could simply pick up the Stone and walk away unscathed.


  Better to let the foolish go where the brave dare not follow.


  Gabrielle drew her hands up and let loose a tremendous blast that struck the snake. The intensity of the blast was so great that all Elizabeth saw was the head of the snake snap back from the impact. To her amazement, it reared back up again, seemingly unharmed.


  “Strike again,” Elizabeth called out to Gabrielle. “Aim for the left eye and I will aim for the right. It’s tracking us by our movements. If it cannot see us, then it cannot pursue us.”


  Both women let loose a barrage of strikes to the snake’s head and the creature reeled under the onslaught. Elizabeth stopped throwing blasts to assess the results of their efforts, but saw instead a horrifying truth. The beast was unharmed and seemed to draw power from each strike. Somehow the beast was bonded to the Stone and was absorbing the energy from the elemental blasts the women threw at it. Both the snake’s eyes and the Stone grew brighter with each strike.


  “Gabrielle,” Elizabeth screamed. “Stop striking the beast, you’re only making it stronger. It’s absorbing the power from our blasts.”


  The noise was deafening as it echoed throughout the cavern. Elizabeth saw Gabrielle look back at her, confusion written on her face. Her sister witch couldn’t hear her. Elizabeth had stopped attacking the beast and was trying to wave Gabrielle away from it, but Gabrielle misunderstood and turned back.


  Elizabeth angled away as Gabrielle continued to attack the snake.


  Damn that stupid woman. She thinks I’m scared of the beast and means to kill it alone. If she had any sense in her head, she would see her attacks were useless, but at least I can put her foolishness to good use.


  When the snake began moving towards Gabrielle, Elizabeth saw the Stone blazing with power. She realized that the beast had been waiting, absorbing strike after strike until the Stone was fully charged, before making its move. As she watched the inevitable unfold, she continued moving towards the Stone. All she had to do was reach it while the snake was distracted by Gabrielle. Ultimate power was within her grasp; all she had to do was grab it.


  The Stone was so near, Elizabeth could practically feel it in her hand. The closer she got, the more her eagerness grew. The anticipation of a lifetime distracted her and she kicked a small pile of loose stones. As the stones clattered on the cave floor, a few rolled down the embankment towards the Stone. Elizabeth grimaced and lunged to catch the errant pebbles before they could roll too close to the Stone. The last thing she wanted was the snake’s attention on her now that she was so close to grabbing the prize. One small rock got away. She watched helplessly as the rock bounced slowly towards the Witch Stone. Just when she thought it would miss the Stone completely, it took an errant bounce and glanced against the Stone.


  It was as if the world had stopped moving. The snake forgot Gabrielle and whipped its head with lightning-fast speed in the direction of the Stone. Elizabeth froze as the beast stared in her direction trying to see what has disturbed its possession.


  Damn this beast to the darkest pit of hell. This thing will not beat me.


  She gathered her power, but the same moment she decided to strike, Gabrielle struck the creature with multiple rapid-fired elemental blasts. To their surprise, the snake staggered under the onslaught and its head fell to the ground.


  Gabrielle yelled out in elation and turned triumphantly towards her. “We did it!”


  As Gabrielle celebrated, Elizabeth saw the horror behind her rise up yet again. “No!” she yelled, shaking her head violently. “Gabrielle, behind you.”


  She pointed, but the witch did not understand until the massive jaws of the beast struck her, engulfing her waist and puncturing her sides with its fangs. Elizabeth watched in morbid fascination as the beast rose up with the sister in its mouth. The snake was visibly injured, but was also in a frenzied state of pain. Gabrielle screamed in agony as the snake shook her like a rag doll while its poison entered her bloodstream. The beast was powerful in its own right, but with the infusion of elemental energy, Gabrielle stood no chance once it had grabbed her. Elizabeth stared, vaguely aware of her companion’s suffering in those horrendous jaws of death, but more interested by the beast’s injuries.


  Finally, the thing can be hurt. If it can be hurt, then it can be killed. I just need to reach the Stone and I’ll be able to blast it apart.


  As the beast continued to maul Gabrielle, Elizabeth snuck closer to the Stone. If Gabrielle stayed alive long enough, then she would have it.


  Just keep the beast occupied a few more moments.


  It would be unfortunate Gabrielle had to die in such a horrendous fashion, but such was the price of greatness. She was within inches of finally achieving the dream of a lifetime when she was knocked away from the Stone by a tremendous blow. The snake had finally noticed her and had used its powerful tail as a whip to prevent her from grabbing the Stone. The blow sent her flying through the air. She screamed out in pain and shock when she landed hard and tumbled away from her prize.


  As she desperately struggled to stand, the eyes of the beast turned her way. Her heart nearly stopped in a moment of pure fear when the beast dropped Gabrielle and focused all its vengeful attention upon her.
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  Sixth Sense


Lorsen sat at the table with Sybelle and her sister witches. Two of the women had just returned from spying on the gypsies at the coven. They did not contact any of the healers remaining there for fear of discovery, but there were others within the walls they could reach out to. The cooks, laundresses, and cleaners roamed at will within the coven, silently listening and knowing everything that transpired. They were the best source of information for anyone wishing to gauge the atmosphere within the coven compound. The two witches had reached out to those they had befriended over the years and had learned a great deal.


  “It’s as we feared. The rumors are rampant that those who fled when the gypsies attacked are loyal to the Black. The gypsies are searching far and wide for us. They know we kept the girl sedated with Darkshade and would have us pay for our crimes.”


  “Then you shall all stay here until I hear from the assassins,” Lorsen replied with an air of authority.


  “It’s not like we have a choice,” Sybelle grumbled.


  Lorsen sat up straighter in his chair. “You’re free to leave any time you wish.”


  Sybelle glanced at her fellow sisters, who were staring at her with a look of horror. It would not do to anger their only benefactor, especially if they wanted to escape the wrath of the gypsies. “What makes you think we can trust the assassins any longer?”


  It was obvious to the women that the guild had betrayed him, but they were at a loss as to why. Lorsen had told them about the deal he made with the guild to stop the gypsies and of the other contract to help find the Stone. When asked why he made the contract to find the Stone, he replied it was merely a safeguard against the chance Elizabeth might fail in retrieving it. The last thing any of them wanted was for the Stone to fall into the hands of the White. He had conveniently left out the part about the guild killing her once the Stone was found.


  “It’s not like the guild to do something like this,” Lorsen said. “They have a reputation to uphold. Once they accept a contract, it’s a binding agreement on them unto death. I don’t understand why they failed to stop the gypsy wagons from arriving.”


  “Wait a moment,” Sybelle said, interrupting him. “Did you contract the guild to prevent the gypsy’s wagons from arriving at the coven?”


  Lorsen huffed at Sybelle’s question. “Yes, that’s what I just said.”


  Sybelle laughed out loud, to the amazement of Lorsen and the others.


  “I don’t see anything funny in this situation, Sybelle,” Lorsen said, his voice rising in anger.


  “The guild did not betray you. The gypsies arrived at the coven on horseback and had no wagons with them.”


  “Those bastards….” Lorsen mumbled through clenched teeth. “If they think they can betray me by some ploy of doubletalk, then they’ll rue the day they ever agreed to that contract.”


  Sybelle sat with a smug smile on her face. “So they didn’t betray you, they simply took your words as literally as possible. You asked them to stop the wagons and they did. What you failed to mention was that you wanted the gypsies themselves stopped. They must have had a good laugh at your expense.”


  Lorsen’s face turned red at the thought that the guild had outwitted him and that these lowly witches were having a good time laughing at his expense. He took a deep breath and silently reminded himself what the end game was. Once he had the Stone, he would make all these bitches and would-be killers pay for the slights they had heaped upon him. For now, he still needed them and had no choice but to ignore their laughter.


  “I certainly hoped you weren’t as vague in your contract with them to find the Stone,” Sybelle continued merrily.


  Lorsen smiled back at the laughing woman. If she only knew the terms of that particular contract, she would not be quite so amused.


  Patience. My goal is almost within my grasp. Just a little longer.


  “Fear not on that account,” he said, staring hard at Sybelle. “I was very explicit on what my expectations of them were involving the Stone. For now, we’ll have to be patient and wait for news from either Elizabeth or the guild.”


  ***


  Jeda peered into the mouth of the cave, but it was too dark to see beyond the immediate opening. He turned and spoke to Raz and Ranker. “The three of us will go in first and assess the situation. If it’s safe, then we’ll signal for the others to follow.”


  He spoke next to Gelda and the twins. “You three stay out here and wait for our sign. I don’t want all of us walking into some kind of trap.”


  “Oh?” Ranker asked “But it’s okay for us?”


  Gelda elbowed the big man in the ribs and nodded to Jeda. “That sounds like a good plan. You fighters go in first and then we healers will follow.”


  “I was just kidding,” Ranker mumbled, rubbing his side.


  “This is no time for kidding,” Gelda chastised. “This is no bear or wolf you are about to fight. It’s some kind of huge snake and it may be somehow enchanted.”


  “What makes you say that?” Jeda asked.


  “Three reasons. First, it’s supposed to be huge, larger than any snake we’ve ever heard of. Second, the tribes believe it is the same snake from a hundred years ago. Third, the creature has been somehow protecting the Stone all these years and I think the Stone has returned the favor.”


  “Now that’s a stretch,” Jeda said, not doing anything to hide his skepticism.


  “Scoff if you want, but remember what I said when you encounter the beast.”


  “Hey, wait a minute,” Kara said. “I’m a fighter too. I should be going in with you, not staying out here.”


  “I know you’re a fighter,” Jeda said. “A good one at that, but I need you to stay here with your sister. We don’t know what part you two might play in all this. Besides, these two healers could use your protection.”


  Kara nodded, unhappy with the circumstances. Complaining would change nothing.


  Jeda, Raz and Ranker cautiously approached the cave and one by one slipped inside. Gelda grabbed both girls and hustled them to the side of the cave to wait.


  “No sense standing out in the open waiting for some big ugly to pop out.”


  Jeda looked back and saw the three moving away from the mouth. He was glad Gelda stayed with the twins. The woman might be cantankerous, but she had a heart of gold towards the girls and would protect them if anything went wrong.


  They moved farther inside the cave and found it was enormous and glowing with a strange light. The walls lit up like little mirrors in the sunlight. It wasn’t very bright, but there was plenty of light, which allowed them to see where they were going. As Jeda looked around in wonder, sparks of light and muffled blasts echoed from the far end of the cavern. There could be no doubt – he had finally caught up to Elizabeth.


  “Raz, get the others. Ranker and I will go forward to see which evil is winning.”


  He looked around when Raz didn’t answer, but she was nowhere to be found. “Ranker, where did Raz go?”


  Ranker shrugged his shoulders. “I thought she was behind me.”


  “Never mind. I have a feeling she’s already on her way there. Go get the others and follow me towards those blasts. Hurry, Ranker, I fear we might already be too late.”


  Jeda did not wait to see if Ranker moved to get the others. The shiver crawling up his spine screamed at the impending danger, but he ignored the warning and ran forward, sliding down the hills of shale and jumping over the rock outcroppings. The sensation of danger grew as he closed in on the blasts and, as he crested the last mound of rocks, he came to the peril his sixth sense had tried to warn him about.


  It was like something out of a grotesque horror story – an unbelievable nightmare come to life. He stared in morbid fascination, trying to comprehend the scene before him. The stories the desert tribesmen told of the beast paled in comparison to this reality. The snake was gigantic and its entire body moved in undulating waves of horrific grace. The eyes of the creature were like that of a demon, red and angry, but it was the beast’s mouth that drew his attention. It held Gabrielle’s limp body in its jaw, kneading her body with its fangs and shaking her as if she were light as a feather. The poor woman was still alive and moaning.


  Jeda forced himself to move quietly so the snake would not notice him, but as he ventured forward, the creature looked his way and dropped Gabrielle. She hit the cave floor with a resounding thud. He thought the beast had spied him until he heard a noise below him. Looking down, he saw Elizabeth struggling to her feet. Between them was the prize they all coveted – the Witch Stone. Rational thought did not prevail as he ran towards the object that was his wife and child’s salvation. Though his focus was on the Stone, he could not help but notice his adversaries rushing forward as well. It would be a monumental battle of vicious need if they all reached the Stone of power together, but it was not to be. The snake’s speed was as supernatural as its size and it sped forward to stand guard over its precious bauble. Both Elizabeth and Jeda stopped short as the snake rose up, threatening them with glistening fangs that rivaled the size of a long sword.


  “Well, you’ve finally arrived,” Elizabeth said with a sneer as Jeda sidled up to her. “Maybe now we can kill this beast and bring the Stone back to heal your precious wife.”


  The audacity of the woman nearly made Jeda choke. “That snake is just the first beast I’ll be killing today.”


  “We’ll see about that,” Elizabeth said as she moved away from him.


  The two of them separated and began to flank the snake. The creature became frantic, snapping its head back and forth as it tried to watch both intruders.


  “Come now, boy,” Elizabeth said, continuing to talk to Jeda, “we need to put our petty differences aside for the greater good. What did you think would happen when we found the Stone? Who did you think would handle it? It’s a jewel of great power that will suck the very life out of anyone not strong enough to wield it. You know there is no one in the kingdom as strong as I am and--”


  The revelation of the Stone’s power and potential harm shocked him for a second, but then he realized that it was Elizabeth speaking. She had not been honest during any part of the quest and he put no stock in her words now.


  “Enough of your lies and deceit,” he replied, cutting off her rant. “We’ll work together to kill this creature and then you’ll answer for your crimes. Make no mistake about that. You will pay.”


  “So be it, but you would do well to remember what I’ve said.”


  Jeda rushed forwarded to attract the snake’s attention. As he did, Elizabeth gathered her power and hit it with a blast to the head. The snake had been weakened by Gabrielle’s efforts and reeled under Elizabeth’s attack. He got close enough and let loose with two blades that found their mark in the creature’s neck.


