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Chapter 1 – Ambush

Rachel looked at me and asked, “Amanda?”  She wanted me to verify her own suspicions as she sniffed around.

I sniffed the air too, pulling air through my nose and over my tongue, a low growl rumbling from me as I sneezed then exhaled.  There was damn demon magic everywhere, it had that brimstone scent that tickled my nose.  It was so similar to the magic that corrupted my blood, making it different than the other black magics in our world.

As I looked around, my hands twitched, ready to grab my dual Glocks with their extended magazines from my rig hanging at my sides.  Just what in the hell had happened here?  I examined the nearest body to me, where it lay slumped against the wall of the five and dime, an arrow sticking out of one of its three eye sockets.

I leaned in and sniffed, narrowed my eyes, sniffed again, and my growl deepened.  I glanced over to the other women who were examining the destruction and the other bodies.  I yanked the arrow from the dead creature in front of me and sniffed the blood as I watched the demon aspect melting off the flesh it was somehow bonded to.

I stopped myself from addressing Snow and Rachel first, pushing away the wolf pack mentality that was part of my genetic makeup.  I knew rationally that they were my alphas, but I hated being beta to anyone, even though I loved them.  Instead, I told Red, the leader of our group of avatars, “Human, and demon.”

She looked up from where she and Daria were sniffing another body in a similar state of decomposition and nodded as she drew in air through her own nose and over her tongue.  Once a demon was vanquished, the shell of flesh they left behind, rapidly dissipated, turning into black ichor and sulfur.

Mari looked past her mate, the giant werewolf who stalked the day, and to Snow, who's eyes were solid misty white as she called upon her Perchta form.  She looked so damn cute with those stubby white antlers poking out above her stark white hair.

Red pulled the arrow from the body she was examining and looked at the tip as she said to our pack-mate...  I mean our ally, “She's right.  They seem to be some sort of human and demon hybrid.”  Then she added almost silently as she looked at her own hands, “Like me.”

I understood the hesitation.  Those of us in our group with the lycan curse, Rachel, Mari, Daria, and myself are the product of a pact with a demon that a group of men made centuries ago, in their attempt to hold dominion over all mankind.  We are the result of being infected with that demonic magic.

Then she prompted Gretta, “Is it happening again?”

Gretta Snow was our nature elemental who had access to the power of the nature Goddess Perchta, who sacrificed herself so that Gretta would live.  The power that coursed through her had a life and consciousness of its own.  It was just as old and just as dangerous as the power the demons commanded when they were summoned into the mortal realm.

I hated when Snow called upon the magic, she lost a little bit of herself each time, as the magic tried to remake her in Perchta's image.  It was an almost symbiotic relationship.  The only reason she hasn't become totally lost in her Perchta self is that both Gretta and the sentient magic are in love with Rachel.  They both always come back to her.

Gretta nodded but Perchta spoke, “These men and women show similar signs of a demonic infestation akin to the lycan curse.  Though some have a true melding.  They willfully took in the evil like the Alpha Werewolves did.  A pact with a demon.  It tastes of Styche's magic.”

We all looked around.  The demon hybrid forms were so varied.  I let her words sink in as I watched the others sifting through the macabre scene of the slaughter around us.  Rose pulled a couple arrows from the bodies and examined the tips.

I knew she was looking for poison, that was her domain as her touch was death, due to the poisons in her body and the black, thorny vines that writhed around her in a living cloud.  They did that when she was agitated.

I asked out of morbid curiosity, “Some chose to be like this?  To willfully work with demons, with the Trickster?”

Perchta nodded and said, “Humans have always craved power.  There will always be those who will give their very souls to obtain it.”  The white faded from her eyes as her blue irises and black pupils reasserted themselves.

She looked around and mumbled, “It's happening again.  We can't let it happen again.  The world almost didn't survive the last time.”

Parker looked to be in shock as she just stood in the middle of all the death near Ella-Marie.  I worried about her.  She was the most innocent of all of our group, and she couldn't understand mankind's propensity for self-destruction.  She was sort of our moral compass.  Most of us have forgotten what it was to be human.  She reminded us.

She whispered, “So most of these people didn't choose this?  It was forced upon them like the werewolf curse?”  Then she added something that we hadn't thought of, “And in daylight?”

We all paused and looked around.  We were just absently picking through the bodies of demons from a recent battle in the city of Issaquah.  We hadn't even given any thought to the fact that some of there were essentially innocent people.  I noted the realization on everyone else's faces.  Had we become so desensitized to violence and death, we hadn't considered the cost?  Most of the dead were innocents that had some sort of demonic contagion thrust upon them without their consent.

Raz spoke from beside me as she moved through the street,  “We can't allow another group of humans to make pacts with Styche like this.  He must be desperate if he is agreeing to work with, and impart power to humans again.”  She turned in place, her hair jingling with the hundreds of razor sharp silver feather blades that adorned her ankle length locks.  “And we need to find out just what in the hell happened here.”

She dropped the arrow she held in her hand, to the ground.

We all growled or nodded in response, Ella saying, “Oui.”

We had been called at Parker's place in Seattle, where we were listening to her read some of the journals of past avatars.  It was reported that there was a demon attack in Issaquah.  More and more frequently, Styche had been sending different types of probing attacks into our back yard.  He was getting bolder, which didn't bode well.

Not only was he not running anymore, but he was getting better and better at hiding from us.  We feared he may have built up an overwhelming army of demons by now, that even us Avatars might not be able to stop.

But these probing attacks also told us he was still afraid of us.  We were the only thing powerful enough to kill his mortal shell and banish him back to whatever underworld had spawned him.

I paused at that thought and looked around again.  Well, almost the only thing apparently.  Who, or what had caused all of this carnage?

It only took us fifteen minutes to get from Parker's place to Issaquah, while the national guard started evacuating the city's residents and quarantined off the area.  But when we arrived, this is what we found.  A battlefield littered with at least two dozen bodies, all with arrows in them that shouldn't have been able to kill some of the hybrid forms we saw.  Yet they did.

The grouping told us that it was over fast, they hadn't had much time to spread out.

Ella-Marie stepped up to console Parker, then asked,  “Love, can you call in to see if any other disturbances were reported in the area?  Were they contained by whoever did this, or did some get out?”

Parker nodded and took a deep breath, pulling out her cell as half our group, including Ella, moved away from her so their innate magics didn't interfere with the electronics.

The only warning we got was the whistling sound of a projectile an instant before Rose's vines whipped up to shield her, and bat the arrow away from her face.  She hissed almost like an enraged snake and twisted in the direction the arrow had come from.

Everyone was suddenly in motion, weapons being drawn.  Rose batted away two other arrows that were coming in far too fast, faster than Maireni's bolts from her crossbow even.  I witnessed something I had never seen nor thought possible as one of the arrows actually severed one of her vines which crumbled to dust.  Was it glowing?

I had both Glocks in hand before I realized I had drawn them as our Goldilocks bellowed in challenge like a bear.

I was firing on instinct as my wolf senses, and reflexes kicked in.  My rapid fired rounds knocked the fourth arrow from the air.  I ejected both empty magazines and slammed my weapons to my rig, the empty receivers sliding over fresh clips.  In a cross-hand swipe, I chambered rounds into both my weapons simultaneously.

Raz and Eve took cover, with Rapunzel draping her tough, steel strong hair over her girl.

Mari said, “There!”  And she and Daria were off at wolf speeds that I couldn't match in my human form, even with my enhanced speed.

I saw a blur of motion on the rooftops of Gilman Village, a single assailant in a dark green cloak.  Two more arrows came sailing in toward Rose.  Nicole stepped in front of her, her silver swords drawn, and deflected one.  The other was blasted into splinters by a hail of crystals thrown by Ella-Marie.

Why were they after Rose?

Ella spat out an epitaph that would have made a sailor blush as she swung her arm like a great wing, sending thousands of razor sharp crystals slinging toward our ambusher, leading them well.  But the assassin dove over the incoming onslaught, sailing through the air in a somersault and landing on the roof of the adjacent building.  Somehow firing off another volley while she was in flight.  The arrow ricocheted off of Ella as it met only solid crystal.

I noted a chip of crystal fly off of Ella's shoulder from the impact.  What in the hell could chip her living crystal like that, short of a bear demon or charging elephant?  She roared out a challenge worthy of a wolf, and she pulled the earth up into herself.  Oh shit.

She dove into the air and came down in a crouch, her fist impacting the ground in an immense whump that shook the ground and sent a shockwave toward the building our assailant was on.  The structure crumbled under the impact, but the figure had already dived and flipped to land on another rooftop.

Snow held her hand out to me, and without thinking I holstered my Glocks and pulled the sniper rifle off my back.  I smirked.  It was over.  Snow was possibly the most accomplished sniper on the planet.  She'd bring down our prey so that we could question them.

She swung the barrel up as she chambered a round and released the safety in one smooth motion.  God, she was spectacular.  If Rachel hadn't claimed her, I would have.  As she moved to look through the scope, she fell back on her ass as an arrow came through the scope, shattering the lenses.  What kind of an insanely lucky shot was that?

Gretta looked incensed as she growled and dove into the air, her eyes going white as her hair became feathers while her arms stretched out to great white wings in mid-air.  She took to the air in a swirling mass of white feathers as her body shrank down, leaving a white crow where she had once been.

She must be mad to be making a display like that, her transformations are usually instant.  One moment she is a woman, the next a white crow.

The rest of us fanned out and took off at our best speeds to try to box the archer in.  How the hell was one person taking on a group of the most dangerous predators on the planet?  I drew and checked my Glocks, then roared out my own challenge as I sprang twenty feet over the carnage at my feet and took off at near wolf speeds, the primal thrill of the hunt pushed me and I felt so alive.

I often wondered if I had any humanity left in me, I felt more like myself in situations like this.  Hunting in a pack.  I glanced back to see Parker on her cell watching us all attempting to box our prey in.  No... I still have a small measure of my humanity.  Parker, our conscience, reminds us each of that every day.

I leapt sideways swatting a hand to the side and batted away an arrow I instinctively knew was coming with the barrel of one of my weapons.  Then I twisted in the air to plant my feet on the wall of a building and push off, sending me soaring into the air and flipping in a high arc to land on top of the opposite building.

I caught a fleeting motion in my peripheral vision, the figure pulled their hood back, and I got a glance at a streak of copperish red hair dropping down behind a building a block away.  I bared my teeth in a grin, feeling my canines with my tongue; just a little more pointed than a normal human's were, almost little fangs.

Oh yes, I did enjoy the hunt.

 



Chapter 2 – Pursuit

As I dove off the roof where the would-be assassin had vanished, I crossed my arms, holstering my Glocks in my shoulder rig.  As I arced toward the ground, I got my bearings.  Situational awareness can make the difference between life and death.

I saw Snow, in her white crow form soaring high above.  I caught the fluttering of a red cloak between some buildings to my right, traveling at speeds faster than any human, almost wolf fast.  And the huge fluffy wolf form of Daria blurred down the block to the left.

I wasn't as fast as I was in my wolf form, but I was no slouch.  I could... feel Rachel at my back.  The older wolf... my Alpha.  It really chafed my hide that she was more dominant than me, but then again she had almost a hundred years on me.  And... I loved her.  Well, not the romantic love like there was between her and Gretta, but she was my pack, it was an instinctual thing.  The love of a sister.

I smirked to myself.  She may be more dominant, more powerful, and a hell of a lot stronger than most other wolves and me, but I was smaller and faster.

I took air in through my nose and in through my mouth, tasting and smelling the air as I moved.  There was an odd scent.  A combination of sweat, honey, and pine in the air.  The sweet tang of the sweat was in the direction Red and Daria went.

I poured on the speed, my legs thrumming in time with my heart beating.  They were flanking our prey so that I could close.  I felt my growl rumbling in my throat as I smiled.  This is what I was built for.  For the hunt... for the kill.

I heard Rachel's footsteps falling farther and farther behind.  I kept an eye on my surroundings, always keeping Gretta's white crow in sight.  I roared and snarled when I saw her twist in the air, becoming a cyclone of white feathers that deflected an arrow that reached impossibly high into the sky only to be deflected by my packmate's shield of wind and feathers.

We were rapidly running out of city.  Issaquah was pretty small as far as west coast cities went, sitting snugly in a little valley at the base of the Cascade Mountains.  We had already moved past the businesses and were into a residential area now.  The farther out we went, the more people we were encountering who were slow to evacuate or had ignored the mandatory evacuation sirens.

I understood it to an extent, the people who ignored the call to evacuate that is.  Almost every person who lived outside the great walled cities like Seattle had been of the cursed.  Some had lived decades and a few even centuries knowing they could heal from any injury and were extremely hard to kill.  All that time as wolves before the curse was lifted made it hard to adjust to their own humanity and mortality again.  They had to learn to be afraid again, to regain the sense of self-preservation that they had abandoned with their humanity so long ago.

I leapt over a car that drove through an intersection in front of me.  I snarled as I landed.  Glaring back at the car that stopped a few car lengths after.  The driver stepped out, concern written on his face.  I snarled at him again, a growl rumbling from my chest, then turned away to continue my pursuit, ignoring the apologies he called out.

I had seen something in his eyes, he must have been an old wolf before the Alphas were killed and his curse lifted.  There was that spark in his eyes, he wanted to join in the hunt with me.  Something inside him missed the primal euphoria of it.  The longer you were infected, the more of your inner wolf leaked out, becoming part of you, changing your nature so that you don't know who you are anymore.

I haven't been wolf long, but I often wondered how much of my humanity was left inside me.  Rachel is more wolf than human, and she is strong.  Much stronger than me, which frustrates me, she's able to dominate me, and I hate that I'm anyone's beta.  But as I said before, it could be worse, I love her and Snow, they are my pack.

I refocused on the chase.  The forest was just blocks away, Snow wouldn't be able to track her through the trees from above.  We had to end this now.

I followed the sweet scent of the archer.  There was something about it that I found so...  I snarled as my left shoulder snapped back from the impact of the arrow.  In my distraction, I hadn't sensed it coming.

Son of a bitch!

I didn't slow as I grasped it with one hand and yanked it out.  I contemplated the bloody arrow for a moment as I ran.  Our assailant was good enough to put a shaft through a scope on a sniper rifle while on the move.  They could have just as easily have put this through my eye or heart.  Which would kill a human, but not a wolf.  Sure, it would have stopped me for a bit, and taken a day or two to recover from.  I felt my shoulder itching under pain of the injury, telling me that the healing had already started, I'd be fine in a minute or two.

I dropped the arrow on the ground as I spun to the left to avoid another one which my wolf hearing heard whistling through the air.  The archer was trying to slow me down, not kill me.  I caught a flutter of the green cloak and that rusty copper hair cutting back behind a building in the last block before they would reach the cover of the trees.

I pushed off with my legs and dove to the top of a small shed and sprang from it to the roof of the house between us.  In two bounds I was over the roof in time to see the cloaked figure disappear into the heavy undergrowth of the forest.

Shit!

I glanced up to see Gretta start to circle as she lost sight of our quarry.  Mari and Daria hit the forest, spread out two hundred yards from each other, herding our prey in a straight line.  Keeping them contained.

I poured on the speed.  That enticing honey and pine aroma still clinging to the slight sweat scent I was tracking, was like a beacon to me.  I wouldn't lose my prey.  I furrowed my brows.  The taste of the sweat hanging in the air had the tang of adrenaline and... excitement?  I didn't taste stressed or afraid.  The archer was enjoying this?  Were they that confident of themselves?

Well, I guess they did hold our group at bay near Gilman Village and was successfully staying ahead of our fastest members.  This just made my smile grow.  I was enjoying the hunt too.  They won't be very smug soon.  I was gaining.  The forest was slowing them down.

I dove over a huge tree that likely fell in the horrendous wind storm which the area experienced last week.  Its roots, with clumps of still fresh looking dirt and grasses on them, looked like skeletal fingers sticking up toward the sky at the end of the massive trunk.

I landed in a roll and flipped to my feet without losing any speed.

I heard Mari's voice through the trees saying, “God damn it, Amanda, use your earpiece.”  I snorted.  A human would never have been able to hear her faint voice on the wind.  I didn't make much sound as I hunted, and I was barely winded, so I was able to pick up her words.

I reached into one of the canvas pouches at my belt and pulled out my coms earpiece.  I looped it over my ear, pressing the earbud in and then switching the unit on.  I snorted again as I heard Parker just repeating over and over in a monotone, making me wonder how long she had been repeating it, “Wolf, wolf, wolf, wolf...”

I said through my fanged grin, “I hear you, woman.”

She said quickly, “Oh thank god.  Mari says you were hit, and Rachel says she smells blood in the air.”

I sighed.  A wound like this would have taken a normal person out of the chase, but I'm not exactly normal, I'm one of the last ten werewolves in the world.  A world that before I met my pack, my... Alphas was overrun by billions of wolves.  When the avatars stopped the Marcus brothers, all of the people suffering from the lycan contagion were cured, except the small handful of us who were of Christian Marcus' line.

Did it hurt?  Yeah, it hurt like hell.  But I'm no pansy, I've gotten worse injuries out on a date. I could already feel the pain turning into a gently throbbing ache.  Even that would be gone in another minute.  I growled at her, “I'm wolf.”

She hissed back, “And I'm your friend you stupid... stupid wolf!”

I smiled again, this is why Red wanted me on coms, not to coordinate.  Parker was worried.  She worries about all of us.  I said as I slid under another tree that had grown at an almost horizontal angle.  “Love you too, lady.”

She said, “I'm not talking to you anymore if you don't take things more seriously.  You had us all worried.”  Translation, I had her worried.  The others understand the hunt.  A little scratch like this wouldn't slow any of us down.

I exhaled and decided to play nice.  “Sorry, I'll take it more seriously, and I'll be more careful...”  I couldn't help myself as I added, “mom.”  This got various snorts and snickers on the com line from the others.

She pouted, I could hear it in her voice as she said, “I hate you.”  Then she got off the line.

That was Red's cue as she took point again, always the strategist that one.  One of the few people in this world that truly scares me.  I was glad she was on our side and one of my extended pack.  I couldn't imagine going up against someone with her tactical intelligence, who couldn't be killed by the neurotoxins of Rose's vines, and could exchange blows with Ella and Katiana.

She gave a quick sit-rep. “Gretta is out, the canopy is too thick, Daria and I have the target contained.  There is something about their actions that don't ping right.  They don't seem to be trying to kill us, well except for Rose.  They are trying to slow us with those damn arrows... just how many of those things can they possibly have?”

She continued, “Amanda, track and contain, Rachel is on your six a half a click back, you are pulling away.”  She teased, “Lazy wolf.”  We all chuckled at the menacing growl on the line, classic Rach response.

Then she added, “Parker, take the rest back to HQ.  Track us on GPS, we'll check in every hour.  I'm not so sure our prey is with Styche.  They are no danger to anyone else now so we're going to take this slow, try to figure out their motivation.”

Then she said, “Mandy girl, you're on point.”

I growled in satisfaction.  It was my show now.  My hunting instincts sharpened.  There was nothing quite like the thrill of the hunt.  So much so that I'm sometimes afraid that if I hadn't become a cop after I had been bitten all those months ago, I might have gone feral, just for that thrill.  I'd like to think I had enough of my humanity left that I wouldn't have, but it scares me to think that maybe I didn't.  Maybe I was more wolf than Rachel.

I could hear muffled footsteps.  My quarry moved like a hunter, almost as silent as I was moving.  I saw that dark green cloak just a few yards ahead of me fluttering between trees as they dodged left and right, trying to slow me down.

I stopped breathing at the sudden absence of sound.  They had stopped.  Shit, they had drawn me in, who was being hunted here? Me or them?  I followed the scent without slowing, reaching to my hips in mid stride to grab my twin extendable batons and flicked them to full extension as I came around a large pine that soared high above the canopy.

I ducked as a bow slashed over my head and growled out a challenge.  I exchanged blows with my assailant.  They used their heavy longbow like a staff, and it was all I could do to block each strike with a metal baton.  Every swipe I took in return was deflected by that damn bow.

I have years of hand to hand combat experience, and now move at near wolf speeds in my human form, yet I couldn't land a single strike.  It was all I could do to ensure the same of theirs.

I kicked out and they blocked the kick with their foot and actually leapt off of my leg, using it like a step.  They flipped backward behind me, landing against me, back to back.  I swung back to the left and right with elbow strikes, each blocked by the bow.  I tilted my head back violently, striking the back of their skull with mine.  But they dropped into a crouching spin mid strike, avoiding most of the concussive force of the blow, their leg sweeping out.

My feet were knocked out from under me, and the figure was on top of me with their bow pressed across my throat.  I was about to toss them off of me like a rag doll when I caught sight of their face for the first time, and I just froze for a second.

She was a woman.  A woman like none I had ever seen before, in all my years.  Her thin, delicate features and strong cheekbones were prominent on a classically pretty and impish face.  A face which was framed by that mop of copperish auburn hair that hung down to her shoulders.

But what held me in shock, was that her blue eyes burned with fire and excitement that took my breath away.  I was just peripherally aware that her right ear, which was poking out from under her hair, seemed to be just a little too pointed.

She seemed to be distracted too but was able to regain her composure before I could.  She smiled broadly, her eyes twinkling then she winked.  She flipping winked at me!  And it ignited a fire of excitement and need to show my dominance inside me, some instinct I couldn't explain even if I meditated on it.  Then I saw stars as the heavy bow struck my jaw hard enough for bone to crack.

Then as if she were just a figment of my imagination, the weight of her was off my chest, leaving a heat behind that had me growling.  I shook my head to clear my thoughts.  Had she used some sort of glamour on me?  I roared out my rage over her escape to the empty clearing under the tree.

Then I smiled wider than I had in a long time.  This was thrilling.  An opponent that I could hunt, track, and fight without holding back.  I saw a flutter of red off to one side about fifty yards off then wondered why Mari and Daria hadn't closed in when I had engaged the woman.  But they were still out there, still containing her.

I pulled in air through my nose and across my tongue.  Catching that honey and pine scent again, plus a few other endorphins that told me the woman was having fun.  My smile grew as I set off in pursuit, trying to make sense of her scent.  I had plenty of it on me now, but it wasn't quite right, not quite... human?  Close enough, but something I couldn't explain was just slightly off.  She looked human, except those eyes, and... were her ears pointed?

And she was hot.

I heard Red chastising me, humor in her voice, “Come on Mandy, stop playing around.”

I said playfully as I redoubled my speed, “Fuck you Red.”  I grinned at the answering laugh.  Then I wondered if the woman I was pursuing could hear us with those ears of hers.

I rubbed my jaw where I could feel the bruise and the bones healing.  I'd have to ask her when I caught her.

I snarled when the green cloak came back into view, just to let her know I was on her heels again.  But instead of fear, I heard a chuckle.  Why that... I was so going to make her pay for that.



Chapter 3 – Camp

I caught her twice more before nightfall, but after short, invigorating and furious hand to hand bouts, she kept giving me the slip.  The slim woman was almost as fast as a wolf, and I'm loathe to admit it, but she seemed stronger than me.  And she laughed, she actually laughed at me when I growled at her in frustration.  Like she was having fun.

If it weren't for the fact that I couldn't smell the lycan contagion on her, I'd swear she was infected like me.  That kind of strength is unnatural.

Well fine, I have to admit I was enjoying the hunt far more than I should have.  I've never stalked prey like this, being able to go full out, not pull my punches.  The few times I was able to strike her, she would move or twist in ways to avoid the brunt of the impacts.  Each time she knocked me on my ass she'd take flight again.

Whenever I lost her, it was an easy matter to pick up that intoxicating scent of hers and follow it right to her.

Mari and Daria kept us flanked, and I was getting frustrated with them over the fact that they weren't coming in to help.  They were just watching from the trees, keeping us contained.  If I'm to be honest, maybe I wasn't all that frustrated.  This woman was my prey, and I was reveling in the chase and the thrill of our abbreviated battles.  The adrenaline and excitement were like a drug to me.

I noted that we had been running and battling full out for over three hours.  I checked in on coms as each hour ticked past.  My stamina was far beyond any natural predator, and I was starting to feel it, but the woman didn't even seem winded.  I smiled when I saw her look back as she passed a thick copse of trees, a grin on her face.

I had to kick myself when I caught myself smiling back.  With the flutter of her cloak, she leapt away.  I came sliding to a halt by the trees, on the precipice of a cliff.  I saw her landing on the other side of the ravine, overt thirty feet away.

She turned to face me over the yawning gap, eighty feet above the small river that cut through the ravine.  Then said with a hint of a British accent, “It has been fun, but it is time for you to go back... wolf.  I thought all of your kind to have left this world.  I enjoyed our little skirmishes.”  She turned and started to walk away.

I growled.  In my mindless wolf form, I might have just barely been able to leap the gap, but I could barely cover twenty as a human.  How had she made the leap?  I glanced east, the sun was setting, and it would take me an hour to climb down or make my way around until I could cross.  I'd never be able to catch her with that big of a lead on me.

No wolf could make this leap.  As soon as I thought it, as if they heard my thoughts and wished to mock me, Maireni exploded from the forest fifty yards down and soared over the ravine, her red cloak billowing behind her, a grin on her face, her elongated canines gleaming in the orange light of the sunset.  I could see Daria leaping through the air on the other side, fifty yards in the opposite direction.

The woman spun in place and almost faster than I could follow, rapid fired two arrows, one toward each of my allies.  Mari caught the one hurtling toward her shoulder just inches from her shoulder.  Daria yelped as the other arrow sank into her flank.

Red landed on the other side, sliding in her familiar three-point stance.  Daria landed and stumbled, snarling and howling.  She snapped at the arrow with her fangs and ripped it out, a spray of blood following it.  That wouldn't even slow her down, she was most likely already healed.

I looked back at our prey, damn it, she had used our distraction to ghost.  I looked at my extended packmates then backed up a few paces and snarled.  Red snapped her head back and held a hand up as I ran at the ravine, “Mandy, no!”

I took long strides then leapt off a small boulder at the edge to gain some height and leapt with all my might.  I wasn't even half way across when I knew my pride bit off more than I could chew.  This was going to hurt, I was going to be about five feet short.

I glanced at the opposite wall as I started my downward arc.  I saw something and twisted my body, altering my trajectory slightly and slammed into the sheer rock face.  My hand scrambling for a small fissure in the rock face eroded out over time.

I grabbed for the edge but came away with a handful of dirt that lined the crevice.  I clawed at it as I started to rebound and fall to the river below.  I hated drowning.  It was a pain in the ass.  Werewolves can't swim because our body density is so high.  We sink like a rock.  Though it takes hours to drown us as our bodies healing keeps us alive.  It is painful, excruciating really as it feels like your lungs are being torn out over and over.  If you are lucky, you can make your way through the pain and slog your way to shore.

Yeah, I've drowned before, once, and I don't want to ever relive the twenty minutes it took me to get out of the water.

I heard a snap that was accompanied by a sharp pain in my wrist when my hand jammed itself in the fissure, as my body rebounded off the stones.  Then I just dangled there as I looked down at the river below, loose gravel streaming down from the havoc I wrought.

I took a deep breath and pulled, then winced.  Yup, snapped a bone.  I bit my tongue against the pain and hoisted myself up grabbing the fissure with my right hand and unjamming my trapped left.  I flexed it and rolled it, heard the crack of the bone snapping into place.  I saw stars from the new stab of pain.

I heard Mari say from her location, “Amanda? Are you alright?  Why did you attempt that leap?”

I growled then said quietly, though I knew she could hear.  “Shut up Red.  I'm fine.  Just a broken wrist.  Will be good as new in an hour or so.”

I heard her chuckle.  “You are so bullheaded... for a beta.”

I grinned at the tease but grumped out, “I'm not beta.”  I caught her chuckle.

I looked up, I was only five feet down.  I took a deep breath and then yanked with all my augmented strength, sending me up high enough to get my arms over the top of the cliff.  I took a deep, cleansing breath, then dragged myself up with my good hand.  I rolled onto my back and panted a bit.

Then just as Red was suggesting I rest, and she and Daria would finish the hunt, I rolled to my feet, and I was off, following the faint scent of honey in the air.  I snarled, “I got this.”  I was having far too much fun to give up now.

I glanced from side to side before I entered the trees again, just to see both Mari and Daria shaking their heads at me.  They didn't like it?  Tough.

I headed north toward Leavenworth, following the scent trail.  Something was wrong, I couldn't see where she passed through.  She was fast, agile, and silent, but I had seen signs of her passing before.

I let out a grunt as I looked upward.  She was traveling in the trees.  That would slow her greatly, I was gaining ground.  After an hour, it was too dark for human eyes.  Even with my enhanced wolf vision, it wasn't a good idea to go charging through the mountains at night.

I growled out in frustration, I'd have to pitch camp and pick up her trail in the morning.  I glanced up at the moon.  It's light filtering down through the canopy of trees.  It was calling to me, and I could feel it tugging at the beast inside of me, trying to pull it out to rage at the world.  I had to end this tomorrow since the next night would be the first night of the full moon.

I couldn't be out in the open when the change happened.  I couldn't let the animal, the killing machine inside of me get out in the world.  I needed to be caged, or I could spread the contagion all over again... or worse... kill any humans I came upon.  I snarled at the moon, my enemy.  The one thing that could take the last of my humanity from me and I had no way to fight it.  Fang and claw were not enough against an intangible enemy.

My snarl came close to a howl.  I reigned myself in, realizing again just how much my wolf had seeped into my being.  I was acting like an animal.  I closed my eyes and took three deep calming breaths, then when I had myself back under control, I put my earpiece back on and snorted.  Parker was already there droning on and on, “Wolf, wolf, wolf, wolf....”

I chuckled, “I'm here brat.  I thought you were supposed to be the nice one.”

She snapped back, “It's about time.  Mari says you were hurt, and you didn't check in.”

I growled into the dark where I knew Red was watching, she told Parker just enough to get her worrying but not the whole story.  Was she trying to get me in trouble with Parker?  I grinned, it was like living with a bunch of siblings always teasing, and playing pranks on each other.

I said into the air, “Classy Red.  You tattled on me to mom.”  I heard a far off snort that made me smile.

Then Parker was chastising me, “Hey, I'm not your mother.  I just worry.”

I smiled at the fact we were getting to her and assured her, “I know, I love you too, but it takes more than a broken wrist for me to give up the hunt.”

Oops... I knew I shouldn't have elaborated as to how I was hurt moments after saying the words.  She hissed out, “You broke bones?  That's it.  Mari?  Are you on the line?”

We heard a smoky chuckle, she was on the party line.  Parker asked, “You and Daria can handle this right?  Send Mandy back home so we can check her injuries.”

I huffed, “Hey, it healed just fine a few minutes after it happened, it was a clean break.”

She said, “Damn it, woman.”  Then I heard her saying, “Ella, can you drag her ass back here?”

I blinked, that would certainly do it.  Sort of overkill sending a bull elephant to drag me back to sit in the corner.  I felt like a kid being lectured by their parents.

Red saved me by interrupting, “Parker.  She's fine, really.  If the bones healed wrong, we could re-break them later.  Something is off with this would be assassin, she doesn't read as a threat.  Amanda has a rapport going with her, and I think she's our best bet to bring her in.”

There was a pause.  “Her?”  For god's sake, I could hear the smirk in her voice.

Parker would run with that like a dog with a bone if I didn't interrupt, “Rapport?  We've had a few skirmishes.”

Mari said, “Don't pretend you aren't having the time of your life.  I could see how much you enjoyed opening up, not pulling your punches.  You're drunk on the thrill of the chase.”

I hung my head and took another calming breath.  I said in a stilted manner pausing between words, “I'm trying to bring her in.”

This got a chuckle offline from Red, and I heard a wolf chuffing from the other direction.  Of course Daria was listening in.  I said to my companions off the coms, “I hate you both.”  They made strangled laughing and chuffing sounds respectively.

