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Heaven, Hell, the Hidden and Earth at their
inception had each been a separate realm, a world apart from the
others. In time there was interaction between these realms since
they were of the same universe and congruent to one another.
Denizens of each traveled between, though it was hardly so easy as
to be considered a vacation, while at times it was certainly for
business. Those who could travel easiest had command of magic.
There were some who could not move from their own realm and others,
who, if they did, could not return.

That changed as each realm began to near the
others. It was not a symmetrical event as it began.

Earth, being what it was magically, was a
touchstone in that sense and the Hidden therefore was the first of
the other worlds to relate to it. It was easier for the more
magically empowered to cross, meaning that the first were witches
and then werewolves. Vampires, wizards and sorcerers came
later.

No one was concerned with the fairy classes,
from forest sprites to elves, they had often crossed between Earth
and the Hidden, even long before the worlds began shifting. There
were occasions when humans followed or were kidnapped by the
fairies. It was rarely done and many times simply by accident.

As the barriers between realms thinned,
humans were taken into the hidden purposefully.

Many were taken as slaves, as experimental
subjects or food.

In those days every breed fought for their
own kind. Those who were powerful did as they always did, according
to their hearts. Some ignored the struggles of the weaker, living
as they chose, fending off adversity. Some gained advantage over
the weak, taking and commanding all they desired, destroying
wantonly. There were others, admittedly few at first, who used
their power to help those victimized by the abusive.

All of this was the result of the closing of
the Hidden with the Earth.

With Hell and with Heaven the situation was
different since the denizens of both had always moved on the Earth
for their own purposes.

No one can determine how the events of those
early years and reveals affected life on the other worlds but the
Earth was changed. It was a gradual influx of various others and
humans resisted as humans will, even as they pursued the goals they
had set for themselves.

With the increase of magic this world
changed, since Magic, like a living thing, seeks expression…







Chapter 1




 


 


Albert Pandemonium leaned forward. He licked
Carol Grayson's cheek as the girl sat back, hugging herself.

"I can't take any more right now," she
whispered, ignoring the tears that leaked from beneath her closed
eyelids. She ignored the cat on her shoulder as well.

"Yes," Pepper Paull said, her shoulders
slumping, her voice as quiet.

While her blue eyes were red-rimmed, Pepper
didn't cry.

Glancing across to Amelia Rutledge, the
third of their coven, Pepper took a breath. The question she'd
meant to voice faded from her mind at the haunted look on the
lawyer's face. Amelia's grey eyes were locked on the tiny bone
frame that floated in the center of the protective circle. Her aura
was harmonized with Carol's and Pepper's. All three vibrated with
the horror of what they'd just learned.

It was not a new tale and perhaps the
repetition was what wore at them.

Whittlesbee began to preen Amelia's hair as
he sat on her shoulder. The owl's grooming was usually either
soothing or irritating to the woman, depending on her mood. She
didn't notice it at all this time.

The lack of response didn't trouble the owl,
though he said nothing.

The black cat, Albert Pandemonium, AP for
short, was all black but for one white ear. He balanced
precariously as he licked the cheek of the young wolf-witch.
Carol's head had bowed down though the tears didn't stop nor did
her eyes open.

Pepper brought the remnant bones near to
study. The bones were all that was left of a magical containment
that had held the spirit of a forest sprite. They were tiny,
hollow, and would have fit in half an eggshell and weighed as
much.

Forest sprites were one of the most caring,
helpful and kind of all the fairy class of magicals. This one had
held no resemblance to its family.

From the first, when Amelia had chosen it
from the remaining containments they had to deal with, they had
felt its difference. The emanation of pain was not so unusual but
as soon as Pepper's magic connected to it that pain ran like a
steady current of electricity. It carried images of diabolical
horrors directly into their minds. There had been scenes of
tortures that neither human, witch or were had ever imagined. They
were not merely a visual record. Each vision held the pain, screams
and even the tainted odor of the revealed events.

Whatever magic-using creature had trapped
the spirit it had used it like a recording device. More than only
sight and sound was captured. In the hour that it took Pepper to
analyze and dismantle the containment there had been no repetition
of events. Animals, humans, elves, witches and weres had been shown
in torturous scenes. Each of them had been reduced to quivering
wrecks and then into death.

The true horror they had endured during that
hour had seemed to last weeks since the play of it in their minds
had been as swift as dreaming. An entire episode barely took
seconds to unfold and then assimilated. Each of the coven now
remembered the length of real time of the torture.

Pepper shuddered as she tried to dismiss the
images from her mind. Except there was no way to unsee what had
been shown.

There were many more of the containments.
Each held trapped spirits. Each was likely as terrifying as this
last one.

With Pepper's personal experience of helpful
and peace-filled ancestral ghosts, these tortured spirits were all
the more tragic.

The spite's spirit, when freed of the
containment, had been freed of the compulsion as well. It had shown
no awareness. It had drifted for a time within Pepper's safety
shields. Then, for whatever reason, the spirit faded and was gone,
taking with it the burden of its madness.

With a gesture Pepper sent the bone remnant
Elsewhere to a place she'd sent the rest of the empty containments,
when there was a remnant.

Taking a breath she looked at her
sisters.

It was unusual for a coven to be composed of
only three persons. They were unique in the fact that Amelia was
not even a witch. Amelia is a lawyer, which set the woman apart in
a few ways. The obvious was that lawyers were thought of as evil.
They were blamed for the primary perversions of the Law. Carol was
a werewolf witch, the second to be known of. They'd formed the
coven when she was eleven years old.