  “The eyes are its weakest spot,” Elizabeth shouted. “Each time a blast hits them, the beast is weakened. Try to hit the eyes with your little stickers.”


  Even in the midst of battle Elizabeth was a condescending bitch, but Jeda knew she was probably right and concentrated his efforts on the creature’s eyes. The snake learned quick and dodged the next two blades.


  “That thing is too fast and I only have two blades left,” Jeda yelled. “I’ll have to get up close to use them effectively.” He could not resist the opportunity to strike back at Elizabeth and added. “Try to distract it with one of your little blasts so I can get nearer.”


  He thought he saw Elizabeth actually smirk at his insult.


  “Get ready, boy. It’s now or never.”


  Elizabeth raised her hands and began to throw repeated blasts at the snake’s head. Strike after strike found its mark, weakening the snake until it finally turned to face the greater threat. That was the moment Jeda was waiting for, and he ran up to the beast’s side. The thing was truly enormous and he had to use his blades as anchors to climb up its neck. The snake felt the stabs and tried to buck him off, but it was weakening under the two-pronged assault.


  Elizabeth continued to throw blasts at its head, injuring it further, but more importantly, distracting it from what Jeda was attempting. As he finally reached the head, Elizabeth stopped her attack, so as not to hit her temporary ally. In the moment she ceased her attack, Jeda leaped forward and drove both of his blades into the snake’s eyes. The creature reared in pain and finally shook its attacker off, sending him flying.


  In that moment of distraction, Elizabeth rushed forward and claimed her prize, lifting the precious Stone in her hand. Unbelievable power coursed through her body and in seconds she glowed with enhanced power as she surveyed the scene before her.


  Though the snake was blind, it felt the rending of its bond when Elizabeth snatched up the Stone. It seemed to shrink in size and diminish in power, but it attacked the thief who was trying to steal its possession. As it reared for another strike, Elizabeth concentrated on the Stone and felt a well of power she had never felt before. She gathered as much power as she could hold and sent a blast of such intensity that it completely disintegrated the snake’s head. The remains of the great creature, once feared throughout the vast desert, fell in a jumbled heap at her feet. She casually wiped away its blood and gore from her face and smiled in triumph.


  It was at that moment that Gelda, Ranker and the twins arrived at the top of the rocky mound. They stopped short, looking at the carnage below.


  “Ahh, better late than never,” Elizabeth said to the newcomers. “Now I can finish this tiresome business.”


  She sent a blast just below the top of the mound where they stood precariously on the loose shale. Her targeted attack blew out a large chunk of rock and dirt, causing the entire side of the small hill to slide in a slow, perilous avalanche. The four tried to maintain their footing, but they slid along with the falling stones. Elizabeth laughed at the comical scene as first Gelda, then Ranker and finally the twins fell on their collective arses. They screamed in pain as jagged bits of sharp stones cut them mercilessly. They stopped in a jumble of rock and debris – dazed, injured and confused.


  Gelda rolled up to a sitting position as Elizabeth approached them. Ranker lay unconscious besides her, his face pale and drawn. He had a large gash on his forehead that was bleeding freely. Both Kala and Kara were crawling towards them in an effort to help.


  There was a murderous look on Elizabeth’s face and the underlying truth about her was finally brought to light. She craved absolute power and cared for no one and nothing else. Even her nieces, her blood, the scions of the Berkshire noble house, were nothing to her now. With the Stone in hand, her intent seemed clear - Elizabeth was about to murder them all.


  “Please, you don’t have to do this,” Gelda pleaded. “There’s no need to kill the children.”


  “Kill them?” Elizabeth asked. “Are you so foolish as to think I would kill my only nieces? I have no intention of killing them. I have other plans in mind for them, but you on the other hand--”


  Gelda let loose with an elemental blast of her own at the black witch, but Elizabeth simply waved it away.


  “Really? You think someone as feeble as you can stop me? I had considered using you as a siphon to replenish the Stone when it drained, but the girls will have to suffice for that. I don’t even need the strength of the Stone to take care of the nuisance you’ve become. My own power will suffice for the likes of you.”


  Elizabeth raised her hands and sent a blast at Gelda. At the last moment, the old healer rolled to her side and the blast grazed her in a glancing blow. The attack was strong enough to send the poor woman skidding along the ground. She rolled to a stop, barely alive and bleeding from multiple wounds. The twins scrambled over to try to help her.


  With a maniacal laugh, Elizabeth turned her focus on them. “As far as you two are concerned, if either of you--”


  “Stop,” a voice interrupted her. “You got what you wanted. You don’t have to hurt anyone else.”


  Elizabeth turned as Jeda struggled to his feet. With the snake dead, he was of little consequence now. Everyone was pitiful and weak, while she was bursting with the augmented power of the Stone and a feeling of absolute dominance. Nothing could stop her, until the sword pierced her back. She rocked back on her feet and looked down in confusion at the blade protruding from her chest.


  Raz had finally shown her true self. “You will die this day,” she said.


  Gelda struggled to take advantage of the distraction and whispered to the twins. “Both of you must join your power and strike at her. You have to hit her hard enough that she drops the Stone. It must be separated from her or we’ll be doomed. Be fast, girls, join together and do it now.” The effort was too much for her and she lay still.


  The girls joined hands and Kara began to concentrate, while Elizabeth turned her power inward to heal herself from the deadly sword strike.


  Elizabeth looked over her shoulder and glared at her assailant. “Really? You’re trying to stop me with a Darkshade-coated blade? At one time, that certainly would have been the death of me, but none of you truly understand the power of the Stone. While I hold this little trinket, nothing can stop me, not even death.”


  Raz took a few steps back from the demonic vision before her. Elizabeth stood tall and very much alive with a blade protruding from her chest, a blade that should have killed her in short order. The assassin’s mouth fell open as the witch raised her hand to send the blade of death back at her – a blade of elemental energy that Raz would not be able to counter.


  “Foolish girl. You’ve failed in your feeble attempt to kill me. Now you’ll feel the power of this Stone.” Elizabeth raised the Stone clenched in her hand. She looked at Raz as she might a disgusting vermin nipping at her ankles.


  Jeda used the distraction to move closer, helpless to do anything but watch Raz’s destruction. The next flash of elemental magic, however, did not come from Elizabeth, but from behind her. The blast struck her raised hand and burnt it badly.


  The witch screamed in rage and pain and turned to end the old healer, but to her amazement, it was Kara linked with her sister who had blasted her hand.


  “You? You both seek to destroy me? My own bloodline has turned against me? I would not have believed it of you, Kara. It’s a pity, but you have made your decision.”


  Jeda’s head whipped to the twins, who were staring at their disfigured aunt. They were exhausted from the power they had put into their attack and he rushed to put himself between them and the enraged woman. With the blade in her chest and a damaged hand, he didn’t understand how she was still standing.


  “You both will pay for this betrayal,” Elizabeth screeched at them. She concentrated and, with the Stone’s power, focused on her destroyed hand and began to heal the burnt skin and shattered bones.


  The twins were shaking in terror and frozen in place.


  “Once I have finished with the others, I’ll attend to--”


  A second surprise blast hit Elizabeth in the back and sent her flying through the air. Her injured hand could not hold onto the Stone and it flew out of her hand. She writhed in pain when she landed on the ground, the blade lodged in her chest slicing mercilessly through her body.


  “They won’t be the ones who’ll answer for their betrayal,” Gabrielle’s weak voice called out. “I will not die without my revenge.”


  Every head turned toward Gabrielle. With her last ounce of strength, she had paid Elizabeth back for her treachery. Jeda was amazed that Gabrielle had the strength to attack Elizabeth, but after the blast she fell back to the ground and lay unmoving. She had saved them from Elizabeth’s wrath, but the snake’s venom had finally run its course.


  Jeda glanced around, trying to see where the Stone had landed. The twins were closest and Kara bent to pick it up. “No, Kara! Don’t touch it,” he yelled. “It could kill you.”


  Kara was mesmerized by the glow of the Stone and momentarily forgot her father’s warning. She didn’t know of Elizabeth’s warning that the Stone would destroy anyone too weak to wield it, but Jeda remembered it clearly. As she bent to pick it up, a knife sank into the ground inches from the gleaming Stone Kara leapt back in surprise, thinking her father had thrown the blade. Her eyes widened in surprise when she realized it was Raz’s blade that had stopped her.


  “Stay where you are, young one, that little bauble is not for you,” Raz said, racing forward. “It’s now the property of the brotherhood.”


  As Jeda raced towards the Stone, he heard Raz’s words and everything became clear. They both arrived simultaneously and, brandishing blades, began to circle the Stone.


  “Assassin,” he said to her. “I knew you were from the guild. I should have trusted my instincts. You play a good game.”


  “Don’t look so shocked, brother,” she replied. “Did you think the brotherhood would have no interest in what these witches were doing?”


  “I don’t care what you or the brotherhood want from the witches. I want the Stone to save my wife and child.”


  “Then I’m afraid you’ll have to take that up with the masters. That is, if you survive long enough.”


  As they circled, Raz dropped her sword and reached around to the sheath on her back and drew forth a set of matching blades. She began to spin them in an intricate deadly pattern that Jeda recognized from days long past – memories that he would have rather stayed buried in the dark recesses of his mind.


  “I see you recognize the dance of the swords,” Raz mocked. “Let’s see if you can defeat it again as you once did my master.”


  Jeda knew that Raz was referring to Mave, the assassin sword master he had killed when rescuing Kara from the clutches of the guild.


  “It doesn’t have to be like this,” he said. “All I want is the Stone.”


  “Then all you need to do is take it.”


  Jeda did not think he would be able to defeat Raz. Her skill with swords was greater and he had only his throwing knives. His killing of Mave had been as much luck as skill. Raz looked to be as skilled in her deadly art as Mave had been, but Jeda would not be stopped after everything they had endured on the quest. He would get that Stone or die trying. He was clearing his mind to reach for his sixth sense and achieve the state of clarity he would need to attack when a blast struck the ground at Raz’s feet. The concussion from the blast sent her flying and he was momentarily at a loss to understand what had happened.


  “Da,” Kara called. “Quick, grab the Stone. I don’t have the strength for another blast.”


  Jeda looked over at his exhausted daughter and nodded his thanks. He picked up the Stone, and with a quick look, confirmed the assassin was nowhere to be seen.


  “This is the legendary Stone?” he asked as stared at the shining rock. Time seemed to stand still as he became lost in its depths. It drew him in and the oddest sensation began to stir within him. Before he could stop it or drop the Stone, an explosion of energy coursed through his entire body. He swayed on his feet, thinking it was pain he felt, but as it continued to flow through him, it became something different.


  It was raw power like no other. It was a power that should have been his all along, but had been hidden and blocked from him his whole life. The Stone had fractured and torn apart the bond barriers that had kept him from his birthright. He was becoming whole and everything became crystal clear.
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  Reckonings


The blast had thrown Raz back and she rolled into a slight depression. She raised her head in time to see Jeda pick up the Stone. The manifestation that came over him was surreal. It was like someone had draped a blanket of power over his shoulders. He somehow stood taller, stronger, more in control than she had ever seen him. She was about to launch herself directly at him when she saw the glow in his eyes.


  So it’s true. Mave’s suspicions were right all along. He’s a wizard. That Stone must have given him access to his powers. There’s no chance to get it away from him now. I’ll be lucky to get away with my life.


  Raz stayed low to the ground as she surveyed the immediate area to find something to help her get away. There would always be a chance to get the Stone later. Everyone had their weak points and she knew Jeda’s intimately. Right now, she needed a plan to escape.


  Both Gelda and Ranker were down and unconscious on the far side of Jeda. Raz would not be able to take advantage of them. Kala was attending to Gelda’s wounds and was also out of her immediate reach. Kara stood right in front of her, but she also presented the greatest threat after Jeda. The young girl’s power and skills with a blade were not things to be taken lightly.


  Her plan came together when Kara started swaying on her feet.


  What did she just say - something about being too weak for another blast? Her weakness is my opportunity.


  She tensed to spring, knowing the longer she waited, the more time Jeda and the others would have to recover. Though Jeda had an aura of power surrounding him, Raz saw the look of confusion on his face.


  It’s now or never.


  With her decision made, Raz leapt up from the depression and grabbed Kara from behind. As soon as she moved, Jeda turned his eyes to her, but before he could do anything, Raz had a knife to his daughter’s throat. She was betting on Jeda being more of a father than he was a wizard and that he would not strike at her while she held onto the girl.


  “Give me the Stone, traitor,” Raz called to him, “or your precious daughter dies.”


  He paused briefly, then raise his arms as the witches do before striking. Her gambit had been to parlay Kara’s life for her own. She’d never believed that Jeda would give up the Stone, but neither had she thought he would attack her while she held Kara. When he moved to strike, she didn’t hesitate to stop him with the only weapon she had – shock.


  “I’m sorry, little one. You father chose this.”


  Raz ran the knife across Kara’s throat and her blood gushed forth. She shoved the girl at Jeda, who looked at his daughter with shock and panic etched on his face - exactly what she had hoped. She ran for the back opening as the expected commotion broke out behind her. Jeda was screaming as she made her escape.


  “Have no fear, traitor,” she called out as left the cave. “We shall meet again very soon.”


  ***


  When Jeda saw Raz grab Kara, he tried to react through the fog of power that enveloped him, but he did not have a good grasp on his newfound powers yet. It was all so much to handle. Power coursed through him and his mind struggled to gain control. His slowness nearly cost Kara her life. He was about to drop the Stone at Raz’s demand when the assassin did the unthinkable. She sliced Kara’s throat and shoved her at him. That’s probably what saved Kara’s life.


  When Kara stumbled into his arms, the panic he felt was overwhelming and all he could think of was stopping the blood. With the amount of power he held in his hands, he did quite a bit more than that. As he held her arms, her throat bleeding, his will caused her entire body to simply stop. She stood there frozen, staring at him with a glazed look on her face.


  “Poppy, stop,” Kala said, charging into him and breaking his concentration. “You’re killing her.”