Parker finally said, “Ok, fine whatever.  If you get hurt anymore, don't come crying to me.”  Then she softened. “You three be careful out there.  Gretta is returning since she's getting tired in her crow form, scouting the area.  She ummm... sent you a gift.”

A gift?  I nodded to myself then signed off and sat under a large tree in a small outcropping of deciduous trees in the conifer forest.  I leaned my back on the trunk and listened to my stomach gurgle.  I had been exerting myself for over four hours without rest, and it took a lot of fuel to power my body.  It's a wolf thing.

I unslung my small pack from my back and rummaged through it.  I had some provisions, not enough to satisfy me, but enough to sate the hunger a bit.  I had to grin.  Parker must have handled resupply for our call to Issaquah, instead of my usual fare of various meats, there was a balanced meal or two including fruit and veggies.  Bleck.

I pulled out a red apple and smiled.  She really did dote over all of us, and she was the youngest of our group.  I froze for a moment when I caught a familiar scent.  I surreptitiously took in air through my nose and over my tongue and the corners of my mouth twitched, a smile threatening.  Honey.

I just tossed the apple I was holding, straight up and continued to rummage the supplies.  Maybe she packed in some raw meat for me.

As I suspected, the apple never fell back down, and I heard someone take a bite of the juicy and crisp fruit.  I sighed when I found no raw meat, so instead started eating some of the jerky in the pack.

I leaned back against the trunk again and slumped, getting comfortable before looking up while tearing off another bite of the smoked meat.  The smug looking woman was sitting on a branch, twenty feet up, just out of my human form leaping range.  She grinned as she took another bite.

I shook my head, trying no to smile.  She looked at the apple in her hand then down at me.  “Truce until sunrise?”

I thought about agreeing then grabbing her the moment I had a chance, but like Red had indicated, this woman didn't feel like an enemy.  I can't explain it, but even though we had fought at every encounter, I didn't feel that she was a threat.

I just nodded once and tore off another bite of jerky.  Other than the fluttering of her green cloak, she landed soundlessly in front of me in a wary crouch.  She eyed me cautiously as she took another bite from the apple in her free hand.  She was taking my measure and determining if I was going to do what I had entertained, and try to capture her right there.

When I looked in my pack and pulled out a chocolate pudding cup and tossed it to her, she caught it with ease in her other hand then stepped over and sat beside me, sharing the trunk of the tree as a backrest.

She hesitated, bowed her head and mumbled something, then looked back up and opened the pudding, saying to me, “You certainly are a persistent one.”

Had she just said a prayer before opening the food?

She added by indicating the darkness around us, “As are they.”  Then she inquired, “Why do they not close?”

I turned to look at her in the darkness and cocked an eyebrow, this was question time?  Fine, I had some of my own.  I shrugged and asked, “Why did you attack us?  Was that demon attack in town just bait to get us in your sights?”

She looked at me for a long moment then asked, “What is your name?  I know some of the Avatars, but you are... wolf.  Yet you are with the Red Hood.”

I offered a hand to the side as I ate, “Amanda Danes.  I'm with... Snow's pack.”

She took my hand after a hesitation, and dear lord was her skin hot, mine is just over a hundred degrees, being a werewolf, but hers was even hotter.  Her feather soft skin belied the fact she was an archer, where were the callouses?  “Robyn, umm... Smith in these times.  Robyn of Locksley in a bygone era.”

I froze a moment before releasing her hand.  Robyn of Locksley?  As in Robin Hood?  But...  then I thought of her uncanny aim.  Could it be true?  But how was she here?  Then I had to chuckle, and I teased, “You and Ella-Marie.  Can't you be more inventive than Smith?”

She defended as she licked pudding out of the cup, “In these modern times, people expect a surname, I adopted the most common one here in the new world.”

Hmm... Just like Ella did.  These women from bygone eras seem to have similar MOs.  Don't they realize their methods of 'blending in' just raise red flags instead?

I shook my head and grinned as I looked up into the sky, the moon pulling my gaze like a magnet.  My wolf wanted out, and she was anticipating the next night when she would be set free.  I often wondered if maybe I hadn't lost it completely since I view her as an entity separate from myself, rather than as a part of me.

She commanded the full moon nights when she was free to spread violence, death, and fear.  I've learned to live with her inside of me.  I soothed her, thinking, “Not yet.  You'll have your time tomorrow night.”  She showed her fangs in a snarl in my mind and I gave her a mental hug.  She couldn't help that she was a monster, she was a dark part of me.  She grudgingly curled up to sleep for another twenty-four hours.  When she woke next, she would find herself in my silvered wolf cage.  It was the only way to assure that she... that I, didn't kill anyone or spread the lycan contagion.

In a pinch, Gretta could contain us.

I got myself back on task as I dug out two water bottles, handing one absently to the side.  She took it without a word, and I pointed out as I twisted the cap off of mine, “You changed topics.  Why did you attack us?”

She twisted away from the tree a bit to face me, so I followed suit.  We sat there cross-legged, facing each other and her eyes homed in on mine.  The night breeze, filtering through the trees, curled around us, rustling the leaves in the boughs above us.

She just studied me while I took in her delicately sculpted face, those sharp cheekbones and... her ears.  Just slightly too pointed to be natural.  What had she done to them to make them look like that?  I found it sort of sexy, being a Lord of the Rings fanatic.

Hell, I just found the woman sexy, period.  She could fight.

A corner of her mouth twitched up like she was fighting a smile at my scrutiny.  Then she shrugged and provided, “I wasn't attacking you, I was attacking Death's Lady I was doing as the Holy Spirit requires of me.  Trying to free you all from Thsalias' thrall.  Then Death's Lady sent you to deal with me.  I have tried to dissuade you and your comrades with warning shots.

I blinked and grinned in spite of myself. “Warning shots?  You shot me, Daria, and Ella-Marie.”

She broke out into a toothy grin that just made her eyes glitter in mischief as she pointed out, “You are wolf.  My shot would only slow you.  If I wanted you dead, you would be so.  And I knew I couldn't hurt Ella Deathbringer.  All know of her crystal hide and her command of the very earth herself.  It would take many shots to do enough damage to her, or to damage the dark amulet which powers her.  And I didn't loose a shaft at this Daria person.”

I growled.  My protective instincts allowed my ire to rise above my attraction to this beguiling woman. “You shot her earlier at the ravine!”

She stared at me blankly, then blinked, “No, I shot the Red Hood's hellhound, to try to divert the Hood's attention.  The hellhound is rumored to heal like a wolf.  Is there a fourth out there?”  She scanned the trees and cocked her head, pushing her copper hair away from her ear.  Just how good of hearing did she have?

I said as I tried to calm my inner beast, “No.  That was Daria, she is no hellhound.  She is Mari's mate and my friend.”

She looked genuinely shocked and surprised at that.  She made a motion similar to crossing herself and muttered something under her breath.  Then she just shook it off and said with a smirk, “You are both healed, so, as they say in these times, suck it up.”

I had to cover my mouth to hide my smile

I paused, trying to digest what she had said about Rose, using those old archaic names that frightened humans had used for her over the centuries. “Rose hasn't enthralled any of us.  She is our pack, our friend, and a fellow Avatar.”

She tried to argue, “She is the Queen of the Underworld, the Reaper.  She has glamoured you to follow her.  Why else did you and the avatars come to meet with her spawn back there?  I dispatched them before she and Styche could enact whatever plan she had.  Is your mind not clearer now that you are away from her?”

I snorted and covered my mouth again to cut short my high pitched laugh that I was so embarrassed about.  “You think that Rose... that she?”  I snorted again.  I started to understand and took a deep breath to fight back the giggles at the mere implication that Rose was a threat to anyone who wasn't an enemy to humankind.

I gave her a crooked smile then explained, “It sounds like you believe all the horror stories that men tell of Rose.  None are true.  Their stupidity and fear have resulted in many men dying in attempts to kill what they didn't understand.  Her poison is not of her doing, and she goes out of her way to make sure that people do not come in contact with it.”

I said, knowing how much the next part hurts my viney friend and keeps her teetering on the brink of madness, “When they hunt her like a monster, her vines which are tasked to keep her alive so that she suffers, react.  As a result many men have died in their attempts to kill her.  They turn these failures into tales of a rampaging monster to scare children.”

I locked eyes with those amazing pools of blue that seemed to spark with energy and dared her to disprove me when I said, “She is one of the gentlest and most loving people I know.  The overwhelming dearth of stories and lies about her are just that, all lies.  She is fragile, and each and every story is like a lash to her back, to her psyche.  That was the purpose of the curse that was leveled upon her.”

She snorted this time, though I could see some hesitation in her eyes. “You cannot tell me that  Pestilence herself is gentle.”

I cocked my head, and my lip curled up into a momentary snarl.  Then I calmed and countered, “I didn't say that she isn't one of the most formidable weapons, and one of our most devastating fighters in a battle, but that is in defense of the very humans that hate her and call her a monster.  She helped rid the world of the Alpha werewolves, of the Marcus brothers.  She can use her pain and rage against those who try to perpetrate crimes against humanity like those which have been visited upon herself.”

I continued as I contemplated it myself, “Rose does it to feel a part of the humanity that was lost to her.  So that she doesn't become the monster that people think she is.”

I finished with truth, “I respect and love her more than most anyone.  She has had the strength to hold on to that compassion, that humanity, even though her isolation has, to some extent, has broken her.  Her grasp on her own sanity hinges upon the love that we, her sisters, her pack, can give her.”

Then I challenged her before she could speak, “You say that a monster has us in thrall.  I would counter that we are gladly in the thrall of a young woman who has just now had a chance to finally live.”

Then I let my lip twitch up, showing my elongated canines, a growl rumbling up from my chest as I thrust my face into hers.  She didn't even flinch.  She cocked her head slightly and studied me, then she reached up and tapped the tip of my nose with her finger as she smiled and said, “You're cute.  For a wolf that is.  And you're fighting skills are passable.”

I tried to keep the snarl on my lips, but I felt a smile coming on so I looked away.  Wait, what the fuck?  Did she just boop my nose?  For a wolf?  Passable?  Why that...  She cut off my inner tirade by saying, “You have given me words to contemplate.”

She turned away and leaned back so we were sitting back to back.  I felt her relax into me as she exhaled and said, “Sleep now, Amandawolf.  We have to regain our strength for the morrow.  The truce ends at first light.”

I... but... I had so many questions.  I growled, and she chuckled.  Her unique scent of honey and pine was enveloping me, with us being pressed together like that.  It was soothing.  I exhaled rapidly then leaned back into her.  It struck me that now, like the time she straddled me in our first altercation, I found something odd about her weight.  She seemed far too light and fragile for a woman her height, easily six inches taller than me.  If I were to guess, I'd say she didn't weigh any more than ninety pounds.

I felt some movement then saw her place her bow and a small leather quiver that held just three arrows on the ground beside us.  I heard her murmuring like she was praying.  She struck me as highly religious.  I tried to make out the words I couldn't understand, as I tried to look more closely at the quiver without moving my head.

I mentally counted shots in my head and tried to recall how many bodies and arrows I had seen on the battlefield in Issaquah.  Maybe three dozen?  That quiver couldn't hold much more than the three in it, where had all of her arrows come from?

She stopped murmuring as I debated whether to press my questions or honor her request to sleep.  But as I felt her heat spreading into me from our contact, and felt her breathing slowing and normalizing as she trusted me enough to drift off, I decided against it.

I looked one last time at the moon through the trees and promised my wolf, “Tomorrow.”  I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, taking in Robyn's scent mingled with the scent of my own dried blood on my clothes.  It made me smile as I started to drift off, wondering what Red and Daria made of our conversation.  I knew that wherever they were, out there in the darkness, they had heard every word.



Chapter 4 – Conrad

I awoke like every morning, an hour before sunrise.  My body somehow in tune with the bringer of light and life.  I smiled at the warmth at my back.  The stubborn little wolf, Amanda, was still there.  Her heat, her weight were somehow reassuring.  I had faked slumber for a couple hours, just waiting for the moment she would betray our truce and attempt to subdue me.  She never did.  She was true to her word and that somehow pleased me.

I looked to my left and squinted.  The world rushed in on me as my FarSight kicked in like I was running through a tunnel as the closer objects rushed past.  Boring through slight gaps in the underbrush and trees, to rest on a red-cloaked figure.

I blinked, the Red Hood's unnaturally blue eyes were staring straight at me, her head cocked as if listening.  The rumors of her formidability were not exaggerated it seems.  I had no doubt she could actually see me, though maybe not as well as my FarSight provided me.

She looked somehow... wrong to me.  If I didn't know any better, I'd say she was a completely different person than the one I had observed a couple centuries ago from afar.  As she took down an entire village of ferals, who were going to go on the hunt when the full moon rose.

I whispered, “I see you.”

She cocked her head a little more and smiled and said something back.  It looked like, “I see you too.”  But my hearing, though much more sensitive than my fellow man, was not quite up to wolf levels of sensitivity.

The world came rushing back out, to return my sight to normal and I glanced the other way, the world rushed in, and it felt like I was flying through the trees.  I scanned around the ground opposite but the... I caught a smudge of white as I settled my eyes, and looked up slightly to see that great wolf sitting in a tree with what looked like a backpack strapped to it.  Ah, there it is.  It was too big, and too... something, to be a wolf.  And to climb a tree?

I brought my sight in closer and saw that it had recurved claws.  What I had taken for the hellhound from the recent stories, I realized in shock, was a werewolf!  But... it was not a full moon, and it did not attack like a mindless beast.  I glanced up slightly, and my pulse started racing.  Holy Spirit forgive me, but it had human eyes!

I swallowed, what sort of beast was this... Daria, anyway?  It nodded at me.  It knew I was watching it.  I nodded back and let my eyesight return to normal.

The Holy Spirit had gifted me with these abilities that I might protect my fellow man.  I had felt so alone over all the centuries of my long life, and have been afforded glimpses at other kindred spirits like these from afar.  But whenever I tried to meet them, circumstances always seemed to mysteriously prevent it.

I smiled.  Except in one instance centuries past, back when I was masquerading as a man for a lifetime.  I was drinking in a tavern in London a few years after the Lycan contagion started sweeping the lands when I came upon a woman with the strength of many men.  That chance meeting allowed me to see that there were others out there like me, at a time when I was giving up on my life, on the Holy Spirit.

Her name was Katiana, and she had the strength and spirit of a bear.  Her companions called her Goldilocks.  The short interaction with her that night was all I needed to restore my faith.  The Holy Spirit must have known I was wavering, so showed me that I was not alone.

I scanned the forest a moment, expecting to see the rest of the group from the town below, I had afforded them the entire night to surround us, but I saw no others... sensed no others.  What game were they playing?  I thought of the words I exchanged with the wolf last night, I wanted them to be true, perhaps she spoke the truth.  Her heart never sped up when she spoke, telling me either it was truth or she believed it true.

This was bolstered by the fact that Amandawolf hasn't used her dual pistols since we left the forest.  She has dozens of magazines on those straps under her jacket, and she has proved her uncanny skill with those modern weapons by shredding an arrow in mid-flight.  I wouldn't be able to avoid a barrage of projectiles with her accuracy up close, even with my speed.  She has only engaged me in hand to hand combat thus far.  It has been exhilarating in a way which I haven't felt in far too long.

I stopped breathing when I heard motion behind me.  I turned my head slowly as to not disturb the Amandawolf, it was not time for that self same exhilarating chase to begin anew, and I wished for her a peaceful slumber.  I blinked in surprise.

She had her head turned, and she was staring at me.  Those penetrating brown eyes unblinking.  How long had she been awake?  Watching me?  Her breathing had never changed, or it would have woke me, did she possess that much discipline and control to keep it steady?  That belied the seeming impulsiveness she has displayed in her relentless pursuit of me.

I blinked again as I realized there were two sets of eyes watching me.  A grey squirrel was peering out from under her dark hair, huddled against her neck.  Its tail was twitching in her hair.  That was the sound I had heard, the gentle swishing.

I almost jumped when Amandawolf started speaking, I was wound up tighter than I thought.  “Good morning.  It's about time you woke, Robyn.  Not much time for breakfast before I have to drag you back to Seattle with me.”

I tore my eyes from the squirrel which she didn't seem to notice and smiled at her.  She had fire.  And that smile of hers, which was so full of mischief, made me bite my tongue to stop my own.  I offered, “You will try, and you will fail.”  I teased with, “Wolf.”

I looked between her amused face and the squirrel which was stretching out on her shoulder toward me, a fierce look on its face.  I pulled back a fraction of an inch in surprise.  Was it... was it trying to protect her?  I believe it took my slight reaction as fear.  The little thing flowed off her shoulder onto mine and tried to stare me down.

I bit back a chuckle as I narrowed my eyes playfully at it, accepting its challenge.  Then he was airborne as Amandawolf lifted him and turned him toward her.  My heart leapt into my throat for a moment when I thought she might eat it.  The cursed eat raw meat, I know this to be true.  She instead snarled at it and growled out as she shook a finger at the suspended rodent, “I don't need your help, Conrad.  She'd end you in an instant.  Be glad she's not a demon.”

Then the squirrel started batting at her outstretched finger, and she growled again and brought him close to her face.  “Stop it.  You're beta too.  You don't outrank me you little rat.  If Snow was going to leave me a gift, why did it have to be you and not a pizza?”

Was she communicating with it?  She had called the beastie Conrad.  Or was it a pet which she just attributed human characteristics to?  Either way, I was thoroughly amused and just grinned and watched the interaction.

She made a throwing motion, but the squirrel deftly snagged the sleeve of the leather jacket and burrowed up her sleeve.  She rolled her eyes and said to me, “Robyn of Locksley, this is the most annoying member of our pack, Conrad, our scout... and thief.”

The squirrel popped his head out from under the collar of her jacket then scurried across our shoulders again and stopped in front of my face as she finished introductions, “Nutbag, this is Robyn.  Soon to be my prisoner.  She's decent for a bad guy.”

The beastie chittered as I contemplated her words, its nose working overtime.  She truly believed I was in the wrong here?  I told the far too cute, far too fluffy squirrel, “Pleased to meet you, Conrad.”

Saying its name made it stop the stare-down, and it appeared to lose interest at that.  Apparently, the threat was dealt with, now it was time to do squirrelish things.  It streamed down my arm, and I started shuffling away on my knees quickly from the wolf, trying to stop the critter from entering my cloak.  I felt my back cooling from the lack of contact with Amandawolf.

Then once again the squirrel was airborne, the brunette dangling it by its bushy tail as she reprimanded him, “You don't go searching the pockets of the people you just met for food, Nutbag.  You wait until it is offered.”

It chittered at her, and she looked around its dangling form to look at me, and she scrunched up her face and shrugged in confusion.  I don't know why, but I was a little relieved that to see that she really wasn't able to speak with it, she looked just as baffled as me.

She seemed to have enough, and she growled at him, it came out as a deep rumble from within that sent a thrill down my spine.  Conrad was unimpressed.  She shook her head and made an exasperated sound as she stuffed him unceremoniously into a jacket pocket.  He popped up a moment later, happily munching on what looked like granola.

I covered my mouth and laughed at the site.  It was slapstick comedy worthy of Shakespeare's practice stage in the back alleys of London, which I frequented before he became famous and a pompous ass.  Amandawolf snapped her gaze to me, snarling and growling deeply again and grated out, “It's not funny.  This little rat is the bane of my existence.”  She looked so serious.

That was it, I couldn't take any more.  I grabbed my belly and rolled from my knees onto the ground, laughing heartily.  I felt happy tears flowing as I tried to breathe.

Every time I thought I could get it under control, the unamused look on her face got me giggling uncontrollably again.  It had been so long since I have really laughed, and it felt so very good.  By the time I finally got myself under control, with her lightly backhanding my shoulder and complaining, “It wasn't that funny you wretch,” she was smiling too.

She growled out, “If you find him so funny, then you can have him.  Take him.  I'll even put a pink bow on the Nutbag for you if you take him far, far away.”  This started the giggles again.

She prompted, “How am I supposed to take you seriously as a threat if you pee your panties giggling at a stupid rat?”

I took two deep breaths to get myself under control, making sure not to look at her lest the laughing begin anew. “It isn't Conrad who is so funny.  It's the big bad wolf being bested by a squirrel that is.”  I took another breath.  Finally reining it in, though my smile was so big it was making my cheeks ache.

I could feel the growl rumbling in her before it was even audible and she said, “I hate you.”  Though I could hear the restrained humor in her tone.

I smiled crookedly then looked east.  “We only have a half hour before the first rays of the sun, then our truce ends, wolf girl.  You mentioned breakfast?”  My stomach gurgled.  I could run all out for an entire day without tiring significantly, but it took a lot to refuel my body after that.  And with her persistence, I imagined this day would play out the same.

I hadn't intended to be out this long so I hadn't brought proper supplies.  The meager offerings that my pursuer offered the prior night sated the hunger for a bit but were nowhere near what I needed.  I usually consume five to six thousand calories a day.  I gave her an innocent look, batting my eyelashes playfully.

She pushed up from the ground with a little snarl I was starting to associate with her.  She had to be a strong wolf for it to have seeped into her mannerisms like that, I doubt she even realized.  She dusted her pants and examined the ruined, bloodstained shirt that I felt a small pang of guilt over.  Then she nodded once, giving me a smile as her sharp brown eyes seemed to scan me again.

I disliked people staring at me, but I didn't seem to mind it when the Mandywolf did.  Though I did feel a little self-conscious when she did.  I absently brought my hand to my head, making sure my hair wasn't matted with sleep.

She grabbed the pack from last night and rummaged through it, then she growled at her pocket when she pulled out an empty candy bar wrapper.  She then sat at the tree again and absently tossed an apple from her pack without looking up.  I reached out and caught the errant fruit.  I had to smile at her playfulness and in a pantomime of the prior night, I took a big bite of the offering to signify my approval of her choice.

Well, of course, she's giving me her fruit.  She's wolf, and prefers the meat instead, so it wasn't much of a sacrifice for her.  I appreciated it all the same.  Conrad climbed out of her pocket and flowed up her arm like fuzzy liquid and then down her arm to peer into the bag she was rummaging in.

With a quick, graceful move she scooped him up, and a moment later he was flying toward me.  Before I could help the poor guy, he deftly snagged the leather of my cloak and pulled himself onto my shoulder.  I just blinked at him as he chittered and chattered at her like he was chastising.

She muttered, “Yeah yeah you mangy street rat.”  Then with a victorious look, she pulled out a full package of jerky one more water bottle and a plastic container full of sliced vegetables.

She grimaced at the vegetables and mumbled something like, “Parker.”  Then she looked between me and the container.  “Salad?”

My stomach growled in response.  I have always preferred and craved fruits and vegetables, though a nice steak from time to time is welcomed.  She smiled at the sound then tossed me the container.  “Our den mother, Parker, tries to balance our junk food with a proper diet.  I'm wolf, unchanging, it doesn't matter what I eat so why can't I have meat?”  She growled and opened the jerky and violently tore off a bite to illustrate her point.

She motioned to the ground beside her, and I sat with my furry passenger.  She offered the water.  “There's only one bottle, we'll have to share...”  Her voice got subtly harsher as she added, “Unless of course, you think you'll catch the Lycan contagion from me.  The infected can only pass the curse on the full moon in wolf form.  That's not until tonight. When I'm in my containment cage.”

She didn't slow. “You can drink half first if that...”

I chuckled and laid a hand on her arm.  Her muscles were tense.  Something this simple really bothered her?  Then I remembered the 'purges' the Clean Bloods had done over the centuries and the segregation, like not allowing the cursed into the walled cities.

I wondered again how old she was, and realized it didn't matter if she has been wolf twenty years or two hundred.  The bigotry and hate have always been there against her kind.

I assured her, “It is fine, we can share.”  She just looked at me for a few long seconds then nodded and started breathing again.

She dipped a hand into her pocket and placed some dried fruit and nuts on her leg.  Conrad spiraled down me and onto her leg and started helping himself to the offering.  I hid a smile.  She was such a softie.  She tried to hide it with her gruff exterior.

I crossed my legs then lowered my head and said the prayer to the Holy Spirit which my mother had taught me in another lifetime.  “Thy bounty shared.  Thy life and love thou hast breathed into the world that we may live, revered.  We accept these gifts and are humbled as we bask in thy compassion.”

I glanced up then at Amandawolf as I opened the plastic container.  She had her jerky half way to her mouth as she looked between it and me.  She looked shamed.  Then she lowered her hand and asked me.  “You pray to God?  Would God let...”  She motioned to herself.  “This... happen to people?”  She didn't sound bitter, just curious.

I shook my head. “No, the Goddess, not the Christian God.  She who had birthed all that there is.  She who embodies nature.”

She studied me a moment, then glanced down at Conrad and said absently, “Huh.  We know someone like that.”

Then we ate.  Between bites, she asked, “So.  If you're Robin Hood.  How are you still alive and looking so...”  She seemed to search for a word and settled on, “Young?”

I shrugged and said as I shoveled the leafy salad into my mouth, “I just forgot to die.”

She squinted her eyes at one of the two explanations I could offer.  I exhaled and gave the other with another shrug, “Divine Province from the Holy Spirit of the Goddess?”  I offered her the water.

She exhaled loudly and shook her head and took a sip from the water before handing it back to me.

 



Chapter 5 – Nobody Thought To Ask

I couldn't stop smiling as I ducked while Robyn's bow whooshed over my head.  Then we exchanged a flurry of blows between her bow and my batons.  I can't remember the last time I felt so alive or had so much fun.

Conrad chastised us from the branches higher up in the tree which we were standing in as we battled.  He was not amused.  I think he took a liking to Robyn.  Not that I could blame him.  She was such a fascinating individual.  I truly believe she earnestly thought she was helping us when she attacked Rose.

She spun backward, her leg sweeping up in a reverse roundhouse as she balanced on the branch like we were standing on the solid ground below.  I sprang into a backflip and landed on one leg on the branch, one dangling in the air.  Her foot passed just inches in front of my nose, and I grabbed it as it passed.

I used her momentum as I got my footing with my other foot and then hauled at her with all my might as the branch we were on swayed and creaked in protest over our weight and motion.  I flung her off into the air, but she somehow twisted and was able to grab the top of my head, swinging around to wrap her legs around my neck.  I snarled as she dropped her weight, flinging me down, off the branch, toward the ground thirty feet below.

She released me and snagged the branch with one hand.  I slammed into the ground, hearing a rib crack as I looked up at her, lips curled back in a snarl, showing my teeth.  The woman just grinned at me, waved then swung herself up effortlessly to the branch again.  Then that traitorous Nutbag hopped onto her shoulder, and she was off again, bounding through the trees at almost wolf speed.  She may as well have been running on level ground for all the effort she seemed to be expending.

I growled and took off at a dead run, away from our camp, in pursuit.  I looked down, hiding my smile from the woman.

As the trees blurred past while I gained on my quarry, I heard Red speaking to me.  “You better check in before Parker has a coronary.  You know you're not supposed to take your earpiece off.  She's been trying to raise you the past few minutes since sunrise.  I had to fill the group in.”

I exhaled and said, “Bite me Red.”  I cringed at myself, she was right, and Parker didn't deserve my little rebellion.  I chuckled when I felt the wave of Alpha magic roll through the trees as Daria howled.  I had to grin as I looked the other direction, catching the blur of fur fifty yards off.  I countered, “That's why I didn't tell you to bite me, Daria.  You could actually do some damage.”

I loved the playfulness of the women in my extended pack.  It was nice to know that we haven't lost so much of our humanity that we couldn't still joke around.  I steeled myself for a chastisement and put my earpiece on.

I felt a blush burning on my face and down my neck as I heard Parker droning, “Amandawolf, Amandawolf, Amandawolf...”  Oh, dear lord, Red had heard everything this morning, how much did she relay to the group?

I keyed off the mic and growled toward Mari.  “I will end you.”

As she launched herself in a flutter of red into the trees to pace us, she responded with, “What big teeth you have.” 

I snorted, ok, now that was just plain funny.  I gave her a snarling growl in return.  I heard chuffing from the other direction and said, “Nobody asked your opinion... Fluffy.”

Daria chuffed again.  I knew I'd better hide my shoes the next couple days after calling her that, as she had a habit of peeing on the shoes of anyone who used that name.

I keyed my mic back on and interrupted Parker's new method of annoying me.  “I'm here, brat.”

She said imperiously, and I could imagine the crossed arms and the matching cross look on her face as she said, “You missed your check in.”

I nodded to myself as I watched Robyn change directions as I gained to within leaping distance.  I slid on the ground as I changed direction, the slide giving her a few paces of distance.  When she altered direction again, I realized she was using my wolf speed against me since she couldn't outpace me.  I said, “Yes, mom.  I was... busy.”

She said in a teasing tone, “So I hear... Amandawolf.”

Dear Lord.  I was blushing as I ran.  I was going to kill Mari.  Before I could come up with a reply, she asked in hushed tones, “So, just how cute is she?  Mari says she has you tongue-tied.”

I gave her a growl in return, and she continued like she hadn't heard my threat to change topics, “That cute huh?”  I hung my head as I thought, yes, that cute.  I admitted to myself that there was something primal about Robyn that... excited me.  Then she changed topics, “Did the package arrive?”

I sighed and said, “Yes, the Nutbag found us.”

She scolded me, “He idolizes you and you know it.  And he's very useful.  And fuzzy.  And I know you like him.”

I exhaled loudly and admitted, “He's just so... annoying.”

She added, “And fuzzy.”

I smiled and gave her that. “And fuzzy.”  I could imagine her chuckle off mic.

Then she said flatly as both a reminder and warning, “Wolf Moon tonight.  Wrap this up and don't miss another check in.”

I said dutifully, “Yes Mother.”  I knew the kid would be beaming that smile of hers that is just uniquely Parker at my teasing.  I smiled as I, in my mini rebellion, pocketed the earpiece again.

Robyn called from the trees, “Who is on the other end of that conversation?”

I responded as I leapt and just missed grabbing her ankle as she spun away in a pirouette on the branch she was on.  “Parker, Ella-Marie's mate.  She mans the coms.”

She asked, “The... den mother?”

I leapt again as she danced away then changed directions to slow me again.  I landed and skidded as I scrambled to alter my course.  “That's the one.”

I spun and dove as an arrow came whizzing toward me.  It grazed my pants.  She almost had me there.  A leg wound would slow me a few minutes, and she could get a mile away before it healed.  I slashed a baton up on instinct as my ears picked up a whistling.  The incoming shaft was intercepted as I batted it away.

I grinned as I leapt forward, pushing myself for more speed.  She only had one shot left.  I dove into the air, and the third shaft tore off the zipper pull off my jacket as I arched over the arrow then rolled on the ground to come up running.  She was out of...  I spun as an arrow impacted my left shoulder.

I snarled as I slammed into a tree trunk, rebounded and kept running as I yanked the shaft from my shoulder.  I winced in pain.  My favorite jacket was taking the brunt of my encounters with her, and my shirt was bloodstained and torn.  She was going pay for that.

Wait, where had that fourth arrow come from?

As I asked myself that question, I dodged left and swatted right, avoiding one arrow and batting the other aside.  What the hell?  I watched her chuckle and dive off the branch she was running across.  She did a graceful somersault, landing on the forest floor at a dead run.

I squinted at the quiver, which was hanging off her left shoulder by its thin braided leather strap.  There were three arrows sticking out of it.  I stutter stepped. Something odd was going on here.  Besides the fact that I was chasing none other than Robin Hood through a forest that is.  She had enhanced speed and uncanny strength, agility, and was apparently concealing dozens of arrows somewhere on her person.  Perhaps under that green, oiled leather cloak?  Oh, and she forgot to die?  Let's not forget that.

Conrad popped his head up from her collar, and she absently raised her hand up to rub his ears as she ran.  The little traitor was soaking up the attention.  This went on for another four hours or so, and three more brief sparring matches in which I finally landed a few decent strikes, resulting in her evading me again.