Their first act as a coven had been to
rescue an elf named Martin, Amelie's eternal love. He had been
trapped in a similar containment, though not used in such a way.
During that mission they had found a great number of these
containments and rescued them all. Amelie was the elven spirit, the
Aes, that was a part of Amelia.

Now, after Pepper had studied dozens of
variations of this type of spell, they were breaking the magical
containments and releasing the trapped spirits. At times it was a
harder task than they'd expected.

"We need a break from this," Pepper said,
pulling herself from the mood that dragged at her. "Why don't we
take a little vacation?"

Carol and Amelia looked at her. Neither was
keen on the idea.

"We could do another campout… maybe?" Pepper
said.

Gathering AP with one hand, Carol rubbed her
eyes, blinking and studying Pepper.

"Where could we go?" Carol said.

"Not Mongolia," Amelia said, leaning back on
her arms.

'Mongolia?' AP said. 'What's in
Mongolia?'

"No, we won't go there," Pepper agreed, even
as she puzzled at Amelia's comment. "How about where we camped last
time?"

'I vote yes,' Whittlesbee said.

"It was fun there," Carol said and looked to
Amelia. "Even though it was a working weekend for me."

The lawyer smiled, nodded.

The camping trip they had all gone on was
before they'd made their covenant, when her ghostly teachers
desired Carol test her magic.

"I'll take off Friday and we can have a long
weekend of it," Amelia said. "I don't have any trials next week
anyway."

"Just us," Pepper said, looking at her
covenant sisters.

Amelia's grey eyes locked on hers for a
moment before she nodded again.

"Yes," Carol said. "We three."

"We'll leave tomorrow after I get home from
work," Amelia said.

'What about us?' AP said, looking
between Pepper and Amelia.

"Of course familiars go with their witches,"
Pepper said, smiling.

*

 


"You look relaxed," Mike said as he entered
the rear parlor, finding Pepper sitting there, gazing at the
crystals of a lamp. "Do you mind company?"

Pepper blinked a few times. She turned her
blue eyes to him, her face was expressionless.

"I do not mind," she said. "Please sit,"

Mike sat across from her.

"You aren't relaxed, are you?" he said.

"I am what I am," she murmured, her eyes
falling back to the lamp.

The room was dim. The lamp was off. Only the
light from the hall and kitchen shone through the room. Pepper had
been studying the refracted lights in the dangling crystals of the
lamp.

"What?" Mike said, leaning toward her.

Pepper glanced back to him, seeing his aura
shimmer with magic.

She looked past him.

"No, Mike," she said. "I'm not relaxed. I'm
not terribly troubled… it's just that I have a burden of choices I
must deal with. That's all."

"Like what, Pepper?" he said. "I'd like to
help you or at least listen… if that would help."

"Thank you," Pepper said. "I…"

"You don't…" Mike said, stopping as he'd
interrupted her. "Sorry, go on."

"What were you saying, Mike?" she said,
motioning him to speak.

"You don't need to thank me at every turn,"
he said and shrugged. "If not for you I don't know what my fate
would be."

"Even now your fate is unknown," she said,
puzzled.

Mike was another piece of the recent
disturbance that continued to change Pepper's life. He had entered
the bookshop, her last one, wearing charmed spectacles. They were
eyeglasses that allowed him to see the truth of things. Realizing
he was reckless she wanted nothing to do with him, however… he
needed her help.

Michael Charteris had come into an
inheritance with the death of his grandmother. Her estate included
a mansion with a hidden room of magical articles and books. He knew
nothing of magic. When Pepper studied him she found no magic in
him. This was unusual, if not impossible. Still, the lure of
magical books drew her along. She'd found that those books were
some of the most powerful… in any case she studied the books to
appraise them. In his many visits, he spent time with her,
breakfasts or dinners, which she insisted were not dates.

Eventually she met his fiancée. She was a
sorceress with a love spell wrapped around him. Pepper brooded over
her feelings, considering what would be right or wrong. She could
take no direct action.

Then, when it seemed he was looking for a
way out of his confusion she gave him a charm that would help. It
did help him break the spells that held him bound. And the magic
that should have been in him since birth was suddenly present.

It wrecked his life, or so he thought at the
time.

Mike was put in danger because of it. Pepper
felt responsibility for that… but more, she felt
feelings.

"Sorry," she said. "I don't know how to do
this."

The sorceress had died in a fireball when
they tried to question her. Pepper had bought the estate, since
he'd put it up for auction, to protect the books, and to have the
dwelling for her coven. When Mike had come to his senses and asked
her for help, she'd taken him in, as well.

They sat in one of the mansion's
parlors.

"Do what?" he asked when she remained
silent.

Pepper colored lightly. She glanced away,
her fingers knotted together.

"This," she said, her hands loosening
quickly to make a gesture to the room.

"Amelia and Carol," she said quietly. "They…
I never had friends… close friends before I met them. I've learned
how to be friends with them over the years. Now you're here. Even
for all this time passing I don't know what to do or how to…
goodness, I'm babbling."

Pepper brought her arms to wrap herself as
though suddenly chilled.

Mike remained silent as she closed herself
away. Her eyes turned to the shadows.

Time passed as he studied her.

It was fully dark to all sides but for that
light from the hall.

Night had come and deepened.

Amelia had looked in at the silent tableau
and left them.

Carol had studied it, sensing the magic
flowing between them but retreated as silently as a wolf.

Whittlesbee and AP stayed away.

Even the many ghosts avoided that parlor for
a time.

"I need to decide about my shop," Pepper
said. "To keep it or close it."

Mike nodded.

Glancing at his movement she realized that
it had gotten late.

"I'm sorry, Mike," she flicked a lamp on,
though she kept it dim. "I didn't realize such time had
passed."

"Did it?" he looked around, took a breath as
though he had not in a while.