  The shock of Kala’s warning caused him to release his power and Kara’s neck began bleeding again.


  “Hold hands with me, Poppy. I can save her, but I need your help. I’m too tired from helping Grandma Gelda and I don’t have enough power to heal Kara.”


  Jeda reacted as any father would and grabbed Kala’s outstretched hand. The connection was immediate and almost devastating for his daughter.


  “Poppy, you’re using too much power. I can’t think straight. It’s too much. Pull back, you can do it. Just concentrate.”


  Again Jeda lessened his grip on his power and tried to send just a small stream to Kala.


  “Much better,” Kala said with relief.


  For the next few moments, Jeda stood by while Kala expertly stopped the blood flowing from her sister’s neck and healed the dangerous cut. When she finished, Kara sank to her knees in exhaustion. She was too tired to stand, but gave them both a weak smile.


  “Thanks, sis,” she said softly. “Thanks, Da. You both saved my life, but I think you stopped my heart from beating for a second, Da.”


  Jeda grabbed her and Kala in an enormous hug and held them both tightly for a moment. The near-death experience reminded him of the seriousness of their situation and he looked up, searching the area for danger. Raz was nowhere to be seen and Elizabeth lay unmoving, with a sword sticking through her chest. Nonetheless, he felt himself grab his power again in anticipation of any attack.


  “Da, ease back on the power,” Kara said. “I’m already better, but you are like a mountain ready to explode. You’re making my head hurt.”


  “I gave you power?” he asked, perplexed, and realized that he still held both his daughters in a loving embrace, but they were now squirming against him.


  “Yeah, Poppy. I thought I was gonna faint when you first grabbed my hand. The Stone has given you a lot of power and you need to be careful.”


  “Yes, Da, be careful….please.”


  “Okay, you’re both right,” he replied, releasing them. “I don’t quite understand what’s happened to me, but I’m a hundred times stronger than ever before in my life.”


  “It’s your magic, Da. You can finally feel it and the Stone is making it stronger. You’ve got to be careful or you could hurt somebody by accident.”


  Jeda laughed at his daughter’s admonishment, relieved that she was unharmed, but at the same time, he realized the truth in her statement. He had never before experienced such power, and now that his barriers were down, he felt invincible.


  “I guess it’s about time the two of you started teaching me about magic then. You can begin as we head home. Now we can heal your mother.”


  “Poppy, we have to heal Grandma Gelda and Ranker first.”


  “Of course, we will, but after that, we head home. Enough time has been spent searching for this Stone. I can’t wait to hear your mother’s voice once more.”


  Jeda felt excitement course through him as he examined the Stone. He was holding the Witch Stone he had searched far and wide for and, much to his surprise, the Stone had released his own magic. He now recognized his sixth sense as his own innate magic, which was always trying to break through the bonds placed upon him, bonds that his own mother had put there. Why had she done that? What purpose did it serve? It was just one more mystery about witches that he did not understand.


  “Come,” he said to Kala, “let’s go see to your grandmother and Ranker now.”


  He turned and walked to the two still lying unconscious on the ground. He did not notice that Kara had not followed them.


  ***


  Kara watched her father and sister go to help Gelda and Ranker. She crept softly to where her Aunt Elizabeth lay. As she got near, Elizabeth’s eyes fluttered open.


  “Auntie, you’re still alive. I’ll get Kala to heal you.”


  “No, Kara,” she replied, her words coming out in a bubbled mess of blood and air. “I don’t have much time. A body cannot live without a heart and that assassin has cut mine. Even the Stone could not help me now.”


  “I’m so sorry, Aunt Elizabeth,” Kara said as she knelt by her side. “Grandma Gelda told me about the witch’s curse you suffered. I wish I could have helped you overcome it.”


  “You’re sorry for me?” Elizabeth wheezed. “You think I suffered from the witch’s curse? You have it wrong, little girl. It’s not a curse that I suffer from – it’s the petty minds and weak powers of those around me.”


  “But Grandma Gelda said that was the curse. You wanted too much power and that made you evil.”


  “Evil, she said?” Elizabeth coughed and blood spilled from her mouth. “Ask your beloved grandmother what she did when she realized the extent of her own powers. I did not run away like she did and hide my nature – I embraced it.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  Elizabeth struggled to speak. “If you’d stayed with me, I would’ve taught you about your true nature. Not every witch has the degree of power that we have. I sensed it in you long ago, but it’s too late now. Your real mother had such power, but she too turned away from her destiny and died because of it. Don’t be fooled by the pathetic attempts of weaklings to guide or you’ll suffer the same fate. Embrace your power as I did mine.”


  Kara was surprised when Elizabeth reached out with her good hand and grabbed her own. She felt a rush as the final essence of Elizabeth’s life enveloped her. At first, she didn’t know quite what had happened, but then realized it was her Aunt’s bond that had settled within her. It was powerful and it scared her, but at the same time, it was exhilarating.


  “Remember,” Elizabeth whispered, “be true to yourself and your power. It’s not evil, it’s a gift.”


  With those final words, the most powerful woman in the kingdom, a woman who kings and nobles cowered before, a witch who assassins feared, an elemental who was respected and revered above all others of power, died. There was none of the pomp or circumstance that befitted a woman of her power and authority. There were no mourners or crying eyes to see her off to the next life. There was but a young girl holding her hand and wishing she understood more of what this powerful woman had tried to tell her with her dying breaths.


  Kara stayed by her aunt’s side, a lone tear running down her face. Here lay a woman who she should hate for all the evil she had done, but instead she found herself confused and missing her already. She looked up as her father approached.


  “Kara, are you all right?” he asked. “Is that witch still alive?”


  “No, Da. She’s dead.”


  “Did she say anything to you before she died?”


  Kara hesitated before answering. “No. She was dead when I got here.”


  Kara had never lied to her father before, but she did not like the way he spoke of her dead aunt. Elizabeth may have been evil in his eyes and in the eyes of many others, but she was still Kara’s aunt and the blood bond of family was not something easily ignored or forgotten. She was exhausted and let her father lift her to her feet and guide her away.


  “Come along,” he said. “It’s time we go wake your mother.”


  “Da, what happened to Raz?”


  “I don’t know, but she’s not here. Probably ran away to slink back into the hole she crawled out of. Don’t worry, she’ll pay for what she did to you.”


  “I’m not worried, but what did she mean when she said she would see you again real soon?”


  Jeda did not answer her, but the look of concern on his face said it all.


  ***


  Kala had healed Gelda and Ranker and they were standing when Jeda and Kara came to them.


  “Da, what about Aunt Elizabeth’s body? Shouldn’t she have a proper burial?”


  Gelda put her arm around her granddaughter’s shoulder. “Kara, Liz is where she belongs—next to the legendary beast she’s hunted most of her life. It’s fitting this will be her final tomb.”


  Kara nodded, but did not say anything more.


  “Come. It’s time we left this disgusting place,” Jeda said.


  Gelda took a tentative step towards him and stopped. He saw the look of concern on her face.


  “Don’t worry, Gelda. Kala tells me you’re completely healed.”


  “It’s not me I’m worried about, it’s you,” she replied. “You hold in your hand the most powerful object ever known to exist in the Kingdom and I can see you’re radiating power. It’s dangerous to wield that Stone untrained as you are in the ways of magic.”


  “I have no intention of using the Stone. I can feel how powerful it is, but you should also know that the bonds my mother put on me blocking my powers have been released. The Stone did that and more. You’re completely healed because of it. I used the Stone to give Kala the extra power to heal you both.”


  “And I’m grateful to both of you, but you don’t realize the extent of your own power without the Stone. Your mother was the most powerful elemental in the kingdom before you were born and you have inherited her power. You would not have been able to hold the Stone, let alone use it, otherwise. The Stone enhances your own power, but you need to be trained in its use. Think of the girls when they were growing up and the mischief they inadvertently caused. You may do the same things, but worse, with that Stone in your hand.”


  “Fear not, Gelda,” Jeda said. “I look forward to our hours together on our ride back to Constantine, during which you can teach me the finer points of magic.”


  Gelda breathed a sigh of relief and he put the Stone in a pouch at his side. With that little issue resolved, he led the group outside to where desert warriors had left the horses. He was not surprised to find them missing, guessing that Raz had taken them all. He was surprised when Kala told him there were still some in the area. Apparently, Raz had let them lose and simply scattered them to the winds, but he was perplexed about how Kala could know such a thing.


  “How do you know that?” he asked.


  “Poppy, Nana Natasha taught me how to listen to the animals. If I concentrate, I can hear that the horses are not far away.”


  “Then let’s go get them. The quicker we find them, the quicker we can leave this desolate place. I’ve had enough of the desert.”


  In short order, they found the horses and were on their way back to Constantine. The joy Jeda should have felt at finding the Stone and returning to the coven was overshadowed by Raz’s last taunt. What other evil was she planning? Her betrayal stung, but he should have listened to his instincts. Now he and his family might suffer dire consequences. As he rode, her words kept repeating in his mind.


  We shall meet again very soon.
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  Arrivals


Raz reached the Constantine Coven just as the guards were closing the gates for the night. She had traveled hard and fast for a week from the sands of the desert. The sun had set about an hour ago, and the gates were manned by a pair of sentries, each carrying a burning torch. She was unfazed by the fact that the guards were gypsies rather than the regular soldiers the coven usually employed. Much had happened to her while she was travelling and it was not unexpected to see things here had changed as well. This new fact called for a change in her plans, but it would be insignificant. She had never met a guard that she could not either slip past or silence. These gypsies should prove no different.


  This shouldn’t take long.


  She stayed hidden behind a tree, observing the security that would be posted now that the gates were closed. Her two horses were hidden far enough back in the trees so that any noise the animals might make would not be heard by the guards. If she was lucky, she would have to contend with a minimum of night sentries. The night patrols usually walked outside the walls carrying torches that effectively destroyed their night vision but bolstered their self-confidence. It was surprising how people in general did not trust their natural gifts and instincts. The moon and stars would provide plenty of light for what she had planned. These guards did not disappoint her as the pair of them signaled to men atop the walls and began walking the perimeter together. She followed them at a discreet distance, looking for any opportunity that might present itself. It did not take long for one to appear.


  The guards had walked half the perimeter when they came to a gate in the back wall of the compound. The gate was small, but reinforced with iron bands. There was no handle on the outside, which meant it could only be opened from within. Anyone trying to break through this door would pay hell getting it open. The men stopped and looked around their immediate surroundings for any unwelcomed company. If they had not been blinded by their own carelessness, they would have seen Raz crouching behind a small bush not twenty feet away. She would have been ridiculously obvious in daylight, but here, she was invisible. Seeing no one, the first guard turned back to the gate and knocked twice, waited a moment, knocked once, and waited again. After the same interval, he knocked three more times and the gate was opened from the inside by another sentry.


  Well, that’s simple enough. I thought the gypsies would pose more of a challenge, but it seems the fates are with me tonight.


  Raz listened as the guards talked among themselves.


  “It’s dead out here tonight,” the first roving guard said. “Not even the owls are making noise.”


  “Better that than the opposite,” said the guard on the gate. “I wouldn’t want to deal with them Black Witches if they ever decided to attack.”


  “Phfftt, you worry too much,” said the second roving guard. “Those bitches know better than to come back here. The Mother would make short work of all of ‘em.”


  “I know you’re right, but there’s only one of her and at least six of them still unaccounted for.”


  “Look, you saw how easily she woke that young woman in there when all them coven witches failed and then, on top of that, delivered her baby right. Now, you tell me how many women you know can do all that? I trust her with my life and so should you.”


  “I ain’t saying I don’t trust her or nothing like that. I’m just saying I wouldn’t want to face them Black Witches without her.”


  “Yeah, and you’ll be the one behind that gate there, huh? We’re the ones out here exposed to whatever comes creepin’ in the night.”


  The gate guard bristle at the veiled insult to his courage. “Then maybe you two should get back to it,” he replied. With that, he stepped back inside and slammed the gate shut. Raz heard the inside bolt smash home from where she crouched, listening to their exchange.


  “Ain’t he touchy tonight?” the first rover said.


  “I guess he can’t take a joke,” the second replied. “Come on. Let’s get back to it. There’s more perimeter to check.”


  Now this is an interesting turn of events. Keisha is awake? Raz thought.


  She had planned on kidnapping Keisha, but thought the girl would be comatose when she snuck her out in the back of a wagon. If Keisha and her baby were awake then that would change Raz’s plans significantly. It should actually make her task tonight easier. She waited until the two sentries had walked out of sight before approaching the back gate. She undid the two top buttons of her jersey to give the man inside something to gawk at and began the same staccato knock on the gate that the other sentry had used.


  The gate swung open and a very angry guard stepped out. “I told you two to get back to your patrolling…”


  The man stuttered to a stop when he saw Raz standing in front of him instead of the sentries he had expected. His eyes immediately fell to her chest and she smiled invitingly.


  “What’s this?” he asked perplexed. “Who are you?”


  “Not to worry,” Raz replied, stepping closer to the surprised man. “I’m not one of them Black Witches.” The guard’s eyes bulged as the knife sank into his chest. He had not seen her pull out a knife, or much of anything else, for that matter. “All the same, I am one of them bitches your friend warned you about,” she whispered.


  Raz lowered the dead man to the ground and dragged him inside before closing the gate. The outside sentries had passed and would continue patrolling along the entire perimeter of the large compound. She should have ample time to get Keisha and the baby out before they returned to this spot. She hid the gate guard’s body and then moved to where Keisha had been housed when she was here last. She saw no sentries patrolling inside the compound, but held to the shadows and moved with stealth toward her target. She fingered the darts of Darkshade she carried in her belt pouch, thinking back to the cave, when her blade had been covered with the drug. She had been surprised that the drug had not stopped Elizabeth from using her powers. Those intimately familiar with Darkshade knew that one of the side effects of a small prick with the herb was that magical powers were tamped down. Thankfully, Keisha would have no Witch Stone to boost her powers and would be susceptible to the drug. Even so, Raz was relieved to have two darts. Too many odd happenings while on the quest had taught her many things, the most important being to expect the unexpected.