At one point I got delayed by having to tear the hand free which she had pinned to a tree with an arrow she had shot at extreme close range as she ducked under one of my roundhouse kicks.

It happened so quickly I could barely follow her as she spun low, kicking one foot out to sweep along the ground for balance as she drew an arrow from that quiver, nocked it on the bowstring, drew and fired.  It was one fluid motion that seemed to take no more effort than blinking.

I stood a moment, watching her disappear into the underbrush... three arrows in her quiver... still.  I looked at the bloody arrow in my hand in confusion.  I sniffed it.  It was made of a wood I had never smelled before.  Just what was going on?  I dropped the arrow and picked up the baton I had dropped, then snarled and bounded off after my playful quarry as I flexed my healing hand, pushing away the pain.

I asked toward the red blur in the woods, “How long are we going to keep this up?”

Mari replied, “You've got this.  You are building a rapport.  And getting your ass handed to you.”

I growled, she chuckled, and Daria chuffed from the other direction.  Before I could give a witty reply she added, “And you've missed another check in.  My magic finally shorted out the earpiece Snow charmed against it, so you’re the team's only contact now.”

I cringed at that, Parker was going to have my hide.  I slipped on my earpiece to hear our erstwhile friend droning out, “Red, wolf, Red, wolf...”  She was pretty damn funny and snarky at times.

I said sheepishly as I leapt over a creek and rock outcropping, allowing me to close the gap between myself and my prey, “Sorry Parker, my earpiece must have slipped off.”

She snorted, and I added, “Mari and Daria are still flanking.  Red's com unit is fried.”

Electronics never fared well around the ladies in our group who had the most magic leaking from their person.  We've taken to getting military grade electronics then having Gretta charm them, to ward them against magic.  It didn't eliminate the static nor the eventual failure of the circuits but afforded us the ability to communicate in the field.  We didn't normally push them for this long, so I'm surprised Red's lasted a day like this.

Being one of the infected, I didn't have much dark magic leaking from me, except during my transformations on the full moon, so it was very rare for electronics to fail around me.  I was one of the few in the group who had my own cell phone.  Rapunzel used to steal it all the time from me to play her silly platypus game with, until we gave her her own cell on her birthday.

Parker huffed, “Fell off, my butt.  You know it's important to keep in communication.  You were a cop for God's sake woman.”

I exhaled, she was right, but this was my little mini-rebellion.  She asked, “Sit-rep?”

I swiped a baton at the back of Robyn's leg and struck a glancing blow as she abruptly changed directions.  I slid to a stop to pursue as I said, “We are three clicks north of Leavenworth.  Robyn seems to be cutting back southwest though, circling back toward Seattle.”

My friend chuckled. “First name basis with our assailant, are we?  You liiike her.”

I blushed and growled at her, she giggled then got serious, “You need to wrap this up Mandy, Rach is getting antsy.  Wolf Moon.”  I nodded absently, I could feel the full moon approaching, hear it singing in my blood.

The copper-haired archer slid to a stop at a rock face. Ha!  Wrong turn woman.  I said, “I should have her subdued before lunch.” I blocked her bow on a baton as she spun backward.  We wound up back to back, weapons crossed.

We looked back over our shoulders at each other, and she smirked playfully, eyes sparkling as she said, “Dream on, Amandawolf.  As they say here in the New World, I can do this all day.”

We exchanged some elbow strikes and back kicks, blocking each other’s blows.  She asked as I locked my arms around her elbows, finally trapping her, “Is that Parker?”

She ran up the cliff face, pivoting her trapped arms, then flipped over my head, our arms still locked.  I swallowed.  We were face to face, and I was intimately aware of our contact and the extreme heat emanating from her body.  Of her sweet scent filling my senses.  She cocked an eyebrow at my distraction, smiled widely, and said, “Please thank her for the salad.”

Then she headbutted me.  It was like being hit in the face with an anvil.  I heard cartilage snapping and pain bloomed as blood spewed.  I released one arm to slap a hand to my shattered nose, that was enough for her to slide out of my remaining arm lock.

She spun away with a smirk on her face.  I growled low at her, grinning as I pinched and snapped the cartilage back in place before it healed wrong.  I said gruffly, “Tell her yourself.”  I offered the earpiece as I pinched my nose, feeling the bone and tissue mending itself.

She paused mid-step as she started to run again and just looked at me as Conrad hopped off a nearby tree onto her shoulder.  I muttered, “Son of a bitch.” I heard the crinkling of the cartilage rebuilding itself and blinked back the pain while holding the earpiece out.

She looked between me and the earpiece, gauging my sincerity as I sat on a log, expecting a trap.  She stepped up to me and took it, Conrad swirling down her arm onto mine and flowing up to rub his face against my cheek.  Damn rodent.  Fine whatever, it was sweet, he worried about me.

Robyn took a step back and slipped the earpiece on.  A perk of being among the cursed... wolf hearing.  I could listen clearly to both sides of the conversation as she asked tentatively, “Miss Parker?”

My friend chuckled, “Parker, please.  How's our wolf?”

Robyn cocked her head at me and gave a crinkle nosed smile as she said, “Currently nursing a broken nose.  She's a stubborn one.  Very tenacious.  I'm sorry for harming her.”

Parker responded with too much humor in her voice, wasn't she supposed to be concerned?  “Don't apologize, I haven't heard her sound so happy before.  She loves the hunt and letting her wolf out to play.”

Robyn chuckled and responded with an entertained, “It seems so.  I'd like to thank you for the delightful salad that I shared with the wolf.”

Parker sounded put out. “She didn't eat any of the vegetables did she?”

Robyn squinted at me, cocking her head, then she sat as she absently said, “No, no she did not.” She reached over, swatting my hand away from my nose and then grabbing it herself and crunching it to the side.

I yelped in pain as she tilted her head to look at it, appraisingly.  She gave a thumbs up then went back to their conversation, our legs touching on the log.  I tried not to move as her unnatural heat seeped into me.  I could grab her now while she was distracted, but where would the fun be in that?

Then Parker asked, “I don't suppose you'd agree to meet with our group to talk.  Under a flag of truce of course.  We don't understand why you attacked, from what Red says, you don't harbor any malice.”

Robyn responded with a devious grin aimed at me. “But of course, nobody has thought to just ask.  I'll hand you back to the Amandawolf so you can coordinate.  It was a pleasure to speak with you, Parker.”

I just blinked at her as she offered the earpiece to me.  Just like that?  It took Parker all of ten seconds to get her to come in with me?  What the fucking hell?  I mean seriously.  Then I blushed in realization.  We never did just ask her, now did we?  I was too caught up in the exhilaration of the hunt.  And she was too damn fun to spar with.

I put the earpiece in and asked, “Parker?”

She responded with, “Bad wolf.  I'm going to have to go over basic manners with all of you again aren't I?”

I said, “But...”

She cut me off. “But nothing Mandy.  Get your... butt... back home.  There is a nice warm silver barred cage here with your name on it for tonight.”

I growled, and she said, “Don't growl at me, lady.”

I heard Ella-Marie in the background chuckling out in her Cockney accent, “It doesn't work Mands, trust me, I've tried.”

I had to snicker and said, “It's going to take us a bit to circle back into Leavenworth to get transportation.  We should be home in three hours or so.  Unless Rach is loitering in the area in the truck?” I asked the last part hopefully.

She responded in the negative, “No she's back with us, pacing like the wolf living inside her, says she feels the full moon coming.  Though, Gretta is aloft in your area somewhere in her crow form.”

I nodded to myself and said as I looked at Robyn, winking at her, “Roger, we're on foot then.  See you soon, brat.”  I removed the earpiece before she could respond and I pocketed it.  I opened my mouth wide to stretch my nose, then tried crinkling it, moving it around and taking air in through it.  It was fully healed, not even a dull ache now.

I looked over at Robyn and asked incredulously, “Really?”  I said in a higher register, mocking her slight English accent, “But of course, nobody has thought to just ask.”

She actually giggled at that and said with one eyebrow arched, “But you didn't, now did you Amandawolf?”

I growled at her which had no effect and then grumped out, “Mind if the others join us then?”

She shook her head so I looked around, searching for some unnatural red in the forest.  Nothing.  I looked up forty feet to the top of the cliff to see Mari and Daria standing up there, watching us.

I waved them down asking, “You heard?”

As they leapt from where they stood, Red replied, “Indeed.” 

Mari has always been a bit show-off-ish.  She landed with a great thud, in a three-point stance worthy of a Hollywood movie, pine needles and dust taking to the air around her billowing red cloak.  Daria landed lightly beside her without the fanfare or the thud, as if she had only jumped off of a log.

Robyn said with a silly half smile, “Nice cloak.”

Red said in her low Romanian accent as she stood, “Ditto.”

I made the introductions.  “Robyn Smith, this is Maireni Damaschin, the Red Hood.”

They shook, Mari saying, “A pleasure.” 

I noted she was staring at one of Robyn's slightly pointed ears that were peeking out from her mass of copper red hair.

Robyn responded in kind, and I bent slightly to gave the great grey wolf a hug, my arms not quite reaching around her neck.  I thought that some sucking up might be in order since I had called her Fluffy earlier.  I like my shoes dry.

My exposed skin sizzled a bit where it touched her fur, which had the same properties as silver to those of us infected with the lycan contagion.  It was always worth the slight pain of contact to hug the silly woman.

I stood and said, “And this is Daria McQueen.  Red's mate.  Well, it will be Daria Damaschin in two nights since the two are going to make it official.”

Daria offered a paw and Robyn's wary look melted away as she smiled at the overly cute act.  She said with the tone one uses for small children as she shook her paw, “I'm pleased to meet you.”  Then she ruffled Daria's ears and thumped the side of her neck, “Aren't you a pretty girl?”

Oh shit.  She was treating her like a dog.  Daria crooked an eyebrow in an overly human gesture,  it looked a little spooky on a wolf's face.  She was the largest female werewolf anyone had ever witnessed, and she stood chest level with Robyn.  I cautioned quickly, “She's human, Robbie.”

She blinked and took a half step back.  Murmuring a surprised, “Oh.”  Then she cocked her head slightly, her face creasing in apology as she said, “I'm terribly sorry.”

Daria smiled, showing her three-inch fangs then did a little prance.  Red mumbled, “Oh dear lord.  Now her head is going to swell.”  Then she chastised the now preening wolf, “You're not that pretty a girl.”

Daria cocked her head to the side in an almost demure pose.  I snorted, and Mari rolled her eyes, absently put her hand out and Daria moved under her hand where Red dug her fingers in.  I swear those two don't even realize they do that, it is like they have to always be touching.  It made me long to find someone I could make that kind of connection with.

I looked up at the sun high overhead, it was already past noon.  I glanced to the east to see the full moon, pale against the sky, like a mocking specter among the light wispy clouds in the blue sky of the northwest.  It's mocking beauty was belied by the animal I could feel inside of me, tearing at me, trying to get out.  As soon as the sun set, and the moon commanded the sky, I would be lost to that wolf.  To the monster, the killer inside.

Robyn knocked me out of my rumination by calling my name, “Amandawolf?  Are you alright?”

I blinked and looked over at her, she had a cautiously concerned look on her face.  I snapped out, “I'm fine.”

She just examined my face and said, “You were growling.  A hateful sound.”

Oh... I was?  I shrugged and brushed it off as I nudged my chin toward the sky and snapped out, “Full moon is approaching.  I'll need to be contained soon.”  Then I apologized for snapping. “Sorry, my wolf is close to the surface.”

Then she did something I wasn't ready for.  She reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder.  She didn't speak, but the little squeeze she gave me spoke volumes.  She was as compassionate as she was dangerous.  She offered me understanding, not pity.  Almost like a kindred spirit.

But what would she know about my daily internal struggle, or knowing that I felt like I was nothing more than a monster in human clothing?  That I had died the day I was infected, and the monster was my true self now, I just held on to what it was to be human, knowing that it wouldn't last.  That the moon would rip that all away to expose my true self for three nights a month, until it was time to pretend to be human again.

As impossible as it seems, her touch seemed to convey an understanding that was starkly evident in her eyes that held concern in their depths.  I reached up and placed my hand over hers on my shoulder, feeling its unnatural heat, and I just gave her a single nod.

She dropped her hand, and her face transformed, the concern replaced with a mischievous beaming smile.

I inhaled deeply, savored her honey scent then exhaled, forcing the primal fury of the wolf deep down inside.  Not yet wolf, you may own the night tonight, but I own the day.

My stomach gurgled loudly.  And everyone chuckled as I blushed.  I had taken, and healed, a lot of damage from the skirmishes today, and I needed the fuel.  I hadn't eaten much in the past twenty-four hours.

I looked at Daria's pack. “I don't suppose you have any supplies left in there do you fuzz bucket?”

She chuffed and nodded, I grinned and looked around, “Lunch ladies?  Or do you want to head into Leavenworth first?”

My stomach gurgled again.  And they chuckled again.

Red said, “I could eat.”

Daria bumped her hip and looked up with a humanlike smirk.

Mari flicked the wolf's nose. “I am not always eating you wretch.”  This just got chuffing from the wolf woman.

We all looked over at Robyn, who had an incredulous look on her face.  “Are you sure you are Avatars?  You seem so... playful.  I thought you be more, I don't know.  Awe inspiring.  Stoic.”

We all just stared at her, trying hard not to smile, not to laugh.  After a few seconds, she grinned, “Better.”

I rolled my eyes and brought my lip up in a snarl.  She gave a crooked smile as she mocked, “Give it up Amandawolf, I already know you're a jester.”

Did she just call me a clown?  Before I could growl at her, she looked at Daria and said in earnest, “I do apologize for shooting you yesterday.  I was trying to slow you down, but you are apparently tougher than I had anticipated.  You heal like an Alpha.”

Daria just smiled, showing her fangs and nodded.  Then she sat as Red started unfastening the large pack on the wolf's back.

I growled out, “What about me?  Are you sorry for shooting me too?”

She stepped past me, I swear she was smiling as she ignored the question as she crouched next to Mari as she started pulling supplies out of the pack.  I growled, and both women chuckled.

Oh come on, my growl is intimidating.  I once made a perp, whom I was arresting, wet himself when I growled when he tried resisting.

I stopped sulking when the scent of ambrosia filled the air when Mari opened a container of smoked meat.  I swear Robyn's smile went crooked as my eyes brightened in anticipation.  I reached down and shoved her shoulder.  She shoved me back.

Mari stopped and looked up at us, quirked and eyebrow and said, “Children, if you don't behave, then you'll go to bed without dinner.”

We settled down immediately, and I grunted when the intriguing archer grabbed my hand and pulled me down into a crouch beside her.

Mari pulled out a couple other containers and some packets.  It was obvious that they had used up most of their foodstuffs too.  None of us had packed supplies for a mission of this duration.  Daria, luckily, had plenty of room in her pack, with food for both of her forms and a set of clothes.

Red flicked Daria's muzzle as she tried to get to the smoked beef.  “Just wait, you impatient woman.”

We wound up sitting against the cliff, eating the slim bounty.  Robyn praying, then gallantly offered to take the greens off our hands as the rest of us ate the meats and high-calorie junk foods that Daria had managed to smuggle into her pack without Parker noticing.

Daria was asking questions by tapping a paw on the ingenious canvas they had devised with the letters of the alphabet and some commonly used phrases painted on it.  I had to admit, that for a bad guy, Robyn was pretty damn adorable as she leaned against my shoulder whenever she laughed.

I asked as I bit off a big bite of an oversize Snickers bar, “I've been meaning to ask, how many arrows are you hiding in that cloak of yours?  You haven't used the three in your quiver yet, and you've been shooting at me all day.”

She grinned and said, “I have but three arrows.”

I huffed, damn, I almost had her then.  I growled. “I exhausted your supply then.”

She shook her head. “No, I always have three.  One for the Holy Spirit, one for the nature around us, and one for the gift of life.”

I growled deep and low before I knew I was doing it.  She cocked an eyebrow almost imperiously then reached up and untied her cloak and pulled it off to show me, saying, “It is by Holy Providence that I have the weapons to beat back the darkness.  I have no need to carry any more.”

It was by her tone that I knew I'd find no inner pockets in the cloak, but I couldn't pull my attention off of her to look for myself.  She had just revealed Holy Providence indeed.

The woman was a goddess.  I swallowed.  She wore a simple long sleeved cream colored blouse and what looked to be a handcrafted corset over it, in coppers, tans, and white.  It ended at a handcrafted leather belt with leather pouches.

She wore simple black pants and some black leather... well... Robin Hood boots.

Her build was slight, feminine, graceful and... and... I glanced over at Mari who had reached over Daria's bulk to close my mouth, which, to my eternal embarrassment, was hanging open.  I blushed profusely then took the offered cloak from Robyn.  She had a crooked smirking smile on her face.  I snapped my teeth at her, and she chuckled.

I shook my head then looked at the cloak.  It was soft as calfskin and had a musk to it that reminded me of her.  Earthy scents mixed with her signature honey and pine, it made the wolf in me open her eyes and sit up to take notice.  It was a wild, primal scent that set something off inside of me, like a tuning fork.

I could smell old dyes on the leather, which must have been plant based by the tang of them.  They must have given it that dark green cast.  The seams were sewn with what looked like thin braided leather straps instead of thread.  I had an odd sense of time to it, it felt as if I were holding history in my hands.

Was this the famous green cloak from legend?  The one Robin of Locksley wore to the archery competition to rescue Maid Marion?  If so, how had it survived the centuries?

I turned my eyes to the beguiling woman.  Divine providence?

We just sat there, staring at each other, our gazes locked.  Then Daria got to her four feet and yawned while stretching.  Red followed her and said in an odd tone, “We're going to go stretch our legs a bit before we head into town.”  They didn't wait for a response, they just wandered into the woods, Mari's hand burrowed into the ruff of Daria's pelt.

I felt embarrassed for some reason, heat on my face.  I handed the cloak back and looked at the quiver sitting beside her bow.  Three arrows?  Then where did all the others come from? I felt awkward and so broke the silence by asking, “So, are the tales of Robin Hood true?  Merry men?  Maid Marion?”

Her wistful smile melted away like a switch was flipped at the mention of Maid Marion.  It was replaced with a deep sadness, so profound, it could almost be felt, like a chain weighing her down.  It cast a shadow in her eyes that could only be anchored deep down in her soul.  It made my heart ache, and my wolf curl up inside me to hide away from the emotion.

She said in a haunted voice that matched the despair in her eyes, “Merry men?  No.  But yes, Mandywolf, Maid Marion.  Let me tell you the tale of the Hood of Locksley.”

That tuning fork inside thrummed when she shortened the odd Amandawolf title she had bestowed upon me to Mandywolf.

She reached over and plucked a leaf from my hair, gave me a sad smile then adjusted herself so she was sitting back to back with me like we did the prior night.  She let her slight weight relax into me like she was using me for a type of support that eclipsed the mere physical.

Then she began to tell me her story.  I smiled at the familiar words, “Once upon a time...”

 



Chapter 6 – Robyn of Locksley

It was in ten aught four that the Goddess blessed my parents to have a child in the holding of Locksley, Nottinghamshire, our ancestral home.  They named their daughter Robyn, to honor the cousin of the Holy Spirit, the princess of air and sky.

I grew up with the knowledge that our Goddess had blessed our family, that upon reaching maturity we never aged.  Our line was pledged to the service of those one with nature, in keeping with the teaching scrolls my mother read to me every night in my bed chambers.  Passing on our history and duty to me, having me commit the teachings to memory.

They were a kind and giving Lord and Lady to the workers of the household, and were loved by all.  I watched as all of their children, whom I had grown up with, slowly aged before my eyes while I remained static to the world once I had reached my own maturity. Mother appeared to look more like a sister to me by that time.

The years marched on, the ages passed me by, and all those I had known and held dear had withered and died, save my parents who were eternal.

I learned of the pain and heartache incurred by our burden to stand sentinel for the spirits of nature, for the love of our Goddess.  The cost weighed heavily on my heart, and I vowed not to allow anyone to get close to me again, to let me care.  For I would surely break if I were to watch time take them from me again, as it always did.

I was nearing a century young when the Crusades were conducted in the name of the Christian God who was but a pup when compared to our Goddess and the world she and her kin had shepherded long before this new God was even a flicker of a concept in the minds of mankind.

The Crusades brought a power vacuum and strife to the lands with the bulk of the King's troops deployed to Jerusalem.  Greed and duplicitous machinations and maneuvering for land and power followed.  The counties were divided up amongst allies of the crown's brother, Prince Henry.

Control of Nottinghamshire going to Lord Gisbourne, who appointed a High Sheriff to enforce his will, and collect taxes from the people working the land in the name of Prince Henry.  The tithings were told to be for the defense of the realm, and for support of the King in the Crusades.  Yet only a pittance of the wealth was actually funneled to the realm.  The rest stood to make Prince Henry and the Gisbournes more powerful.

As time passed over the decades, there was no sign of the Crusades ever coming to an end.  The heirs of  Gisbourne, rising and falling to the ravages of time, demanded more and more from the populace who had naught for themselves.

The Locksley Estate provided food for a large number of the population of Nottinghamshire, for those who could not afford to feed themselves or their children because of the taxes that were demanded of them.  Failure to pay the taxes would result in public flogging, imprisonment in the debtor's prison in Nottinghamshire, or public hanging.

Against my parent's wishes, I patrolled the nights, lending aide from the shadows, and stopping the Sheriff's men who visited torment and grief on the populace.  I wore my cloak, keeping my face hidden in the shadows of my hood, and used my father's bow.

As time passed, the stories circulated of a protector, of the Green Ghost of Sherwood Forest who lent aid to the people of Locksley.  Lord Gisbourne tasked the Sheriff to find this Hood of Locksley and bring him to the gallows for treason.

After three more generations of Gisbournes and their High Sheriffs failed to bring in the Hood, the specter of the night who haunted Sherwood Forest and the fields of Locksley, large garrisons of soldiers and mercenaries were brought in to flush me out.  They theorized it was a family of outlaws passing down the mantle of the Hood of Locksley from generation to generation.

They were crafty and merciless and would take men at random to torture to find out who the current Hood was.  Hoping this would loose tongues, out of fear of discovery.  I was going to turn myself in to strop others for suffering in my stead.

Mother and father stopped me.  Citing the teachings of the Holy Spirit.  Thou art created within my love, within my province.  Thou shall shepherd the good and just, and thy efforts shall bear fruit.  You are tasked to my will, to visit my truth and love upon the world and stand sentinel for those who cannot stand on their own.

Mother asked, “How can you stand sentinel, my daughter, if you are imprisoned behind the bars of the unjust, or worse, executed?  Who then would stand for the people?”

I wallowed in anguish for years, watching random raids as soldiers hunted for clues to the identity of the Hood.  But something unexpected happened, the people of Locksley all started wearing green cloaks.  It started as a few, then spread through the land like a wildfire.  Then it spread throughout the holding of Nottinghamshire itself.

The people were protecting me.  It was supposed to be the other way around.  Every raid turned up green cloaks and longbows, every man stating unequivocally, “I am the Hood of Locksley.”  This confounded the Sheriff's men.

Gisbourne was incensed and raised the taxes again, from ninety percent to ninety-five percent to punish the populace.  Even with the help of the house of Locksley, we wouldn't be able to feed our people, having to pay those same taxes ourselves.

My parents had sent word to the crown, begging mercy for our people.  In twelve eighty-one, the prince of the time, John responded.  He sent word that he was sending a group of monks to escort my parents to London to speak of the atrocities they had described.  We had hope this new Prince had the ear of his brother, the King, and would aid us to get respite for our people.

That was the last time I ever saw my parents.  After two years of searching, I could never find proof they ever made it to London, and the monks denied ever escorting them though I knew it a lie.  I was heartbroken for months and did not leave my rooms in the house.

My people suffered more and more until the current Gisbourne, Guy, came calling to ask the support of Locksley for some political machinations, now that the Hood of Locksley had apparently abandoned the people.

I had been called out to the foyer by our chamber maid, Harriet.  When I stepped out to see why she was bothering me from my self-imposed exile, I found two men in the colors of Nottingham standing there, with two armored men by the door.

Harriet looked afraid as she curtsied to me and said, “My lady, Sir Guy of Gisbourne, and High Sheriff, Robert of Nottingham.”  Sir Guy looked shocked, but his eyes looked me up and down in an almost lascivious manner, though he schooled his face.  The Sheriff simply cocked an eyebrow at me.  I'm sure I looked a sight in men's trousers and a blouse, not the picture of a lady.

I reined my temper and looked at the men who had victimized my people for so long.  Harriet then turned to the men and curtsied and said, “Robyn, Countess of Locksley.”  Then she bowed out and retreated to the corner by the door to the dining room.

Sir Guy offered a hand, and I accepted it to shake, though I didn't wish to touch the snake, lest he poison me.  Instead of shaking, he went to kiss the back of my hand as he said, “Lady Locksley.”  I pulled my hand from his before his lips could make contact.  I shivered in disgust inside.

True, he was the picture of rugged manhood with his chiseled looks and shaggy blonde hair, but the knowledge of the hardships he and his have visited upon my people made him repugnant to me.  I responded in kind as if I had just not offered the affront, “Sir Guy.”

I offered a simple bob of my head to Robert, “Sheriff.”  Then I turned to Guy.  “Why are you in my house?”  Guy chuckled in good humor and exchanged a look with Robert.

Just then, two more armored men stepped into the house with my cloak and longbow.  One threw it at Guy's feet and said, “We found these stashed in the stables.”

Guy slowly bent as the sheriff moved his hand to the pommel of his sword.  I could feel the air in the room grow heavy with pending violence.  Guy reached toward the quiver, and I squatted and pulled the items away and stood, asking with venom, “What gives you the right to ransack my property and go through my things?”

Guy held a cautioning hand toward Robert, and the Sheriff relaxed and released his grip on the handle of the sword.  Then Sir Guy asked, “Whose are those.”

I answered with a smirk in the manner all of my people, and the people of Nottingham did, “Isn't it obvious you buffoon?  These are mine, they belong to my family.  I am the Hood of Locksley.”  It had the desired effect as Guy looked first intently at the cloak in my hands then sternly at me.  A smile grew on his lips as he turned to look at an intense looking Sheriff.  Then he started laughing a deep belly laugh.  Robert was stoic a moment before shaking his head and chuckling as well.

Gisbourne said to the tall, dark haired Sheriff between chuckles as he pulled himself together, “She's the Hood of Locksley.”  Then after another chuckle added, “I like this one.  She's feisty.”  He absently waved his fingers, dismissing all the soldiers.  They stepped out, leaving me alone with the two men I had dedicated my life to thwarting at every juncture.

I held the cloak and weapons out toward my maid, “Harriet, please see to these.”

She curtsied and gave a secreted smirk as she said, “My lady.”  Her family had been in our service for generations and were privy to the secret that my line was nigh immortal.  She knew I was the Hood, as we trusted her family completely and my parents often spoke in front of her about me being the Hood and of the repercussions of it on those we shepherded.

I thought back over all the names I had gone by, pretending to be yet another generation of my own family.  Every three or four generations, I would use my given name again, like at that time.  I have been Mary, Genevieve, Elizabeth, and most recently Emma.  It always felt like taking off a mask whenever I could use my true name again.

Guy spoke again, all the humor gone from his voice, leaving it cold and heartless, “Robyn... May I call you Robyn?  I have come to entreaty the support of the House of Locksley.  The populace has become unruly in recent times, resisting the new tithing rules and thwarting the authority of my Sheriff in his lawful execution of his duties.  All in the name of the outlaw, the Hood, even after he has abandoned and forsaken them.”

He spoke of my alter ego with venom and disdain, then continued before I could speak, “The locals seem to follow the lead of the House of Locksley.  So I came to beg your support, to put the peasants in their place, and restore order to Nottingham.”

I stopped him when he paused. “I did not give you leave to address me so familiarly, my lord.  Propriety dictates you address me as Lady Locksley, or Countess, until such time I say otherwise.”

His face darkened, and the Sheriff's lip curled into a snarl.

I lowered my voice with a challenge in my tone.  “And Locksley follows the law and tithes properly though our own people suffer, so I do not see the reason for your visit.”

He studied me, appraising me.  It made me feel almost unclean the way his eyes seemed to undress me.  Then he said, “True, Locksley has been almost mechanical in its payment of taxes to aid our King.”

Our King?  I almost laughed at the audacity of the man, all knew it was his and the Sheriff's coffers which were lined with the coin of people of Nottingham.  What they did not procure for themselves, they sent on to the crooked brother of the King, Prince John.  If the King had not been so blinded by the Crusades like the kings before him, he would see what was happening in his own country and tend to his people.

I feigned interest as he continued, “But the house of Locksley has not spoken their support publicly like the rest of the holdings in the county.  And as I have said, even with your parents abandoning you, the house of Locksley seems to have the ear of the people.”

I growled at that and almost took a step toward the man as my hands balled into fists.  “Abandoning?  Something untoward befell them on their travels to London.  You will not besmirch their name.”

He spoke in a condescending tone as he looked beside him to a sitting chair and sat like he owned the place, “Come now lady, you are aware that the crown investigated your allegations.  The monastery was contacted, and the monks assure us that they had sent no men to escort your parents to meet with the crown.”  He tried to hide the smirk threatening on his face.  He knew what had befallen them, I knew it in my heart, but there was nothing I could do to prove that.

I said in a flat tone, “The monastery lies, I do not know to what end.  Most likely because my parents were going to protest to the crown, the ungodly tax burdens placed upon the people of Nottinghamshire.”

He almost stood at that, but then relaxed again and smiled, asking in a cautionary tone.  “You would accuse men of God of lying?”

I nodded.  “I would, and I do.”

He smiled and asked, “That's blasphemy you know, Lady Locksley?”

I shook my head and countered, “Not if it is true.”  I added silently that besides, he wasn't my God.

He took a deep breath in through his nose and held it a moment before exhaling heavily.  “Be that as it may, it is neither here nor there.  Will you ally yourself with the county seat?  It can be... most beneficial to a woman such as yourself who finds herself without a lord of the manner.”

I knew where this was heading, and it sickened me to the core.  I could feel the gorge rising in my throat as he clarified what he meant as an ally. “With you on my arm, the populace would be swayed, and the silent rebellion quashed.”

I asked incredulously, “On your arm?”

He misunderstood my shock and repulsion for interest and stood with a smile, taking a step toward me and adding, “Yes, if the people knew I was courting you, then the public discontent would be put to rest.  There are many benefits to being by my side, both political and...”  He gave a crooked smile I think he believed was charming, and on any other man it would have been, as he finished, “...otherwise in the bed.”

I had had enough, and stepped forward a step and slapped the man. “That implication was both crude and unwanted.  I would sooner lie with a snake.”

He went to backhand me, and I blocked his strike and grasped his wrist, twisting hard, causing him to drop to a knee in front of me, his face twisted in pain.  I asked, “You would strike a lady?”

I hadn't even heard him move until the cold steel of the Sheriff's blade was on my neck.  I could feel something emanating from the man now that he was closer to me.  Some sort of dark and sick power.  Was the man a magic user?  A druid of some sort?  I had never felt the like, it seemed to cause something inside me to rise up against it.

He said in a voice that seemed to vibrate between tones, “Release him.” His dark magics seemed to flow over me, probing, testing, tasting.  It could not gain purchase, I was blessed by the Goddess, she who embodies nature.  If I held faith, then she would protect me with that same faith.  I believe the man was trying was some sort of coercion spell.

I whipped up my free hand and grabbed the end of the blade.  I held it with all my strength and slowly pushed the sword away, blood flowing down his blade as the steel bit into my flesh.  The man strained against me, but the Holy Spirit gave me strength to stand against injustice and he couldn't move the blade.