"I didn't notice," he said a moment
later.

Pepper smiled suddenly. Her dimples showed.
She gave a laugh. As she gazed at him her eyes glowed blue,
sparkling like the sun shone on them.

Mike was smiling in his turn.

"Would you like to take a walk?" she said,
then blushed and dropped her eyes.

Mike stood and held out his hand.

"Yes," he said. "A walk would be nice."

Pepper took his hand and stood, they walked
toward the hall.

The lamp turned off behind them.

 


*

"Can't you fortify your place so that you
don't have to worry about the other shops?" Mike said. They sat on
the porch steps later watching the stars and a sliver of moon move
through the sky.

"I still need to discuss it with the other
shop owners… I guess. I don't want them in danger," Pepper said.
"At least I don't want them unaware of the danger."

"I don't see how they could be unaware after
that battle you described," Mike said. "And it has been a while
since then. Nothing else has happened in the meantime to worry
anyone, has it?"

"No," Pepper said and turned to face him
again. "They…"

She looked out onto the lawn suddenly.

A figure had appeared there and was striding
toward them. It seemed to be a deep, dark, shadow… walking.

"What's that?" Mike whispered.

"I'm not sure," Pepper stood. She moved
forward, summoning magic.

The figure stopped several paces from her
and raised a hand.

"I brought beer," said Zymnos.

Pepper dropped the magic away as the dragon
walked closer.

"Is there something we need to talk about?"
she said.

"Of course there is, Pepper Paull, why else
would I be out on a night like this?"

"Uhm… just to enjoy a peaceful night," she
ventured.

Mike came to stand beside her, looking at
the elderly man.

"Now, someone is freshly ripening," Zymnos
said, facing Mike.

"Zymnos, this is Mike. Mike," Pepper said.
"This is Zymnos, he's a… he's not what he seems to be."

Zymnos chuckled at her description.

Then he held up the eight-pack.

"Will you invite me in?" he said.

 


*

"So," said Pepper as she lowered her glass,
gazing at Zymnos. "Are you cashing in so quickly?"

Amelia poured the rest of Pepper's beer into
her glass and resumed pacing.

They had settled in the kitchen, sitting
around the breakfast table. Beer had been opened and shared but
little of talk had occurred.

Zymnos eyed the lawyer as she walked circles
in the room.

Amelia's eyes surveyed the table or looked
to meet the needs of her sister. After first greeting the dragon in
disguise she'd avoided any glance his way.

"I thought I smelled… sensed something
strange," Carol said, entering the kitchen.

Pepper was studying Zymnos as he watched
Amelia and, now, Carol.

There were ghosts gathering around them as
well. Martin moved beside Amelia. Gail watched Mike from the
doorway along with Karina and other family members. Most were
curious about the dragon.

"Indeed, yes," Zymnos said, turning back to
Pepper. "You did so well with your last heist that I thought of you
when this one came to mind."

"A heist?" Carol said. "Cool. Wha…?"

Pepper cut her enthusiasm with a
gesture.

"Zymnos you know we can't do something
unlawful," Pepper said.

"What?" the old man said. "You broke into a
Hidden stronghold, killed guards and stole property… that's a
heist."

"No, it was a rescue… a multiple rescue,"
Amelia said. "Perfectly lawful."

Zymnos glanced her way before looking back
to Pepper.

"How about this," he said. "I'll owe you
one… afterwards. We'll go beyond break even."

Pepper lifted her glass. Finding it was full
again she glanced to Amelia.

The lawyer wasn't looking, so she turned her
eyes to Carol, who shrugged.

"Tell me the deal first," Pepper said.

Everyone but Amelia looked to Zymnos when he
didn't reply immediately.

The man tipped his bottle up, taking the
last swallow, avoiding Pepper's eyes.

"Need your word first," Zymnos said. "Can't
reveal without a deal."

'Pepper,' said Karina, the eldest of
the Hesperus family, Pepper's distant forebear. 'You can't make
a deal with a dragon.'

"Grandmother," Pepper said. "Do you know
what I must face in the coming years?"

'Sorry, dear,' the elder ghost said.
'You do as you see fit.'

"Thank you, grandmother," Pepper said.

The blue-eyed witch took another swallow of
beer, turning her attention back to the dragon. She studied
him.

"Is it something we can do lawfully?" she
asked him.

"It's basically the recovery of something
that was lost a long time ago. No one owns it now or knows of it,"
Zymnos said.

Amelia gave a hissing sound as she sucked a
breath, drawing everyone's eyes to her.

Without even looking, she waved her hand,
dismissing what she'd done. It meant more to her sisters… in many
ways.

She continued pacing.

"So why don't you do this yourself?" Carol
said, petting AP.

"Let's just say that I can't," he answered.
"The stirring up of memories is to be avoided."

"Why do you come to us, though?" Pepper
said.

"Power is needed, the power you hold,"
Zymnos said. "And… the most important thing is that I can trust
you."

"Yes," Pepper said. "If we make a deal you
can trust us but we don't know…"

"Pepper," Amelia said, interrupting.

The lawyer's grey eyes were darkened as she
looked to her friend. Her hands lifted up and then she hugged
herself.

Glancing to Carol and back, Amelia gave
Pepper a slight nod.

"You're certain?" Pepper said.

Amelia's answering nod was even less
obvious. Pepper saw much more in her aura.

Pepper looked to Carol who also nodded.

"Okay, then, let's get to the details,"
Pepper said.

"Slip into for a time," the old man said. He
set down the bottle he'd been toying with.

Giving a nod, the witch released her hold on
time though she remained seated. The incomparable silence of this
place inside of time surrounded her as all motion ceased in every
direction.