  Never can be too careful around these witches.


  It was not long before she found the healing house. She looked in one of the windows showing candlelight and saw the young mother alone, nursing her child.


  The fates have smiled upon me. The mother and child are both awake and ready for a short trip.


  Raz crept around to the front of the house and glanced inside. The main room held a large fireplace and there was a woman dozing in front of a small fire. She slipped through the door and killed the woman in her sleep. She would take no chances of discovery this close to finishing her assignment. She stopped and listened, but the rest of the house was quiet, so she continued on toward Keisha’s room. She was inside the room with a knife at Keisha’s throat before the young woman knew what was happening to her.


  “Make any noise and you both die,” Raz whispered in her ear. “I’m not here to hurt you or the child.”


  Keisha clutched her son tighter to her chest. “Then why are you here? What do you want?”


  “I want you and your child to come with me. We’re going to take a little trip, but I promise no harm will come to either of you as long as you cooperate. If you cause me trouble, your child dies first. Do you understand?”


  The frightened mother nodded and then felt a sudden prick on her neck.


  “What?” Keisha asked as the familiar drug entered her body. This was a nightmare come to life and she shook with fear.


  “Not to worry. This is just a little protection for both of us,” Raz told her. “I’ve only given you enough to render your powers useless. That way, you won’t be tempted to attack me and I won’t have to kill you. It would be a shame to leave this little one motherless so early in his life. Now get some supplies for the child; we’re leaving here immediately.”


  As they left the room, Raz pulled out a bandana from her pouch and left it on Keisha’s chair before leading them outside and toward the back entrance. As they neared the gate, Keisha saw the dead sentry and softly gasped.


  “Here now. No noise from you,” Raz said, pressing a knife against her back. “Remember your baby and we’ll all get out of here alive.”


  Within moments, they were outside the gate. Raz closed the gate and, though it was not latched, it would pass any cursory look. She then pushed Keisha and the child toward the trees where she had hidden the horses. She chanced one last look back at the coven, but all remained dark and quiet.


  I told you, traitor. We will see each other again soon.


  ***


  “Ensure the woman and her child are comfortable, but securely locked up. Then send word to the wizard Lorsen that his enemy is dead, and if he wants his precious Stone, he’ll need to come to the guild immediately to collect it. Inform him he may find a hostile environment when trying to retrieve the Stone and to bring his witches along. They should all be prepared to fight power with power.”


  “Yes, Master. Right away,” the young man said before slipping away to carry out the orders.


  “And now we shall see if your plan will bear out as you say it will,” the master said to the woman. “How far behind is he?”


  “No more than two days, Master,” Raz said, standing once again in the same room where her mission had started. “I scattered their horses when I left them in the desert, but it should not have been too difficult to locate them. Elizabeth was dead and there were two others badly injured. That should slow them down a bit, but I know the traitor well. He’ll go to the coven with all due haste and then come directly here when he discovers his wife and child missing. I left him a message that he cannot ignore. When he gets here, Lorsen and his witches can deal with him. We shall have accomplished everything we set out to do.”


  Menz leaned back in his chair, studying the assassin before him. “Hmmm, I hope for all our sakes you are right.”


  ***


  Lorsen read the message for the second time and let out a pent up breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. He knew the assassin guild was thorough, but truth be told, he hardly dared to hope they could defeat his greatest foe. The how and why of her demise was of no concern to him. All he cared about was that Elizabeth was dead. Never again would that arrogant bitch threaten him. With her gone, he was now the head of the Black Council and when he got the Witch Stone, he’d be the most powerful wizard in the land. He’d get everything he ever wanted – wealth, respect and servitude from all the Black minions.


  He had not rushed to share the information with Sybelle or the others yet, because he was unsure how they would handle it. Elizabeth had been their leader and guiding force for so long, and he didn’t want them to fracture right when he needed them most. Making a snap decision, he burnt the message. He watched as the paper turned to ash before tackling his next task. One can never be too careful and that message was too important to fall into the wrong hands.


  With no trace of the message left, he went looking for Sybelle. The witches had taken up residence in the guesthouse behind his mansion since their wild escape from the coven compound. It was located behind a tall security wall that ensured their privacy. It was time to inform Sybelle of the assassin’s message. Of course, he planned to leave out the most important detail. Lorsen took a deep breath and entered the main hall without the courtesy of knocking.


  ***


  Sybelle sat in the chair beside the fireplace, enjoying the warmth, but her mind was in turmoil. Why hadn’t Elizabeth sent her a message? It had been weeks since she’d last heard from her and it was beginning to annoy and frighten her. She shifted in her chair and looked at her fellow witches. How long would they have to endure the hospitality of Lorsen? Sybelle was well aware of Elizabeth’s feelings toward Lorsen. He was a buffoon, but he had his uses, that is, until Elizabeth returned. With each passing day in their self-imposed captivity, she tried harder to avoid him, but it seemed that he relished in reminding them of his gallant hospitality.


  She stared as Lorsen came striding into the room. He did not even have the courtesy to knock on the door anymore. Her rage against him was building and soon, with or without Elizabeth, she’d be forced to do something drastic to get the witches to safety.


  “You’ve news?” she asked.


  “Indeed I do,” he answered while puffing out his chest. “It seems that the quest was successful to a degree.”


  Sybelle stood. “What does that mean?”


  “It means the Stone has been found and is being brought to the guild.”


  “So why is that a problem?”


  Lorsen took a step back from the intensity of Sybelle’s stare. “Because it’s not Elizabeth who is bringing it to the assassins. It seems that Elizabeth is nowhere to be found.”


  Sybelle planted her hands on her hips. “Impossible. If the Stone has been found, then nothing short of death would have stopped Elizabeth from acquiring it.”


  “Yes, my thoughts exactly.”


  Sybelle faltered and her jaw dropped at the implications. This couldn’t be happening and she swayed on her feet. Elizabeth was their invincible leader. Who could have possibly defeated her? “You mean she’s dead?” she asked, her voice rising.


  “Sybelle, calm yourself. I did not say that,” he said. “I said the Stone was being delivered to the assassins, and if we want it, then we need to go and take it. That was the message from the assassin’s guild. Nothing more.”


  “How do you propose we do that?”


  “With force and cunning, my dear,” Lorsen replied. “We shall lay a trap for whoever this pretender might be and take the Stone by ambush. That is, if you think you are up to the task. When Elizabeth does finally show herself, then we shall have the Stone ready and waiting. What do you say to a little adventure?”


  Sybelle looked at each of her sisters and saw resolve written on their faces. “We’re all tired of being cooped up in this house. I think it’s time we pay these assassin friends of yours a visit.”


  ***


  Jeda and the others rode through the open gates of the coven to see a contingent of armed gypsies preparing to leave. Armed gypsies were surprising enough, but what really caught his attention was seeing Natasha and Annatarus preparing to ride with them.


  “Ho, Natasha, what’s going on here?” he shouted.


  Natasha’s head whipped around at the sound of his voice. She let out a cry somewhere between joy and sorrow at seeing him riding through the gate.


  “Oh, Jeda, thank the gods you’ve finally come back.”


  The anguish in her voice brought him up short. He jumped from his horse and ran to her. Uncharacteristically, she fell into his arms weeping. The alarm Jeda felt was overwhelming as he tried to calm the frantic woman. Every nightmare he’d ever had concerning his wife surfaced in his mind.


  He gently pushed Natasha to her feet. “What is it? Has something happened to Keisha?”


  “Keisha…” she started before tears overcame her again.


  Annatarus came over and took Natasha from his arms, whispering softly to her. After a few moments, Natasha nodded and quieted her crying.


  Annatarus looked at Jeda, studying him before explaining the situation. “I see you have changed dramatically since last we met,” she said. “You’ve come at a most difficult, but perhaps opportune, time. We are about--”


  Jeda’s patience with witches and gypsies was gone. He hadn’t ridden like the wind across the kingdom for any more of their double-talk. He wanted to see his wife and now. “Enough with all this talk,” he interrupted, his anger getting the better of him. “Where is my wife? What has happened to her?”


  “Do not presume to order me about because you’ve gotten some newfound abilities,” Annatarus fired back. “If you would hold that temper of yours, I was about to tell you.”


  Jeda took a deep breath before answering. “I apologize for my rudeness. I’ve been away far too long and I’m anxious to see my wife. I have this to help her recover.” He reached into his pocket and brought out the Witch Stone. It shone with a glowing red light and was beautiful to behold.


  Both Annatarus and Natasha leaned forward to see the Stone that was the subject of legend.


  “But we don’t need the Stone any longer,” Natasha said. “Annatarus was able to bring Keisha out of her coma and she gave birth to your son.”


  Jeda furrowed his brow, unable to understand why Natasha was crying. Was it joy at seeing him again or something far worse? Was Keisha dead? Did she die in childbirth? Is that what was upsetting Natasha?


  “I have a son?” Jeda replied in wonder.


  “Yes, a beautiful healthy son.”


  He didn’t even want to say the words, but he forced them out. “Did Keisha die?”


  “No, both your wife and son are healthy,” Annatarus said.


  Jeda pulled off his hat and ran his hand through his hair. “I don’t understand. Please stop talking in riddles and tell me where my wife and son are now.”


  “They were taken last night. We believe the assassins are behind the kidnapping and we’re on our way to the guild to confront them. They left this behind as a clue.”


  Natasha held out the black mask they’d found in Keisha’s room.


  “Raz…” Jeda said through gritted teeth.


  “I can see you recognize this,” Annatarus said. “Do you know who took your wife and child?”


  Gelda, Ranker and the twins gathered around Jeda. He looked at the group of expectant faces before answering. “Yes, I do. If you and the other gypsies try to rescue them, then it will end in a bloodbath. You’ll get them and yourselves killed. Make no mistake, the brothers will not take kindly to being invaded by a band of gypsies. That is, if you even get through the front door. I must go to the guild and confront this assassin myself. There is no other way to rescue my family.”


  Protests poured out of Natasha, Gelda, Ranker and the twins. Jeda held up his hand to quiet them. “Stop, all of you. I know what I’m talking about. Please listen to me. You must all stay behind.” It took longer than he wanted to convince the others to stay behind. It was nearing late afternoon and he had to puzzle out if this was the best time to try a rescue. Day or night, Raz would be prepared, so it was a matter of when he felt most comfortable assaulting a nearly impregnable fortress that was at issue.


  His warring emotions of relief that his wife and son were alive and his rage at Raz set his path. There was no way he would let Raz get away with this. He had trusted her and her betrayal stung. He cursed for not listening to his instincts when he first suspected her of being an assassin. Maybe if he had, Keisha would not be in danger now. With a plan settled in his mind, he made preparations to leave.


  He left that afternoon with promises from the others that they would wait until daybreak before following him. He should have known the promises he got from those closest to him were empty, but he was too distracted by the details of how he would rescue his wife and son without getting them all killed to dwell on it. As he rode out the gate, he did not see the twins scurry off to get supplies, or Natasha and Gelda passing knowing looks to each other. Ranker was the only one who gave his word and intended to keep it, or at least he thought he would.


  Jeda knew now that Raz harbored a deep-seated hatred of him for killing Mave. Perhaps he should have paid more attention to Mave’s pupils, but he had spent most of his time at the guild avoiding the man. Now, even in death, Mave was taunting him. As he galloped toward the guild fortress, he devised and discarded plan after plan until he came to one undeniable truth.


  He would probably not live to see the next sunrise.
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  Full Circle


The sun was setting when Jeda finally arrived at the outskirts of the guild stronghold. The skies had darkened with thick clouds and there was a chill in the air. The fog rolled in off the bay and blanketed the forest, keeping visibility minimal. There was a storm approaching, apropos for the bloody work he planned tonight.


  It had taken him the better part of the afternoon to convince the others to stay behind. Every moment he spent arguing his point was one that his wife and child had to endure as prisoners of the guild, but to allow a full-scale attack would be akin to signing their death warrants. In the end, Annatarus had given him one day to rescue the prisoners. If he did not return by tomorrow night, she would take matters into her hands. The gypsy woman was a force to be reckoned with, and he honestly did not know which group would prevail if the gypsies attacked the guild. One thing he did know. It would be a bloodbath.


  The fog helped hide Jeda as he moved through the trees, but it also hid any sentries posted in the forest. One such lookout had nearly ended his rescue before it began. Jeda had been moving silently along a little-used trail when his sixth sense warned him of danger ahead. He now recognized these feelings as a manifestation of his magic and he no longer ignored them. He froze in place and studied the surrounding terrain, but saw nothing. With eyes peeled for any movement, he veered off the trail, giving the area a wide berth before he doubled-back. The stakes were too high to leave an enemy who could sneak up behind him.


  The lookout had built a small blind up in the trees, carefully camouflaging it from anyone coming along the trail. It was one of the many observation posts the guild used as their advance warning system. Jeda knew there would be a courier bird ready to fly and warn the masters of anyone approaching the fortress. Coming from behind, Jeda easily spotted him and prepared to throw one of his knives. As fate would have it, the man turned around and saw him as well. The surprise at seeing Jeda behind him was evident in his eyes, but his reaction was immediate. He reached over and released the waiting bird as Jeda threw his blade. The man seemed overly confident that Jeda could not effectively target him – he was too far away and the throw was impossible. As the bird took flight, a jarring impact shook the lookout and he looked down with incredulity etched on his face. Jeda’s aim had been true and his blade was sticking out of the sentry’s chest. It was an impossible throw for anyone not augmented by magic.


  Jeda cringed. Damn, now they’ll know which direction I approach from.


  Jeda had stopped his enemy, but not the messenger bird. As he watched the bird fly away, a lone arrow shot out from the trees. It struck the bird in mid-flight and knocked it from the sky. He spun around to face his unknown benefactor and was not really surprised when Kara stepped into view to greet him. She held a bow and had a quiver of arrows slung over her back.


  “Hi, Da,” Kara said. “Good shot, huh?”