Robert gasped and growled, redoubling his effort.  I winced as the blade cut deeper into the flesh of my fingers.  I shoved Guy away violently then spun back, still holding the blade, and struck the Sheriff in the gut with a reverse roundhouse kick.

He dropped the blade as he stumbled back into the wall.  I discarded his blade and stood tall as he centered himself.  Then he made a cage with his hands and sickly greenish energy laced with a blackish smoke started gathering in his hands.

I clenched my hands into fists and growled at him as I started forward to stop him before he could release whatever he was doing.  From the floor, Guy said sharply, “Stop!”

Robert paused, looked between his lord and me.  Sir Guy stood, rubbing his arm as he said, “I suppose I deserved that slap.  But laying your hands on your Lord, and striking the duly appointed High Sheriff of Nottingham?”

I said defiantly as Robert relaxed, and the dark energies he was externalizing seemed to seep back into him, “I was only defending myself.  You attempted to strike me for my justified affront to your insulting words.”  Then I turned to look at the Sheriff, clenching my fist to stem the flow of blood.  “And he laid a blade upon me when I defended myself.”

I narrowed my eyes and smiled cruelly.  This was a nation who's dedication to their new Christian God had them fighting wars in other lands for decades, they were verging on fanatical in how they feared the wrath of that God.  Unlike the Goddess, who prescribed love and harmony with all things, as we are all connected in this world.

I asked, “What would the God-fearing people of Nottingham say if they knew your Sheriff wielded dark magics?  Is that not blasphemous?  Is not the punishment for the crime of witchcraft to be hung at the gates of the town for a fortnight?”

The tall, dark Sheriff looked furious but held his tongue as Guy stepped slowly over to the discarded sword.  He picked it up and looked at my blood on the blade, then handed it back to his man as he chuckled.  “It seems you may observe the art of politicking better than I had anticipated, Lady Locksley.”

He sighed like I was being tedious as the other man sheathed his blade.  He looked at my hand intently then shook his head and smiled like a snake who had spotted its next meal and said, “It is a shame.  Had I know you were such a rare beauty, I would have cast a shadow upon your doorstep much sooner.”

He shrugged and said, “Very well, there are other ways in which I can convince you to support the county.  Come along Robert.”  The sheriff stepped past me, trying to shoulder me aside, only to find me unyielding.  He furrowed his brow as he glared at me as he was forced to step around.

Sir Guy said in an ominous tone as they stepped out the door, “Remember... Robyn... you brought this on yourself.”

Brought what on?  I rushed to the door and looked out to see all my workers being rounded up and placed in the Jailer's wagon parked by the stables.  I started to run toward them.  Those people were my friends, my... my only family.  I was blocked by ten men with drawn blades.  I couldn't risk fighting them, lest the Sheriff harm my people.

Men streamed into the manor and drug out Harriet.  I was proud of her.  She was biting and kicking at the men dragging her.  It took three of them to get her into the wagon.  That was the heart of Locksley that burned within her.

I turned toward Gisbourne.  “What are you doing with my people?”

He smiled cordially. “My lady?  They will be put on display in Nottinghamshire in the stockades, as well as the people who work the fields in Locksley.  As an example to others who defy the county.  Until such time as you stand at my side and lend the support of the House of Locksley.”

I swallowed, feeling light-headed.  Besides the house staff of six, there were thirty workers in the nine hundred acres of the Locksley Estate.  Some had children.  Was this man truly this inhumane and greedy?  All of this for extra coin?  He already had more than he could spend in a dozen lifetimes.

I blurted out, “You can't!”

He chuckled as he mounted his huge chestnut charger.  “I can, and I did.”  He looked back to the wagon and its four horse team and called out, “Move out!”

I stood in shock as I watched them start toward the county road at the border of the estate.  Robert stood by his white charger, smiled cruelly at me and pointed, saying in a voice no longer vibrating with that dark power, “You and me, bitch.  This isn't over.”

I started stalking toward him, trying to contain the rage building inside me.  I heard the sinews and muscles in my body creaking and tightening as I tensed, ready to attack.  I saw his bravado waver at the look in my eyes as I approached him.  He quickly mounted without removing his eyes from mine.

As I reached his horse, he drew his blade and pointed it at me in a warding gesture.  I smiled, showing my teeth.  I had him spooked.  I slapped the steel aside, causing the blade to hum from the impact.  He just raised his lip in a snarl of disdain again, cantered his horse aside, then kicked it's sides.  “Hyah!”  The coward ran off like a dog in pursuit of his master.

I stared after the wagon then slumped to the ground, running my hands through my hair, not knowing what to do.  My people were...  I swore an epitaph then wiped tears from my cheeks onto my sleeve.

I looked to the heavens, then to the forest. “Holy Spirit?  Lifebringer?  What am I to do?  Have you forsaken me, Perchta, Mother of All?”  There was no answer, I had spoken her name aloud, the writings have said to never call her name, but instead to do good in her name.  To seek strength within yourself for the answers you seek.

I lifted my head to the cold autumn sky and roared out my frustration as I felt my world was unraveling before me.  I didn't think I could have felt more lost than when my parents had met whatever fate befell them, but now I felt completely and utterly broken.

I scrubbed my hair as I contemplated what I could do, how I could save my people without giving Sir Guy what he desired.  I swore I would end the man's reign of terror in our county, one way or another.  But what could I possibly do alone?

My hands brushed the sides of my ears, and I froze, feeling the slightly pointed tips of them, something the other children used to be fascinated with while growing up.  Though not as pointed as mother's, they set me apart.  They reminded me that my line was favored by the Goddess, that we could be custodians of the land and our people.  Reminding me that I was not like other women, that maybe Robyn of Locksley couldn't stand alone against the tyranny... but the Hood of Locksley could.

I was a symbol to the people of Nottingham, I was not one, but many as I gave them hope.  With the autumnal equinox coming, the power of the Holy Spirit was at its peak, she would lend me the strength and fortitude to don the cloak and do what was needed of me.

I smiled with hope stirring in my heart, the nature Goddess had answered me after all.  I was not forsaken.  Then I stood and strode purposefully into the manor.  I had to make preparations.

 



Chapter 7 – Ransom

I dressed in my finest gown and gathered my fighting gear before I moved to the stables.  I secured my gear and the small chest that contained the house stipend to the saddle of my tan destrier mare, Yvarie.  I didn't hitch the light carriage, in case things became violent and I had to make a hasty retreat.  Dresses were too inconvenient when riding, I huffed out an exasperated breath and mounted side saddle.  I much preferred the utility of trousers.

I rode toward Nottinghamshire as quickly as I could, hampered by the accouterments of a Lady of the realm.  Mother would always tease that I was not ladylike.  If she were there, she'd surely have had a self-satisfied smirk on her face, seeing me in a gown.

When I reached the fortified walls of the township, I dismounted and led Yvarie through.  The armed men at the gates wore the colors of the High Sheriff.  They studied me over with purrient looks.

I remembered the days that the gates were not manned with armed guards, where the township was not patrolled by groups of the Sheriff's men.  It was an oppressive atmosphere now, which felt as if the joy and sounds of a thriving village had been crushed beneath the heel of the greed of the men at the helm these past few generations.

I glanced around, the people of a once proud county now seemed meek, keeping their gazes down, going about their business.  Scurrying about like rats looking for a shadow, to get out of the eyes of a barnyard cat who tolerated their existence in his loft until it got hungry.

And I felt a knot in the pit of my stomach, knowing these were the people that I was supposed to shelter, to harbor under my protection.  But it seems that my efforts were for naught as this oppression just seemed to grow.  The drive for gold and power that the appointed custodians of the county had was a cancer that just seemed to grow.

If the King were not blinded by the Crusades, he would see what was happening in his own lands and bring a swift end to the injustices.  For a good ruler has the love and respect of his subjects, and knows that the strength of his kingdom is a reflection of the subjects who support him.

My family has done what it could from the shadows, but it was not enough.  First I have lost my parents, and now this cancer has touched those closest to me.  No more.  I will make my overtures to Sir Guy and the Sheriff, and once my people are free, it is time that the Hood brought the fight to them instead of striking from the shadows.

I reached the stone keep at the center of the town and hitched Yvarie by a trough, unlashed the chest on the saddle and hefted it down.  There was enough gold in the chest to run the household for the fall season.  Locksley would have to live leaner for the next few months, but we would survive, my people are fighters, and it was looking to be a good harvest that year.  Locksley Manor was more self-sufficient than most, by the grace of the Goddess.

I stepped to the stone stairs that rose from the cobbled courtyard, and two of the Sheriff's men moved in front of me.  Again it struck me just how many men Sir Guy commanded.  I had seen but a small handful of royal guards in the area when they sweep through on census days, or to collect the tithings from the county.  On those days, the Sheriff's men made themselves scarce.

I silently wondered if Gisbourne were building his own army.  The king would certainly have something to say about that if he knew.

These two seemed more professional than the men at the gates.  One addressed me. “Lady?  Please state your business.”  He tilted his head down in deference to my station.

I looked at the man's forehead in the manner befitting a lady speaking with one beneath her.  I hated the games of nobility and we did not abide by them in our own holding, but I knew I had to play a part in these political games.  “I have come to beg an audience with Sir Guy.”

He hesitated and actually looked regretful when he said, “I'm sorry, but he is not seeing anyone today.  You could seek council with the Deacon and he can schedule an audience in the coming days.”

I arched an eyebrow at the man then said, “Tell Sir Guy that Countess Robyn of Locksley is here to parley for the release of her people.  He will see me.”

His eyes widened at my name.  He bowed his head lower and said, “My Lady.”  Then he glanced quickly to the other guard and moved his chin toward the doors.  The other man hastily retreated to them and through.

When we were alone, he offered, “May I take that for you lady?”  He moved his hands toward the chest.

I pulled it back a bit and said, “No, but thank you.  You are a credit to your station.”

The man stood a little taller, a little prouder, but then that look faltered, being replaced with a shadow of shame.  I cocked my head to study him for a moment.  Most of the men under the Sheriff were mercenaries or soldiers, but I know that some of the locals had been pressed into service when they couldn't pay the taxes their families owed.

I asked, “Nottingham?”

He paused, debating whether to answer and then he nodded.  “Born and raised, my Lady.”

I took a chance and asked in a quiet voice lest passersby overheard, “Pressed into service?”

He nodded, that shame intensifying like a specter darkening a doorway.  He whispered, “In exchange for releasing mother and father from the stockades.”

I tried to give a reassuring smile and asked in that same hushed tone, “What is your name?”

He looked around nervously then said in a tone that matched mine.  “Wil.  Lady.  Wil Scarlet.”

Scarlet?  I knew their family, they had lived outside Nottingham, in a small settlement just inside Sherwood Forest.  Their family were woodsmen who supplied firewood to the county.  They supplied Locksley with the wood to warm our houses and to heat our stoves. I tried to remember the little baby girl born to them recently.  What was her name?  Oh yes. “Is Olivia your sister?”

He chuckled, loosening up a bit. “Sister?  No Olivia is my grandmother.”  I blinked at that.  Grandmother?  Hadn't she just been born a few years back?  Time slipped away from me more and more, bringing into focus the burden of a life in service to the Goddess, never changing as the world spins away in front of you.

Then he looked around and leaned in, making eye contact with me for the first time, with green eyes full of mischief.  “Did you really bring Sir Guy to his knees?  The entire garrison is whispering about it.  When he returned an hour ago, he was enraged and said that no one was to enter.”

I tried to hide a smirk.  Violence was nothing to be proud of, but it felt good to take Gisbourne down a peg or two.  I just nodded once, and he started to smile, but he stood up stock straight, his face assuming the mask of polite indifference as the door to the keep reopened.

I schooled my own face after giving him a reassuring look.  The other guard walked up to him and whispered in his ear.  He nodded once and then turned back to me.  “Lady, Sir Guy will see you now.”

I inclined my head in acceptance of that, and he made an ushering motion with his hand.

“Lady Locksley.”

I walked with him, the other guard staying behind.  He held the door for me then stepped in behind me and closed the door.

He offered an elbow, I sighed internally.  The ridiculousness of nobility and the games we had to play were exhausting, but I commended the boy for his manners and sense of propriety.  I shifted the chest under my right arm and then lightly laid my fingertips in the crook of his arm.

He escorted me through the halls, I took everything in, studying it, cataloging it.  I saw men guarding a door at the far end of one corridor, and I used the FarSight I had been blessed with.  The world rushed past like I was being dragged down the corridor.  I saw the men were heavily armed and the door beyond fortified with steel straps.  I pushed the FarSight farther to view through the keyhole of the door.  I saw portions of a rack filled with blades and maces.  It was the armory.

Then my sight came rushing back into me as we passed the corridor.  I had only a moment to look, but it was enough.  The room looked deep so I would assume the entire room had weapons racks just like the one I could see portions of.  I knew there would most likely be another armory just like this one in the jailhouse, near the Sheriff.

I thought of him a moment, wondering just what he was.  A sorcerer? A druid or witch?  I didn't fear dark magics as much as other humans.  The gifts bestowed upon me by she who breathed life into nature made me partially immune to its effects.  It lost much of its potency when used against me.  I had faced a dark druid or two in the past.  Their magics were twisted from their intended purpose, and I believe it is that warping of nature that is undone by the Goddess when it hits me.

It hurts like hell, but I can almost feel it being unraveled as it tries to take hold.  Unlike a light druid's power that is one with nature and works in harmony with the world around it.  I can almost feel it, reach out and touch it when magic is used for its intended purpose.  It resonates inside me and is amplified by that resonance.  So good intentioned magic works just fine on me.

I knew that no matter the outcome today, I would likely have to face Robert's power eventually.  As he implied, he and I were not done yet, and it was my intent to chase him from the county.

We climbed three sets of stairs before coming to a set of oak doors at the end of a long corridor.  Two more guards were at the door.  They both stared straight ahead as Wil reached over and grabbed the metal ring hanging on the door and gave two solid knocks.

A familiar voice called out, “Enter.”

Wil opened the door and led me in.  We stepped into an opulent office with rich tapestries and carved bookcases.  I had never seen so many leather bound books outside of a monastery.  There were statues and polished silver and gold trinkets displayed everywhere.  You could feed the entire county for years with just what I saw there.

Sir Guy was sitting in a throne-like chair behind a huge, ornate desk of dark wood, carved to resemble a dragon.  He sat back, looking relaxed, his elbows on the arms of the chair and fingers steepled in front of his lips.  He looked to be hiding a smug smirk.

Wil bowed his head and then took my fingers off his elbow, turned to me and gave me a bow of deference before announcing me to his master.  “Sir Guy of Gisbourne, I give you Countess Robyn of Locksley.”

Gisbourne gave an absent fluttering of his fingers in dismissal, and with military precision Wil stood stock straight, bowed, then turned to step back out the way we had come.

When the door closed again, Guy stood and one hand drifted down to lightly graze the desktop as he cocked an eyebrow regarding me a moment before prompting, “You have come to your senses then?”

I tried to hide the seething hatred for this man who would use my people as pawns.  I said dispassionately, “I have come for my people.”

He nodded as he stepped up to me, then walked around me like he were examining a horse he wished to purchase, stroking the stubble on his chin with a hand.  He stopped in front of me, dropped his hand, and asked, “So the house of Locksley is willing to publicly show your support for my rule here in Nottingham?”

Then he gave a self-satisfied grin as he cocked an eyebrow.

I shook my head.  “No, I have come with ransom.  I know the only things men like you covet are power and riches.  I cannot give you the one, but I can the other.”  I threw the chest on the ground, and the latch broke, the lid opened, and gold coins spilled out.

As he looked in shock between me and the gold that glinted in his eyes, I said, “This is all that we have in Locksley to feed ourselves in the coming season.  I cannot in good conscience lend support to an establishment that would use innocent people for political gain.”

He tore his eyes from the gold to lock eyes with me, then said in a cold tone, “I do not take kindly to your tone.”

I stepped forward, causing him to take a step back, no doubt remembering the humiliation I served him at my manor, and I said, “And I do not take kindly to extortion, Sir Guy.”  I gestured my hand toward the ransom which he could hide from the realm as it was not collected as taxes. “Will you release my people or shall I take my gold and retire to my manor?”

I started to kneel toward the chest, and he quickly reached out a hand to stop me.

“Wait.”

I looked up, masking the smile inside of me.  He was almost salivating as he looked upon the coins.

Then he smiled like a snake. “This all just seems to be a misunderstanding, a miscommunication.  Of course, your people are free to go, if you agree to at least consider lending your house's support, and enter a dialogue with me on the subject.”  Now he had the same look he had looking at the coins as his eyes perused me.

I looked back at the door then him and said, “We can enter a dialogue, but this slight against my people will not soon be forgotten.”  I just wanted to assuage the man so that I could get my people out of there, then I would make Nottingham pay for what it had done.

He inclined his head in acceptance of my words then he took my hand between his.  He said as he raised my hand to his lips, “Dine with me at the Autumn Harvest Celebration on the morrow.  There will be music, food, and an archery competition.  Perhaps we can come to an accord.”

Again, I pulled my hand from his just before he could kiss it.  I said, “I will consider it if none of my people have been harmed by the Sheriff's men.”  I paused and narrowed my eyes, asking in an emotionless voice, “What is he?”

This got a sly smile on his face to replace the anger at my apparent repulsion to him kissing my hand.  He responded simply with, “The High Sheriff is my... protection.”  This confirmed to me that he wasn't surprised by Robert's display at the manor.  He was working freely with a man who used dark magics at odds with the kingdom's Christian God.

I was done there.  “I must see to my people now.”

He chuckled. “You are a feisty one, not a shrinking violet at all.  Locksley certainly houses some lovely maidens.”  The way he said that sounded a little off to me for some reason.  Then he gave a single nod when I arched an eyebrow in expectation.  He looked away from me to the door and said loudly, “Guards!”

They stepped through the door, hands on the pommels of their swords at their belts.  Guy said to them, “Release the people of Locksley into their lady's care.  And give the Sheriff's apologies to them for the unfortunate misunderstanding.”

I furrowed my brow, I knew the man was greedy, but it all seemed too easy.  I was not one to look a gift horse in the mouth.

Wil offered an elbow to me, and I placed my fingertips on it.  I looked back as Sir Guy called out to me.  “On the morrow then.”

I arched an eyebrow again and said, “I said I would consider it.  I must see to my people first.”

I didn't give him a chance to respond as I smiled at my escort and said, “Wil.”

He lead me out of Gisbourne's office.

We didn't speak as he and the other guards led me to the large stone jailhouse that doubled as a debtor's prison.  The imposing building, constructed of large, rough-hewn stones, was two stories tall and had two lower dungeons.  There were at least a couple hundred prisoners in it.  I swallowed as I added, including my people.

I didn't understand the rationale behind incarcerating a tenth of the population if your goal was to get taxes and tithes from them.  Didn't they spend more to feed and clothe the prisoners than the amount owed the crown?

I looked at the large cobblestoned courtyard in front of the building, with its rows of stockades and the gallows at the side with two bodies swinging from it in the breeze.  There were women and children tending the people in the stockades.  Caring for their fathers, mothers, brothers, and grandfathers that stood with their arms and heads held in the great wood stocks.  Guards walked between the rows, watching.

It was a heartbreaking sight.

Then my breath caught, and I let go of Wil, bunched up my gown and ran quickly to a stockade where a young woman stood with tear streaked cheeks, the stocks locked over her head and arms.  I blurted out, almost in a sob, “Harriet!”

She opened her eyes and looked up, eyes full of hope.  “My lady!”  I looked at the stock, there was a padlock holding it closed.  I looked back at Wil who was hustling to us.  I hissed at him, “Release her, now!”

One of the Sheriff's men who was patrolling the stockades reached me first and started to grab me, “Step away from...”

Then he glurked as I grabbed his hand before he could touch me, and I twisted it back on his wrist, causing him to fall to one knee, his face twisted in pain.

I spat venom at him, “You dare lay a hand on a lady?”

Wil arrived beside me and laid a hand gently on my arm.  I glared at him and the guard then pushed the guard away.  He stumbled, trying to get back to his feet but wound up on his rear on the cold stone beneath our feet.

Wil said to the guard as others came running, drawing their blades, “Release her.”

The guard stood, rubbing his wrist then reaching for his own blade. “But the prisoner bit off the ear of one of our men in the jailhouse.”

I caught the sly smile of my maid, then I stifled a snort as I laid a hand on top of her head and stroked her hair.  I was proud of her, I knew she wouldn't be silenced easily.

Wil shook his head. “By order of Sir Guy of Gisbourne himself, all of the people of Locksley are to be released into the custody of their Countess here, Lady Robyn.”

I arched an eyebrow slightly, there was a bit of pleasure in his voice.

The man grumbled in incredulity, shaking his head.  Then he held a hand out to the men converging on our location and he growled out, “Release the people of Locksley.”  There was some hesitation, then he boomed out, “Now!”  The men headed into the jailhouse.

I looked at the man and pointed at the stockade my chamber maid was in.  “Get her out of this damnable device.”

If looks could kill... this man didn't take kindly to a mere woman ordering him around.  He flexed his sore hand then pulled a huge set of keys off his belt, there were dozens of large iron keys suspended by a heavy iron ring the diameter of a serving plate.

I kept stroking Harriett's hair as the man fumbled with the lock.  The key jammed in the lock, and he pulled it back out and looked into the keyhole for obstructions.

I hissed out, “By the Holy Spirit, man.”  And I yanked the keys out of his hand as I crowded him out.  I could easily have broken the lock with a yank, but I didn't want to display the gifts the Goddess had bestowed upon me.  So I took the heavy iron ring and slammed it down onto the padlock where the clasp was and broke the lock.

I swung the heavy oak stock up and caught my maid as she slumped.  Wil stepped beside me as Harriett said as she tried to regain her footing, “I knew you would come for us, my Lady.”

I placed a hand on her cheek as Wil leant her support.

“Of course I would.  You're all family to me.”  I narrowed my eyes at the dark bruise on her cheek which I could see clearly now that she was standing.  I shot a dangerous glare at the jailer, and he actually took a step back.  I turned back to my scrappy chambermaid. “Are you hurt?”

She gave me a toothy grin as she said, “Not as badly as the oaf who thought he would take improprieties when they tossed us in the dungeons.”

My smile bloomed, and I nodded my appreciation. “Good girl.”

She beamed at the praise, and we looked up as men, women, and children started streaming out of the jailhouse.

She stepped away from Wil's support and yelled to them, “Our Lady has come for us!”  A cheer went up.  Then as they all gathered around me, filling the square, Robert came striding out of the jailhouse with a look of barely contained rage.

He pushed through my people to stand in front of me, glaring down at me, trying to intimidate.  I returned his glare and said, “We'll need transportations back to my lands.”

He narrowed his eyes then turned and strode back toward the jailhouse, calling back, “They each have two legs, they can use them.”  He was such a petty man.

I took a moment to look around, beaming a smile.  These were my people, they were under my protection.  There were so many.  I remember just a couple generations ago there were barely a dozen people working our lands, now we had two or three score.

I called out, “Come on people, let's go home.”

They cheered, and Wil lead the way toward the town gates.  I scanned Nottinghamshire as we started moving.  My eyes resting on the coach being loaded at the treasury across from the jailhouse.  There were a dozen soldiers, and one knight wearing the sash of Prince John guarding it.

They would be on the move soon, I'd have to be on the move to enact my new plan against Guy and Robert.  I should have done this long before.  I felt as if I had let my own people down, and the people of Nottingham and Sherwood.  I had abandoned them in my grief over the loss of my parents, and things have gotten worse in the county because of it.  It was time for the Hood of Locksley to ride again.

I retrieved my horse, bade Wil Scarlet farewell, and walked out of the town with my people in tow behind me.  We took the longer trail, instead of directly through the fields to Locksley, opting instead to move into the shadows of the Sherwood Forest, away from prying eyes from Nottingham.

When we were deep in the forest, I stopped and took my bundle from my saddle, handing Yvarie's reigns to Harriett.  I could feel the anticipation growing around me as I pulled my green cloak from the bundle, whipping it around my shoulders and fastening it then dropping my dress to reveal my trousers and boots below.

I shouldered my bow and arrow as murmurs filtered through my people gathering around.  Then I leapt up to the trees, landing on a high branch and looking down to survey the people I had failed.  They were my family, and I would redeem myself in their eyes and the eyes of my Goddess.

I called out, “Go to your homes, be with your families, it is time for the Hood of Locksley to get to work.”  I pulled the hood down over my eyes, obscuring my face in shadows.  I held up my bow in one hand, and my people cheered me.  I felt tears welling and took a deep breath then bounded off through the trees.  Then I paused, and I smirked a little over the fact that nobody seemed surprised that I was the Hood.  I owed them the truth after this ordeal.  And... they were Locksley.



Chapter 8 - Harvest Celebration

Our coffers were full later that night, and every family I could reach in Nottingham and the surrounding forest, found pouches of coins on their doorsteps after a caravan from Nottinghamshire was hijacked by the outlaw, the Hood.  The entire shipment of tax money was absconded with, as one man, in a green cloak, bested the Sheriff's guard.

The lone knight in Prince John's service was the only man not injured in the encounter, as the Hood went out of the way to simply disarm him, then made off with the treasury box.

It was late that evening before I returned to the manor.  I was tired from running for so many hours, carrying over a hundred pounds of gold as I doled it out to the people oppressed by the rule of Sir Guy and the Sheriff's men.

I had to smile when I found Harriett had a hot bath drawn and ready for me when I arrived.  She took my cloak and weapons and scurried off with them to the stable to stow them for me.  I was about to strip out of my clothes when I heard a light knocking at the manor door.  I exhaled, I was tired and wanted nothing but a long soak then to go to bed.

I stepped out into the foyer to the door and opened it.  A woman who looked familiar was standing there looking nervous.  I tried to place her face then realized I did know her, when she was but a child.  She was the pig farmer, Trevor's daughter.  It struck me again how time got away from me.

I last saw her when she had turned sixteen and was married to one of the farmers son's, John Little, who tended our fields.  Father performed all the wedding ceremonies for the people of Locksley.  It seemed like just yesterday.  She was a middle-aged woman now.  What was her name again?  I asked, “Corrine?”  I knew I shouldn't have, we hid from all that we didn't age because of our service to the Goddess.

She looked slightly surprised, but that surprise took on an odd cast.  Like she was sad for me.  Did my people know all of my secrets?  She nodded and then curtsied as she said slyly, “My Lady Emma.”  I blinked, she did know.  Using my prior name.

I smiled hesitantly, the people under my wing were God fearing people.  They, like most of the kingdom, worshiped the Christian God, but she didn't look at me as an abomination.  She looked haggard, and her eyes were puffy and red from crying.

I reached a hand out to rest it on her shoulder. “Are you alright Corinne?”

She shook her head. “It is my daughter, Marion, the sheriff took her away when we were imprisoned.  Sir Guy had taken a shine to her, she is the fairest maiden in Locksley besides you, my Lady.  They did not release her, and I have come to beg you to secure her release from those awful men.”

I almost growled.  Realizing now why Guy had so easily allowed me to take my people home.  He still had a pawn he could use to extort my cooperation.  He got the ransom and still held leverage over me.  One of my maidens was being held by him.  I shuddered, knowing his moral core was corrupted, and I didn't wish to think of what they may be subjecting her to.

I exhaled in defeat and then looked at Corinne, giving her an encouraging smile as I realized that I would be accepting Gisbourne's invitation to dine with him at the Harvest Celebration after all.  I said, “I will return your Marion to you.  How old is she?”

She had said maiden, so did she truly have a fully grown child now?  When she was but a child herself, coming into her own womanhood the last I saw of her.  I also felt a twang of guilt, not knowing every person that worked the land for my family.

She said with pride, “She turned nineteen just this spring.  She is my baby, please return her to me.”  I nodded and squeezed her shoulder.

Then I whispered to her before hugging her, “I give my word.”  I bade her good night.

Harriett returned and helped me strip down and get into the bath.  I started thinking of a plan as I soaked in hot water, allowing myself to relax, like the calm before the storm.

The next morning I prepared for the day.  After eating breakfast and dressing as I had the prior day, with my fighting clothes under a dress, I stepped outside with Harriett to get my horse.  I paused, looking around at the space between the manor and the stables.  Dozens of men were assembled.

They were armed with clubs, hammers, and a few old looking blades that had seen better days.  I swallowed, but they didn't seem aggressive.  Instead, they looked at me with expectant gazes.  A huge man stepped forward, I exhaled in relief and smiled when I recognized him.  John Little had grown to be a mountain of a man.  His hair was greying now, and his beard was shot through with silver.

Had I thought my people were going to turn on me, knowing now who I was?  I shouldn't have.  They are the most loyal people a woman could ask for.

He held what looked like a large blacksmith's hammer and stated, “My Lady, all of Locksley stands with you.  What will you have us do to help retrieve my daughter, Marion?”

I looked around and fought back a tear for the bravery and loyalty of my people and shook my head.  I stepped forward and placed a hand on his arm, lowering the hammer and said to him, “You can go back to tending the lands.  I will return your Marion to you, I give my word on this.”

I looked around at the faces of the determined men around me with pride swelling inside me.  I spoke to them all, “None of the brave men of Locksley need to put themselves in harm's way.  I will return Maid Marion to our fold and end this tyranny once and for all.  A swear upon my parents, and I swear upon the honor of the Hood of Locksley, or I will die trying.”

There was hesitation in the crowd, I knew it didn't sit well, being told to stand aside, out of harm's way when one of their own was at stake.  But then someone started chanting, “Locksley!”  They all started chanting my family name, my heart swelling with strength and warmness I had not felt before, then a cheer went out.

Henry, my stableman, stepped through the crowd, a saddled Yvarie in tow.  He offered her reins to me.  I noted my gear bundled in a blanket behind the saddle.  I nodded to him then mounted side saddle and looked around.  “You all do the memory of my parents proud... I have nothing but pride for the bravery of the people of Locksley.  I shall return with your kin.”

They cheered as I rode off toward the gates of Nottingham yet again.  There was a fire in my heart and in my veins.  Guy would not use my people as pawns again.  This was the endgame.

The gates were crowded when I arrived.  People from the surrounding area coming in for the spectacle of the celebration.  I detested these things, the nobles from all around feasted while the commoners who came to watch the games, starved.

It was plain to see which nobles kowtowed to Sir Guy, and which followed the lead of Locksley and did only what the crown required of them and no more.  Some nobles wore old, worn finery, and looked to be as emaciated as the commoners under their purview, while others wore grand coats and gowns suitable for royalty.

I had to smile with pride as I realized there were more of the former than the later.  I dismounted my destrier mare and led her along through the throngs of people.  I dropped coins in the hats of beggars, and the cups of performers.  I laughed at a juggler who acted the clumsy fool just to catch everything he bungled to juggle it all in a skillful flourish.

A pang hit me when I saw a puppet theater by the side of the square behind a rope, children of the nobles crowded around to watch while the commoner's children and paupers watched from a distance, hiding on top of a wagon since they had no coin to watch.

I brought my fingers to my lips and whistled.  The children turned to gaze at me as did many of the people milling about.  I waved the eldest over, a brown haired girl in a peasant dress, perhaps thirteen.  She came bounding over, then dropped into a curtsey in front of me, keeping her eyes down.  “Lady?”

I crouched and met the girl's eyes.  “Come now child, I do not bite.”  I took her hand and had her stand as her cohorts in crime gathered behind her.  There were about a dozen of them.  The boys and girls ranged from about five to ten or eleven, they were a raggedy crew.

I looked at the girl, she looked positively starved, and her clothing was worn and torn like the others.  I clenched a fist to my stomach then looked toward the puppet theater.  I asked, “What is your name?”

She wouldn't meet my eyes, she just kept them down in reverence as she said, “Belle, Lady Locksley.”

I smiled at her. “You know me?”