Zymnos gave a sigh.

"You are a difficult witch to deal with," he
said. "This isn't such a…"

Pepper shook her head. A wave of her hand
cut him off.

"I can't just agree to something by your
word, Zymnos," she said. "I need to know the facts… the
details."

"Yet, when your partner says it's to be
done, you agree?"

"I trust her."

"Knowing the possible of the infinite isn't
knowing a thing," he said. "Such a gift is much better left wrapped
rather than opened and broken."

"She's learning," Pepper said. "Now…
details."

"Yes, well. It's about this big," Zymnos
made a quick three way gesture with his hands, giving a two foot by
two foot by three foot range. "I think. It looks a bit like… umm…
like a human casket with a few extra angles to it."

"A casket. Does it serve the same
function?"

"Oh, no, no… well, not exactly," Zymnos
said.

"What's inside this casket?"

"It's best we not speak of these things," he
said, his eyes taking on the yellow gleam of bright flames.

"Things? How many things?" Pepper
demanded.

"Three," he said. "Of course."

"All in one, yes?"

"Yes. It may… it may be easy for you."

Pepper listened to the way that sounded
against the backdrop of absolute silence as she watched him. His
eyes showed the inner fire of his nature.

"Where is this place?"

"Uhm… South America, Mayan Empire, in this
world… mostly."

Pepper shook her head, irritated at the pace
of Zymnos' answers.

Zymnos saw the look in her eye and leaned
closer.

"I'll take you to a spot in the high peaks
and show you the entry. Within is a maze that leads in time to a
passage into the Hidden. It's just a small cavern but you have to
go through the maze on this side to get there. In the cavern is a
reliquary holding the package. You grab that and reverse your
course. There's no shortcutting."

Pepper studied him as she considered the
simple instructions.

"What obstacles are there?" she said.

"Possibly none," Zymnos said.
"Possibly…"

Running her hands back through her hair she
closed her eyes.

"Then why don't you go?"

"I wouldn't be welcome in that realm, but I
don't want to be seen actively."

"Welcome?" Pepper said. "You're not going to
answer me, are you?"

"It's been so long that it could be an open
path."

"If it's been so long, how can you be
certain it's still there?"

"I'd know if it's been touched."

"Well, why do you need it now?" Pepper said
with her eyes still shut.

"I believe it will be needed in the future
and this is a safe time to seek it," he said.

Before she even opened her eyes, she knew
Zymnos was gone.

She grabbed her place in time to see her
friends reacting to the dragon's vanishing act.

Amelia was still pacing.

"So," Carol said. "What's the deal?"

"Nothing big," Pepper said and picked up her
empty glass, her eyes turning to Amelia.

"Not that he would've told you anyway,"
Amelia commented.

The Hesperus ghosts moved away but for
Karina, who approached Pepper.

Mike watched the ghost, still learning about
Pepper's world.

Amelia grabbed another beer from the fridge
and opened it to fill Pepper's glass.

'I'm sorry I interfered, Pepper,' the
elder said quietly. 'I just think it's odd that a dragon reveals
himself to you.'

"Did you know about dragons, Karina?" Carol
said, rolling AP onto his back.

He bit at her knuckle.

'I didn't know there were any around.
Even back when I was alive dragons were mostly mythical,' the
ghost replied. 'But still, Pepper, is it wise to…?'

"She'll need his help," Amelia said.

'Isn't there a chance he'll betray
her?' Karina wondered.

Amelia shrugged.

"There's always that chance."

The ghost started toward the door then
stopped. Her eyes brightened noticeably as she regarded her young
descendant.

'Pepper, I'm very proud of you,
dear,' the ghost said. Then she was gone.

There was quiet in the kitchen for a while
after the ghost had vanished.

"What will I need his help with, Amelia?"
Pepper said.

"There is a time coming when you need to
read. He has the knowledge to help you prepare a place," the lawyer
said and shrugged. "He enjoys annoying you."

'That's no surprise,' Whittlesbee
said.

'Not difficult either,' AP said.

"Caution cat," Carol said. "That's not a
game to play."

'No,' AP said. 'I know.'

"What's the plan? Where are we going?'

"Deep into the Mayan empire," Pepper
said.

'That's a strange place to go,'
Whittlesbee said.

*

 


"There's the entry," Zymnos said, pointing
through an opening of the jungle growth.

The opening he referred to was a small black
square in the side of a distant rocky hill.

They had been transported to a small
irregular clearing. It had taken fifteen minutes to reach this
overlook.

"You'll have one chance."

Then, before any of the coven could voice a
question, or think of one, the dragon in disguise vanished.

The three exchanged smiles at his attitude
as they took a measure of this place.

The heavy, thick vegetation that surrounded
them gave a narrow view of a mountainside, rising from the lush
forest in the distance. That stark rock face had a single smooth
section visible, obvious by its difference. Within that area was a
simple carved doorway, shaped like the keystone of an arch, it was
an opening, showing darkness, a speck of black as small as Carol's
little finger for the distance.

Pepper turned her eyes from their
destination to find an unexpected traveler. She did a rapid, into
time, examination of his aura, his surrounding magic and the local
area again.

"Mike?" Pepper said. "What are you doing
here?"

"I didn't… I don't know what happened," Mike
said. "You guys vanished and I…"

"We need to move," Amelia said,
interrupting, pushing the two of them along. "Don't fly… there's a
path here."

Amelia pointed to the side. They passed
through a screen of brush away from the edge of the hillside. They
were moving farther from the clearing where Zymnos had dropped
them.

Carol moved to the front, her head turning
from side to side, seeking, listening, and almost hunting. The
werewolf tried to understand every sound the forest made. It was
all new to her, being a city girl. Her instincts made up for a
specific lack of knowledge.