  “So, you followed me after I told you to stay behind.”


  “We kind of both did, Poppy,” Kala chimed in, stepping out from behind her sister. “Good thing we did, cause there’s no telling what message that bird was carrying.”


  He was apprehensive at seeing them -- the fortress was a deadly place -- but he silently admitted he was happy they came. Although young, they were highly trained and experienced fighters. He had the feeling he would need their help before this was over, but he promised himself to keep them as far from danger as he could.


  “Well then,” Jeda replied shaking his head, “let’s go get that bird and see what it says.”


  The girls were fast on Jeda’s heels as he melted back into the forest. It didn’t take long to find the bird. He pulled the tiny parchment from its leg and read the message. It was a simple one.


  He comes from the south.


  “Looks like they’re expecting me,” he said. “I imagine there are sentries in all directions with similar messages. Come on, girls, let’s go see what else they have waiting, but stay close.”


  Both girls nodded and followed in their father’s footsteps, three pairs of eyes searching the forest for danger. They stopped at the perimeter tree line, crouching to study the foreboding behemoth dimly visible in the foggy landscape. The guild house was a castle of dark stone and looked sinister, sitting alone in this panorama of eerie desolation. Jeda caught glimpses of dim candlelight passing behind a few barred windows high on the walls, but they were few and far between. There was no doubt they were waiting for him to make the first move – patient and lurking, like the predators they mimicked. He had to plan his next step carefully if this rescue had any chance of success. He had no illusions he would survive the night, but he did not want his death to be futile. Keisha, his son and his daughters had to survive.


  The irony of planning an attack on the guild was not lost on him. The intrigues, tactics, and strategies he would try to use against the masters were the same that these men had taught him. They would anticipate every scheme he could possibly come up with and then a dozen more he’d never thought of. So he sat and studied the assassin stronghold looking for any chink in its impenetrable armor.


  “Poppy, this is just like the last time we were here,” Kala whispered as she moved next to him.


  Her words were like a bright light illuminating his dark path. Everything came together in a flash and he chastised himself for not thinking of it sooner.


  “You’re right,” he replied. “Do you remember how we snuck in last time?”


  The look of revulsion on her face told him everything.


  ***


  Lorsen paced back and forth in the hallway, occasionally wandering to the vestibule and casting a look down the road. After the sun had gone down and the fog rolled in, there was not much to see, but he felt compelled to check anyway. He had come to the fortress with his companion witches as the master assassin suggested. After Menz briefed him on the situation, he was confident that the Stone would soon be his, but he had been waiting all day for the wayward assassin to arrive and his patience was growing thin.


  The assassins’ fortress was enormous, but he and the women were confined to the front entrance and hallway. It seemed the assassins did not trust him or the witches, but the feeling was mutual. He really did not care what the guild thought of him, for once he got the Stone, none of their petty concerns would matter. Knowing it would soon be over did not prevent him from feeling like the walls of the great hall were closing in on him.


  “What is taking that man so long?” he said out loud, pacing the length of the hall yet again. He’d spoken little to the witches since they arrived in an effort to avoid their growing number of questions. Sybelle in particular was voicing her concerns over their current situation and Elizabeth’s absence. He had not told them explicitly of her death for fear they would abandon him if they learned the truth. The fact that Jeda had the Stone and was coming to the fortress was all that kept them following his orders. He still remembered Menz’s warning when he was briefed.


  “Do not be overly confident in your ability to defeat Jeda. You would do well to remember that he is a trained assassin and a deadly fighter.”


  “He may be trained as a fighter, but he is not a trained wizard. He does not have the skills or knowledge to use the Stone effectively. The women and I will be able to easily overpower him and wrest it from his control.”


  “I hope that is true, wizard, because you and your witches will face him alone. Once he enters the fortress with the Stone in hand, our contract with you will be completed. It will be up to you to take the Stone from him.”


  Lorsen had glared at the master assassin. “I find this lack of support stretching the bounds of our agreement. You should help me in retrieving the Stone.”


  “Adept Lorsen, you were very specific in your demand that the guild return the Stone to this fortress, where you would take possession of it. I know you did this to ensure no other interested parties would intercept the Stone before it arrived, and so the guild took on all those risks and dangers. The Stone is in the possession of one who is still on the rolls of the brotherhood and who is bringing it here, just as we agreed. After it arrives, it will be up to you to take possession of it.”


  “You so easily manipulate the words of our agreement,” Lorsen replied, angry and disgusted at being fooled again.


  “I manipulate nothing,” Menz said. “I’m very specific as to what I agree to do. I would suggest that in the future you do the same.”


  Lorsen told Sybelle and the others what Menz had said. They all agreed with him that a wizard with newly acquired powers would stand no chance against their combined strength, whether he held the Stone or not. Nevertheless, they arranged themselves strategically around the hallway to ensure Jeda would have no chance to counter their attacks or escape.


  ***


  Jeda resurfaced at the river’s edge and made his way to shore. He moved slowly, taking care to be as quiet as possible. The fog and storm clouds helped to wrap him in a cloak of invisibility, but noise at night over water was a dangerous combination. The cool air would amplify any noise, alerting the sentries who might be looking for them. It would be a very poor rescue if they were caught before they even entered the fortress. He made his way back to the trees where he had left the girls with no alarms going off.


  So far, so good. I pray our luck holds for a while longer.


  Both girls were on alert, weapons drawn, when he appeared in front of them and dropped the waterproof bag at their feet.


  “Those are apprentice uniforms in that bag, one for each of you. You’ll need to change clothes once you get out of the water. The tunnel gate is unlocked and the path is clear. I went as far as the control room and found no one. That’s where I picked up the uniforms; there’re always extras in that room. There have been many accidents with clumsy apprentices falling into the water.”


  “Da, do you really expect us to swim in that filth?” Kara asked. It was apparent her sister had told her of the events of their first trip through the sewers when they had rescued her.


  “Yes, unless you can think of another way in,” Jeda replied.


  “Why can’t we climb the walls?” Kara persisted, none too eager to follow that path.


  “Because the top is barbed and impossible to climb over. Besides, there will be additional sentries on the walls expecting something like that. We have to be smarter and outthink them.”


  “And going through that tunnel will do that?”


  “I used that tunnel many times when I lived in the fortress and no one ever discovered my absences. It’s the most odious place in the fortress and there is only one locked gate at the end. Only apprentices go in there to clean and maintain it. It’s unguarded and the best chance you have of getting in undetected.”


  “But Da…”


  “Enough, this is your way in. Once you’re inside and dressed in those uniforms, you’ll be all but invisible to anyone you might meet in the corridors. No one ever pays attention to apprentices, but you will still need to be careful. The guards have nightly rounds and you could come face-to-face with them at any time. The uniforms are real, but you two are not. I’m not sure how well your disguises will hold up under scrutiny. Keep your heads down, say nothing, and chances are they will walk right past you.”


  “But, Poppy, what if they don’t?”


  “Then take them out quietly. No loud noises or big explosions. Remember, surprise is on your side, but do not hesitate if you must kill. Swift and silent is your only chance.”


  “I got that covered,” Kara replied, patting the forearm sheaths holding her knives.


  “Remember, you are there to get your mother and brother out of there. They should be locked in one of the lower level rooms. The assassins will probably have drugged your mom so she can’t use her powers.” He turned his attention to Kala. “You still remember the way?”


  “Yes, Poppy. I remember.”


  “Good. I’ll wait half a mark before going to the front gate. That should give you plenty of time to get inside. Once you hear the commotion, that will be your signal. Get your mother and brother out the way I showed you. You have the map I drew?”


  Kara held up the map Jeda had given them.


  “Poppy, are you sure you don’t want us to go with you?”


  “Yeah, Da, what if you need help? We’re kind of worried about you.”


  “You shouldn’t be,” he replied with more confidence than he felt. “I have that covered.”


  He pulled the glowing Stone out of the pouch at his waist. It gave off a deep ruby glow and shone with power. “If you want to worry about someone, then worry about anyone who gets in my way.”


  Both girls stared at the Stone and nodded solemnly. Their father was going into a dangerous situation and it showed in the concern that would not leave their faces.


  “Just remember, Poppy,” Kala warned. “The Stone can hurt you too.”


  “Yes, I know. Your grandmother drilled it into me countless times on our way back from the desert. I know how strong it is and how to use it.” He kissed each daughter’s head. He hoped it would not be the last time he saw them. “It’s time. Grab the bag and go get your mother and brother out of that hellhole.”


  Jeda watched the girls until they slipped under the water. He began counting and preparing himself for the fight of his life. While he counted, he cleared his thoughts, seeking the state of balance called “the perfect killing mind.” It was a consciousness that was devoid of all distractions. Cold, heat, pain, and fear were savagely suppressed, until all that remained was the task at hand. It was much easier to attain with the power of the Stone to buffer him. There were no longer any bonds holding him back and preventing him from seeing and feeling everything around him with clarity such as he had never experienced before.


  Everything around him faded until his entire focus was on the task before him. A task that was simplicity personified – kill until killed. After the allocated time, he rose and began to walk to the gates of the fortress where his life began and where he thought it might possibly end this night.


  ***


  Lorsen was pacing the back of the hall when one of the witches called out.


  “He comes.”


  “Finally,” Lorsen said. Anticipation heightened every nerve in his body. He was so close to ultimate power, he could practically taste it. He hurried to the portico to see this assassin wizard for himself. He had never met Jeda DeLongo, but he did have intimate knowledge of his powerful mother and aunt. He thought it appropriate that the guild who had killed his Aunt Elizabeth now afforded Lorsen the opportunity to kill Jeda as well.


  As he watched, he saw the nondescript outline of a man materialize out of the fog. He held himself erect and was deliberate in his approach, emanating a confidence that gave Lorsen a moment’s pause. He employed no stealth and that made Lorsen wonder what this new wizard was up to. Although Lorsen held the title of adept at the academy, the truth was, he could wield very little of the power. He had attained his rank through his family’s wealth and influence. He’d always been careful not to put himself in a position where he would have to prove his worth. That is, until now.


  Doesn’t matter, he won’t stand a chance against our combined power.


  With one last glimpse at Jeda, he ran back to the center of the hallway and prepared himself to meet this upstart who held his Stone. At the last moment, he looked around to make sure the witches were still in place.


  ***


  Jeda walked through the gates of the fortress just as he had hundreds of times before. He was not surprised to find them open after the invitation that had been left for him. What did surprise him was the wizard that stood before him. He was standing in the middle of the hallway liked a puffed up popinjay, all bedecked in an elaborate robe of the Wizard Academy and wearing the ponderous chain of office that marked him an adept. Jeda knew this was not someone to trifle with, no matter how pompous or pretentious he might look. A full adept wizard had years of training on his side, while Jeda had only a week with Gelda.


  “Well, it certainly took you long enough to get here,” the wizard said. “I’ve been waiting for you all day.”


  Jeda looked around, pausing a moment before speaking. His extended senses alerted him to the presence of seven others hiding around the hall, all drawing power and holding it ready. Without the Stone to augment his perceptions, he would never have known they were there. He could also feel the wizard’s nervousness under the facade of bravado. It was interesting that he ‘felt’ no other danger in the hallway. It would seem the guild had decided to let this group deal with him first.


  “Pray tell, why might you be waiting for me?” Jeda asked. As he waited for the wizard to answer, he drew in as much power as he could safely handle and loosened the knives in his forearm sheathes. He was no fool to think he could match skills of power against this wizard or the others hidden about. What he did know was there was no one who could match his skill with a thrown blade. Augmented as he was by the power of the Stone, that advantage was significant.


  “I feel it my responsibility to warn you, assassin. My name is Lorsen and I’m an adept of the Wizard’s Academy. You have something that belongs to me. Now, simply give me the Stone, and let’s dispense with all this nonsense. No one need get hurt.”


  “I see,” Jeda said, shifting his balance to his toes. “Thanks for the warning, but that huge medallion around your neck and those preposterous robes were clues enough to what you are. As to whom you are, I couldn’t care less. I’m not here to face you or your comrades so carefully hidden around this hall. I have come here for one reason and that is to free my wife and child. So let me warn you, wizard, either you stand aside and let me pass or face the consequences of your foolishness.”


  “Boy, you have no idea the trouble your mouth has just gotten you into,” Lorsen said. “Ladies, please join me and let us take care of this upstart wizard.”


  The women who had accompanied Lorsen came out from hiding and simultaneously threw bolts of power at Jeda, but he stood stock-still, taking strike after strike. Each blast bounced off the invisible shield surrounding him. One of the most important lessons he had absorbed during his time with Gelda was the proper method of protecting himself in a battle of power verses power. With the Stone in hand, he was able to deflect all the strikes from the witches.


  “If that is the best you have, then you should leave while you still can,” Jeda said to the shocked adept and witches. The boldness he spoke with was a smokescreen designed to put them off balance. Truth be told, he felt the blasts, each and every one of them. The Stone had protected him, but he did not know for how long. He did not want to fight the wizard or the witches, but he was prepared to if they left him no choice.


  The witches prepared for another strike. Before they had the chance, Jeda moved into action against them. Crouching and twirling in a tight circle, he became a blur of arms and blades. In a blur of arms and blades, two of the witches lay dead, blades embedded to the hilt in their chests. Stunned silence reined as Jeda stood up and faced Lorsen again.


  “I tried to warn you, wizard, but I won’t do it again.”


  Lorsen’s face contorted in a mask of rage and disbelief as he turned and ran behind a column for cover. “Kill him,” he screamed at the remaining witches. “Keep attacking. His shield cannot hold against all of you.”


  The momentary shock wore off quickly as the remaining witches attacked again. Jeda dove forward into a roll and the blasts harmlessly struck the walls where he had been standing. He came to his feet and let fly another blade at the witch closest to him. The power of the Stone was working in perfect balance to augment his strength and accuracy. The blade struck home and another witch fell down, dead before her head hit the floor. As he ran for cover, one of the others hit him with a blast that knocked him off his feet. He scrambled behind the cover the last dead witch had used. The others continued sending blasts his way, striking the walls and columns around him, raining rock and dust all around him. Over the blasts of energy, he heard Lorsen continue to holler.