She chanced a look up at me, and her smile was that of pure innocence, “Yes Lady, all know of you Lady Robyn.  The gentle liege of Locksley.”  She whispered, “You defied Sir Gisbourne and the Sheriff and yet live.”  Her eyes had that glint of hero worship that I hated when I saw it in the eyes of my own people.

I shook my head as I smiled at her.  Then I looked at her merry band. “You lead this gaggle of mischief makers?”

She nodded proudly and when the eldest boy who looked a year or two younger started to protest.  She cut him off with a playful backhand in the gut.  The boy grinned and held his tongue.  I tried to hide my smirk.  The girl was indeed their leader.  She was certainly going to grow into a strong beauty.

I said as I reached into the coin purse hanging from the sash of my dress, “Can you do something for me then, Belle?”  She nodded in earnest, her eyes on my hand at the little velvet bag I was reaching into.

I pulled out four silver pfennigs and asked as I showed them to her on my open palm.  Can you bring your merry band to see the puppet show?  And use what is left to feed yourselves for Goddess sake?”

She looked at the coins, her eyes wide as saucers then up to me.  I could see the shadow of suspicion in her eyes.  She asked, “Truly?”

I nodded with a smile and echoed her words, “Truly.”

She licked her lips and looked off toward the food vendors calling out their bounty from their carts across the way.  She hesitantly reached out, paused, then took the coins.  She curtsied again and said in a voice full of disbelief, “Lady.”

Then she stood straight and looked at the eldest boy as she handed him two of the pfennigs. “You heard Lady Locksley, Jack.  Come on, off with you, be nimble and quick.  Turkey legs and cobb corn for the group.  I best not find you traded the silver for more beans!”

The boy looked embarrassed, and his hand absently went down to a pouch on his rope belt.  Then he ran off.

Belle had such a look on her face when she gazed up at me to explain.  It was one part mothering, two parts humor as she said, “The lout traded his sickly family cow to a traveler for a handful of beans the man had told him were magic.  The silly boy keeps them in a pouch.  His mother beat him soundly about the shoulders for his gullibility.  The sale of the cow was to feed them through winter.”

I looked back to see the boy at the vendor carts, and I shook my head as I smiled.  “Magic beans?  The poor child.”  Belle and I shared a look.  Boys could be as dense as beasts sometimes.

Then she turned to the other raggedy children. “Come now, we mustn't disappoint Lady Locksley, to the puppets, we have coin for seats.”

They cheered and started running for the man at the rope barrier.  The littlest girl reaching up to grab Belle's hand.  She took the little one's hand then looked at me with eyes watering and a grateful look on her face.  “Thank you, Lady Robyn.”

I winked at her and watched her go. I exhaled deeply and cursed the crown for ever leaving children wanting like this.  I looked toward the keep, knowing where my anger should truly be directed.  I glanced at the children as the man opened the rope for them and they went running to the seats to watch the puppet show.

I found myself smiling.  If I could do just that one deed, it made the day worthwhile.

I turned my attention to the task at hand.  I needed to confront Gisbourne about Marion of Locksley.  I would not allow him to use her as a pawn in his political aspirations.  The house of Locksley would not be manipulated nor blackmailed into supporting his oppression.  This would be brought to closure one way or another.

I found a place to tether Yvarie by the blacksmith barn then headed toward the keep.  I felt exposed not having my bow with me, but we would try diplomacy first.  Violence is a last resort, the Goddess teaches us that.  But when Perchta does bring the hammer of the ancients down upon those who have wronged her or those she sheltered, she releases the Wild Hunt... allowing nature to set things right again.

In this instance, I was to be her Wild Hunt, the weapon she wielded when compassion and understanding had failed.  I would undo these injustices suffered by the people of Nottingham.  I reached the stone tower of the keep.  Two guards stood sentinel, I smiled at Wil.  He stepped up to me as I moved forward. “Lady?”

“I am here to speak with your lord, Wil.”

He shook his head and nudged his chin toward the enclosed fields to the west of the Jailhouse.  “He is in the fields, overseeing the games.”  He whispered a warning, “The Sheriff is with him.”

Did Wil know my intentions here?  I just gave him a single nod of thanks then turned to make my way through the crowds again.  Thinking about how Guy being out in the public eye would make things more difficult.

I paused at a post which had notices posted on a board.  I smiled at one that had a drawing of a large menacing man in a cloak, with a bow in his hands.  It read, “One hundred gold florins for the head of the Green Ghost of Sherwood Forest, the Hood of Locksley.”  My, wasn't I a popular troublemaker?

I looked at the huge arms in the illustration, I don't remember being that beefy.  I made a muscle, looked at it then chuckled.  Shaking my head in bemusement, I made my way to the games.

I slowed near the area roped off for the swordplay.  I've never had much need for a blade, my bow, which was handed down to me, was all the weapon I have ever needed.

She who embodies nature has imbued the wood with a blessing that makes it neigh unbreakable.  The three arrows that come from her garden are of that same wood.  There are always three.  One for the Holy Spirit, one for the nature around us, and one for the gift of life.  As I have a need, they are replenished in the blessed quiver that is lined with the white feathers of her cloak.

For a mortal to possess her feathers is a sentence of death, except for those who stand sentinel for the spirits of nature in this world.  Only those of faith in our Goddess mother can be their stewards, for one day she will return for what is hers.

Perhaps that will be the day she allows us, her children, back into the garden where nature rules.  Where the darkness of this world is but a shadow of memory, as in the writings in the scrolls that mother entrusted in my hands.  They show the path to her gardens, and I often wondered why none of my line had chanced a peek into them.  Mother's coy smile, when I posed the question, tells me that perhaps she has.

I stepped past the rails where the jousting was held in times gone past.  So many traditions in Nottingham had been cast aside over the generations while the Kings of the realm have been distracted by the Crusades.  The King no longer tends his own lands, and this has allowed the corruption of men like Gisbourne to spread unnoticed, and traditions to fall to the side of greed.

I saw men practicing at the archery range, I allowed my FarSight to pull me to the targets, and I grinned, some of these men were fairly decent but at just one hundred and fifty yards, the targets would be far too simple for me.

I froze when I looked up to the stands between the jousting rails and the archery range.  The seats were half filled with nobles, more arriving as the games were about to start.  There in the middle on a throne-like chair sat Sir Guy.  And beside him was a red haired maiden, dressed in finery such as I have never witnessed before.  A brilliant, flowing, emerald gown.

Her fiery mane was straight and shiny, and her green eyes blazed in hatred as she glared at Gisborne.  She had a tiara of chained flowers upon her head.  She had the sturdy build of someone who worked the fields instead of the fragile and delicate look of a noble who had never raised a hand to do an honest day's work in their lives.  She was truly something to behold.

Surely she wasn't this maid Marion I was sent to free.  I would have remembered laying my eyes upon a woman as fierce as this.  If it were so, then I truly needed to make the effort to know all the people under my house's protection.  I felt a poor provider that I did not.

My eyes narrowed.  The High Sheriff was standing behind her.  Robert had his blade drawn, his arms crossed over it across his chest in idle threat.  It was plain to see the woman was there under duress.

I hiked my skirts and trod with purpose across the fields.  I caught the satisfied smirk on Guy when he saw me approaching.  I wanted to slap that smug look from his face, but I kept my calm.

I was barred entry into the stands by a guard.  I said between my clenched teeth, in a calm, level tone that had the specter of threat coloring the edges, “Move aside.  I will speak with Sir Gisbourne.”

The guard glanced nervously from me to Guy, who nodded once.  The guard stepped aside, and I made my way up the stands to the covered central section reserved for high nobility and royalty.

I stepped in front of Gisbourne, a few rows down, and didn't curtsey.  He said before I could start talking, “I see you have accepted my invitation, Lady Locksley?”

I stalked up the stairs to the bisellia, Robert uncrossed his arms slowly and held his blade with purpose.  The nobles seated around the stands hushed and started murmuring, all eyes were on me.

When I glared at the two guards blocking the entrance to the covered seating, and they moved aside, Marion started to stand, “Lady Locksley.”  The warm tone of her voice seeped right through to my core.

The Sheriff placed a hand on her shoulder and forced her back into her seat.  She slapped his hand hard then froze when he moved his blade swiftly to her neck.  Her eyes were full of rage, and then the Sheriff lowered his head, a sickening grin for me on his face as he said to her, his voice gaining that unholy echo as he said, “Be still.”

The red headed woman seemed to go slack, and her eyes clouded over in a haze of confusion as he removed his blade from her neck and stepped back.  I stopped in front of Sir Guy and dropped my skirts, and they settled around my ankles as I hissed out, “You will release the girl.  She is a maiden of Locksley.  I paid ransom for my people, she is one of them.  You purposefully went against a bargain struck.”

He regarded me for a moment then looked around to see that everyone in the stands now had their eyes on us.  A smirking smile slowly spread on his face as he feigned innocence and said, “It was you who first lent insult to me, the duly appointed custodian of the county.  I cannot allow such a slight to be unanswered.  This is of your doing Lady Locksley.”

Then he said louder, “For your transgressions, and to provide a demonstration as to the cost of such actions, Maid Marion here will be married off to the winner of the archery contest.”

I started to say, “You have no...”

He interrupted, his voice raised like a petulant child, “I have every right!  As proctor of the lands of Nottinghamshire, it is my right to pair up any I see fit.”  Then he regained control of himself and said in a hushed tone to me as he glanced over to the woman who looked like she had been somehow drugged, “And she is quite lovely.  As lovely as yourself.  Maybe I'll...”  His eyes scanned Marion pruriently as he finished, “Sample the wares first as it were.”

I lashed out and slapped him across the face. “You'll do no such thing.”  I paused when I saw that Robert had moved his blade back to Marion's neck.

Sir Guy's smile never faltered as he raised a hand to rub his cheek and he slowly stood. “That is another offense that is punishable by death.”

I gave him a steely stare, daring him to try.  He shrugged off my glare and said absently, “Of course, you have two options that would return your maiden to your house.  You can either accept my offer of sitting at my side, offering the support of the House of Locksley to my administration...”  He waved his hand lackadaisically around the fields that were getting more crowded by the minute.  “Or Locksley can have a man enter the archery competition to win her back.”

He almost laughed at that, and the High Sheriff didn't hold his own.  Locksley were farmers, none trained in combat or hunting, and all knew that.  As far as they knew, we didn't have a single man who could wield a longbow.

So Gisbourne offered a hand to me. “So take your place by my side, and I will release your precious maiden.  Swear your fealty and I can give you much more.”

So the lines were drawn, I would not sully the name of Locksley, nor would I do anything to further his political aspirations.  I would be the hand of my Goddess, I would be her Wild Hunt.  I would protect those whom I had sworn to protect.

I glanced over at Marion who seemed to be shaking off whatever vile enchantment Robert had cast upon her, then I stood tall and said with authority, “Very well, Locksley will enter a champion in the games.”

He looked surprised.  Did the snake really believe I would be his puppet?  He would not use my name nor my body.  I locked eyes with Marion and my breath hitched at the intensity I found in them.  I said to her, “Fear not, you will be returned to your home by nightfall.  You will not be forsaken.”

She sat taller in her seat, the pride of Locksley swelling inside her as the last of the enchantment bled away from her, and she nodded once, firmly.  “Lady.”

I spun on my heel, hiked my skirts, and marched away with Guy calling out to me, “Good luck Countess, the competition starts on the hour, where can Locksley find an archer to stand for them?”

I mumbled to myself as I made my way back to Yvarie, “Ok Robyn, time to get to work.”



Chapter 9 – Rescue?

I rode out of the gates and to the cover of Sherwood Forest and dismounted.  I dropped my dress, bundled it up and lashed it to Yvarie.  Then donned my cloak, shouldering my longbow and quiver.  I checked the three blessed arrows then pulled my hood down to obscure my face.

I looked into the eyes of my horse.  “Get back home girl.”

Yvarie made a nervous rumbling sound, exhaling in a huff.  I smiled and patted her flank, and she trotted off into the forest.

I exhaled as I ran out of the forest and across the field toward the Nottingham.  I steeled myself, preparing for battle.  The moment I was noticed; the alarm would go up.  She who was Nature smiled down upon me, I was not seen as I reached the wall off to the side of the gates, the men on watch had their attention toward the games when a horn went off announcing the start of the competition.

I looked around then leapt.  I heard a woman cry out as I flipped in the air to land on the walk at the top of the wall.  I silently dropped to the ground on the other side before the guards remembered their duty and started patrolling again.

Then I lost myself in the bustling crowd, heading back toward the fields.  I could feel the excitement and anticipation in the air.  I couldn't make out the criers over the sound of the crowd, but I could imagine they were announcing the start of the competition and the prize the sadistic ruler of the county had put up.

A cheer went up.  Then I caught the crier announcing the start of the archery contest.  Best of five shots would win.  I pushed through the crowd as I heard the archers of different houses being announced.

Arthur of Greeley was called to make his first shot as I burst into the open.  I was fifty yards behind the men who were lined up, facing the targets.  I had to blink, of the eight men who stood for their houses.  Six of them wore green cloaks.  I bit back a chuckle, it was a silent protest.  They all dressed as the Green Ghost of Sherwood.  Maybe I shouldn't have feared being recognized.

The tall, dark haired man, with the sharp goatee, drew back on the string of his longbow.  He had impeccable form and confidence about him.  I exhaled quickly in frustration, I was too late.  In one motion I unslung my longbow, drew and let lose an arrow just as the man released.  Moments later, his arrow was splintered in flight and tumbled to the field.

I slipped under the ropes and took a step forward as the crowd gasped and started shouting about the shot I had made.  Lord Thomas, who was officiating the match held up a hand to shush the crowd.  I glanced up at Gisbourne and the Sheriff who had moved in front of their seats to gaze at me.  I snorted when Robert tumbled over the railing when Marion kicked him in the ass from her seat.

Another guard quickly had his steel at her neck, and she sat back as the High Sheriff stalked back up the stands.

Lord Thomas, who had looked back to see that spectacle turned back to me and asked with annoyed authority, “What is the meaning of this, sir?”

I lowered my voice and said in a rasp, “I stand as proxy for Locksley in this contest.”

Thomas cocked his head at me, trying to see into the shadows of the hood. “And your name, sir?”  I had always liked the old silver-haired Lord of Greeley, he was a friend of father's.

I ground out, “Robin.”

He turned back with a questioning look to Guy, who cocked his head, looking thoughtful, then just waved it off.  He and the Sheriff sat as Thomas called out to the crowd, “Robin stands proxy for Locksley.”

The crowd cheered then I stepped over to the lineup of men and then it began again as I scanned the area, counting all of the Sheriff's men on the grounds, on the walls, and secreted in the crowd.  There were almost two score of them.

Then I realized all of the men had taken their first shots, and Lord Thomas was prompting me.  I centered myself, took a deep breath as I silently prayed to the Holy Spirit, asking her to steady my hand and make my aim true.  My FarSight pulled me to the target of straw and wood, to the center of the painted bullseye, to the texture of the straw, and even closer to a flea walking along one single piece of straw.

I let loose my arrow as I started running to the side.  I didn't watch my arrow strike the flea, I was already intent on the next shot as I ran using the gift of speed I was blessed with.  I loosed shot after shot.  In less than three seconds, all eight of the other contestant's arrows were split down their shafts in the targets.

I could hear Robert yelling over the shouting and cheering crowd.  “It's the Hood!”  I spun and dove to the side, letting a shot fly to take out one of the arrows heading toward my back from the two guards on the wall.

I batted the other away with a sweeping motion of my bow.  Then I let two shots loose, striking the arms of the men, sending them to the platform cradling their arms as I spun to the bisellia, bowstring drawn.  I growled out my frustration.  The guards surrounded Guy and the Sheriff as they dragged Marion with them and ran toward the keep.

I started after them, preparing to fight the whole distance, but something happened...  the crowd was cheering and shouting about the Hood of Locksley, and they all seemed to press in, blocking the guards that were trying to get at me.  Their efforts leaving a corridor open for me to dash off in pursuit of my maiden.  It was like the chaos of creation had erupted around me and I ran in the eye of that storm.

I hopped back as a guard made it through the masses, his blade slashing through the air and missing me by inches.  I plowed forward, slinging the end of my longbow over his head and yanking back as I passed him, the string flipping him onto his back, hard.  I twisted, and the bow came free.  I could sense the crowd close in behind me, and I did not have any illusions as to how the crowd would handle the fallen man.

Another guard had made it into the open and was charging, bellowing his battle cry.  I roared back my challenge, but then a stick was pushed out in front of him from the crowd and tripped him up.  I leapt into the air and soared over the man as he sprawled on the ground.  I caught the smiling, mischievous look on little Belle's face as I landed in a roll that ended on my feet, to bound off in pursuit of my quarry.

I came to a skidding halt before the doors to the keep.  There were four men barring my way, swords at the ready.  Wil was with them.  He looked at the other men in indecision and me.  I raised my longbow and drew the string back, sweeping my arrow across each man.

One growled as he started to inch toward me, “You can only shoot one of us Hood.  The others will end you here.”

I said, “Challenge accepted.” And I let loose the arrow.  It sliced through his leg muscles and embedded in the bone.  Before he had a chance to even cry out I had drawn another arrow and had pinned a second man's arm to the door with it.

I had a third arrow at the ready but paused at the look in Wil's eyes.  He spun and struck the third man at the base of his skull with the pommel of his sword.  He sheathed it and looked over at me.  I was shocked, and a little bit impressed.  What he had done was treason.

He started just walking past me and offered an arm.  I clasped it, and he said, “I'm done with this shite.  I'm going to hide out in Sherwood.  Please rescue the girl, sir.”

I nodded as I grasped his arm then we both ran off in opposite directions as the Leader of the Watch was calling after Wil, calling him a traitor.  I reached the door, and the pinned man tried to strike out at me, even through his pain.  I glanced at him and punched him in the face.  His head snapped back and struck the door forcefully, and he slumped, suspended by the arrow through his arm.

I pushed the door, and it swung inward, dragging the man with it.  I slashed my bow from side to side to deflect the two incoming crossbow bolts.  I almost wasn't quick enough. This was getting tedious, I preferred not to kill when it wasn't necessary, but there were four of them at the end of the hall, firing by twos.  I couldn't dodge everything.

I shook my head and ran at a diagonal across the corridor and didn't slow when I reached the wall.  I used the momentum from my enhanced speed and ran right up the wall two steps as crossbow bolts swished under me.  I kicked off in a high arc, flipping slowly in the air as I fired again and again.

I landed in a run as two of the men fell with arrows sticking through their necks.  I kicked up twisting in the air as a bolt slashed across my leg.  I winced...  not fast enough Robyn.  I let lose another shot, and the man went flying backward into the back wall from the force of the strike.  I had a fourth arrow in my hand as I dropped to my knees, my back to the ground as I slid below the shot from the last man.

He frantically started reloading as I slid up to him and trust up with all my strength, with the arrow in my hand.  I felt the momentary resistance of his leather armor that had a chance of stopping a normal arrow, but I pushed right through, the arrowhead slipping between his ribs and into his heart.

I rose to my feet as I slid to a stop beside him.  I looked down into his shocked eyes as the life left them.  I yanked my arrow back out and placed it back in the quiver and looked around.  I glanced down at my leg.  The blood had already stopped flowing, and the wound was already starting to heal.  I placed a hand on my head then my heart as I looked up, giving praise to the Holy Spirit.

Then I spun around and strode up to the stairs and headed up.  Gisbourne would feel safe in his office.

I ducked as I reached the landing, the sound of steel splitting the air was my only warning.  A blade dripping with some black, nauseating power embedded in the stone where my head had been.  I spun and whipped a leg out to take the Sheriff's legs out from under him.  He fell but rolled to his feet with the grace of a fighter with years of experience.  I absently wondered if Robert had been a soldier in the Crusades at one point.

He had never let go of his blade and had yanked it out of the pit in the stone it had scored out.  I immediately went for an arrow, but he thrust out a hand and commanded, “Stop!”  His voice fracturing into a chorus of many and I hesitated as I felt the power.  Power that was unnatural and evil, coiling itself around me, around my arm.  It couldn't gain purchase, though I could feel it trying to make its way inside me.

I ignored it and nocked an arrow and swung it toward him.  He slashed with his sword and was just barely able to knock the shot away as I loosed it.  The arrow sank into the granite wall beside his head.  His eyes went wide.  I smirked, the wood from the Goddess' garden was stronger than steel.

He dove at me, I wouldn't be able to get a shot off in such tight quarters so I fought hand to hand.  He was stronger than he should have been and faster.  No normal man could keep up with my speed. Yet we exchanged a flurry of blows that would have crippled another.

He made contact a couple times, and I could feel that cloying black magic that seemed to permeate his being, try to attach itself and constrict me.  We spun away from each other, and he spoke in a tongue I did not recognize, and he thrust his hands out at me, wrists together, palms out like he was holding an orb.

Then the pain threatened to flay my flesh from my bones as a torrent of black, pulsating and twisting magic hit me full in the chest.  It was a blistering heat that seemed to be freezing my bones.  I felt the magic starting to fold around me, unable to gain purchase on me and do whatever it had intended.

I looked up into Robert's eyes, they were a solid black obsidian, and I smiled.  His victorious expression turned to panic as he realized that whatever dark gods he prayed to were no match for the power of Perchta, Mother of All.  I was the Lifebringer's Wild Hunt.  He knew this final truth as I stuck a fist out with all my speed and strength, his ribs cracking and crushing under the impact, sending him spinning back to the ground.

He lay there wheezing as I stepped over him, pulling my hood back to reveal my face.  He was motionless except for the hand grasping toward his blade on the ground.  He coughed up some blood then smiled at me, madness in his eyes and started to chant in that poisonous language, pulling dark power to him as his eyes darkened again.

I muttered, “Enough.”  Then I slammed my fist down upon my enemy one last time.

I staggered away from his lifeless form, pulled my hood back over my head, and headed toward Gisbourne's chambers.  I could feel my strength returning with each stride.

I heard a scuffle behind the doors.  I readied my bow and flung the heavy doors open and pulled back on the bowstring as I stepped in to see that fiery redheaded woman standing over Sir Guy of Gisbourne who was sprawled upon the floor, a heavy brass candlestick in her hands.  He started raising a sword toward her and with a sickening crunch, she swung the improvised weapon down and cracked his skull.

I blinked in surprise and then she whirled toward me, brandishing the candlestick in both hands like a club between us.  She hesitated and recognition seemed to wash over her in a wave as she let the candlestick fall from her fingers as she started trudging toward the door.

She muttered, “What are you doing here?”  As she stepped into the hallway.

I turned to look at her retreating back before I hustled after her asking in a low rasp, “Ummm... rescuing you?”

She spun on me, rage on her face as she growled out, “Does it look like I need rescuing?”

I asked again, “Ummm... yes?  No?  I...”

She rolled her eyes and turned away to leave again as she said, “Typical man.  You all think all maidens are helpless and need saving.”  She paused and hesitated when she saw the High Sheriff's body by the stairwell.

Then she looked back with a sheepish expression as I heard the sounds of men clamoring up the stairs.  “Ok fine, maybe I'll allow you to help me just this one time, but don't let it go to your head, Hood.”

I smirked to myself and drew my bow and stepped past her, arrow at the ready.  The men stopped at the top of the stairs and froze when they saw the body of their leader.  Then they turned to see us and the open room past us where Sir Guy's body lay.

I stepped toward them, and they looked undecided, but then the men parted.  I lowered my bow but kept the arrow nocked with one hand and glanced back at maid Marion, offering my other hand.  She took it, and I pulled her with me, she moved quickly and gracefully.  None of the men attempted to stop us.

We made our way out into the chaos that had once been the Harvest Celebration.  Armed men were trying to get things under control, but it looked as if Nottingham's residents had started a revolt.  I pulled Marion through the shadows and out the now unguarded gates.

She chastised me as I pulled her through the fields toward Sherwood Forest.  I didn't listen to her protestations until we were deep enough, and I sat on a log beside her to allow her to rest.  I glanced over a couple times, there was something about the woman that made me want to drink in her uncommon beauty.  She was fierce, fearless, and brave, yet so feminine, so... something that had me entranced.

I blinked when I realized she was staring at me.  Oh, she had caught me looking.  I blushed profusely.  She muttered, “Typical man.  Undressing me with your eyes under that hood?  I suppose you feel you won a kiss for rescuing me.  I was doing quite well without your help, thank you very much.  I need to get back to Locksley Manor, to my Lady Locksley.”

She was so frustrating.  Wasn't she grateful in the least?  To shut her up I said petulantly in a low rasp as I stood, “Yes.  I think I've earned it.”

She froze then suddenly didn't look as confident as before.  She looked down at her hands, and she absently rubbed some dirt off the sides of them.  She muttered, “So much for the Hood being a gentleman.”

Then she looked hesitantly over to me and fidgeted in her seat as she said, “Fine.  But that is your only prize, sir.  Now take off that hood so I can see your face.”

I hadn't expected that.  I sighed knowing she would find out soon enough since I had revealed myself to the rest of my people earlier.  My hands rose up to grasp either side of the hood, and I hesitated, then looked at her.  She said, “Come on then.  Let's get this over with.”

I took a deep breath then I pulled the hood back.  Her eyes widened a bit in shock, then understanding, like she had on some level expected it.  Then I blushed as her expression changed into something predatory that made me swallow as my core heated.

She stood and curtsied without breaking eye contact with me.  I was helpless under her gaze, how had I not known this woman was on my lands?  She was a masterpiece of my Goddess.  She said in a tone that had fire spreading across my cheeks and down my neck, “My Lady Locksley.”

I swallowed again as she stepped closer.  I could feel the heat from her as she stood just inches away looking up into my eyes.  I realized then, why I had such a powerful reaction to her, I was more attracted to her than I had been attracted to anyone in my long life.

She whispered, “Wasn't there talk of a kiss?”

When I didn't pull away, she smiled crookedly with a look of triumph on her face as she stretched up and then kissed me gently on my lips, lingering for several heartbeats as the fire consumed my entire body.  Then I had control of my body again, and I returned the kiss.  I felt my blush double as she smiled into the kiss.

I realized that she was the hunter and I the prey, and I sighed in happy defeat.  She moved back gently, separating us.  Our lips sticking momentarily as we pulled apart.  It was an almost erotic parting.

I stood there like a simpleton, trying to pull myself together.  Marion had a satisfied grin on her face as she stepped past me, reaching back to grab my hand. “Come along my Lady.  Locksley awaits.”

I just nodded, not trusting my voice as we headed back home.  She said in a wistful voice, a hand absently raising to touch her lips, “Somehow, I just knew it was you.”



Chapter 10 – Demon Magic

I just stared at Robyn in rapt attention as she finished that tale and stood.  I said, “She sounded amazing, Robbie.”

She nodded her head sadly.

“Oh she was, Mandywolf.  She was.”

Then she looked up at the clouds in the sky. “She burned bright and fierce, like a thousand suns.  I became her woman after that.  We fought side by side when the crown sent men to quell the revolt.”

She was somewhere far away as she recalled. “We stood sentinel for the people of Locksley and Nottingham until the King returned to shepherd his kingdom again.”

I pretended not to see the tear on her cheek when she said, “Our love burned brilliantly, and grew as time rolled on.  That same march of time cruelly affecting her but not me.”

She looked over at me and cocked her head as she studied me like she was looking for something. “Then years later, news of the Lycan Contagion reached England, and the infected had crossed the channel.  Great walls were built around London proper to protect those not infected, from a similar fate.  Marion and I fought them off every full moon in Locksley, some of our own were infected, and we chained them in cellars on full moons.  I could feel the demon magics that brought the curse about, a magic at odds with that of the Goddess' that flowed through my veins.”

She reached a hand out to me and rested it on my cheek.  I wanted to melt into it.  Then she stroked my cheek with a thumb as she said, “I gave my entire heart to Marion.  Over the years I had heard of other women like me, women who time didn't touch, yet we could never find them... like there was something keeping us from meeting.”

She shrugged.  “When the years had caught up with her too much, we moved to London where I could be sure she was safe when I hunted on full moon nights.  It killed something inside of me when I sat at her bedside when she died of old age in her sleep, her hand in mine.  It broke me.”

She dropped her hand from my cheek. “I was done with my life never-ending.  I thought perhaps I wasn't blessed by the Holy Spirit, but cursed.  I was alone in a new and violent world, there was no one like me, no one who understood what it was to be eternal.”

She smiled at me sadly, another tear rolling down her cheek. “I decided to end my suffering.  I would allow the wolves to take me so that I could finally be at peace, to not feel the agony in my heart where Marion had been.  I found my way to a tavern for one last drink, to rally my courage.”

Her smile turned sly. “A tall woman with hair of gold came in on the arm of another woman.  She challenged all comers to arm wrestle her for coin.  I watched her take down man after man.  Her strength was unnatural.  I realized I was looking at one of those women which Marion and I had quested for.  She was one of the Avatars of legend.”

She wiped her tears away and grinned crookedly.  “I took her challenge, I learned that she was  Katiana Inanov, her companion called her Goldilocks.  I introduced myself as Robin of Locksley, hiding beneath my hood.  It was like wrestling a bear.  I swear she was even growling like one as I struggled against her.  My enhanced strength was nothing against her.  I lasted longer than any man that night, but she inevitably took me down.  I looked at this woman who was cursed like me, and all I saw was a love of life and a determination and vitality I used to see in my own eyes, once upon a time.”

She took a deep breath and exhaled.  “I realized at that moment that I was not truly alone in this world.  That there were others like me that fought for the people of the world, that shouldered the pain of watching those around us succumb to the ages, yet they fight on.  I would not make light of that, I swore I would do good in the world, as they have.  But I also swore to never love again.”

She glanced quickly away from me.  I studied the woman for a moment then turned at the sound of Mari and Daria's approach.  She stiffened and looked beyond them as they bounded into camp.

I asked her, “What is it?”

She replied, not turning her head away from whatever she was searching for.

Was she using that FarSight she spoke of?

She whispered, “Demon magic.”

Mari stopped in front of us with her brow furrowed.  She asked carefully, “How did you know?  We were just coming to alert you that we found a demon nest over the next rise.”

I answered for her as she seemed to be reaching out with her senses like she could just stretch out and touch what she was seeking.  “Robyn can sense demon magic.”

Red looked shocked and turned her gaze on the alluring archer.  “Truly?”

This broke Robyn's trance, and she turned to reply, “I can feel the magic all around us in the world, it is like the background noise of nature.  But demon magic is something different, something so opposed to nature that it feels like a fetid shadow that consumes the world.  It feels like a hole in nature.”

Maireni cocked her head like a wolf.  Most of her mannerisms were similar to those of the cursed, like she had a wolf inside, driving her.  None of us ever brought it up because when she caught herself doing it, she always looked shamed.  If she wanted us to know why, she would tell us.

I realized her sudden interest in what Robyn was saying just as she supplied, “Styche has somehow been able to mask himself from those of us sensitive to evil, even from Ella-Marie and Parker.  Snow has theorized that it is because his magic does not come from our realm, and by not combining his magics with that of dark druids and other mortal practitioners like he has done in the past, it is something we can not sense.”

Then she prompted, “But you can feel demon magics?  You can... track... Styche the Trickster?”

I could see the wheels turning in her head, she was a deadly tactician, and she was probably formulating plans already.

Robyn nodded absently as she donned her cloak and weapons, and moved to my side.  I watched her pupils expand, extinguishing the unnatural blue fire of her irises until large globes of black commanded the whites of her eyes.

“It was what had awakened me, and drew me from the Goddess' garden, which I had snuck into, to commune with the majesty of nature the past few decades.  It was the unnatural wrongness of a being who should not be that pulled my attention.  It has taken me weeks to get to America.  The world of man has changed profoundly in just the short time I was away.  It placed... obstacles on my travel.”

She smiled meekly as her eyes returned to normal.  I wondered just how much she could see with that FarSight.  I assumed a hell of a lot if she could see a room through a keyhole at the end of a corridor.  I also pondered what she said about Perchta's garden.  Where was it that she wasn't aware of what had transpired in the world the past few decades.