They tried moving quietly but that was
impossible. None of them were used to the trick of walking silently
in the wild. It was unlikely anyone would hear in any case. With
the natural sounds from every side, the wind, the birds, insects
and lizards, there was no lack of noise. These creatures were not
disturbed by a few visitors but neither did they challenge the
interlopers.

The thick vegetation was reluctant to give
way, even with the footpath. Branches reached in from either side.
Carol studied the path, remarking at how well traveled it was. They
all wondered at what walked here. While Carol scented weres, she
couldn't tell what type.

The late afternoon sun filtered through
heavy storm clouds. Those clouds moved steadily, rolling and
tumbling. They were dark but released no rain.

"Can I use were magic here?" Carol wondered,
although she had already enhanced her human senses to meet her
needs. She was concerned about the weres she sensed.

Amelia was right behind her and said it
would be okay.

Pepper was just behind Mike who followed
Amelia.

"Are you okay, being here?" she asked
him.

"Yes," he replied. "I'm just a little
confused about why I was included. You didn't…?"

"No," Pepper said, looking around as they
followed her sisters. "No, it's a surprise to me. I have no idea
what Zymnos had in mind. This is likely to be dangerous."

"I wish I…"

"No," she exclaimed, putting her hand up to
stop him. "No wishes, remember, especially in your condition.
You'll do fine, whatever we run into."

Mike was silent for a few steps along the
trail.

"Do you know what we'll run into?" he
wondered.

"No. Amelia might, but obviously thinks it's
better kept a surprise," Pepper said louder than necessary.

"It's good that you like surprises," Amelia
said over her shoulder.

"I never said that I liked surprises,"
Pepper said.

"Well, here's one," Carol said, coming to an
abrupt stop, keeping Amelia from passing her. "I thought that was
our destination? Why is there this big old obstacle?"

Pepper and Mike moved up and found a sheer
drop off.

The cave entrance was still as visible,
although no larger.

What had looked like a clearing in front of
it was actually a chasm. The tops of trees looked like bushes below
them. It appeared to be a singular mountain across from them. This
vantage revealed they were halfway up the side of another mountain,
or likely, a part of a mountain range.

"Is this why you said no flying? You knew
we'd need to?" Pepper wondered.

"No, I knew one thing before I knew this,"
Amelia said, her grey eyes looking troubled.

"Is there a way across, where did that path
go?" Mike asked. "There must be a way if you can't fly."

"Only if we're meant to succeed," Carol
muttered.

"What he meant and what is possible may be
mutually exclusive," Pepper said.

"I thought that you trusted him," Mike
said.

"Trust?" Pepper said as she looked over the
wide chasm. "He's too powerful for that word to fit into the
equation. There's nothing I could do that would even slow him down.
He can show up when he wants and leave whenever. No, we owed him a
favor and he's using us. I'm not certain of his motivation or his
principles."

"He's revealed much of his nature to you,"
Amelia said. "He's given you insight into… his people. Isn't that a
form of trust? Didn't he say he trusted you?"

"Are you saying that as a lawyer or with
insight?" Pepper said.

Carol was pointing into the distance but
listening to her sisters.

"No… neither…or, I'm saying this as your
sister… recognizing the possibility that he's being honest with
you," Amelia said.

"She's just being pessimistic recently,"
Carol said, flashing a grin. "There's a bridge ahead, one of those
cable and plank jobs."

"Let's go, then," Amelia said. "They'll be
here soon."

"Who? Here?" Carol said, sniffing and
looking around.

"I thought I had said. Leopards or jaguars…
I'm not certain," Amelia said.

"You certainly didn't say," Pepper said.
"Too bad Whitt's such a chicken; we could use him right now."

"The trail's over here," Carol said, moving
forward along the edge of the cliff face, leaving the brush to one
side.

 


*

"Is this your idea of a camping trip?"
Amelia said, turning to smile at Pepper.

The path had become bare rock as they neared
the bridgehead. An elaborate frame of logs held the ropes of the
bridge stretched out to the right proportions, while the thick
ropes ended at several massive trees growing back at the edge of
the forest.

Amelia's smile faded as she spied movement
in the shadows beyond Pepper.

Pepper raised defensive shields as she
turned around.

Catching the sudden whirl of magic Carol
turned back, removing her foot from the first plank.

Six great cats, jaguars, larger than the
natural beasts, crept forward from the growth, pacing at the same
measure.

Their attitude seemed threatening. Carol
moved to Pepper's side.

Pepper pulled Mike back to stand with
Amelia.

"They're weres," Carol said.

"Yes," Pepper agreed, watching the cats
carefully.

"Just wait," Pepper said as Carol readied
her magic. "Perhaps we can talk without a fight."

"That would be a switch," the young werewolf
said, grinning hungrily.

Amelia moved in front of Pepper suddenly and
raised a hand, palm out, empty. She said a few quick words in
Mayan.

Pepper and Carol exchanged a look.

Then a man stepped from the bushes behind
the jaguars, his face and chest were painted. An ornate necklace of
beads and claws adorned him. A loincloth of fur covered him.

For a moment he studied them. He slowly
raised a hand, speaking several distinct words in Mayan to
Amelia.

She gave a reply and lowered her hand. The
man lowered his hand. He said something to the cats.

Slowly, two by two, the cats shifted from
animal to human form. They were tall, dark and lean. Their naked
bodies glistened with the sweat of transforming. Four were men and
two women. They were so alike that they had to be of one family.
Such was often the case with small were packs or tribes.

Amelia stepped back to Pepper as the man
approached.