  “He’s down, he’s down. That last one hurt him. Keep striking at him. We have him now.”


  The next pause in the blasts was exactly what Jeda was waiting for. He jumped from behind the column out into the open and threw two more of his blades. One struck a witch in the chest, but the other hit the shoulder of the targeted witch when she turned at the last moment. She slumped down, but he realized she was not out of the fight yet when she slung another bolt his way. The blast was off and struck the wall beside his head, but fragments of rock struck Jeda’s forehead, leaving a deep slash that began to bleed profusely. He ducked back behind the column and ripped his tunic for a make-shift bandage to stop the bleeding. He tied the cloth tightly around his head and readied himself for another attack. He looked at the Stone and saw it had turned a ruddy red. The shield he used to protect himself from the witch’s blasts had drained the Stone. He was on his own and had to change tactics to deal with these witches now. He had two blades left and three adversaries standing against him. What he heard next gave him heart that this battle was all but over.


  “Wait, where are you going?” Lorsen screamed at the witches. “You can’t leave now. We’re so close to everything we’ve worked for.”


  ”You mean everything you’ve worked for,” one of the woman answered. “You hide behind that column while we fight against this untrained ‘boy.’ You want that Stone so badly, get it yourself. Sybelle has left the fight and we’re leaving while we still can.”


  “But Sybelle was injured; neither of you are hurt. You’re both cowards! Mark my words, you’ll pay for this treachery.”


  Jeda heard the two women run out the door of the fortress. He guessed from the conversation that Sybelle was the witch he had struck in the shoulder. If she had run off too, then that only left Lorsen. A plan came to him as he thought about how to deal the wizard.


  Keep it simple, I always say.


  Jeda stood and raised his hands. In his left hand, he held the dull-colored Stone.


  “Just you and I are left now, Lorsen. What’ll it be? You want to fight to the death?”


  Lorsen glanced from behind the column and saw Jeda standing in full view with the Stone clutched in his hand.


  “What are you doing? What do you want?”


  “I had wanted to use the Stone against the assassins, but as you can see, it’s drained and useless. I have no need for it any longer. I say we make a trade. You take the Stone and leave while I continue on with what I came here to do in the first place.”


  “What? I don’t trust you. As soon as I show myself, you’ll kill me with one of your knives.”


  “No, I won’t. You swear that you won’t try to blast me and I’ll drop the remaining blades on the floor. Then you can come get the Stone and be on your way. I only want to get my family.”


  “Very well, drop your knives and I swear I won’t blast you.”


  Jeda dropped his knives and rolled his sleeves up to show the empty sheathes on his forearms. He held the Stone in his hand.


  Lorsen came out from behind the column and cautiously approached him. As he drew nearer, Jeda held out the Stone as he said he would. Lorsen snatched it from his hand and cackled hysterically.


  “You fool, you have no idea what you have given up. You should never have dropped your knives.”


  Lorsen stepped back and raised his hand to strike. Before he had the chance, Jeda leapt forward and grabbed his outstretched arm. Using his momentum, he swung him around so the wizard’s back was to him. With lightening relaxes honed over countless years, Jeda snaked his arm around Lorsen’s throat and snapped his neck.


  As the wizard slumped to the floor, Jeda said, “I don’t need a knife to kill the likes of you.”


  Hands clapping off to the side drew his attention and he turned to face the new threat. Raz stood there, watching and applauding him.


  “I see you haven’t lost all your abilities, brother. That’s good, because it will make what’s coming next more enjoyable. It would be a good idea for you to pick up your knives.”


  As Jeda crouched and retrieved his fallen blades, he watched Raz draw a pair of matched swords. She began to twirl them in an intricate manner.


  “Ahh, the Dance of Swords,” he said, watching her weave the weapons. “I can tell you had a good teacher. Too bad he’s dead.”


  “You’ll pay for that remark and for all your treachery, traitor.”
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  The Final Contract


Kara wiped her blade on the dead man’s tunic and helped her sister pull his body into the empty room. The man was huge and it took a lot of effort for the girls to drag him out of the hallway.


  “Why’d you do that?” Kala asked between deep breaths. “What happens if someone comes looking for him?”


  Kara looked down at the man and frowned. He was nondescript in the uniform of a full assassin complete with face mask. One look from him had sent Kara into action.


  “He looked at me funny. I think he knew we weren’t apprentices.”


  “Yeah, right. He was just looking at us. You’re still mad cause we had to go through that dirty water.”


  “Well, better safe than sorry in this place. With that noise upstairs, they’re bound to be looking for anyone trying to sneak around like we’re doing. Now let’s go find Ma and the baby.”


  The hallways in the underground section of the fortress were a complex maze of perpendicular cross corridors. It was easy to get lost unless you knew the pattern. Kala had learned the layout from her father the last time she was here. They had crossed paths with the dead assassin when Kala had stopped, trying to remember which corridor to take. The man had paused, looked at them, but said nothing. It no longer mattered what he was thinking – he wouldn’t be a problem for them.


  She continued following the path she remembered, hoping she was taking them in the right direction. She was relieved when they came to a corridor lined with locked doors. It was obvious where their mother was from the two sentries guarding one of the rooms.


  Kala grabbed her sister and pulled her back before they were spotted. “Poppy didn’t say there would be guards.”


  “At least we know which room Ma is in.”


  “We have to be careful. There might another guard inside.”


  “Careful and quiet.” Kara nodded. She took a pair of blades and handed them to Kala. She then palmed another set, hiding them within the sleeves of her tunic. After Kala did the same, Kara stepped around the corner and walked towards the men. She looked back and whispered, “Follow my lead.”


  Both girls kept their heads down, walking against the opposite wall, as far from the guards as they could. They were acting like a pair of scared novices and their ruse was working. Nearing the sentries, they heard one of them say a few choice words concerning apprentices getting scrawnier and shorter every year. Both men laughed at the cruel joke. As the girls passed them, Kara stopped and faced the one still chuckling.


  “I may be short, but I’m not scrawny.”


  “Here now,” the man replied. “This one has mettle, but a little too much, I think.”


  “Courage without respect is not a trait we tolerate in apprentices,” the second man added. “I think a lesson is due here. Come closer, the both of you. What are your names?”


  Both girls stepped up to the guard and bowed at the waist in submission. When Kara did not reply with her name, the man raised his hand to slap her. Before he could strike her, Kara straightened up, driving one of her blades under his chin and into his brain. The second guard gaped, uncomprehending, at his partner, but was jarred from his shock when Kala tried to stab him in the chest. His reaction was instantaneous when her knife bounced off the armor hidden beneath his tunic. He struck her so hard her head bounced off the wall. He then turned to face Kara, who threw her last blade at him. He tried to dodge, but the blade hit and cut a deep gash on the side of his neck.


  The guard roared in pain and reached out to snatch Kara. His wound was bleeding profusely as he grabbed her around the neck. He pinned her against the wall, and with no blades left, she resorted to punches and kicks. They had no effect on him.


  The man was choking the life from her and Kara began to see black spots in front of her eyes. Suddenly, the pressure let up, the guard’s grip loosened, and he fell against her. When Kara was able to breathe again, she pushed him away. He dropped to the ground dead – the loss of blood from his neck wound had taken its toll. Kara looked around and found Kala lying slumped on the floor. She knelt beside her and shook her awake.


  “Kala, get up now. We have to move.”


  “Ow, hmmm, ow,” Kala cried, touching her injured head. “Stop shaking me so hard. Didn’t you ever learn not to shake someone with a head wound? Are the guards--”


  “They’re both dead,” Kara replied. “Here, let me heal you.”


  Kala’s eyes opened wide and she sat up. “What? No way. I’ve seen you ‘heal’ other people. You’re as gentle as an ox. I’ll take care of myself. Go inside and find Mom. We don’t have much time before someone comes to investigate.”


  As Jeda had predicted, Keisha and the baby were locked in one of the underground rooms. When Kara opened the door, Keisha looked up in fright and held the baby tight to her chest.


  “It’s okay, Ma,” Kara said. “It’s me. We’ve come to rescue you.”


  Keisha eyes widened in recognition after Kara removed her headscarf. “Kara? Oh, thank the gods you’ve come. Are you alone?”


  “I’m here too, Mom,” Kala said, as she stepped through the door, holding her head.


  “What happened to your head?” Keisha asked, alarmed at the blood.


  “It’s nothing, Mom, just a little accident. We have to get out of here before more guards come.”


  Keisha stood and hugged the twins. “I’m so happy to see you.”


  “Thanks, Ma, but we have to go now,” Kara said, disentangling herself from Keisha’s hug.


  “Girls, where is your father?”


  Kara pointed up. “That noise up there - that’s Da. He’s become a kind of wizard now, got a magic stone and everything. He’s distracting everyone while we rescue you and the baby.”


  Keisha stared wide-eyed at them. “What? A wizard? When did that happen?”


  “Mom,” Kala said, trying to pull Keisha out of the room. “It’s a long story. You were in a coma; we went to find the Witch Stone; Poppy picked it up; now he’s a wizard. Please, we have to get you out of here while there’s still time.”


  Fear swept across Keisha’s face. “He’s upstairs in this place fighting alone?”


  “Yeah, Ma. He made us promise to get you and the baby out of this place. Now c’mon, we have to go.”


  Keisha wrapped the baby up, securing him to her chest. “I’m not going anywhere without your father.”


  Kara looked at Kala and shrugged her shoulders. “You heard Ma. We ain’t going anywhere without Da.”


  Kala nodded. “Then let’s go find him.”


  “Shouldn’t be hard, we just have to go to the blasts,” Kara said.


  “Move quickly, girls, I have a terrible feeling that your father needs our help.” Keisha said.


  ***


  Sybelle crawled away from the fight and found a set of stairs leading to a lower level. She saw nothing below, but still hesitated to go anywhere in this place. The assassins had been emphatic in warning the witches to stay in the hallway, but that was a war zone. Being injured, Sybelle thought anywhere had to be better than up there. She was weak and sweating from the effort of moving this far and had no power left in her. Her wound was still bleeding. The knife had to come out before she could seal up the wound. She leaned against the wall before attempting the stairs and probed the blade sticking in her shoulder. Just touching the knife sent a wave of pain and nausea through her.


  I can do this. There is no other choice.


  She closed her eyes and mentally prepared herself for what was coming. Taking a deep breath, she reached up and grabbed the handle and pulled. The razor-sharp blade slid out with little effort, but the pain was intense, causing her to cry out. She tried to muffle herself and almost lost consciousness with the effort. She leaned her head back against the wall to rest for a few moments while she gathered what little power she had left to stop the bleeding. That’s when the commotion below started.


  I swear those are children’s voices. Do these thugs keep kids in this place?


  In answer to her own question, the voices spoke again and there could be no mistake. She got back to her feet and decided to look downstairs for the kids. Better to confront them than go back to the upper hallway and possible death. Listening for any sound, she went down the stairs to search, but all seemed quiet ahead. Back in the upper hall, the yelling and screaming continued, with the occasional explosive sound of an elemental blast.


  Never mind about those kids. I’ve got to find another way out.


  She found herself in a long, straight corridor with an intersecting corridor near the end. Doors were spaced along each side, but what caught her attention were the two men lying prostrate in front of an open one. As she neared the open doorway, the last person she thought to ever see again stepped out. Sybelle knew she needed help and thought she might be able to use this woman.


  “Keisha, thank the gods it’s you. I’ve been searching high and low, trying to rescue you.”


  Keisha looked at her strangely for a moment, but then smiled at her. Before Keisha could reply, the twins stepped from the room, both carrying blades in each hand. Sybelle grew wary as the first looked at her with bared teeth and snarled.


  “Who are you?” one of the girls asked.


  “I’m one of the healers from the Constantine Coven,” Sybelle said. “I’ve come here to rescue Keisha. You two are Kara and Kala, right? I’m glad you’re here. You can help me get your mother and brother out of here.”


  Sybelle saw the second twin frown at her and whisper something in her sister’s ear. Sybelle guessed they recognized her from their short time at the coven. They probably guessed that something wasn’t right with her story. She needed to do something fast. Keisha continued to smile and began walking towards her. Sybelle thought she could take advantage of her trusting, but foolish nature.


  If I grab her and the child, then I can force her little brats to lead me out of here.


  Keisha stopped when Kara called out to her.


  “Ma, don’t get any closer to her. She’s a Black witch.”


  When Keisha looked back, Sybelle saw her chance. She moved to grab Keisha from behind. To her surprise, Keisha whipped around and punched her viciously in the face. Sybelle fell against the wall and slid to the floor. She shook her head to try to clear her thoughts.


  That bitch punched me.


  “Don’t worry, Kara,” Keisha replied. “I know a snake when I see one.”


  “You may want to kill me right now,” Sybelle said, “but I suggest you go help your husband first. He’s the one being killed upstairs.”


  Sybelle smiled as Keisha and the twins began to sprint down the hall to the stairs.


  “Best hurry, he was in sorry shape when I left him for dead.”


  Kara stopped in front of Sybelle before following Keisha and Kala. Without warning, she kicked Sybelle in the head. The last thing Sybelle heard before passing out was Keisha yelling to her daughter.


  “Don’t kill her, leave that to the assassins.”


  ***


  Jeda stepped over Lorsen’s body and walked towards Raz. She sidestepped, but continued to weave her weapons. He knew she would not let him get in too close, where he would have the advantage.


  “Not much of a fight,” he said. “Knives against swords.”


  “We all make choices,” Raz replied, “and we all have to live with them. In your case, you’ll die slowly and painfully like my master did. It’s time you paid for his murder.”


  “Mave was a deranged lunatic. You think he cared anything about you and your precious guild? The man was out for himself. He died because he kidnapped my daughter. Much like you have kidnapped my wife and son. Give them to me and I won’t kill you…today.”