She seemed sheepish about entering the garden.  Maybe because like she had just shared with me, she wasn't allowed in unless Perchta brought her.

Then she said, “I am drawn to the creature, to this demon, to deal with it.  I believed Death's Lady was working with him and had you enthralled.  It is the will of the Holy Spirit that I help to remove the demon from the mortal realm.”

Mari asked incredulously, “God?”

I smirked and said, tongue in cheek, “No, not God.  Goddess... Perchta.”  I winked.

Red chuckled as she looked at me, her face threatening to break in a smile. “No!?  Really?”

I nodded, pushing my tongue into my cheek before saying,  “Yes, it seems that our intrepid archer's bloodline here, worships a certain white crow.”

This got a snicker from her and a chuff from Daria.  Then Red sobered and asked in all earnestness, “Can you?  Kill Styche that is?”

Robyn leaned her shoulder against mine, her intense heat spreading through me as she said in a faraway voice, “I can only have faith in she who has birthed all.  That the Goddess will guide my hand when the time comes.  And I can only do my best to be worthy of her blessing.”

Mari and I exchanged glances before Red admitted in a distracted tone, “Snow hasn't been able to bring him down yet.”

I've witnessed my packmate take to the skies on many occasions and battle in her Perchta form.  Goddess against demon, and Styche has proved too much for her each time.  But the battles are of epic proportion.

I know that Snow can't quite take on Red in her human form, but in her Goddess aspect, I think she is in a whole other class than any of us.  Yet she can't stop the greater demon.  I wonder if it is that she isn't truly Perchta, and only contains her life force.  Did the original wield even greater power?

Or did she hold back so she could find her way back to her Gretta aspect?  We feared that each time she manifested her goddess form that she was losing a little bit of herself.  She was more and more a fusion of Gretta and Perchta after each manifestation.  She couldn't pass as human anymore with her little antler nubs sticking out above her stark white hair now.

Mari said, “There are some of those half human hybrids just over the rise, they seem to be guarding something.  It looks like one of Styche's summoning circles.  We should scout the area, then call the others in to deal with them.”

Styche has been summoning demons from the other realm whenever he gets the chance.  Each time it seems the portals he generates are getting bigger and bigger, letting more and more demons through instead of one at a time.  Like he is gaining more strength the longer he remains unbound here in the mortal realm.  And the demons he summons are unbound as well.

Each time he amasses enough to try counter attacks, we stand against the hoard.  When Gretta last fought him in her Perchta aspect, she got close enough to a portal before it closed to tell us that it was not Druid magic like was used for the massive portal in the Alpha Wolf Slater's assault on the city, a magic she could unweave.

She said that if she were ever able to create a persistent portal, that connected the mortal realm to the demonic realm, she wouldn't be able to close it and the Earth would be overrun.  We believe that is what he is attempting with each successively larger portal.

And now he has taken to creating these hybrids, realizing that he had an almost unlimited supply of humans that he could curse and control like he had helped the Alphas do with the Lycan Contagion.  Using them as fodder while his unbound demons hide and gather strength.

I looked at Robyn as I finished gearing up, and smiled.  Well, maybe now we could flush them out of hiding... now that we had our own demon detector.  I dampened my excitement and added... if she will join us that is.

I checked all my weapons.  I made a display of clearing my Glocks and extended my batons before collapsing them and sliding them on my rig at my hips without looking.  I gave a cocky grin to her after my show.

She chuckled and tapped the tip of my nose with a finger while we stepped beside the girls.  What was that?  She keeps doing that.  She better not be booping me.  I snapped at her finger with my teeth, and she giggled a bit as she pulled it back.

Mari smirked at us as she relayed our plans over coms.  Then she finished and said, “Daria and I will circle east, you come in from the south.  The plan is to scour the area to make sure this is the only nest before we engage.  I nodded, putting in my coms.  I knew when to be professional.  I said, “Coms check.”

Rachel responded instead of Parker.  If the battle was imminent, then Parker didn't need to be a relay.  “Five by five.”

Then Red replied, “Affirmative,” into the replacement coms unit I gave her from my pack.

I heard her over the earbud as an echo of her as she gave a nod then leapt off into the trees with Daria hot on her heels.

I offered up my palm in the other direction as I asked the beaming redhead beside me, “After you.”

She chuckled and took off in an almost silent dead run, her tantalizing honey scent trailing behind her in a teasing trail as she called back, “Do try to keep up, this time, Mandywolf.”

I growled when Rachel teased over coms, “Please do, Mandywolf.”

I dove through the trees and padded beside the swift moving archer as I scanned the forest.  I pulled in air through my nose and over my tongue, tasting the scents in the air.  Cocking my head to listen with my wolf hearing, the one sense I had that bested Robyn’s.

We searched a two-mile grid pattern wordlessly.  We seemed in tune with each others movements, it felt so natural to me.  She caught me on more than one occasion, looking at her in wonder, her little smirk doing me in each time.

I checked in every five minutes and heard Red's reports.  As we arrived at the little hollow between some peaks, near Icicle Creek, we witnessed about a dozen of those demonic human hybrids arranging things in a small clearing near a small rock outcropping.  I shuddered, knowing that could have just of easily have been me if that was the result of one of Styche's curses like the lycan contagion.

I think for the first time in my long life, I preferred the hell I had, to what those below had subjected themselves to.  A permanent state, being an abomination of nature.  If it were passed on from human to human, this would become a worse threat to humanity than us wolves ever were.

I heard a double hiss of static, telling me that Red and Daria were in position too.  I glanced at the sky, we had eaten up most of the afternoon, we had to get in and out then get me to a panic cage before the sun set.  We had maybe an hour and a half.  I'd have to spend the night caged in Leavenworth instead of Seattle since we had eaten so much time in our grid search.

I tapped my earbud twice in answer and just as we were about to move in for the kill, Robyn placed a restraining hand on my shoulder, her brows narrowed as she looked at the sky, her irises going black as her pupil hyper dilated.

“Wait,” she whispered.

I quickly whispered over coms, “Hold.”  I got a double tap of static in response.  I followed Robyn's gaze and then saw it.  At first a dark dot in the sky.  Then as it approached at breakneck speeds, I could make out great flapping wings and a vaguely humanoid shape spiraling toward our location.

My blood chilled, then my wolf opened her eyes inside me, suddenly alert and excited anticipating a hunt.  It was Styche!  Robyn's eyes snapped back to normal, and she turned those burning blue eyes on me, eyes narrowed in warning.  I realized I was growling low.  A rumble in my chest and a vibration in my throat.  I pulled myself back under control.

I heard Mari over coms in a whisper to our base, “Rachel, get the team out here now.  It's Styche.”

She got a quick response, “They'll cage me up, and Snow can be at your location in fifteen with Ella and Kat.”  I nodded at that.  Snow could fly with two people, and our heavy hitters made the most sense.  Then she finished with, “The rest of the group will be there in thirty.”  

Mari growled low over coms and acknowledged.  “Roger that, we'll hold position as long as we can, but if the Trickster shows any sign of departure, we will engage.”

A quick response came across before we went to radio silence, “Roger that.  Good luck ladies.”

I exchanged a look with Robyn and whispered out the plan to her, she nodded and silently leapt to a branch above us for a better view of the activity below.  I leapt up beside her.  She leaned against me, and I could feel her taught muscles.  She was as keyed up as I was... the anticipation of a hunt.

Waiting was always the hardest thing for me in the Issaquah Police Department's Special Ops strike team.  Just watching your prey and not attacking went against every hunting instinct to us wolves.  I learned over time to just gather that nervous energy and use it to study and analyze the movements of my targets.  Then let all that pent up aggression lose when the signal came.  It focuses me.

I blinked when the silent archer beside me laid a hand on my shoulder and gave a little reassuring squeeze.  She didn't drop her hand after that.  Then she whispered too low for human ears to pick up, “Steady Mandywolf.  I can smell your anticipation of the hunt.”

I swallowed.  Ok.  My wolf was definitely too close to the surface.  I glanced nervously at the sun hanging low on the horizon.  We'd have to move soon, or I'd have to remove myself from play to get locked up before the wolf took me completely.  I turned my gaze to the full moon in the sky, brighter now, no longer a ghost in the sky now that the sun waned.  It called to me, tugged at the real me inside, beckoning the monster, coaxing it to come out and terrorize the mortal realm.

I swore in my mind. “Not yet, bitch, the sun still owns the sky.”  I could feel the wolf back slowly into the darkness in my head.  She wouldn't be denied long.

I watched as the hybrid demons stopped whatever they were doing.  I cocked my head and listened carefully, blocking out the sounds of the world around me.  Styche was speaking to them in a tongue that I didn't understand.  But it piqued my wolf's interest as she recognized it.  I understood why she did since he was the father of the lupus curse.  It was his evil that ran through my veins.

I winced at the intonation and oddly constructed syllables, then raised a hand to my ear, my fingers came away wet.  I looked at the blood on them in confusion.  Just listening to whatever language that was could cause my ears to bleed like that?

I shivered, and my instincts battled inside me between fight or flight.  That was the wolf.  I chastised her and just watched, no longer trying to listen in on something which damaged me just from the sound of it.

Then a hybrid stepped forward, and Styche grabbed it with one massive claw. He lifted it with ease, then slammed it down on the rock outcropping, using it as some sort of sacrificial altar as he slammed his other taloned fist through the would be demon's chest and pulled out a sickeningly black, mutated heart.

The victim to my surprise still lived for a few seconds, bellowing out a screeching cry of anguish before falling silent and going limp under Styche's hand.

The greater demon turned and started chanting loudly while holding up the dripping mass of tissue, black ichor, and blood in his claw.  Again I felt blood dripping from my ears at the sound of it.  Robyn had turned and was looking at me with concern on her face.

I gave her a toothy grin, showing her my slightly elongated canines.

She just smirked and shook her head before turning her attention to what was going on below.  I could feel the currents of magic now, swirling around down there.

I wasn't very sensitive to magic, except when it was so concentrated it became an almost physical thing, like when Gretta took on her Perchta aspect, or Ella punched with all of her earth magic flowing up through her.  I could sometimes smell lesser magics I couldn't feel.  But whatever Styche was up to, it was starting to overwhelm all of my senses.  There was so much magic down there that felt... wrong... that it was almost a physical thing.

Then he hurled the heart in front of him, and it stopped in mid-air about twenty feet from him.  He grunted with some sort of mental effort and then made an opening motion with his hands like he was tearing apart some draperies from a window.

With what sounded like a thousand screams from damned souls pleading for mercy, the heart spread into a black disc maybe ten feet across, shimmered and was replaced with a nothingness so profound I wanted to flee.  It took all I had to push through that feeling, and I just blinked dumbly at the gateway below that seemed to shimmer even though it absorbed all the light that touched it.

I started to growl.  It was one of Styche's summoning portals.  The strength of it was orders of magnitude stronger than the ones he normally opened to shepherd solitary demons through to add to his ranks.  Demons started pouring through.

I realized in a panic that it wasn't closing in their wake.  Was this the persistent gateway we had feared he was attempting to make?  Then it stuttered before solidifying again, a couple demons that were passing through during the shimmering glitch were torn asunder, and they wailed and dragged half mutilated bodies along the ground.  The others dove on them to tear them apart, feasting on them,  as I realized the portal was not stable.  But more demons fought to get through it as it stabilized a bit.

This may not be the Armageddon portal we feared, but he was getting close.  This was bad enough, there were already over a dozen true demons joining Styche's ranks down there.

My coms crackled to life, Mari was announcing,  “We can't hold back any longer.  We're going in to stop this.  Mandy take the lesser demons, we have the Trickster.  Ella?”

Ella responded with the sound of rushing wind obscuring her voice,  “It looks like we're two minutes out.  Hold the sodding wankers, I'm itching to pound their fuckin' arses into the ground.”

Parker chastised over coms, “Ella!”

I had to smile at their banter.  Ella-Marie was one person I don't think I'll ever totally understand.  The way they explained it, she had another person living inside her head.  Ella tried to project this badass blonde with a cockney accent, but Marie slipped through sometimes with her sweet mannerisms, and a French accent that I have to admit was pretty goddamn sexy.

But I don't think Ella is really the person she pretends to be.  I catch her all the time slipping and speaking in a more refined English accent before hardening it again.  She really wasn't who she wanted people to think she was... was it possibly a third person inside her?  If not, why did she want people to think she was so crude and brash?

But Parker and Marie both saw through Ella, and would chastise her for vulgar words or lack of manners.

Now that I think about it, maybe I do understand her.  She is a weapon of destruction with her strength and command over the very earth below her feet, something that isn't subtle in any lexicon.  So much so that people over the centuries had taken to call her Ella Deathbringer.

I think she puts on that bravado so it matched the violence she could bring to bear and she wanted to isolate herself from that violence or be consumed by it and truly become who she pretends to be.  Rather than the caring, protective individual we all know her to be inside.

I tapped my coms and said, “Roger.”  Then I exchanged a look with Robyn. “You in?”

She just answered with a smirk.  Not breaking eye contact with me as she unshouldered her bow as quick as thought, aiming behind her and letting loose an arrow.

I blinked in shock as the arrow slammed through the skull of some sort of lizard looking demon coming through the portal.  I growled through my own smirk. “Showoff.  Now try to keep up.”  And I leapt down the rise, sliding between trees as I headed to the clearing.  I was peripherally aware of her leaping from tree to tree, keeping pace.

I heard myself growling in appreciation.  Why did this feel so invigorating, so right, being on the hunt with a woman who was my enemy just a day before?  My pulse quickened when I heard Daria's howl.

Her battle cry carried the power of an Alpha with it.  Vibrating the hollow, and a flood of adrenaline surged through me as the wave of power rolled through the forest.  Enhancing my drive, my need for the hunt, while it simultaneously draped our enemy in a heavy cloak of dread and fear.

I just caught the red billowing blur of Mari's cloak as she burst out of the forest behind Styche while his attention was on the rapidly approaching Daria.  She was flying through the air in a leap, not even my wolf could make.  Just a moment before she could strike with her most powerful blow, the greater demon spun at inhuman speeds, and he struck out.

The concussion of their fists colliding, their magics bolstering the blow and shattering, sent a shockwave radiating out from them.  Hybrid demons beside Styche flew away from them from the blast and demons farther away staggered but held their ground as the great grey wolf, who was Red's mate, slammed into them with claws and fangs slashing.

Red went tumbling back, holding her wrist.  It took a hell of a lot to hurt our defacto leader.  She rolled to a three-point stance and even over the battle I could hear bones crinkling as they repaired themselves in moments as she rolled her wrist.  Then she laid her hand out palm up in the air and pulled her fingers forward, beckoning Styche to engage her.  Was she smiling?  It was hard to tell if it was a smile or snarl, with her canines being almost wolf sharp.

I was snapped back to my own situation as I saw two demons fall, who had seen my approach and charged back.  Arrows projecting out of their limp forms as they tumbled to the ground.  I glanced up as I drew my dual Glocks, Robyn's eyes were on Red.  She looked at me and shook her head and said, “Amazing.”

Yeah, Mari truly was something to see in battle as she exchanged a flurry of blows with a demon who out-powered her five to one.  I smirked and teased, “You think that is impressive, watch this.”

I roared out a challenge as I reached a pack of demons intent on my demise.  I leapt into the air in a high arc over the enemy, allowing my momentum to carry my legs over my head in a smooth spin while I unloaded both magazines into the largest of the beasts.  Something vaguely bullish, but with quills like a porcupine covering its form.

It went down hard as I reduced its head to mush.  Its corpse crushing a smaller demon as it fell.  I landed on my feet, skidding to a halt as I spun around, simultaneously ejecting both mags and slamming the base of my Glocks home on two more magazines on my weapons rig.

I crossed my arms, performing a dual chambering of rounds then spun in place, unloading the magazines in a windmill pattern.  I wounded or took down four more demons.

I winked at Robyn cockily as I reloaded again.  The archer playfully rolled her eyes as she let loose a couple more arrows in rapid succession.  She ran past me, slamming her bow across the face of another demon, breaking an antler from it like it was just a twig as she teased,  “You're full of yourself Mandywolf.”

I chuckled and said in reply as I charged after her, “Of course I am. Someone has to appreciate all this talent.”

I had to smile when she exploded into giggles.  Then rapid fired as a scorpion demon slashed it's tail at me.  I severed its tail with my shots then I holstered my Glocks.  Out of ammo so time to go old school.  I whipped out my batons and extended them with a snick.

As I leapt over a claw to land on the scorpion demon's back, I glanced over to see Daria and Red tag teaming Styche.  Mari's fists and legs were a blur as she exchanged another flurry of blows with the greater demon.  She wasn't even trained in martial arts, she was just that fast and had years upon years upon years of fighting experience.  It was something to see.

A sweeping wing came down on Daria, and she yelped in pain and skittered back to regroup.  That distracted Red for the barest of moments, but it was enough for Styche to capitalize on.  A claw slashed out and struck Mari across the face. The force of the blow sent her spinning back, lifted off the ground, a spray of blood flew through the air from the three long gashes across her face.

She still managed to twist and land in a crouch, with one hand on the ground to steady her.  She looked back at the portal when it crackled and stuttered and pulsated when the blood spray hit it.  It was... destabilizing?

I drove my batons through the eyes of the demon I was riding.  Then glanced back at Red who glanced between the portal and Styche with a wicked grin on her already healing face.

Then it was like a nuke went off as something plowed into Styche from above.  Sending him slamming into the ground, cratering it.  When the dust settled.  Ella-Marie looked up from the crater that came above her hips and smiled a smile that looked so mentally imbalanced to me as she asked, “Hey loves, did you miss me?”

Then she hissed out, “Shite!”  A black wing swept back and struck her full in the chest, and she went flying through the air to slam into a tree, splintering it at the force of the impact.  She stood up immediately, and I could see the shine of crystal on her skin.

Another thud nearby had me glancing right, to see Kat crouched on the ground between two large catlike demons.  She tipped her head back and bellowed like a Kodiak bear.  Then slammed her fist into the nearest demon, shattering its skull before she turned toward the other.  A bear materializing beside her.  I smiled, it was Little Bear, she had called him out of her amulet.

The demon backed off, and Kat smirked then started toward the crater where Styche was crawling out as he shakily brushed off the effects of Ella-Marie's strike.

I somersaulted under the slashing claws of a hybrid then leapt over it.  An arrow slamming into its eye socket as I passed by.  Using my wolflike reflexes, I snagged the arrow as I passed over, yanking it out and thrusting it forward as I landed, embedding it in the temple of another hybrid.

I heard Robyn chuckle from somewhere behind me. “Impressive.”

I bantered, “I'm just warming up, Robbie.”

She chuckled then the battlefield was thrown into chaos when what looked like a white tornado of slashing feathers bored through the middle of the pack of the grotesque and bloodthirsty enemy.  Robyn skidded to a stop beside me, her eyes wide in disbelief as Snow came to a stop, her great white antlers impaling a bearlike demon.

She smiled a cruel smile as she shook the demon off of them, her eyes turning to Styche.  She leapt into the air, her feather cloak billowing as he flapped his immense membrane wings and took to the sky, our personal Queen of Nature on his tail as they slung magic back and forth.

Robyn dropped to a knee, supporting herself with the end of her bow on the ground.  She whispered, “Goddess?”

I yelled, “Down!”

She instinctively ducked, and the barbed tail swished over her and impacted my chest, leaving a long bloody gash across it as I tumbled to the ground.  Robyn rolled to me yelling, “Amanda!”

I grinned over the searing pain.  She had left off the 'wolf' that time when she said my name.  I rolled to my feet, winced then placed a hand over the gash, pushing her away so I could face the demon, saying, “I'm fine, it'll be healed in a few moments.  Keep your head in the game.”  I could feel the tissue already knitting itself together.  It hurt like a son of a bitch, but it took a lot more than that to kill a wolf.

She glanced at the sky once, then me, and nodded in resolve as she drew an arrow from that freaky never ending quiver.  Red was on coms. “The portal is destabilized and is collapsing.  You got cleanup, Mandy?  Snow has Styche on the run, and Ella hurt him.”

I nodded to the air as I looked around to inventory what was left.  Maybe a dozen lesser demons and a humanoid looking one with smaller wings than Styche.  Was he the same sort of demon?  I said, “We got this.  Bring that bastard down.”

It was Ella who responded with “Roger that.”  Then our heavy hitters all ran off, their eyes on the sky to give Gretta support.

I looked at Robyn. “It's you and me.  We have to make this fast then I have to get to a panic cage somewhere.  The sun is almost down.”  I glanced at the horizon.  Shit, we'd be pulling this close.

The sputtering hiss of the portal collapsing in on itself caught my attention.  Red's blood could do that?  She had seemed just as surprised as us.  Where was that little tidbit of information before this?

Robyn looked at my healed chest then gave a smile and nod, and we charged the attacking demons.  The little smile on her lips caused me to bare my little 'almost fangs' as I waded in.  Spinning and striking.

We found each other's backs, and it felt like the most natural thing in the world to be fighting back to back with her.  I could feel the heat of her as she leaned back into me.  I switched to a blade on my right, and baton in my left.

We were eating too much time.  I said, “We have to end this now, on my mark get behind the outcropping.  She nodded, and I reached into a hip pack and said, “Now.”  We both dove behind the rock as I dropped a little present Uncle Sam had given me.  I slapped my hands over the redhead's ears to protect them as the grenade went off.

Supernatural or not, you'd be surprised how many things a grenade can kill.

As the shrapnel and debris settled, I glanced at Robyn to make sure she was ok.  I rubbed the tips of her exotically pointed ears and noticed her pupils were just tiny pinpoints as she seemed to pant heavily.  She swallowed hard, and I asked in concern, “Are you alright Robyn?  Were you hit?”

Then I could smell it as she raised shaky hands to mine to move them away from her ears.  She was aroused!  I yanked my hands back.  Dear lord, did touching her ears do that to her?

She swallowed again and got herself under control.  She gasped out, “I'm fine.”  Then more distractedly she repeated, “I'm fine.”

We stood to witness the carnage a manmade weapon of destruction could inflict, even on demons, and we froze.  The humanoid demon stood alone in the middle of the bodies.  He was dripping black ichor from multiple wounds, and one of his wings was half blasted off.  He must have used it to shield himself from the brunt of it.

He looked pissed.

He tried to take flight to charge us, but his mangled wing precluded that.  So he screeched and charged us, rage painting his face.

We split up, I went right, Robyn went left.  I switched back to dual batons when he turned to pursue me, Robyn fired volley after volley.  Even without looking, the demon batted away arrow after arrow with back sweeps of its good wing as it kept its eyes on me, magic building in its hands.  It hissed out, “You dare attack me mortal?  Gondin the Reaver?”

He thrust his hands forward, sending a stream of black lightning toward me just as Robyn changed tactics and fired at Gondin's ankle.  He screeched in pain and his lightning attack went wide.  I blinked at the spots in my eyes the sight of the flash left behind.  I realized the lightning wasn't black, it was simply the absence of light, the absence of anything at all, swallowing the air as it passed, into its void.

The tree ten yards behind me shuddered then fell, at first slowly, then in a great rush to the ground.  A chaos of sound and breaking limbs accompanied the crash, and the ground shook when it's great trunk slammed into the forest floor.  There were pieces of the trunk just simply missing.  Not rotted or burned.  Wherever that lightning had touched, the tree had just ceased to be.

Shit, this may not be a greater demon like Styche, but that trick was a great equalizer.  He stumbled and batted away the arrow in his heel wit a brush of his wing, leaving a gaping wound that oozed the black ichor we associated with their blood.

Once in the mortal realm, they were simply constructs. You couldn't kill a demon because they exist on a plane separate from ours, but if you do enough damage to their physical construct, you can banish them back to their own realm, and it takes another summoning to bring them back to our realm.

He spun on Robyn, swinging his wing.  She intercepted it with the wide portion of her bow.  The force of the blow had her sliding back across the ground.  She remained upright and stepped into his charge where they exchanged blows.

I was about to wonder what the hell she thought she was doing, I knew her strength, her speed.  But these humanoid demons were more in Ella or Snow's class, not ours.  Then I realized what she was doing.  Sneaky girl, she was simply distracting him for me.

I took two running steps then leapt into the air, somersaulting and landing on Gondin's shoulders.  I wrapped my legs around his neck, squeezing with all my might as I started landing blow after vicious blow to his head with my batons.  Demons had to breathe too.

He started windmilling his arms in a panic, trying to knock me off of him.  Robyn started swinging her bow into his gut like she was wielding a baseball bat.  He stumbled, but one of his claws raked across one of my arms and down to my hand, leaving long bloody gashes, my fighting gear lending no more protection than tissue paper against those claws.

I dropped the baton in that hand as I hissed in pain, trying to ignore the wound that felt as if it was filled with acid.  My wolf stepped into the light in my mind, I had been hurt by this beast, and she wasn't having any of that.  I snarled and cupped my injured hand into a claw and raked it across his face from behind.  I felt some resistance as my fingernails tore across his eye, cutting into the soft, vulnerable tissue of the eye.

I had to cover my ears with my hands, losing my second baton in the process.  The bellowing screech of pain that sounded like dozens of people in torment pleading for mercy caused my ears and eyes to start bleeding.  He was able to dislodge me when I wiped my eyes so I could see.  I hit the ground with a solid thud, I felt something stab into my back.  It must have been a rock or branch that cut through my flesh.

I rolled away from a stroke of his wing that left a furrow in the forest floor.  Wolf or not, I don't think I could have survived that.  The way the blow cut through stone and soil, he would have rended me in half.

The now one-eyed demon swatted away Robyn as she struck at his back.  But then screeched again as she fired two shots as she slid away again.  They both hit home just under the connecting points of his wings, severing tendon, and muscle, leaving his wings to hang uselessly behind him.  I swear her arrows were glowing as they sliced through his body, stopping when the heads burst through his chest.

How had her arrows penetrated the tough hide of a demon, twice, after impaling it?  That's yet another time her arrows were able to do what should be impossible.  Was Robyn somehow imbuing the arrows with some sort of magic, or energy as she fired?  I almost snorted at the idea of magic missiles like in Dungeons and Dragons.

I rolled across my batons, grabbing them up and hopped up to my feet in a crouch.  I flexed my injured hand, readjusting my grip as the blood made the smooth metal a little slick.  I was healing more slowly than normal, the burned and bubbled skin around the gash was reluctant to heal, but was stubbornly knitting itself back together.  I let the ache of it fuel my fire.  I glanced at the sun and almost panicked, I didn't know if I could get to the safety of a cage if I didn't do this now.

Gondin was staggering now as Robyn pushed him back with volleys of arrows.  He swatted a couple aside with his claws but then she shot low on his left leg.  He screeched again, and I felt him gathering his magic as the air prickled as I ran at him.  He slammed his palm down on the ground, and a crack in the earth itself opened below Robyn's feet.

I launched myself into the air as I yelled out in a panic, “Robyn!”  I reached her just as she started to fall back into the pit.  Slamming into her, sending her tumbling across the ground.  I remember desperately reaching for the edge of the pit as I fell in her stead, then it was pain... pain... pain.



Chapter 11 – Goddess

I felt the earth giving way beneath my feet as Mandywolf yelled out my name, “Robyn!”  Then she impacted me and sent me tumbling to the ground.  Before I could look back at her, I heard the sickening wet sound of a body hitting something hard.  Then a gurgling yelp of pain.

I scrabbled to the yawning pit which was somehow created by the demon beast's magics.  But had to roll to the side and to my feet when Gondin dove at me.  He was incensed now.  We had been chipping away at him slowly.  He had a resiliency beyond that of normal demons.  We had only slowed him down.

His fists shook the ground as they impacted where I had been an instant before.  He was slowing down noticeably.  My heart was racing, Amanda had not resurfaced from the pit.  I cast a glance over to it, it had to be twenty-five yards across.  I asked under my breath, knowing her wolf senses could hear me.  “Mandywolf?”

I caught a wet gurgling from the pit.  Whatever happened to Amdanda was keeping her from answering me.  I had a flash of panic and a familiar pain in my chest.  I had done just what I had sworn to never do again.  I had started letting the stubborn, relentless, bull-headed, wonderful little wolf through all my defenses.  How had she accomplished that?

Now I would lose her like I have lost everyone in my life.  Because of this demon, this Gondin who stood before me.  Goddess give me strength, let me be the instrument of your vengeance, let me be your Wild Hunt.

I roared at him with all my pent up anger, rage, and heartbreak and leapt at him as he was gathering more magic to him.  I could feel it sickening the land around us as he pulled it in.  He hadn't expected a frontal assault as I have attempted to keep out of his reach this whole time.  Wearing him down while I exerted as little energy as possible.  Holding it all in for this.

I hissed at him as I let all my faith flow from me into my longbow.  The grain of the wood from Perchta's garden started to glow bright white under my grip as I prayed.  “She is of the Spirit which nurtures us, she is of the nature we shall all return to, she who doth smite the wicked with her righteous fury.  I am her instrument to enforce her will!”

My bow impacted the arm the unholy beast had raised to block it.  The glowing wood felt red hot in my hands as I heard a tremendous crack.  I feared the worst as time seemed to grind to a halt at the moment of impact, but then Gondin was skipping and tumbling across the ground as time caught back up with me.  His arm was dangling at an unnatural angle.  I let a cruel snarl come to my lips.  The Holy Spirit had answered my prayer.

He was wailing in pain as he tumbled to a ungraceful halt.  He cradled his arm and panted as he ground out between gritted fangs. “You dare to...”

I interrupted him, “Yes, yes, Gondin blah blah.  You have already made your empty threats, it is in ill form to repeat them, demon.  Now allow me to issue mine.”

I started circling him, catching my breath as I realized just how much that blow took from me, I have never felt so exhausted in my life.  He turned with me, keeping his good arm between us, claw outstretched.

“You seek to do harm in a realm not your own.  I am one of the guardians of this realm, and I cannot allow you to wreck your havoc upon this world and its people.  I will, by the grace of the Queen of Nature, send you back to whatever hell you crawled out of.”

He dove at me, and I side stepped and batted away his talon-like hand away with my bow.  I was a fraction of a second too late.  The razor sharp claws sliced through my trousers and bit into the flesh of my hip and the white hot fire of pain blinded me a moment.  I spun back away, creating distance between us while I pushed the pain away.  It burned with an unholy persistence like salt had been poured into the open wound.

I gritted my teeth and then spun back as he pressed the attack, arcing my leg back into a reverse hook kick to his blindside which Mandywolf had created.  My heel struck the side of his face, and he staggered to the side.

He was hurt but still pressed his own attack.  His swing was off, and I had an idea as to what it might be.  I gave an experimental jab in the air, but missed on purpose, and he blocked thin air.  I felt a smile creeping to my lips.  The beast had no depth perception now.  I glanced at the pit in worry again but thanked the scrappy little fighter in it.

I took full advantage of his new weakness by pulling punches and kicks as we exchanged a flurry of blows.  He was adjusting to my fighting pattern and was only deflecting my power blows which I couldn't pull back from.

I leapt into the air and spun, lashing out with a foot and he blocked it, attempting to slash my leg as I spun out of his range.  As I spun past I pulled an arrow from my quiver and as I finished the spin he was right there pressing what he saw as an advantage.  But I had stepped directly into his strike, catching and trapping it under my arm, I felt a rib crack, and I jammed the arrow I was holding into his good eye.

He stumbled back scrabbling for the arrow with his good claw, and I screamed as I leapt up again, with a spinning roundhouse kick, I drove the arrow home, through the soft tissues of his eye and into his brain.

I landed on my feet but had to crouch down to support myself with one hand as I panted.  The look on Gondin's face was that of confusion as he sort of just stood there, and swiped his claw out in front of him twice like he were still attacking, then his body just fell back with a thud onto the ground.