The men and women stayed behind him, moving
near as well. Their dark eyes and stern visage gave no hint of
their thoughts. The man turned from facing the coven. He drew the
men and women together, huddling in such a fashion that Pepper
could barely hear them. What she could hear was of the Mayan
tongue. It meant nothing to her.

Although she could see their auras clearly
Pepper couldn't determine anything of their intentions, not yet. It
was as difficult to interpret their auras as it was their language.
Perhaps more difficult.

"I didn't know you knew Mayan," Pepper said
to Amelia.

"Well, I don't really," Amelia said. "But I
saw myself doing it. The meaning was plain. We don't want to fight
these guys."

"My first choice isn't always to fight,
Amelia," Pepper said. "You know that, right?"

"Of course I do, it's our wolf sister gets
her hackles up," Amelia said.

Carol gave her a fake growl with a smile as
they waited for the conference to end.

"If we don't speak Mayan," Pepper said. "How
will we communicate?"

"I speak a little," Mike said. "Maybe I'm a
bit rusty, though."

"Why do you want to cross this bridge?" the
painted man said in perfectly understandable English.

He moved from the weres, as they spread out
behind him.

"Uhm, we need to go into that cave," Pepper
pointed across to where the entrance was, although it was now out
of sight from their angle.

The man stepped forward and encountered the
barrier she held. Pressing it with one hand she felt him test her
magic with his.

Hers was stronger.

"No one who enters that cavern returns," he
said. "What purpose brings you here?"

"To fulfill a debt, my coven is bound to
retrieve something within. I only have a description and the vague
need an ally has of it," Pepper said. "I hope we have no reason to
fight you to make our way to it."

"No, young witch," the man said. "Our duty
is to guard against those coming from that side, those who dwell
within the cavern, creatures you wouldn't want to face."

"What manner of creatures?" Pepper
asked.

Mike and Pepper's sisters each listened
carefully.

"A type of godling, or so it seems, whether
one or many we don't know. We strike it down and it vanishes to
come forth some other day. Similar to the tales of the phoenix, it
does not stay dead."

"But it's no phoenix?" Amelia said.

"No, nothing so benign," he said. "It is
very similar to what the Toltec and before them the Aztec
worshipped. It is called Quetzalcoatl. It is serpent-like in body
with strange wings and head. The wings are like plumes sometimes
and like those of the condor at other times. Even a rainbow aspect
has been attributed to them."

"What harm does it do?" Carol wondered,
glancing back to the bridge.

"Through the years of my study its attack
depends on a cyclic pattern, reflecting its nature. The most deadly
attack is when it ensorcels its victim. While holding it paralyzed,
it rips through the chest and takes the living heart. Otherwise it
attacks much like a vampire and draws the life essence from its
prey. In its weakest attack it strangles its prey to death."

"What magic does it have?" Pepper said.

"Much like the phoenix it is an elemental
power following the cycles of the moon, but in the different phases
its magic shifts. It is a rather unique magical."

"It sounds like you've studied this creature
a great deal," Amelia said.

"Yes, I hope to publish the study in a few
years. It's an amazing creature. I'm more interested in the
historical relationship with the Ancient Aztec and Toltec peoples.
When the early Mayans gained dominance, the Toltec had all but
vanished. The accord they had with the Quetzalcoatl is lost. I hope
to learn more of it… I truly must learn more of it to complete my
study."

"Does it communicate?" Carol asked.

"Not in any way I've determined. I believe
when the rainbow aspect has form it is most aware. But I have yet
to understand how the ancients communed with it."

The jaguars in human form stood stoically.
To Carol's eye there were signs of boredom.

"Have you published anything?" Pepper
wondered. "I run a bookstore, but it deals mostly with witchcraft
and the current magical nature of the world. I may have seen your
works."

"About ten years ago I published The
Truth of the Rainbow Court. The focus of that was the continued
interaction of the Mayan gods with our rulers. It contained an
historical study of how our gods once treated with the Aztec and
other ancient people of this region. Part of it was how they helped
our civilization flourish."

"I saw that one, but didn't read it. It lies
a little outside of my interests. I'm sorry but I don't know your
name," Pepper said.

"Kontos Hualtopei, former professor of
ancient studies at Tiuhoutan University."

"Professor, it's a pleasure to meet you, my
name is Pepper Paull," she said. "This is Amelia and Carol, the
others of my coven and Mike, a friend."

"Pleasure," he said, nodding. "I would only
desire this were a more pleasant occasion. Must you go into the
cavern of cries?"

"Yes, it's business," Pepper said.

"You spoke of an ally," Kontos said. "Does
something threaten the great Hesperus witches?"

Pepper took a step back, surprised at the
statement.

Kontos chuckled.

"I thought I had recognized you but didn't
place you immediately," he said. "I met your mother when she gave a
lecture at the university. A most charming witch. You resemble her
quite nicely."

"Thank you," Pepper said uncertainly.
"Though the threat we are preparing for is not against me or us but
a broader attack against the Law and what has been built by the
law."

Kontos nodded.

"There have been strangers seen in some of
the old temples. Some are looting and others are playing with
divination or seeking spells. That's another reason we are
patrolling."

"Yes," Pepper said. "There's a powerful
group in the Hidden that's buying magical items with promises."

"This will pose a danger in the future,"
Kontos' comment seemed more statement than question.

"Seems to be shaping up to strong opposition
to the law," Pepper said.

The elderly man gave a shrug.

"The war that has never ended," he said.

"So… you don't mind that we pass through the
cavern?" Pepper said.

"No, all I can do is warn you. It would be
best that you avoid it."

Pepper gave a shrug.

"There's no choice about this," she
said.