  “Ha, your lies and threats have no effect on me, traitor. I have faced and defeated better men than you while coming up through the ranks of the brotherhood. When I kill you and give the Stone to Master Menz, he’ll have no choice but to raise me to the rank of master.”


  Jeda nodded in understanding. “So that’s your end game. You want to be a master. Sorry to tell you this, but the brotherhood has no women masters. It never has and never will. Trust me. You are tolerated because you have certain skills in bed that men cannot duplicate. You should realize your limitations and learn to live with them.”


  Raz narrowed her eyes, the hate visible in them. His taunts had struck a nerve. She screamed in anger and attacked. “I’m more than a whore sent to warm and seduce my targets in their beds.” She swung her blades in a crossing, deadly arc designed to confuse and decapitate her opponent.


  Jeda started to move left, but then ducked right and rolled under her attack. As he slipped under her guard, he sliced up and scored a blow to her side. He came back up on guard and turned to face her again.


  “First blood,” she replied, smiling at him. “You’re better than you let on. I will find killing you more satisfying than I ever imagined.”


  “You’ve seen nothing of my real skill yet, but then how could you understand what a man can accomplish? You’re good with those swords, but you’ll never attain the level of skill a true master can.” Jeda continued to mock her and her skills. Anger clouded thoughts in a fight and often led to mistakes. She had already made one mistake, but she wouldn’t be fooled like that again. She was good with her swords and he needed her to make another mistake. If she didn’t, he would be dead.


  “I see what you’re trying to do and it won’t work. I’ll not let my anger overrule my judgment again. You’ll not goad me into any useless attack. I’ll cut you to pieces one small part at a time.”


  She moved in fast and sliced at his head with one sword. Jeda had to jump back to avoid the cut, but he wasn’t fast enough as he felt the burn in his leg. The top slash had been a feint – the real attack came from below.


  “Burns a little, doesn’t it?” Raz taunted.


  Jeda had one card left to play while he was still able. Gelda had taught him the rudiments of throwing an elemental blast. His mother had been the most powerful elemental of her time and he had inherited that power. It was his to command if he could figure out how to use it. The fight with the witches and Lorsen had weakened him, but he thought he might have enough energy for one powerful blast. Concentration was the key. As Raz circled him, he began to draw on the power as Gelda had instructed him. He’d failed every time he had tried in the desert, but he knew the fundamentals and focused to bring forth his power.


  “What are you doing, traitor?” Raz asked. “At least make this a little interesting. If you do nothing, then I will be forced to kill your precious wife and newborn son for my own satisfaction. Now fight, or know I will make them pay for your cowardice.”


  When Raz threatened his family, it was the catalyst he needed to make the final connection to his power. He swung around in her direction and threw out his arms, letting loose with a powerful elemental blast that would have made Gelda proud. The blast hit Raz square in the chest and sent her flying backwards. She landed with a heavy thud and lay motionless.


  Jeda leaned over on his knees, exhausted from the effort, but it was worth it. Raz lay defeated. He turned away from her prostrate body and began to walk farther into the fortress in search of Keisha and his son.


  “Now where do you think you’re going?”


  Jeda looked back in disbelief, staring as Raz rose to her feet. She had a smoking hole in her chest plate, which was just the first layer of armor she wore.


  “Master Mave may have been a deranged lunatic, but he taught me well. Wearing double armor was just one of his ideas for fighting against your kind. From the exhausted look on your face, that strike was your last. Now, shall we see the real skills that a woman has over a man?”


  As Raz closed in on him, Jeda stood balanced with his last pair of knives. She came forward quickly, closing the distance and eliminating the advantage the throwing knives would give him. She would not get too close or she’d lose her advantage of reach. She circled him in the sweet spot between the two distances and began weaving the swords again.


  Raz chuckled. “Today, I will win everything and your death will be the start.” She swung one of her blades in another attempt to catch him across the face. As the blade veered towards his eyes, he caught the movement of the second blade coming to slice across his stomach. He dove to the side, under the swing of the first blade, and sliced up at her exposed side where her body armor showed a gap. She managed to deflect his thrust with her second blade. If she had not been such an excellent swordswoman, the blade would have struck her unprotected side.


  As Jeda jumped to his feet, Raz spun around, following through with the first sword in a deadly arc. The blade caught him high on the arm, cutting deep and rendering the arm near-useless. He went down on one knee, feigning exhaustion, but it did not fool Raz. She did not rush in to finish him. She kept her distance and continued to move with caution. When she came within a sword’s reach of him, he threw one of his knives at her face, but she deflected it. At the same moment, he dove forward and came up beneath her. He sliced at the inside of her leg, scoring a vicious cut that sent her to her knees. As he scrambled away from her counterattack, he scored another cut to the outside of her forearm. The cut was deep enough that she lost her grip on one of her swords.


  They both regained their feet and circled each other warily. He could tell that she was fading, but he was tiring faster and needed to do something quick. He remembered his first time fighting knives against swords. That trial had been against Mave when Jeda was an apprentice. He’d won because of a ruse he played against the master swordsman. He saw little choice now but to try it again.


  He let her think that he was desperate and stumbled forward. When she stepped back to defend against him, he threw the last remaining knife at her. She deflected the throw, and when she realized his mistake, crowed in delight. He was out of his precious knives. His forearm sheaths and hands were empty. He would be an easy kill now. The look of maniacal anticipation showed in her eyes as she rushed forward to finish him. She swung a blow meant to decapitate him, and was shocked when it was blocked.


  Jeda had somehow gotten another knife and parried her swing. He shoved the sword out to her side, leaving her entire front vulnerable to attack.


  “What? How?” Raz sputtered, trying to step back and regain control of her weapon. Close-in fighting was the hallmark of knife work – her long sword was all but useless at this range. She’d given up her edge by moving too close to the traitor. He took advantage of her mistake by grabbing the front of her tunic and pulling her even closer. She froze when the knife pressed against her throat.


  “Just like your Master, always thinking you’re smarter than everyone else,” Jeda whispered. “You forgot the first knife I threw that you so easily deflected. You never even looked where it landed. That’s the problem with you sword fighters – too one-dimensional in your thoughts. It was child’s play to distract you long enough to pick it up and play upon your greed. When you thought I was weaponless, you rushed forward like a first-year apprentice. Now look at you, at my mercy, the mercy of a traitor. What will it be, assassin? Give up my wife and child or die with your throat sliced clean through.”


  She sneered at him and answered through gritted teeth. “Do your worse, traitor. I’ll never give up where they’re hidden.”


  A cry from across the hall stopped him from ending her life then and there.


  “Jeda!”


  He looked over his shoulder and saw the impossible. There, standing before him with the twins on either side, was his beloved wife Keisha. She carried a bundle wrapped across her chest that he knew to be his son. The joy at seeing her standing there was more than he’d ever hoped for. The moment he had waited months for was now right before him. He shoved Raz away, not wanting to mar the moment with any more killing, and turned to Keisha with a smile blossoming on his face. As he took a step towards her, a jarring pain lanced through his chest. He looked down at the blade sticking out of his chest and fell to his knees. The last thing he heard before he lost consciousness was Raz whispering in his ear.


  “This is the price for your betrayal, traitor.”


  ***


  Kara saw her father with a blade at Raz’s throat and felt both relieved and distressed. She was thankful that he was still alive, but she didn’t want Raz killed. She had kidnapped her mother, but she had been good to Kara, had understood her when the others had not. She would not forget that and let out a sigh of relief when her father pushed the assassin away, alive and breathing.


  In the next moment, her whole life changed. Raz came up behind her father and thrust her sword through his chest. Her father fell to his knees and Raz lean over him to whisper something in his ear. Kara didn’t hear what Raz said because someone was screaming too loud. The realization that it was her screaming got her moving. She ran towards Raz and her father, throwing bolt after thunderous bolt at the assassin. None ever got close enough to score a hit. Raz was too close to her father for any degree of accuracy. Kara switched to throwing knives as she got closer, but Raz had wrenched her blade from Jeda’s back and took off through the gallery. As she ran, she stooped and picked up the Witch Stone from Lorsen’s dead fingers. The last Kara saw of her father’s killer was the back of her head disappearing into a maze of corridors.


  Kara skidded to a stop on her knees in front of her father. He lay unmoving on the floor, face down. She reached out and searched his neck for a pulse, but found nothing. Kala came rushing up beside her, turned him over, and began trying to heal his wound. Kara looked at the terrible gash in her father’s chest and let out a wail of despair and anger. She jumped up and ran after Raz, ignoring her sister’s plea for help. She was mad with grief and swore to kill the woman who had murdered her father.


  As she entered the maze, she drew a pair of knives. She searched high and low for any sign of Raz. She neared a cross section of multiple corridors and spotted a drop of blood on the floor. When she bent to examine it, a crushing weight knocked her to the floor.


  “If you move, it will be the last thing you do.”


  Kara felt Raz put her knee in her back, pinning her to the ground.


  “You murdered my father. I’ll kill you for that,” the young girl cried.


  “Your father gave his life to the brotherhood long before you entered the fortress today. He forfeited his life when he decided to desert the guild. Once you swear allegiance to the brotherhood, the only way to leave is through death. He knew the price he would pay when he decided to leave.”


  “I’ll kill you. I swear I will. You’re nothing but a coward and murderer.”


  “You’re full of anger right now. When you’ve had time to think about what I’ve said, you’ll realize the truth. Cherish the memory of a man who gave his life for you. Don’t waste your own on useless thoughts of revenge. It’s a hollow pursuit and for the weak of mind.”


  Kara tried to struggle out from under Raz’s hold, but the assassin was too strong.


  “When you’re older, come back to me. You still have much to learn.”


  “I will kill--”


  Raz knocked Kara on the back of his skull with the hilt of her sword. She lay dazed while the weight lifted off her back and it took a moment before she could stand. Climbing to her feet, she looked around, but there was no one around. Raz had disappeared and so had her chance of avenging her father’s death.


  ***


  Master Menz watched the fight in the hallway from beginning to end. The prowess of his wayward assassin amazed him and it was distressing when Raz struck him down. Jeda would have been a powerful ally – the first wizard assassin. But, in another way, he was glad that Raz had killed him. There would be no more talk of anyone ever deserting the brotherhood and living to tell the tale. He looked at the message in his hand and turned to his assistant.


  “There will be no more death here today. There is a wagon approaching along the road. It’s being driven by a gypsy woman and I want no more trouble with them. You will personally escort Jeda’s family out of the fortress. Get two apprentices with a pallet to help carry brother Jeda’s body outside. They will load the pallet in the wagon and nothing else. If anyone tries to interfere, they will answer to me.”


  “Yes, master.”


  “If you see Raz, tell her I want speak with her.”


  The assistant nodded and left the master to his own thoughts.


  ***


  Kara stumbled back to Kala and their mother, more despondent than when she left. She had failed to avenge her father’s death.


  “She got away,” Kara said, kneeling beside her sister. “I wasn’t strong enough to stop her. She told me Da had to die because he deserted the brotherhood. No one ever leaves except by death.”


  Kala had been working on her father, but sat back at Kara’s words. Keisha was kneeling beside him, crying while she cradled his son. He never even had the chance to see his child and now never would. The wound in his chest was closed, but there was no sign of life in him. They looked up as two young men came rushing up carrying a pallet. Another, older man followed them. It was clear from their uniforms that the two men were apprentices. They laid the pallet on the floor, but made no move to touch Jeda’s body. The older man came up to them and bowed respectfully.


  “A wagon approaches driven by a woman of the gypsy clan. I offer the aid of these men in carrying your lost soul outside so you may attend to him properly.”


  “I want to find the assassin who killed my father first,” Kara replied through gritted teeth.


  Kala reached out and grabbed her sister’s arm. “Kara, Poppy is dead. Raz killed him and freed him from this place. I healed his heart wound, but he’s still dead. I want to leave this place now.”


  Kara frowned at her sister’s adamant words. “What are--” she started to say before Kala interrupted her.


  “I was not strong enough to bring him back to life, but I don’t want to sit here and grieve. This is a place of death. Sometimes it’s not great strength that is required to save someone, but a precise amount instead. Sometimes less is more, so let’s leave this horrid place.”


  Kara’s eyes widened and she nodded in understanding. No one else realized there was a message of hope buried in Kala’s words.


  “We’ll take you up on your offer,” Kara said to the master. “The sooner we’re away from here, the better.”


  The two apprentices lifted Jeda on the pallet and carried him out to the front of the fortress. Keisha looked at the girls, who seemed to be double-talking between them, but she did not know why. The twins never did anything without a purpose and she followed their lead. She got to her feet and followed behind the apprentices carrying her dead husband. The girls ran out of the fortress ahead of them.


  Outside, a wagon had pulled up as the older assassin said it would. Keisha recognized her mother, but shook her head to prevent her from reacting at seeing her. As she climbed up beside her, she said the words that cut into her heart. “Jeda is dead. They’re loading him in the back of the wagon as we speak.”


  “Jeda is dead?” Natasha paled as she repeated the words.


  Keisha leaned closer to her mother. “Do not react. The girls are up to something, but I’m not sure what. We must play along and leave this place right now.”


  Natasha nodded and drove the wagon away from the fortress when the girls were in the back with Jeda’s body. Once they were out of sight of the gates, Natasha handed the reins to Keisha and climbed into the back with them. Kara had pulled back Jeda’s shirt, exposing his chest, and Kala was sitting on his stomach, holding her finger an inch above his heart.


  “What are you two doing?” Natasha asked.


  “I’m going to bring Poppy back to life, just like Grandma Gelda did for you,” Kala replied.


  “But why did you wait until he was out here to try? You’ve wasted valuable time.”


  “Because the assassins were watching, Nana,” Kala replied. “If they saw me bring Poppy back, then they’d start hunting him again. He’d never be free of them.”


  There was concern etched on her young face, but Natasha did nothing to interfere. She had no experience with this kind of healing – it was her granddaughter who had the skill to save him. The irony struck Natasha as her granddaughter concentrated. Kala sent a small jolt of power into Jeda’s chest and put her hands on his chest to feel for a heartbeat.