I took two deep breaths, gathering my strength as I watched his body start to decompose as his life left it.  Then I pushed up onto my feet and ran toward the pit, yelling, “Amanda?”

I slid to a stop at the lip of the chasm.  It had to have been almost fourty feet deep, an underground cave system.  There were dozens of stalagmites rising from the floor of the pit.  And there, gruesomely impaled on one of them, was Amanda.  I screamed her name as I leapt into the pit, “Amanda!”

I was unsteady on my feet when I landed and had to use a hand to steady myself again.  I ran to the dark haired woman who lay limply, her arms and legs hanging just shy of the ground.  Panic was overwhelming me, and I couldn't think straight.  Had I just lost her?  But I had just found her, the goddess couldn't possibly be this cruel to her vassal.

The mineral formation pushed up through her ribcage and out her back, and it was coated in blood, with blood puddling at the base. I started crying.  I let my grief overtake me as the tears came as I reached her.  I reached out a hand hesitantly and laid it atop her head, then fell promptly back onto my ass when she raised her head slightly to look at me.

She was alive!  I crawled rapidly to her as she gave me a weak smile, her eyes looking unfocused and blood dripping from her mouth as she whispered, “Hi Robbie.  I seem to have fallen.”

I laughed through my tears as I reached her and cradled her head.  I knew that it took a lot to kill a wolf, but this?  I had a new respect for the curse.  My newfound relief left as quickly as it had come when her eyes snapped wide open, the fog leaving them as she rasped out said, “Robyn!  Get out of here, now!”  Just as the last rays of the sun were extinguished in the mountains.

Then she screamed, it was a scream of anguish coupled with the scream of the transformation.  Her body writhed and reformed, her clothing constricting her and I could hear bones breaking from that constriction until the fabric failed and shredded.

Her screams became yelps and whines of pain.  I saw the flesh of the wolf being cut into by the weapons rig she wore.  I ran to the half-formed wolf and started slashing at the nylon webbing with an arrowhead.  It snapped and fell away, and I fell back as a claw swiped at me.

Where that fascinatingly frustrating woman had hung, impaled by ancient stone, there was now a small wolf, black as midnight, struggling and thrashing, doing more damage to itself.

It exhausted itself quickly as I just sat there feeling completely helpless.  Then it just hung there limply, yelping and whimpering in pain.  I took a step toward her.  She snapped at me with teeth that were meant to shred flesh and crush bone.  I backed off.

What could I do?  I didn't know what to do.  I had only felt so helpless one other time in my life.  I gritted my teeth, I wasn't going to sit by and watch someone I had let into my life be taken from me again.  My eyes had quickly adjusted to the darkness in the pit, and I looked around for a way to get her off the rock spear.

My eyes fell on something on the ground under the suffering black wolf.  I smiled a bit.  If she survived this, there was going to be teasing to be had at how small her wolf was.  Scrappy little human – scrappy little wolf.  I moved slowly forward, squinting.  It was her communications earpiece, it must have fallen out when her wolf ears grew out.  I could use that!

As I got closer, the wolf thrashed, trying to get to me, but she didn't have much energy.  I squatted and stretched.  Her wolf snarled once at me then whimpered and then cocked her head, she kept her glowing amber gaze locked on me but stopped trying to get at me.  Did she recognize me?  Was Mandywolf in there somewhere?

I moved a little closer and then she wriggled and snapped at me.  I backed up quickly.

Nope.

She started thrashing even more and wailing in pain while growling and snapping.  She was doing more damage to herself, no!  I was starting to panic.  If the stalagmite hadn't killed her yet, all the additional damage might.

I put on the earpiece, tapped the earbud, and almost sobbed into it as my emotions started flooding out to the surface like a dam had broken.  I was helpless to stop them let alone identify them in my panic.  I couldn't lose another.  I pleaded, “Hello?  Is anyone there?  Mandywolf is hurt.  I don't know what to do.  Anyone?  Please help her.”

There was a crackle then a sweet voice said, “This is... ummm... Gretta?  I can assist.  It is a full moon, her wolf will be out, hide yourself.  What is your location?”

I replied, “Where the Red Hood parted ways with us to deal with the demon spawn.  We are in a pit.  Please hurry, Amandawolf is hurt.”

Her quick response was, “I shall be there shortly.  Get yourself to safety, wolves heal fast.”

I exhaled in relief and then just sat with my back to another stalagmite and whispered to the thrashing black wolf, “Help is coming my Mandywolf.”

My Mandywolf?  I was getting quite fond of her.  I hadn't felt so excited about fighting with someone since... I smiled... since my Marion.  But I can't get entangled with anyone, lest I suffer heartbreak again when time takes them from me.  I cocked my head at a thought.  Those cursed do not age.  I turned my eyes up to look at the wolf in front of me.  She could endure the rigors of time.

Thankfully she had tired herself out again and slumped and whimpered in a piteous bay.  She turned those amber wolf eyes on me and whimpered again.  She kept attempting to pull air in over her tongue as her nostrils flared.  She seemed overly interested in me, but it was a curiosity, above and beyond that of watching prey.

I heard it before I could sense it or see it.  A fluttering in the sky, then a movement of nature around me.  Like it was stretching out to touch whatever was approaching, reaching for it with a desparate yearning.  My blood started singing as a need to protect seemed to infuse my blood.  It was the same burning warmth I got when the Holy Spirit imbued me with the strength to endure a trial.

Then with a tremendous crash that cracked the ground around her feet, the woman enshrouded in a cloak of white feathers, the woman with an unmistakeable rack of white antlers half her own body length, landed in front of me.

I sat in stunned silence as my Goddess... THE Goddess Perchta simple strode without hesitation up to the struggling black wolf and placed her forehead against the wolf's.  Amanda went still and whined almost quietly.

I moved upright, taking a knee and bowing my head.  Hoping she would not take offense to my having laid eyes upon her.  With my head still down I strained to watch as she stroked the neck of the impaled wolf and whispered.  “It is ok, child.  I am here.  I apologize for this, it is going to hurt my little wolfling.”

Then as though she were lifting a child's doll she lifted the wolf up, her feet leaving the ground as she guided the injured animal off of the spear of stone.  Amanda yelping and wailing in pain. I wanted to run to her, to console her.

Then Perchta gently set her feet back on the ground below her, cradling the broken wolf in her arms like a precious child, and sat down with the wolf in her lap.  I could smell the slight sulfur smell that accompanied a shift, or the healing of severe damage to a wolf, as Mandy started to recover from what would have killed any other animal in nature.

My Goddess gently stroked Amanda's fur and shushed her like she would a wee one as the little black wolf lost consciousness.  My tears flowed freely now as I realized that Mandywolf would be ok.  I was going to kill her for worrying me like that when she got better.

Perchta looked over at me with eyes roiling with white mists, I forced my eyes down and bowed deeper.  Prostrating myself before she who is Mother of All.

Her voice was soft as she said, “Please child, do not do that.”

I shook my head. “You are Mistress of the Gardens.  I am your vassal, Goddess Perchta.”

She sounded almost pained as she said, “I am not Perchta, I am of her.  I, we, are Gretta.  Prechta infused me with her life force, sacrificing herself so that I would live when a lamia attempted to kill me.”

She continued at my confusion, “I, myself sometimes get confused as to who I am, as her power was all that she was, so when I manifest it, I am more Perchta than Gretta.  Together we are Snow.”

I looked up at her hesitantly, and her smile was like staring into the sun.  It was so bright, so full of life, so... I snapped out of my reverie when she gasped.  I blinked and looked at her as she stared at one of my ears.  I reached up to touch it, my hair was pulled away from it, and the unnatural pointedness of it was fully visible.

She whispered, “I thought all of my creation to be extinct.  I saw the remains of the last two Varge Ielves beneath a dark monastery in London, where their essence was stolen from them by dark monks.”

I blinked.  This woman who wore the mantle of power of my Goddess thinks I'm a Guardian Elf?  I couldn't wrap my mind around that.  I was no elf, I was human, wasn't I?  The Varge Ielves were born of Perchta, as her children, to protect the elder gardens of her domain.

Then my heart twisted, and my stomach wrenched as the other part of what she had said registered in my brain.  The remains of two other... elves?  Mother?  Father?

I was starting to hyperventilate, and she smiled at me fondly, causing my heart to skip.  My Goddess was smiling at me, I cannot begin to tell you how much that affected me, down to my soul.  There were times I had all but lost my faith, thinking myself abandoned by her.  But now I felt vindicated for never stepping away from my faith.

I dropped my gaze.  I was an Ielf?  I was her... I was her child in her eyes?  My speed... my strength... I had to force my mind to stop from shutting down as I processed everything.  It was overwhelming.

My eyes snapped up when she made a pained sound.  I looked up, and she had strain on her face, then the mist started clearing from her eyes, then became a pale blue then she wasn't my Goddess anymore.  In her place sat Gretta Snow.  I knew of her... one of the Avatars.  She and Perchta were one and the same?  I looked at the small little antlers that were sprouting a couple inches above her stark white hair.

She asked, “Is this better?  Does my Gretta aspect put you more at ease Robyn?”  Then she said under her breath to nobody in particular, “It is getting harder to remember my true form.”

Then her eyes widened as the wolf in her lap started to stir.  She looked over at me in a panic then looked up to the top of the pit. Then she blurted out, “Get out of here quickly!  She's waking up.”

I started to turn and wondered if I could make the leap when the wolf rolled to her feet, tail straight back, ears plastered back, lips peeled back to expose her fangs.  She started to dive toward Gretta, I hesitated.  Should I help?

Roots exploded up through the ground between Gretta and Amanda, tangling the wolf, impeding its charge.  Then I saw something amazing as I hovered between leaping out of the pit and watching the bizarre sight play out in front of me.

Gretta Snow growled like a wolf, with a wolf's voice and stepped not back, but forward locking eyes with Mandywolf.  She snapped out, “Pack!”  And put her face inches from the tangled wolf.  They glared at each other, unblinking.  I realized what I was watching wasn't predator and prey, it was two apex predators vying for dominance.

The roots retreated back underground, leaving the two snarling and growling at each other.  Then slowly, Amanda tucked her tail and looked away, showing her throat to Snow.  The woman stepped up and took a small portion of the wolf's neck between her teeth.  Then she swatted her muzzle when she pulled back.

Their pecking order decided, Amandawolf realized they were not alone and roared more like a lion than a wolf and started to launch herself past Gretta, toward me.  Snow's reflexes were close to wolf fast.  She slammed her shoulder into Amanda's flank, knocking her to the ground as she flew past.  The woman looked back to me and yelled forcefully, “Get out of here Elfling!”

I started to move but then hesitated when Amanda stood, shook herself but then narrowed her eyes at me as she bared her fangs.  She started stalking around me instead of attacking blindly like all wolves did.  Her nostrils were flaring as she pulled huge breaths of air over her tongue.

I turned slowly, keeping myself facing her.  Gretta whispered, “What are you doing?  I can slow her down, she's my Beta, get out of here.”

I looked at the black wolf and then pulled my lips back in a snarl.  She padded toward me.  On large clawed foot in front of the other, one step at a time.  Her growl intensifying as I took a step back.  After a couple more retreats, I found my back against the wall.  She cocked her head and snapped at the air in front of me.  I slowly took a knee to look her in the eyes.

She was spectacular.  Part of me was terrified, having this killing machine a foot in front of me, the other part was thrilled at the wild nature of the situation.  I knew this was Mandywolf in her most primal form, and it was glorious in a horrifying way I couldn't explain.

I pulled my lip up farther to show my teeth and growled back at her.  She brought her muzzle to within an inch of my nose, and I reached up slowly and tapped a finger on her wet nose.  She growled louder pushing her face in causing me to flinch back.

I smiled when I realized that the move had indicated I had lost to her.  That is how the wolf would take it.  What was I supposed to do now?  Remembering the earlier display, I swallowed and lowered my eyes and offered up my neck.  It was the most foolish thing I had ever done in my life.

The wolf opened her jaws, her fangs long and shimmering in the moonlight, saliva dripping.  Then she bit down on my throat, just shy of breaking the skin.  She just held there for a full ten seconds before releasing me and starting to move away.  I started to stand, and she spun around in a blur, snarling and a slashing a claw at me.

I thought it was my end, and I would have deserved it for being so reckless, so idiotic as to believe I could connect with Mandy's wolf like I felt I had connected with her.

But instead of the pain of being disemboweled by razor sharp claws, I was instead struck solidly in the stomach by a padded paw three times the size of a natural wolf.  She hadn't extended her recurved claws!

I went to the ground, gasping for air, having the wind knocked out of me.  I battled back tears of pain then started to smile.  This is the best blow Amanda had landed against me in all of our sparrings, and it was in wolf form.  Oh the teasing that would come of this... if I survived that is.  I just lay on the ground as the wolf stood over me, one paw on either side of my head.

Snow said in a cautious tone, “Don't move.”

I chuckled out, “Not planning on it.”

Then the wolf seemed satisfied and then curled up against my prone body and laid down.  Ummm...  I didn't know what to do now.  I kept glancing at her long black fur that looked to have a coat of silver underneath.  I moved a hand slowly out to bury in her fur and was shocked.  It wasn't as coarse as it looked, it was soft as goose down, especially the undercoat.

I smiled and started scratching her, and she didn't protest.  Gretta was shaking her head in bemusement as she stepped over to us.  She said with humor coloring her tone, “Well isn't this just the damnedest thing?  Looks like Rachel and I are not unique anymore.  You may as well get comfortable, she's not going to let her mate up.”

My eyes shot up to her as I blurted out, “Her what?”

She sighed and said as she laid down next to us, laying back on the black wolf like she were a pillow and said, “Wolves are all instinct.  They have three base drives, eat, mate, kill.  She didn't eat or kill you, soooo...”

I just blinked at her in shock and disbelief.  She smiled at me. “Wolves aren't like humans... or elves even.  It takes us time to get to know someone we have an interest in.  It could take days, weeks, months, or even years in some cases to form that bond.  But wolves are all instinct, they bond in no time at all if they are interested.  It is a primal thing that our races have suppressed.  Amanda's wolf chose you.  Just be glad you aren't wolf chow right now.”

I couldn't wrap my mind around what she was trying to say.  Part of me was shocked beyond words, but another part of me was thrilled.  I muttered to her, “We only just met.”

She chuckled and nudged her chin toward the black werewolf.  “Tell that to your wolf.”

My wolf?

I'd get all of this straightened out in the morning when Mandywolf was back.  I looked around, wondering how to extricate myself from the scrum of bodies then asked when nothing became apparent since the black wolf opened an eye to stare at me and growl every time I moved, “So... what now?”

She mumbled something into her earbud com unit then snuggled into the wolf and closed her eyes.  “Now, we sleep.  She's not going to let you move.  She sees you as hers to protect now.  The only reason she hasn't shredded me for being close to you is that Rachel and I are her Alphas.”

I blurted out, causing Ananda to growl, “We what?!”  I calmed and asked in a quieter tone as I absently scratched the wolf, letting her fur slide between my fingers, “You mean we just sleep here till morning?”

She answered with a smile, not bothering to voice it or open her eyes.

She asked absently, “Did you seriously boop her nose earlier?  The girls and I are never going to let her live that down.”

I chuckled and leaned in closer to the wolf and whispered, “Don't listen to her.”

Then I asked, a bit of pain in my voice, “So Perchta... she's no more?”

She took a moment to answer, considering her words.  “In some ways, but in the most important, she is still here, protecting me.  When I... become her... it is literal.  I remember being Gretta, but I am just part of her consciousness then.  Most of her is with me, there are a few gaps in her memories, but for the most part she lives when I take on her aspect, wielding her life force.”

Then she added as I tried to process that, “But she remembers your kind.  You are her children, and she loves you so much.  She is proud of the Varge Ielves and their dedication.  I felt only wonder in her when she realized what you were.”

I nodded, more to myself than her.  I felt vindicated for some reason.  I laid my head down on the wolf and let my tears silently flow until my exhaustion overtook me and I drifted into a world of warmth that smelled suspiciously like wolf musk.  The last thing I remember was Conrad hopping to my shoulder from somewhere and curling down my arm to nest into Amanda's fur.



Chapter 12 – Styche the Trickster

I woke to Mandywolf's voice, softly saying, with a touch of embarrassment, “Robbie.  Ummm... wake up.  I'm sort of, well... naked here.”

I yawned and stretched as the fog started easing from my mind.  I didn't normally sleep so hard and would be up in an instant, but I had been healing the wound to my gut that Gondin had inflicted upon me.  I opened my eyes groggily to see my head was laying on flesh and muscle.  I smiled and trailed my fingers along the defined abdomen muscles of...

Mt eyes snapped wide, and I was fully awake and alert as I froze.  I looked along the lithe and tempting form of Amanda.  When my eyes met her amused and embarrassed face, she said, “Ummm... hi.  Now that you're awake, is it ok if I, well...”

Oh.  I could feel a blush burning on my cheeks, and the back of my neck felt as though it were on fire from it as I pulled back from her, trying not to steal glances at her naked form.  When I was clear, she covered her modesty with her arms as a blush traveled down her own body.  I mumbled, “Goddess give me strength.”

Gretta's voice behind me said, “Nope.  You're on your own on this one Robyn.”

I glanced back to retort the smart aleck and froze again, there were perhaps a dozen women and a wolf, standing ten feet away.  Conrad was curled around Snow's neck.  The Avatars of the mortal world all had smarmy smiles on their faces and overly amused twinkles in their eyes.

I looked down in resignation and said under my breath, “Kill me now.”

The Red Hood gave a toothy grin, showing her little fangs and said, “No such luck, lady.”

I looked down at my hands, but then had to smile back at the women.  Hey, I had just ben laying on a short sexy woman with tightly packed muscles, it wasn't the worst way to wake up.  I paused.  Am I a woman?  I'm an elf... an elf.  I wasn't human?  I looked up and relaxed, not being human wasn't an oddity in this group.

Mandywolf cleared her throat and whined almost petulantly, “Ummm... naked here, a little help?”  A chuckle rippled through the women, and I tried hard not to smile.  I failed.  My smile made my cheeks ache, it was so big.  I shrugged out of my green leather cloak and handed it blindly behind me.

There were four or five growls from those assembled as she took the offering to cover herself.  I looked over to see why they had all growled, and Snow and another woman were striding up to me with looks of worry a mother would have for her child.

I thought about that, well to part of Gretta Snow, I was her child.  This other one must be... She said, “Hello Robyn, I'm Parker.  You're hurt.”

Snow snapped out, “Why didn't you tell me you were injured last night?  You could have...”

I interrupted, “Gondin landed a sweeping blow.  It was nothing I could not heal.”  I looked down to my torn corset, it was a tattered mess.

Parker stepped right into my personal space and shoved me down to sit on a rock as she crouched to start pulling the leather and fabric aside.  She chastised, “Nothing?  Your clothing is saturated in blood.”

Amanda quickly crouched in front of me, a frantic look of worry straining her face.  That wasn't the look one gave someone they had met just a day before.  I felt something inside of me which was attuned to her, soften.  Goddess forgive me, I was falling for Mandywolf, wasn't I?

She reached out as Parker examined me.  My wolf placed her fingertips delicately on my now scarred flesh, I had healed the worst of it.  That scar would be pristine skin in a week or two.  Then I shuddered and closed my eyes as she traced the scars with a whisper of contact, like the brushing of a butterfly's wings against the exposed flesh there.

Then she growled and pulled her hand back and started snapping at me, “Not only were you stupid enough to stay with my wolf, but you did it while you were bleeding?  Are you mental?”

I got into her face. “I wasn't bleeding by then... And it isn't your job to protect me.  I can make my own decisions.”

She growled deeply and raised a hand up to cup the side of my face.  We glared at each other then she softened and lowered her eyes. “You're right.  I'm sorry.  I don't know what's gotten into me.”

Ella Deathbringer offered, “Oh, oh!  I know!”

Parker snapped at her, “Ella-Marie!”

The others chuckled, then Mandywolf met my eyes again, a cute smirk on her face as she raised her hand from my cheek and pushed my hair back over my shoulder, lightly grazing the leading edge of my ear before standing and walking to the others.  I panted and gasped, fighting down the fire that spread from her touching my ear.  The little tease.  She would pay for that.  I caught myself smiling.

Then an old memory came to me unbidden.  Of when Marion had discovered my weakness.  She would lay gentle kisses on my sensitive ears, sending white hot arousal to my core.  It is how she got her way and won every argument.  Her ministrations had made me willing putty in her hands.  Is that a... Varge Ielf thing?  It would explain a few things.

As I returned my thoughts to the present, I saw the smug look on Amanda's face, and I squelched my smile and huffed.  She knew my weakness, and I didn't know hers.  The little wolfing would be impossible now.  Ok, yes, I wanted to know her weakness too if you really must know.  Very much so.  I was starting to accept that I wanted the playfully stubborn woman.

I decided to pretend not to notice the smug wretch and looked to Maireni as Snow slapped the hand of another woman who smelled of wolf from her little antler nubs, and I asked, “Styche?”

She shook her head.  “Without our air support, it is hard to track a flying demon at night.  We lost him ten miles up range.  He can mask himself from all of us, even Snow.”

I held up my bow and started striding to the wall of the pit. “I can feel concentrations of demonic magics.  They are diametric to the blessings infused upon my being by the Holy... by...  Perchta?  Gretta?  There is activity north of our location, the feeling of wrongness is stronger now than it has been.”

Gretta said with a tone of surety, “He has been perfecting his gateway weavings, soon he will be able to create a persistent one, and there will be hell on Earth.”  Then her tone changed to something hopeful. “You can lead us to him?  If he cannot hide from us, then we can finally bring the fight to him.”

I heard the tone of my Goddess in her voice, lusting for the Wild Hunt.

I nodded and said with the earnestness of a child wishing favor from her parent, “I can.”

I was about to attempt to leap to grab the lip of the pit far above when Parker growled out in a tone the wolves would be proud of, “Not right now you don't.  Right now we sit and eat and plan.  You all need to recover...”  She pointed at me then Mandywolf. “Especially those who were injured last night.  Then we can finally end this, one way or another.”

Everyone was mumbling things like, “Yes Parker.”  “Of course Parker.”

Ella playfully swatted her butt, making the woman blush and smile at her.  This Parker was that formidable that they all deferred to her demands?  I cocked my head.  No, it was something else.  She had an innocence, a nurturing presence that shone through.  What had Amanda called her before?  Ah yes, den mother.

Ella said in an English accent heavier than mine, “Great.  Then let's eat and get on the trail of that sodding wanker then.”  She gave the impression of getting denser as the Earth seemed to gravitate to her instead of the other way around and she slammed a hand, palm down, on the bedrock below our feet.

There was a whumping sound as that gravity or whatever it was released into the ground, causing my ears to pop.  Then she cupped her other hand in the air and raised it palm up, and the ground shook as huge crystals tore up from the granite, splitting it and grinding it to dust as those crystals rose to form crude steps up to the top of the pit.

This was the power of Ella Deathbringer?  Dominion over the Earth itself?  I had heard the stories over the years, of the wake of death and destruction she left in her wake.  I thought it to be just her formidable strength and those crystal daggers she seemed to throw from nowhere.  My estimations of her lethality just doubled as I stared at the crystal stairway.

As the others ascended the makeshift steps, a hand touched my chin and gently closed my mouth.  I looked over to a grinning Amanda.  She held out a hand and said, “Come on elf girl, just go with it.  I feel like I am so far out of my league around them at times.”

I nodded, and before I realized it, I had taken her offered hand.  She dragged me toward the crystals, and I held my breath and then laced our fingers.  She accepted me.  Did she know at some level that her wolf had claimed me?

Wait, elf girl?  “You know I am an Ielf?”

She nodded as we bounded up the uneven steps. “We had been trying to wake you for an hour after the sun rose, Snow filled us all in.”  I blushed again.  They had all been standing there for an hour while I laid on Mandywolf?

We reached the forest floor above to see four offroad four wheelers, and of all things, a Harley Davidson motorcycle.  They had just started production of those when I traveled to Perchta's Gardens last, to calm my mind over the decades.

Parker and two other women started unloading large plastic storage containers from some of the vehicles as Amanda pulled me down to sit on a log.  Amanda locked eyes with me.  “Are you really ok, Robbie?”

I rolled my eyes and gave her hand a squeeze.  “Yes Mandywolf, I'm fine.”

Then we all sat, and before I ate, I hesitated and looked over at Snow as I offered her my prayer, “Thy bounty shared.  Thy life and love thou hast breathed into the world that we may live, revered.  We accept these gifts and are humbled as we bask in thy compassion.”

She gave me a watery-eyed look of almost shame as they others just sat there silently, looking at us.

Then they were all in motion, and we ate the huge bounty that Parker supplied us from the containers.  About half of them ate raw meat from a cooler, including my little wolf, and the rest of us gorged ourselves on sandwiches, salads, fruits, and nuts.  I had to grin at Parker, it was a balanced diet she was trying to feed all of these badass women.

We discussed possible plans and rules of engagement.  I was shocked to find that one of the women was still fully human.  Evelyn, Rapunzel's mate.  Amanda shared with me stories of Eve's fighting prowess with the rope weapons she had created using Rapunzel's hair, and how she threaded strands of that steel strong hair into her clothing to repulse black magic attacks.

The other humans at least had their own magics, like Gretel.  She had a brother, Hansel who was in Washington DC coordinating with the mortal authorities on extra-normal activities.

We hadn't solidified any plan of attack since we weren't sure what we would come up against when we found the Trickster demon.  Gretta would do reconnaissance in the air and through communing with the birds and animals in the area.  With my ranged attack and hold off abilities they determined I should stay with the more fragile of the group to the rear of them, like Rapunzel, Eve, and Gretel.

I snorted.  It was akin to calling a wolverine or a cougar delicate, these 'fragile' women who could stand against demons.  But it made sense, I was just as accurate at a distance as I was close in with my FarSight.

One thing that surprised me was that they did not include Parker in the 'fragile' group, though she would stand in front of us.  What were her capabilities?  I heard talk from the others that she was extremely sensitive to magic and could see through illusion, but what if she were attacked?

Amanda must have seen me pondering this when she whispered, “She's not just a good cook.”  Then she winked.  Cheeky wolfling.

Amanda made a grunting sound of question that sounded a little like, “Grah?”

Parker grinned and pointed over her shoulder to one of the four wheelers.  

I was too busy looking at her shapely calves to notice what she was after as she walked barefoot across the ground, my cloak hiding away the rest of her flesh.  I... I shook my head.  Come on Robyn, get your head in the game.

Mandywolf opened the plastic storage bin lashed to the back of it and grinned.  She said, “I love you, brat.”  She pulled out a twin to the weapons rig which I had to cut off of her wolf.  Parker blushed and cuddled into Ella.

She looked at the nylon webbing then down at herself.  Then sighed and turned to where the Red Hood was laying back on Daria on the ground, using her like a soft cushion.  “Hey Fluffs, hook a girl up?”

The wolf rolled her eyes then nudged her chin toward the backpack that was normally strapped to her back.  Amanda dug into it and pulled out a black t-shirt that had white print on it reading 'Trust me, I'm the Doctor,' and a pair of sweats.

She looked around and opened her mouth to ask, but Snow said, “They're in the pit.”

Mandywolf nodded and said to me, “Back in a flash.”  Then she dove over the edge of the pit.  My hunting cloak billowing, giving me a view of her nicely formed bare ass before she disappeared from view.

I was distracted by Rachel giving Gretta a loving and possessive look which was returned in spades.  Gretta took a hopping step toward her girl, and a white crow was in her place in flight, landing lightly on Rachel's shoulder.  I blinked.  There was no transformation, no fanfare, one instant she was Gretta Snow, the next a pure white crow.

Rach gave me a half knowing smirk then I caught movement at the pit as Amanda made her way back up the crystal stairs.  She had her batons in her thigh holsters and pulled my cloak back, it looked oddly fitting with her bizarre clothes.  She slashed her hands past her sides, pulling the Glocks she had retrieved from the pit.

She spun them almost faster than I could follow in one direction then the other and slammed them back into her rig, smoothly locking two magazines into them.  She crossed her arms to perform the dual chambering I now associated with her, then she spun them again and holstered them in the same motion that made it look like child's play.  Is it wrong that my ears heated up at the display?

She let the cloak drop to conceal her as she stepped barefooted up to me while moving her nose to the cloak and inhaling deeply.

I felt a little flush as she took my hand again.  It felt so natural and right, and I found it was something I have greatly missed with all my heart these past few hundred years.  Contact, the simple pleasure of knowing that I was not alone.

She shot a teasing look over to Rachel, I followed her gaze.  The tall woman pulled her own Glock and wiggled it around in the air sloppily in a mocking manner then missed her shoulder holster three times before smirking at my smile.  Then she winked and spun her pistol rapidly and smoothly holstered it without even looking.  I chuckled.  How can the Avatars play around like that when we risked hell on Earth if we did not succeed?

Mari rolled to her feet and nodded to Parker who pulled out a cellphone as everyone took a step away from her.  She relayed our situation to a human task force commander, Mendez, on what she called speakerphone.

He responded with, “Roger that.  Report in with coordinates when the target has been located, we'll hold the choppers at a two-mile perimeter with sharpshooters and clean up anything that gets past you.  And tell McQueen to be careful.”

Parker looked over at the big grey wolf who just peeled back her lips to reveal her fangs and Parker relayed, “Will do.”

I was trying to isolate an odd screeching, crystal tone that laid just under her voice but couldn't quite make it out.

Before she hung up, he said in a voice that sounded too familiar with loss, “Godspeed.”

Without a word, everyone started mounting up on the vehicles when the crow on Rachel's shoulder took to the sky.  Ella-Marie and Parker mounted the Harley, with Conrad flowing into Parker's pocket.  The rest of the group piled onto the four wheelers except Mari and Daria.  I furrowed my brows and my Mandywolf whispered, “They're faster than any of these vehicles in the forest.”

Ah.

She stood at the four-wheeler that had Rapunzel and Evelyn on it, and she said, “Back rack Punzie.  Robbie here has point.”

Rapunzel crinkled her nose, stuck out her tongue.  She spun back, letting her ankle length hair spin up to slap Amanda in the face as she pulled a grinning Eve to the back of the vehicle where they dangled their legs off the back.  Silver burns from the silver leafs in Rapunzel's hair faded quickly from my amused wolf's cheek.

She teased, “You're no fun... Mandywolf.”  The use of my nickname for her made the tenacious woman growl and me smile that they could ruffle her with it.

My stubborn little wolf made a gracious motion beside her as she mounted up in the driver's seat.  I slid in beside her, and she hesitated as she looked at the green leather that draped off her shoulders.  “Umm... you want it back?”

I smiled and tapped the tip of her nose and said, “No, I sort of like you wearing it.  And it looks good on you.”

She looked away.  Was she blushing?  I grinned hugely that I could affect her like she did me.  Maybe her wolf was smarter than both of us.

Then She looked back at me, and I was caught in her fierce eyes.  I pulled my gaze from hers when I realized we weren't moving, though I felt I was flying.  All eyes were on me.  I glanced around then asked in a slightly whiny voice that made me cringe, “Whaaat?”

Eve reached back with a smug grin and shoved my shoulder playfully. “So, where are we going Robyn?”

Oh...  I blushed in embarrassment.  Yes, seeing as I was the only one to feel the vile wrongness of the demons, I guess it would be prudent for me to provide a general direction.  Amanda leaned in, and I caught a whiff of her wolf musk which was starting to do interesting things to me.

She asked, “Umm directions would be good right about now...  or you could like, start beeping faster the closer we got to our prey.”

I narrowed my eyes at her as the others chuckled.  I said in a fierce tone, “Don't make me...”  I looked around for confirmation. “Boop?”

Parker nodded as I finished, “...your nose, you know I will.”  Then I closed my eyes and felt for the tug of urgency, of nature in distress as a wrongness threatened its very vitality.  As magics not of this realm twisted and burned in ways unnatural.