The six jaguars, still in human form had
settled down, sitting on the log framework or on the bare rock. One
man was studying Carol but the entire group was quiet.

Carol felt the faint ebb of magic from them.
It was typical of other were magic with a slightly different
flavor.

After bidding the professor and the six
jaguars farewell Pepper's small group set out to cross the
bridge.

*

 


Stepping onto the bridge was a bit like
stepping into the sky. The steep cliff they left vanished
vertically into a valley of tall trees that hid the bottom. A
glittering movement showed a river winking between breaks in the
forest canopy below. Above, the rapidly moving clouds had spread
out, opening clear patches showing the dark blue high skies. The
barely noticeable breeze that had played gently with the leaves of
the trees of the forest became a stronger wind as they walked
farther onto the planks. The bridge swayed with a constant gentle
motion as the wind held the cable and planks in a wide arc.

It took the travelers a few dozen steps to
get a feel for the odd motion. They were taking very slow steps for
the sake of Amelia and Mike. Both were holding tightly to the
cable.

Pepper glanced back to see Carol gazing down
to the raging river visible far below. Even though Amelia had
warned her about flying, Pepper wouldn't hesitate if she had
need.

The sky was clear. The dark clouds had moved
on by the time they reached the farther side of the bridge.

The trail on this side was as well kept as
on the other. It had Carol looking around suspiciously.

"If no one is supposed to come over here to
the cave, why is the bridge here and the trail so nice?" she
wondered.

When they looked to Amelia for an answer the
lawyer laughed.

"Hey," she said. "I don't know everything.
Maybe we don't even wonder about it once we get to the cave."

"Meaning you have no answer from the
future," Carol said.

"Something like that," Amelia responded. "I
wonder why Martin didn't come with us."

"Obvious change of subject," Carol said,
smiling at their sister.

The trail they traveled descended the
mountain, curving along the side. It quickly became obvious that it
did not head to the cave.

When Pepper realized the problem she sought
out another trail, cutting from this. There was nothing visible.
The steep slope was covered with jungle growth, vines and spiny
bushes as though a hedge had been planted to protect access to the
cavern.

The mountain rose above them. The entrance
they needed was hidden.

"So, do we force a way through?" Carol
asked.

They were huddled on the trail where Pepper
judged the cave would be above them, discussing the matter.

Amelia renewed her warning against flying,
even while giving no reason.

"I see no alternative," Pepper said. "I can
displace the growth so we can have a path. It will close again
after we pass through. That's the best way with the least
damage."

"Yes," Amelia said. "It would be best we
give no offense."

The others looked to her, expecting an
explanation.

Amelia gave her customary shrug and smile…
she didn't have a reason for her words.

Pepper gave a shrug of her own before she
turned to face the jungle blockade.

A wave of her hand did not bring the
expected result. She frowned.

"There is magic here," she muttered. "Old
magic. Powerful magic."

Slipping into time she studied the weave of
lush colors that held the growth in a more substantial hedge than
the plants could accomplish on their own. Reaching forward she
brushed a strand of that weaving and tested the magic. It was
unusual. It was nothing she'd ever seen.

Inside time, she studied the magic, the
weave of it, the power itself. She explored what she could of the
roots of this magic. The only way she could understand anything of
it was in how it related to the earthly principles it manipulated.
Pepper had to deconstruct and reverse engineer the flow of the
various magics. For such a simple roadblock the magic was terribly
complex.

As was normal for her, Pepper spent hours
studying the magic without realizing it.

Returning to her place in time she again
moved her hand to cast the spell forward… this time the growth
responded and spread aside to create a narrow path.

Entering the way, the others followed.
Pepper continued spreading the growth ahead, opening the path. The
spell would hold it until Carol, moving last in line, passed. The
ground sloped upward steeply. The growth was the same density from
where they started and each step of the way. They climbed for
nearly twenty minutes before the vegetation thinned. It thinned and
then ceased within a few steps. Bare rock showed. The mountainside
continued up above them, reaching high into the sky.

Without hesitating, Pepper began climbing up
the rock face. From a distance the rock had appeared smooth, yet it
proved to be irregular, broken, cracked and easy to climb. From
this angle she had no view of the cave entrance. She was still
moving according to her best estimate.

It took another few minutes before she
reached the lip of a ledge. As she climbed over that lip, she found
the entrance. Though she had expected it to be large, it proved to
be larger than that. She began examining the immediate area for
magic… there was an abundance… it was not immediately
understandable. It was baffling.

"Okay," Amelia said, after they gathered
near the cavern entrance. She wiped sweat from her face. "I need to
get in shape if we're doing this on a regular basis."

"You could run with me more often," Carol
said, grinning.

"Wait…" Pepper said, turning from her study.
"Are you saying we'll be doing this regularly?"

"No… no," she panted. "No, I don't think
so."

"How are you doing, Mike?" Pepper said.

They were all sweating although the breeze
was refreshing. Carol was the least affected. Her body recovered as
quickly as it was strained.

"I'm okay," he said. "But I'm out of shape,
too."



Chapter 2


 


 


Approaching the cavern entrance, Pepper
moved to the front. Carol again moved to the rear, setting a
barrier to block any attack from that direction.

They approached carefully, both witches
alert. Pepper was again examining the strange magic. She held one
hand forward, sensing the traces of magic. As with the weave
through the briar barricade, this magic was an incredible array of
unknown magic.

Pepper didn't like the fact that so much was
unknown of it. While she wanted to stop, drop into time and examine
it, she felt it would be risky. For one thing, this magic was fresh
and alive. No matter how ancient this cavern was, it had not been
abandoned.