  “There’s nothing, it didn’t work,” Kala cried. The mounting frustration was obvious in her defeated tone.


  “Try it again,” Kara said. “Do it harder this time. Grandma Gelda had to shock Nana a couple of times before she woke up. Remember?”


  “But, I don’t want to hurt him.”


  “You can’t hurt him any more than he is right now…he’s dead.”


  “You know what I mean,” Kala replied and sent a stronger jolt into her father’s chest. She put her hands on his chest, but again found no heartbeat. She cried out in despair. “No, this can’t be happening. It worked before – it has to work now.”


  “You can do this. I’ll lend you more power. Now concentrate,” Kara said, touching her shoulder.


  Kala leaned on her father and pushed down on his chest with both hands. She let go with the strongest blast of energy yet and the effect was immediate. The jolt raised Jeda’s body off the wagon bed and threw Kala clear to the back of the wagon.


  Natasha put her own hands on his chest, searching for a heartbeat.


  “What did you do?” Kara asked, helping her sister sit up.


  “I don’t know,” Kala replied. “I was just trying to save him.”


  “And you did just that,” Natasha said, smiling at the twins. “Your father lives.”


  ***


  Menz leaned forward to get a better look at the gem on his desk. It was not glamorous or appealing, but a ruddy color like the red mud found along the banks of the river. There were no intricate cuts as in the fashion of the day – no artisan or craftsman had ever laid tools on the Stone’s smooth surface. From his perspective, the small diamond he wore on his finger was more valuable than this piece of crystal.


  He did not understand how anything so plain could be so powerful. The Stone did not call to him in any way. He admitted he did not have the slightest bit of magical talent, but he had expected it to do something. Why didn’t the stone vibrate or glow or show something that made it valuable? Too many people had lost their lives in the pursuit of this stone for it to just sit on the surface of his desk looking dull.


  All this trouble for a mere lump of crystal?


  He sighed and leaned back. After a moment, he took a key from around his neck and unlocked one of his desk drawers. The drawer held an assortment of unique items that had come into his possession over the years. Picking up the infamous Witch Stone, he dropped it inside with the other wonders he’d collected. He locked the drawer and put the key back around his neck.


  Maybe someday I’ll find a use for the cursed thing.
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  New Beginnings


The colorful wagons with their exotic trappings rolled into town amid the typical fanfare of excitement. Rocher was a small town and a regular stop for the gypsies on the route north to the capital of Constantine. The troupe had just finished a six-month tour through the southern cities and was heading back north. Word of their arrival spread like wildfire.


  They’re here. The gypsies have arrived!


  It was on the lips of every youngster and many grownups as well. Everyone loved the shows the gypsy troupe put on, and the town people burst with anticipation of the opening act. The shows consisted of exotic dances and songs by beautiful women, high-flying acrobatics by fearless men, and magnificent displays of swordsmanship and knife throwing.


  The gypsy wagons formed a semi-circle in the clearing next to town. Two large central tents occupied this spot, where the main shows were performed. A number of smaller side tents for more personalized shows of prestidigitation and divinations from crystal balls were scattered near the wagons. Chairs and tables set round the perimeter of each large tent offered comfort and refreshment to their patrons. Both afternoon and evening, thrills and excitement could be had by anyone with the proper price for admission.


  As usual, Adej supervised the setup of the show, guiding and helping with everything from the placement of craft tables to setting distances for the targets used in the knife throwing contests. When he finished his supervisory chores, he made his way back to his family wagon for a rest before the day’s festivities. He was still the knife master of the troupe, but now he supervised and no longer performed. His feats of magic with a blade were a thing of the past. These days he helped to run the show behind the scenes and learned the ways of his magical talents with the help of his wife and mother-in-law. His mother had been a powerful elemental and he was on his way to becoming one too, albeit quietly, so his abilities and himself stayed hidden. As he climbed into the wagon, he met his wife. She raised a finger to her lips to signal for him to be quiet.


  “Jeda, the baby just went to sleep,” she whispered.


  “Here now, are you trying to make me jealous by calling me the name of your dead husband?” he replied. Though the slip was a dangerous one, he could not pass up the opportunity to tease her. “Let me remind you, my darling Keisha, my name is Adej. Please try to remember that and stop calling out your old lover’s name.”


  He took her in his arms and kissed her passionately before she could reply. She shot him a mock frown when they broke apart. It lasted but a moment and then she shook her head and smiled at him.


  “Oh, forgive me for such a terrible mistake, my wonderful Adej, but it’s your son who is to blame. He has kept me awake day and night and I’m exhausted beyond careful thought. The boy has finally gone to sleep, so please keep your voice down.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of waking the little darling,” he replied.


  “If you dare, you’ll be watching him all night.”


  Jeda held up his hands in mock surrender as she took a seat at their small table. He sat as well and gathered her close to him. She let out a small sigh of relief and nestled into his arms.


  “How did the setup go this morning?” she asked.


  “No real problems. The area the town gave us to set up is somewhat small for our performances, but I like to think of it as cozy and not crowded.”


  “Well, in a few days we’ll be off to the great open spaces of the capital city of Constantine. Are you as excited as I am?”


  “Of course, it has been more than six months since we last visited. I wonder how the girls are getting along? Although they’re getting older, I can’t stop worrying about them.”


  “What about poor Gelda? She’s the one I worry for.”


  Jeda couldn’t help but smile at the thought of the old healer trying to reign in his strong-willed daughters.


  ***


  Kara felt the excitement bursting from her sister long before she walked into her room. Something good was coming from the way Kala bubbled with happiness. She thought about going to find out what had her sister so excited, but did not want to interrupt her training.


  She’ll find me soon enough.


  No sooner had the thought crossed her mind than she felt Kala coming her way. It would take her a few minutes to reach Kara’s room, and in the meantime, she continued with her knife practice.


  They each had a suite in opposite wings of the Berkshire manor, as befitting their station as the heirs apparent to the ducal throne. By law, the oldest twin inherited the throne, but no one knew who was the oldest. The decision was made that they would rule together. Of course, there were provisions that the lands and hereditary titles could be split between them if they opted for that instead.


  In a shorter time than expected, Kala came bursting into Kara’s room, out of breath from running.


  This must be good.


  In between deep breaths of air, Kala started talking. “Did you hear? Did you?” she asked. “I know you haven’t or you wouldn’t be here playing with your knives.”


  Kara raised a questioning eyebrow at her sister and threw her next blade. She had erected a makeshift throwing area with several targets in her room. When her dagger hit dead center, she put down her other blades and turned to her sister. “What’s so exciting? Did Grandma Gelda teach you a new healing spell?”


  “No silly, it’s Nana and the gypsies. They’re coming to Constantine and will be here tomorrow.”


  Though she was loath to show it, Kara felt the same excitement building within her. “Are they all coming?”


  “Yes, but even better, they’re coming here to the estates. They will set up their camp in the summer pasture and put on their shows there. Grandma Gelda and Nana have been talking about it for months. They didn’t tell us because they wanted to make sure it would be safe for them to come.”


  “And will it be safe? For everyone?”


  “Yes, Grandma Gelda has been at the coven every day for the past two weeks and there have been no signs of Black Witches and no talk of the Witch Stone. No one is asking about or looking for it.”


  “What about the guild?” Kara asked. “I’m sure the arrival of a gypsy caravan will draw their attention.”


  “I asked the same thing, and get this – Adej has grown a beard and has short gray hair. Nana says he looks like an old man now.”


  “Well, he kind of is, ain’t he?”


  Kala laughed at her sister’s joke. It was rare that Kara smiled, but telling a joke was rarer still. The news had cheered her up, even if she did not let it show on her face. There was no hiding how happy she was inside.


  Their father was coming to visit.


  “So Grandma Gelda is back?’ Kara asked, already knowing the answer.


  “Yes, but Ranker scooped her up and took her to their suite as soon as she returned. They’ll be in there for the rest of the day.”


  Kara shook her head in annoyance. “Great. Ranker promised to practice swords with me this afternoon.”


  “Well, they’re old,” Kala said. “I’m sure they won’t be in their rooms all afternoon.”


  “Yeah, I know that, but even so, he’ll be too tired to practice.”


  “Why do you continue to practice with those swords anyway?”


  Kara frowned at her twin. Although they shared a close bond, there were things that her sister did not understand about her. “Because someday, I’ll need those skills.”


  “You still think about her, don’t you?” Kala asked. “About Raz, I mean.”


  “Yes, I do, and someday I’ll meet her again.”


  “I hope you fare better than the last time you met.”


  “Why do you think I practice?”


  ***


  Raz paced the floor of her small room, waiting for the appointed time to arrive. She had gotten the note this morning. It was short and sweet.


  Come to the council chambers at high noon. We have something for you.


  She had been waiting too long for something to happen after her success with her last mission. She had not asked any questions or made any comments during the intervening time, not wanting the masters to realize how anxious she was about the gift they would give her.


  The one thing she had not received was the one thing she coveted – the rank of master assassin. Now, today, the word had come. She was summoned to meet with Menz and the other Grand Masters in their council chambers. There could be but one reason for a summons of that nature.


  At the appointed hour, Raz arrived outside the chambers and waited. She fidgeted with her uniform, smoothing away imagined wrinkles and trying to calm the churn of emotions erupting inside her. This was the day she had been awaiting for too many years to remember.


  When the inner doors opened and she was summoned inside, she strode forth, not with the confidence of a seasoned assassin, but with that of a master assassin. Inside the chambers, she was surprised to see Master Menz sitting alone. Although he was the Grand Master of the House of Swords, she knew it was tradition for all the Grand Masters to attend the rising ceremonies.


  She bowed before her master, a sinking feeling that had begun to form in the pit of her stomach.


  “You summoned me, master?”


  “Yes, the council has made its decision and I’m here to bestow upon you your just rewards.”


  Her heart leapt at his comment. He could only mean one thing. No matter that the other Grand Masters were not present, she was being raised to the rank of master assassin. She stood, barely breathing, while she waited for Menz to continue. She worried her actions with the traitor assassin had soured her chances for promotion, but now it seemed Menz had understood why she killed Jeda. Although she had disobeyed his orders, she had delivered the Witch Stone to him and that was a huge coup for the guild.


  Menz cleared his throat and began to speak. “Raz, you completed your assignment with remarkable success and I commend you on a job well done.”


  “Thank you, Master.”


  “However…”


  Raz tensed. Menz didn’t mince words and that sinking feeling came back with a vengeance.


  “You were told not to kill Brother Jeda.”


  “Yes sir, but he had possession of the Stone and used it inside the guild. I felt my options were limited in recovering it. I used my best judgment, Master.”


  “Yes, your best judgment. I know you did, Raz, but you have yet to learn that there is always more than one path. You chose the lesser path.”


  Raz felt her anger rising and tried to squelch it down. She was less than successful. “The lesser path? Master Menz, I mean no disrespect, but I sacrificed months of pain and suffering while I--”


  Menz’s upturned hand cut her off. “Raz, I already commended you on a job well done.”


  Raz shut her mouth and bowed her head. “I am sorry for my outburst, Master Menz.”


  Menz nodded and continued. “This is not a time for sorrow or penitence. I have called you here to share the decision of the council and celebration your promotion.”


  “Promotion?’ Raz asked.


  “Yes, for your sacrifice and remarkable accomplishments, you are hereby promoted to the station of Sword Master.”


  Raz mouth tightened. “Sword Master?”


  “Yes, your skills with the swords are unparalleled and you deserve this honor.”


  She could not believe what she was hearing. Once again, the council had refused to raise her to the rank of Master Assassin. The title of Sword Master was little more than a public acknowledgement of her skills with a blade. Every brother in the guild knew she was the best swordsman in the brotherhood. To name her Sword Master was a hollow and empty gesture.


  The traitor’s words came back to haunt her mind.


  “You will never be given the title of Master. You’re only a woman…”


  Had he been right all along? Would she be forever denied her rightful place at the Masters’ table?


  “…on a trial basis,” Menz concluded.


  Hatred flared in Raz’s eyes for the briefest of moments before she reined in her emotions. “Yes, Master Menz. Thank you, sir.”


  Menz waved his hand. “Carry on, Sword Master.”


  Raz turned on her heel and walked out the office. She understood now. Jeda had been right. She’d been blinded by her hatred of him, but she was the fool now. The brotherhood tolerated her presence as long as she was useful to them. It was time for her to make some serious decisions before that usefulness ran out.


  ***


  Chieftain Arin inhaled deeply. The assortment of exotic plants stuffed into his pipe had the properties of hallucinogens designed to elevate his consciousness. He’d had the sight, the gift of prophecy, since he was a child, but he had never been able to control it or bring on his visions at will. Tonight he would change that and he inhaled deeply.


  As the chieftain of the desert tribes, he was surrounded by his counselors and loyal captains. He wanted them present when he sought his vision. He had sworn vengeance on the interlopers and now must learn what fate they would endure. He’d never forgive them for the deaths of his father and beloved sister, or for trespassing on the tribe’s scared lands. The foreigners had caused more death and destruction than any disease ever visited upon his people. They were a plague that he sought to eradicate.


  His body swayed and his eyes rolled back in his head. His spirit flew across the land, crossing the desert, the great river and the mountains, until he saw the lands of the foreign devils burning below him. His great army was sweeping across the kingdom, slaying those standing in the way of his final destination: the City of Constantine. That was the origin of the great evil, and he’d not rest until it was destroyed. No one would be spared, as they had not spared his family and warriors. His body shuddered as his spirit returned. The swaying stopped and he opened his eyes.


  “I have seen the path.”


  His councilors were enthralled, waiting on him to reveal his vision.


  “I have seen our armies sweep across the lands of the intruders. They cower before our might and beg for our mercy. I have seen the swift sword mete out the punishment they so rightly deserve. The interlopers will feel our justice, the justice our army will impose. So I have seen it and so it will be done.”


  “So it will be done,” intoned his men.


  THE END
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