I opened my eyes, shot Mandywolf a warning look, then smiled as I pointed northeast and said dryly, “Beep beep.”  This got everyone laughing as the metal beast we sat upon roared to life and we went tearing off along a deer trail, the others in pursuit.  True to form, I caught glances of a red, billowing blur, weaving through the forest like a specter to our right, as the great grey wolf paced us to our left.  I glanced up to see the white crow following on the wind currents above.

Daria howled, sending a ripple of power cascading through the forest and I could feel it thrumming with energy, exciting the thrill of the hunt to the surface.  I smiled as I looked around, this was my first time hunting in a... pack.

We had to stop a few times for me to get a better bearing, but after a few miles, I could feel the pull, almost as if it were a string, pulling me to the source of the feeling.  I laid a hand on Amanda's arm and guided her with subtle motions with my fingertips.  We were so in sync that it didn't take more than that to convey the directions.

We reached a ridge, and I almost fell off the four-wheeler as the subtle call to put right the unnatural darkness of the demon magic suddenly became a wall of pain.  The world was screaming!  The vehicle skidded to a halt as I grabbed my head, trying to keep the agonized screams of nature out.  I forced myself to take deep breaths.  Whatever was going on beyond the ridge was wrong at an elemental level.  It was so fundamentally wrong that it was tearing up the natural world around it.

As I breathed through the pain and panic and refocussed myself, I realized my little wolfling was holding me, stroking my hair and asking, “Robyn?  Are you ok?  What is it?  You collapsed.”

The others had dismounted their vehicles and were crowded around.  Parker was holding her own head, and Snow came wobbling out of the sky on shaky wings and was Gretta again stumbling on the ground to have Rachel catch her.

She said to me with a pained, weak grin, “Ok... that one I felt.  Looks like Parker can see through the shielding spells now too.  Something massive is underway.”

I nodded.  “It was like a hammer had come down upon me.  The world is in pain just beyond the ridge.  It is calling out to me to help it.”

We all moved tot he ridge to peer down.  It looked like a black cyclone was tearing through the trees.  Everything the unnatural and fetid magics touched decayed before our eyes.  And at the center of it all stood Scythe bellowing out words in a tongue that was making both my Mandywolf, and Rachel's ears and eyes bleed.

There were perhaps a dozen of those human-demon hybrids and two largish lizard-like humanoid demons at a rough-hewn stone slab which was laid out like an altar.  The lizards were grabbing each of the hybrids as they approached in a trancelike state and slamming them to the alter where they slit their throats, offering the black blood to the greater demon.

As each was sacrificed to the dark ritual, more black energies fed the storm that was being channeled by Styche's chanting, and more of the world died.

Then there was suddenly silence.  It was like a reverse thunderclap, instead of a deafening roar, it was like all the sound was sucked out of the world.  The roiling storm of black energy instantly contracted into a tiny black orb sucking in all the light around it, then with a thump, it became a portal, a doorway into the unholy realm of the demons, I could smell it from where we watched a half mile away.

This was not like the other portal I had seen, the one that the Red Hood closed.  This one was massive, perhaps fifty feet across and it had an edge to it, that cut through the mortal realm like a blade.

Styche tilted his head back and laughed then screeched in triumph.

Snow paled, I could feel her nature magics question and probing.  She whispered into the air, “I cannot feel the weaving.  It is pure demonic magics, borrowing none of the natural world as his previous constructs.  I...”

She looked around at us all with eyes that were white with roiling mists. “I can't close this one.  He has succeeded in making a permanent doorway to the demon realm.”

My Perchta could not save us?  So this was it?  The beginning of hell on Earth?

We tore our eyes from her when we heard bellowing roars below.  I swallowed back my own fear when we saw dozens of demons pouring through from the other realm into ours.  I could see the shadows of hundreds if not thousands more fighting to get to the portal.

Mari stood and said in a commanding tone, “That's our cue.  Parker coordinate with the humans, they'll need to handle anything that gets past us, especially any winged demons.  Ella-Marie, Rose, we need barriers, we have to funnel them to us, we can't risk any just heading for the hills as it were.”

She turned to look at Katiana.  “Kat, you and Ella need to be front and center with Dar and me while Snow takes on Styche.  He'll take to the air again so he only has to face her.”

She looked at the rest of us. “We'll be concentrating on the greater demons and the biggest threats so we'll be letting the bulk of them by, the rest of you form up on Parker and take the bastards down.  We can't let any get to the unprotected cities.”

With that she leapt off the ridge, her arms windmilling before she hit the canopy of trees below, they slowed her fall, and she landed on the forest floor with a thud, her red cloak billowing around her.  Wow.

The rest of us went into motion, watching this woman who didn't flinch at the overwhelming odds as dozens more demons charged into our realm.  It was inspiring.  I leapt with a few of the others while Amanda and the others headed down the trail on the vehicles into a gully that led down.

I knew that this was going to be a futile effort, seeing the endless wave of demons on the other side when I gazed through the portal with my FarSight.  This would be my end, all of the Avatars would fall here, but by the Holy Spirit, we would make it cost them.  It is what we did, and we would do it to the bitter end.

I heard the revving of a motor as I charged toward the clearing where the demons were congregating.  A four-wheeler cut across my path hitting a dip then launching into the air.  Amanda gracefully flipped off of the vehicle and landed in a somersault to bleed away her momentum to come up at a dead run beside me.

Both Rapunzel and Eve whipped weighted ropes out as they sailed through the air.  The ropes snagged the trees, and the women swung around them, bleeding off their own speed, and they came to a skidding halt in front of us.  They gave some slack and whipped their ropes which came free, and they deftly coiled them under their arms before they could drape down onto the ground.

They were human, well Eve was, I didn't know what Rapunzel was, but that was impressive.  They flanked us as we ran past.  Watching the others forming a reverse spearhead formation in front of us.  I was impressed at their coordination.

That's when we were seen.  First one then five, then a dozen demons raised their heads and screeched out challenges and started to charge, the others followed suit.  I caught a shadow on the ground, and I fired one volley at Styche's right eye, distracting him from seeing what pulled my attention.

He easily batted away my arrow, but before he could look up, the shadow closed on him and a white streak from the sky, in a cyclone of white feathers hit him from above like a meteor.  When the dust settled, Perchta stood crouched over his body, her great white antlers impaling his shoulders, pinning him to the ground.

He took one swipe with his clawed hands as he bellowed in pain, and batted Perchta away into the forest.  Tree trunks exploding on impact with the force of the strike.  Then as expected, the coward took wing.  His great bat-like membrane wings stroking powerfully as he rose above what was to be our final stand, dripping black ichor from his wounds.

Rose screamed in defiance as her girl, Nicole fell back to support us in her silver armor.  A torrent of black thorny briars and vines seemed to explode out of Death's Lady's chest.  They seemed endless, and the pain on her face told me they actually were tearing out of her.  The briars formed a huge, twenty-foot tall barrier to the east of the portal and dozens of demons were caught up in the flood of poisonous vines, killed instantly by the nerve toxin or torn to shreds by the needle-sharp thorns.

Then it was Ella Deathbringer's turn.  The demons were almost upon us as I felt the world flowing into the woman again.  She leapt up with a scream and landed with a great punch to the ground.  The gathered energy whumped out of her and into the ground.  A deafening crack sounded throughout the valley as the Earth itself split from the force of the impact, all the way to the portal.  I was almost knocked off my feet from the force.

She then screamed in defiance again and grasped the air in front of her in a fist and, her face painted with the strain, brought her fist up. A wall of granite exploded from the crack in the Earth boxing the demons coming from the portal in, between the briars and her wall.

I swallowed and started shooting.  Taking down demon after demon as they clashed with our front line, being forced down the funnel to us.  My Mandy yelled over the roars, bellows, and screeches of dying demons as the most powerful of the Avatars started dispatching them back to their realm, “Stay away from the black briars, they are instant death, we are all warded against the effects but you are not.  So stay to my right.”

I nodded in understanding.  I knew all the tales of Thsalias, Queen of the Underworld's poisons.  I had witnessed the black crypt where her love, Nicole of Arad had lain in an endless sleep.  I saw their effects on those foolhardy enough to believe they could best the briars, and saw their instant painful deaths.  So I would not argue.

Amandawolf drew her dual Glocks and shifted her weight from foot to foot, but unmoving.  The urge to dive into the fray was etched on her expressive face.  I reached a hand over and laid it on her shoulder.  “Patience my little wolf.  There will be plenty of enemies to fight for all.”

Something flickered on her face, I realized I had just called her my wolf.  She straightened up then nodded once emphatically, then gave me an almost shy smile.

I glanced around, the others were similarly anxious.  They didn't like being in the back of the pack any more than Mandywolf did.  I glanced at Parker, she had no weapons and she was at our front.

I looked at the front line.  Ella-Marie looked as though her legs were made of crystal as she growled in defiance and threw her arms wide.  Hundreds of crystal shards shout out from her outstretched arms.  They shredded the oncoming enemy, cutting a swath of death in their wake.

I shook my head and continued firing volley after volley in support.  These women were far beyond my capabilities.  Smaller demons were making it past our first line, my Amanda and Rachel started firing, almost every shot hit.

Those weighted ropes of Rapunzel and Eve started striking forward, drawing black ichor blood in their wake.  Gretel was throwing what tasted like black magics tempered with nature magic.

I was stunned when a little grey blur slammed into a tiny demon the size of a rat.  Conrad was viciously tearing into it with his own tiny claws.

I glance up when I heard the roar of an impossibly huge bear.  Where Kat had stood was now a towering beast who looked to be a Kodiak bear which stood fifteen feet tall or more, she slammed into a giant snakelike lion demon and tore its head from its body as the ground shook under the force of her strike.

The flood was upon us.  I was about to warn Parker to get behind me when she screamed out a challenge filled with rage, fear, frustration, and resolve.  A goblinesque, malformed, nightmare of a demon answered her challenge, and it swung an overlarge fist at her.

I almost cried out as it struck her face.  She had simply leaned into it, did she have a death wish?  But then I saw the beast's fist buckle, there was a crackling sound as it broke all of its fingers on Parker's face which was now semi-translucent crystal.  I heard a snap and a bone jutted from the flesh of the demon's arm.

It roared in pain and anger then was silenced by a punch from Parker that snapped its neck.  I looked from the dead beast to her crystal face that had an odd mix of emotions.  From sadness to an almost elation.  She... was a protector.  I understood that odd crystal tone in her voice now.

I fired until we were overwhelmed and switched to hand to hand.  Sweeping my neigh unbreakable bow to keep them at arm's length.  The wolves had exhausted all their spare magazines of ammunition and now had knives and batons out, striking at the enemy.  I looked through the battle, my sight being pulled to the portal.  It seemed for every demon we took out, ten more replaced them. That portal needed to be closed.

I heard a rumbling behind us. And looked back to see a bloodied Perchta stepping forward from the forest with a look of rage on her face, the dead forest springing to life around her as the magic she was now radiating like a furnace flowed over it.

Behind her came a stampede of animals, bears, wolves, elk, moose, wildcats, and more.  She had called her Wild Hunt!  The animals streamed around us, biting, slashing, trampling the demons.  Eagles and hawks swooping with talons raking.

Perchta hesitated only a step as she passed Rachel, a look of recognition and love on her face before it hardened and she pushed forward with her hunt.  We all pushed forward with the animals.  When we were directly behind our front line, the animals pushed past.  Dying by the hundreds, but overwhelming ten times the number of demons.  It was a madhouse, a slaughter on both sides.

Perchta said to Mari in an odd tone that sounded like all the animals of nature and the very wind itself.  “I fear the mortal realm to be lost to us.  I cannot find the threads of the dark magics of the portal, no mortal weapon can affect it.  Only demon magic can close it.  I fear the days of man are numbered.  There are too many, we can only delay them.  I have failed you, my child.”

I could not discern the look on Red's face as she looked to the portal then at Daria who was engrossed in joining the wild hunt on the far side of the funnel.  She said, “I can close it.  Just keep Styche busy, we only have one shot at this.”

They exchanged a look which was starting to scare me.  Something passed between them and my Goddess gave her a single nod then exploded into the sky in a flurry of white feathers.  She screamed out Styche's name, and they came together in a deadly dance in the sky, magics being hurdled between them, lighting up the sky as their power lanced out across the heavens.

I looked over to Mari in question, but she was already gone.  I tensed for the next wave of demons as the Wild Hunt began to thin.

 



Chapter 13 – The Glory of the Red Hood

Parker yelled out, “Mari, no!”

I stood in awed shock as the Red Hood leapt over the enemy in great bounds, covering twenty or thirty feet at once, making a run for the portal itself.

Every time she landed, she was a blur of red and silver blades.  It was like watching a dark ballerina as she danced through the enemy fangs and claws.  Deflecting magic strikes with a silver dagger that glowed almost white hot.

Dozens of the enemy fell to her strikes, but no matter how swiftly she moved nor how graceful she was, she was still in an ocean of demons.  They struck at her from every direction whenever she landed in their midsts.  But she pushed on, leaving a trail of black ichor and death in her wake.

This, I thought, was the glory of the Red Hood.  The apex predator of apex predators.  She roared, sounding more wolf than human, covered in her blood and that of her enemy as she landed strike after strike, bodies flying.  Daria's head snapped up at that and realized for the first time that her mate had moved into the enemy pack while she was distracted.

She howled outrage and fear and started bounding into the enemy.  There were so many... too many, they slowed her, and she had to stop to fight as her love moved on, more slowly now as she took more and more damage.

She stumbled then was buried under an avalanche of bodies, fangs ripping, claws slashing.  I took a step toward her as the demons reached us again.  I started fighting back, one eye on where Mari had fallen, a fist clenching in my stomach.

Then I heard the growl and the roar of an Alpha, and the demon bodies went flying in all directions, Maireni Damaschin, the Red Hood was standing again, spinning and slashing and kicking in the middle of it all.  She stumbled forward, leaving a trail of blood behind her.

She staggered but recovered, exchanging blows with a demon five times her size.  She screamed and threw her silver dagger, it cleaved clear through the demon's skull, and she leapt one last time.  Landing in the stampede of incoming demons at the dark shimmering portal.

She screamed out a challenge and threw herself into the portal. Her scream changed from challenge to pain as her blood contacted the event horizon of the magic which was tearing a hole between realms.  It sparked and hissed, and the ground shuddered.  Then in a blinding flash and blast of destabilized magic, the portal exploded violently, sending demons and Maireni's body spinning off from the force of the blast.

A hissing wail came from the sky above as Styche screamed out in frustration.  Mari's body lay still where it landed, hanging in Rose's briars like a marionette who's strings had been cut.  Rose slashed a hand forward, and the briars and vines cocooned the leader of the Avatars.  I swallowed, knowing what my FarSight showed me.  She wasn't breathing, her face twisted in a mask of pain and determination.

I felt my own rage rise, and the rest of the Avatars and I roared out our battle cries and slammed into the enemy ranks.  My heart was going out to the great gray wolf who was whimpering and snarling in her own rage as she tore into the enemy, trying to get to the briars.

Rose stepped forward, Ella was speaking in French, laying her hand on Rose's shoulder and I could feel dark magic being fed to Death's Lady.  Gretel joined in, feeding her power.  I looked around, all of us were battered and bleeding.  The Wild Hunt was gone, thousands of animal carcasses were mixed within the decaying bodies of demons which littered the ground.

Then Rose screamed and spread her arms wide.  It was like she released a tidal wave of briars and vines ten times larger that the prior one.  I saw the pain and strain on her face, and I could feel her life bleeding from her as she was pushed beyond her limits.  Finally, she could take no more, and she fell to a knee, Nicole kneeling to steady her.

I looked out over the ocean of briars, the demons were all dead, either from poison or being shredded and pulled apart by vines and thorns.  Then the briars started sucking and sawing their way back into Rose as she lost consciousness.  Nicole cradled her in her arms, gently stroking her black hair.  The last of the briars retreated settling the broken body of the Red Hood at our feet.

I glanced around, Kat was at her limit too.  She was human again but barely managing to keep her eyes open, the curse of the Kodak Amulet.  She would need months-long sleep to recover if not more.  Eve was supporting her.

We all turned to stare at the woman who sacrificed all to stop the fall of man in the mortal realm.  She looked so... small, so young.  She had barely started to live when she had become the Red Hood.

Daria came limping up, dragging a broken leg behind her.  I saw nothing but anguish in her watering eyes.  The wolf shuddered in human-like sobs as she snuffled the body before her.

I felt my own tears streaming down my cheeks unchecked as my vision blurred.  I wrapped my arm around Mandy as she sobbed silently.  We all turned our backs to give Daria some privacy as she raised her head to the sky and sang out a baying howl.  It was filled with anguish, hopelessness, and it sounded so very... very lonely.  My heart broke all over again.

We were all shocked out of our grief when the ground exploded in front of us, we were knocked off our feet onto the ground, sprayed with flying rock and debris.  We got back to our feet and watched as the dust cleared.  In a crater in the ground lay Perchta.  Gasping for breath, covered in blood.

In our sorrow, we had forgotten about the battle which had raged in the sky above.  Rachel leapt into the crater without hesitation to cradle a panting Perchta in her arms.

Then Styche the Trickster backflapped his torn wings as he landed in front of us.  The rage on his face radiated with such force that it was an almost physical and tangible thing.  He screeched out, “You will pay for this mortals!  I will have to start all over again!  But not before I eat your bones!”

Our last heavy hitter stepped in front of our group.  Ella-Marie, Ella Deathbringer laced her fingers in front of her, cracking her knuckles, and rolling her head on her shoulders and said, “Fuck off, you sodding wanker.  Let's do this!”

She charged, and he charged back.  They collided with the sound of stone grinding on crystal.  Ella landed a couple solid blows with resounding whumps, but I could see her exhaustion from the earlier fight.

I don't think Styche expected her to be so formidable.  But he wore her down and then backhanded her and she stumbled back and fell backward onto the ground.  He loomed over her and cocked his fist back for a killing blow.

I watched on in horror, not knowing what to do.  It was as if time had slowed down to make us suffer the cruel exhibition of the death of yet another Avatar when a figure in a billowing red cloak blurred between Ella and Styche.

Her fist collided with the demon's, and the compressed shockwave of the strike sent the bodies around them tumbling across the ground, skipping and rolling, and all of us fighting to keep our footing as the boom of the strike made my ears ring.

I blinked twice in shock as the dust settled.  Standing there fist to fist with Styche, cloak billowing in the wind, her knuckles bleeding, stood Evelyn!

Styche looked at her in confusion and shock as Perchta pulled herself to her feet and Ella-Marie got to hers and approached.  Rage in their eyes.  He hesitated, and I took that distraction to fire three volleys as fast as I could draw,  he batted away two with his wings but the thirds I infused with my faith in my Goddess.  It sliced through the membrane of his wing and struck his eye.  He screeched in pain and anger and tore it from his eye, then the demon turned and leapt into the sky and flapped away.  The coward wouldn't face three powerful foes at once.

Then we all turned our shocked gazes to Evelyn, who had tears streaming down her cheeks as she bent down to pick up the crossbow at her feet, then stared down at her own hand.

She asked in a meek voice, “Can we go home now?”  As she started sobbing uncontrollably.



Epilogue

I held my wolf's hand as we stepped away from the black crypt where we had placed the body of Maireni Damaschin.  I looked down at my Mandy, and she was so very solemn and uncharacteristically silent.  I leaned down and gave her a soft kiss on her lips, letting her know she was not alone.

She gave me a sad smile.  Then she asked in almost desperation, “Mine?”

I nodded and affirmed her claim,  “Yours.”  I rested my free hand on the bow slung over my shoulder.  We had grown inseparable in the ensuing weeks, and I couldn't imagine not being by her side.  I never thought I would ever feel this way about someone again.  The thought made my heart go out to Daria, understanding her loss.

I looked over to the others who stood back as Rose started raising a briar barrier to protect the body of our fallen comrade.  She who was the best of us, she who gave all that others may live.

I paused when I looked at Evelyn standing with Rapunzel, the red cloak lazily fluttering in the wind behind her.  I still couldn't believe that Eve was the new Red Hood.  Three weeks ago, After Mari's death, she said that the cloak had called out to her.  It was irresistible.

While we were all distracted by Styche, she felt compelled to put it on then in a blinding white flash of power that seemed to burn her very soul with an almost crippling pain.  She was infused with power.  The legends say that there must always be a Red Hood.

I felt for the woman as she stared down at her own hands like she were staring at the hands of a stranger.  She didn't ask for this, to be the next Red Hood.  I knew she felt as if she were betraying Mari and Daria in some way.

Daria came padding out of the crypt.  Her ears flat to her head and tail between her legs.  She hadn't so much as made a sound since Mari's death, not even a whimper since that anguished baying howl.  Even when she became human on the full moon nights, she hadn't said a word.  We fear we may be losing her to the wolf, retreating into the primalness of the animal so she didn't have to deal with the heartache of losing the other half of her soul.

Parker looked so haunted as she absently held her hand out, Daria trotted to her side and turned around to look at the crypt as Parker dug her fingers into Daria's fur to let our heartbroken sister know that she too was not alone.  We were here for her, with her.

With a sigh, Rose tore something from her chest.  It was withered, black and pulsating.  An actual piece of her heart to maintain the briars that would forever protect the body of the woman who saved us all.  The corridor to the crypt closed up, then Daria McQueen, mate of the late Maireni Damaschin, the woman who lost her love a day before they were to be wed, found her voice.

She tipped her head up to the sky and let out that baying soulful, lonely howl of mourning.  My girl and her Alpha, Rachel lifted their heads and added their voices.  Snow, who only just yesterday, had found her way back to her Gretta aspect borrowed the voices from the wolves in the countryside and howled with the three.

The rest of us cried again, for us, for Daria, for Mari.

Then Daria stepped away and moved in front of us and curled her lips back, showing three-inch fangs dripping with saliva and she growled.  We all nodded and bounded off behind her when she turned to run.  We had a demon to hunt before he could attempt this again.  And Daria McQueen was going to make him pay, and we would be right there with her.

I would fight with my newfound family, at the side of my Mandywolf.  My... mate.

 

The End
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Prologue

I tapped my toe like an impatient mother on the heavy timbers of the dock at the Flotilla Project.  I muttered to my companions as I checked the time on my mobile, “Where is that woman, we have to go sign the paperwork on the property today?”

Angie just had a smug look on her face.  I pointed at the tall woman and squinted my eyes at her in mock warning. “I know she'll make it.  Don't presume you know Tabby better than me.  She's been my best friend for better than half my life now so I've the latitude to whine.  Do I need to remind you of the proper response?”

I tried so very hard not to chuckle. Our new runner, Lenore, well I guess I can't call her new anymore since she has been with us for eighteen months, droned out cutely as if  she were reciting a lesson, “The two proper responses are 'yes ma'am' or 'yes Paya.'”

She gave us both a toothy grin and Angie grabbed her face and gave a playful shove.  “Stop sucking up Speedy, it will only make the Indian-Brit's head swell bigger.  Then she won't be able to get it through doors and such, it'd be a terrible inconvenience.”

My laughter bubbled up and out of me like it came from some babbling brook deep inside.  I loved my employees.  They were more friends, nay, family to me than workers.  I squinted an eye at Speedy.  She had come a long way since the day Angie brought her home with her like a lost puppy.

She found her on the streets, not even eighteen yet, half starved and too too many servings of pride in her to accept help.  Bloody hell, was she really about to turn nineteen next month?  She reminded me so much of Angie herself when I took her under my wing when she was in a similar situation.

I could all but hear the question in her voice when she introduced her to me when she hired her for a day to help us move one of the people in our Slingshot program, into their new flat.  “Look what I found?  Can we keep her?”

Just looking at the girl made my heart ache in memory.  She reminded me so much of my best friend ever, Tabitha Romanov, when she was on the streets herself, living on the floating slums, the rickety makeshift dwellings on the rundown barges.  Back when she was a water gypsy and I didn't have the means to help her the way she deserved, even though she was too proud to ever accept it anyway.

Lenore looked simply starved, like Tabby, before her insane musical talent was discovered by London Harmony.  I think in some ways I'm scarred from seeing my friend in that situation and feeling so helpless, not being able to help.

I watched as Angie used the same method I had used on her to help her to find her own self-worth again, by giving her honest work and a roof over her head.  One side job became two then three, then more.  Before long she was pretty much our permanent runner, and she was fast.  So much so our friend, June, had branded her with the Speedy nickname and it stuck.

In the first few weeks, she stayed with Ange in the Captain's quarters in the Persephone.  Since of course, it only made sense to keep her close to save time from driving to pick her up for work each day.

Then the woman who holds the entirety of Angie's heart, Steph, thought the arrangement silly and asked Angie to move in with her and her children.  Angie agreed in an instant.  She would move heaven and earth for Stephanie and her children.

Now Speedy is the sole occupant of that cabin up in the pilot house of the modernized barge.  She has grown to have pride in herself again and having a place she can call her own has helped immensely.

I can't help but feel like she's my own little sister, and I know Ange feels the same.

I looked at her through my squinted eyes and squished my lips to one side of my face as I asked, “You remembered to eat breakfast this morning didn't you, Speedy?  You look positively starved.”

Ok so maybe she didn't look starved, but I have this weird panicky feeling all the time after seeing Tabby get light headed and passing out once when she forgot to eat back then.

Speedy rolled her eyes and sounded every inch a teenager as she said in an exasperated tone, “Bloody hell.  Yes 'mum,' I ate breakfast.  Mostly to keep you from asking.”  Her exasperation turned into a grin as she pulled her unnaturally curly brown hair out of her face and twisted it into a ponytail, sliding the orange scrunchy from her wrist onto the unmanageable nest.  “And we can all see how that worked out for me.”

I gave her a half smirk. “Cheeky today are we?”

The clunky old sedan that pulled into the car park of the Flotilla saved her from a witty retort from your's truly.  I shook my head as a smiling copper haired rockstar stepped out and waved at all of us.  I shook my head and smiled as we all stepped off the dock and past the rustic benches that gave a spectacular view of the Thames and the London skyline.

The woman was worth millions, and if she stopped singing today, the residuals from her Tabby Cat hits would support her nicely for the rest of her life.  She could have afforded any vehicle or fleet of vehicles she wanted, yet she insisted on the old Hillman Imp.

It was the kind of car her father drove when she was a little one, so she feels comfortable with it.  She has never felt really comfortable with her newfound wealth and often says she feels like an imposter in someone else's life.  The only thing she has bought for herself was the Water Witch.  A spectacular houseboat she has harbored here on the Thames just downstream from her baby, the Flotilla Project.  She says she fell in love with the waterways and couldn't imagine living on the land again.

Most of the rest of her money goes into the Flotilla Project and its associated programs.  She partnered with the prior owner of the rundown barges of the water gypsies like her.  The floating slums she used to call home.

The manky bint decided to punish me for loving her and not giving up on her when she was at her lowest, so she made me an equal partner and put the reins for managing the foundation in my hands.  Fine, I love the silly bird, now shush, I'm telling a story here.

The barges were retrofitted and renovated into spectacular multi-unit condos that the project either lets out to people who have fallen on hard times or provides the rooms for free.  All in an attempt to give a roof over their heads until they can get themselves back on their feet again.

Sadly, the demand for rooms on the barges is overwhelming.  There are so many people that go unseen by most, the destitute, the people who have fallen on hard times that have almost broken them in more ways than one.

It physically hurts me inside that we can't do more.  It truly ties my insides up in knots so much that at times I find it difficult to breathe.  But I put on my smile like armor, and soldier on.  We keep finding new ways to expand the help we can provide with various programs, like the Slingshot Program.

We partner with dozens of property owners of muti-family dwellings all across London.  They provide heavily discounted leases for the people in the program when they are ready to move out of the barges and into a place of their own when they can financially afford to.

The participants pay a flat rate of two hundred and fifty quid a month, which included utilities and a private bath.  Our foundation pays the rest to the landlords.  As long as the residents live in the units provided, the rate would never change, making it affordable for anyone on low or fixed income to have their own place, and regain their own self-worth.

The sad part of the whole thing is the sick joke that it still isn't enough.  There are more people out there needing our help than we can place with the participating properties.  The waiting list for the people on the Slingshot list has grown from one month to almost six months before we can find them a place they can hang their hats.

The new barge, the Jabberwocky, which arrived just two months back to join the other five in Flotilla, is already full up.

We were at one of the traditional Thursday Night gatherings on the Water Witch six months back.  Tabby and I were talking with June and the others about how there just weren't enough flats available to the Project, and we weren't even able to tread water anymore as we fell further and further behind as we tried to sign other properties.

June had just shrugged and asked, “So why wait for properties to open up then?”

I had squinted an eye at her and asked, “Don't be cryptic you bloody Yank.  You have that 'it's so simple' look on your face.  Don't make me drag it out of you.”

She said in her singsong voice as her toddler, Emily, squirmed on her hip, “Yes Paya.”

I gave her a toothy grin. “There's a girl.”

She looked between Tabitha and I and asked like it was the simplest thing in the world. “Why wait for properties to open up, why not use some of the Flotilla funds to purchase your own properties or build?”

Ok, sometimes I hate loving that woman.  Tabby says things like that like they are simple, and she's right.  We get our blinders on looking at one solution that we forget there is a slew of other possibilities.  Tabs turned her copper eyes on me and looked as sheepish as I felt and she asked, “Can we do that?”

My playful glare at June, which got the wicked woman laughing heartily at us, was my answer.  I countered her with, “I still dress better than you.”  Then I raised my chin imperiously before my chuckle escaped.

She was right, and it was something we had never considered.  We quickly found out why.  In the London core, there was a serious lack of available buildings.  Let alone apartment blocks.  If we needed a warehouse, you couldn't throw a stone down by the old docks without hitting one.

But to find what we needed we had to go to the outskirts of the city, and we wanted to service the core first, where most of the homeless community congregates.  People feel more comfortable in familiar surroundings, and relocating them to unfamiliar suburbia would be a jarring adjustment.

June came to our rescue, it seemed there was a man who owed her a favor, and he had an old vacant rental property by the Hammersmith.  An apartment block just a street removed from the Thames, the Steinberg.  He had run out of funds when he was modernizing and retrofitting the twelve units in the rustic building to bring them up to code when the economy tanked.

He was more than happy to deal with us to get the money pit as he called it, out of his portfolio.  It has been a nightmare with the city and the borough council to finalize the sale and to make sure any work we did on the building preserved its historic integrity.

Today, we finally sign the papers and the Steinberg is ours.  We are meeting with the seller, the bank, and the superintendent we are hiring to manage the building, Mrs. Smythe. She manages many of the properties the Slingshot Program works with, and I find her perfect to be the matron of our first building.

If this works out, we may pursue other properties.  But that is a while off, there is a lot of work left to do before we can open the doors of the Steinberg to our residents.

Anyway, I digress.  Tabs has her arms open for a hug, so who am I to deny her?  I hugged my best friend. “Hey, brat.”

She responded with her familiar, “Hiya Paya.”

I grinned then looked at the women.  “Right then,  shall we be about it?”

They nodded in assent and we all started walking toward my SUV, except Tabs, who started back to her rickety auto.  She looked over at us then changed course and hustled to keep up, she whined out, “Hey you bints. What's wrong with my vehicle?”

Ange didn't miss a beat as she replied with a crooked half smile, “You really want the entire list or just the obvious?”

Tabitha clamped her mouth shut, she could sling sarcasm around like confetti, so I knew she was restraining a smart arse comment through her grin and eyes sparkling with mischief.

We reached my SUV and Speedy offered, “I'll drive.”

As one we all swung to her, our eyes wide and snapped out in unison, “No!”  Trust me, there's a reason.

We all chuckled at her pouty look and saddled up.  I admit that I was buzzing with excitement.
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