From a step away it seemed clear and empty
to all sides. It was twice as tall as she. It was wider than she
could reach. It was not a simple doorway cut into the rock but a
highly detailed arrangement of blocks. They were fit tightly. Each
was carved with figures, though eroded by wind and rain. All detail
was lost, leaving a bare hint of those figures.

A single massive stone lintel capped it.

Pepper hesitated at the threshold. It was
three or four feet wide with a slightly raised step to pass.
Finding no inimical magic reaching toward her she proceeded.

Though the sun shone upon her back, she cast
no shadow for the darkness. Each of them cast a normal shadow from
the sun. Those shadows stretched forward normally until they
crossed that threshold. At that point the shadows merged,
vanishing, into the dark. Rather than sunlight falling on the floor
at the entry, it was shadow from that threshold inward.

Pepper stopped.

The deep black shadows of a cave filled this
place, from the threshold and as deeply as she could see. There was
no shadow cast inward. Pepper wasn't certain how deeply she
saw.

Reaching her hand slowly forward it vanished
into shadow.

Pepper glanced to Carol as she touched the
rock of the entry.

Carol nodded. She swept her gaze around with
wolfen intensity. She frowned, looking back to Pepper.

"What?" Pepper exclaimed. She stepped back,
pulling her hand free of the shadows.

"What?" Amelia echoed.

Once again Pepper reached forward, only to
see her hand disappear into darkness just beyond the sill.

"Do you see?" she said.

Amelia and Mike moved up to either side.

"Odd," Mike said.

Amelia merely nodded.

Pepper advanced again, studying the
effect.

"It's only shadow, like a curtain," she
said. "I can't tell if it changes dimensions or… it's simply
shadow. Let's go."

Summoning magelight to her hand she didn't
know what to expect. Holding it out ahead of her it did what light
always does in shadow. Instead of being a veil, the shadows
vanished, pulling back from the globe of light. Once they had
passed the threshold, the shadow seemed completely normal.

The others came closely behind her. Carol
brought up her own magelight as she continued to watch their
backtrail. As Carol looked back, she saw the same shadow curtain at
the entry. No light from outside entered in.

Pepper chased the darkness away with a
floating globe of magelight, keeping it full and bright.

The entrance was a cleanly chiseled shape
like a keystone. The interior was something more of a natural cave.
The sloping walls showed signs of ancient volcanic origin with some
weathering, as though water once or occasionally poured through.
Rocks, gravel and sand formed irregularities along the floor. They
had to watch their footing. Erosion made the path all the more
treacherous.

After passing through a very long stretch of
this natural cave formation they found another carved archway.
Through this they came to a wider passage. This archway held
carvings in much better condition. They were more ornate than the
worn and smoothed entry carvings. Not only the front squared stones
held carving but wrapping inside. It was covered with etched glyphs
and simple images.

Beyond the arch the decorations continued.
The walls were decorated to all sides with the strange, squared,
stylized carvings. On the two main walls of this passage were
murals of rich vivid colors. Pepper couldn't resist brightening her
light even more and stopping to study them.

She'd never seen such fascinating imagery
but in books.

For some time she studied it, bringing what
meaning she could from memory, there was little enough from her
past to help. Mike moved up to her side, studying the carvings and
paintings with her. Carol had given it a quick look. She was
feeling all the various flavors of magic. Amelia looked into the
shadows ahead of them

Pepper continued to trace the images along
the wall.

Stumbling in a pile of sticks and rags she
stepped back before realizing the debris was of human remains.

Torn between her fascination with the murals
and the concern of these signs of death she was locked momentarily
in a struggle.

She stepped back from the bones but turned
her eyes back to the image

"Beautiful," Mike said, standing beside
her.

They looked at the mural as Pepper pointed
out a more familiar ceremonial scene. They'd all seen something
similar but not exactly the same.

Amelia had moved to her other side.

"I wonder what it all means," she said.
"There's so much detail here. It could have been painted only
yesterday. It's like…"

"We came for a history lesson?" Carol
wondered. She was looking around cautiously. "There are some scents
I don't recognize. The dead smell is masking a lot of it…"

"We must appreciate what is in the world if
we are to defend it," Pepper said. "There's no point to any of it
if we don't care about…"

"I know, I know… but there's something
coming," Carol said. "Can't you hear it?"

As she pointed it out they all heard it.
Looking around in all directions they were unable to locate the
exact source.

It was the strange whispery, slithery sound
that larger serpents made when crawling on rough surfaces. The
sound made no sense. There was nothing to invite that sound.

A simultaneous sound made them think of
wings.

Given the fact that the Quetzalcoatl was
supposed to inhabit this cavern it was logical to be alert to such
a creature.

Carol readied herself for a transformation
if it was necessary.

Pepper pulled up a shield to surround them
all.

Mike and Amelia moved nearer Pepper.

As the sound grew, Amelia showed more
confusion than anything else, turning this way and that. Carol
faced the backtrail, holding herself ready as she brought up
shields to assist Pepper's if needed.

Amelia froze.

She looked at Mike, quickly. Several long
coils of serpent surrounded him. These were slipping rapidly from
the ceiling, despite Pepper's shields. They were difficult to spy
out since they were oddly marked, camouflaged for the location.

"Oh," Mike said.

More coils wrapped him, even as he fought
them off. All he could do was push at them. They were too awkward
to shove away. The creature was too strong for him. They began
tightening.

"Hey," Pepper said. She threw more strength
into her shields. She tried to push the serpent away from him with
her magic.

Nothing worked.

Her magic had as much effect on the
Quetzalcoatl as she'd had on the dragon, when she'd tested it.

Carol transformed her hands to large claws.
She tried to grab the creature but found no purchase, no matter how
sharp
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