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Rachel
did two complete circuits of the front dias of the castle on her
hands and knees scouring the ground for clues, but she was forced
to give up.

“She’s
gone,” said Rachel, getting up and dusting off her
hands.

“She
can’t be gone,” said Bane from where he stood near the top of the
large stone stairs. He gave his light brown hair an annoyed flick.
He had his sabre, Sorrenar, strapped in place along his back along
with a purse-strap carrying what little coin they had. “She’s
supposed to be dead.”

Rachel
rose from her crouch and subconsciously checked the placement of
her own swords. At a mere 17 years old, with bright red hair, she
was Bane’s senior by a year. She looked down to the base of the
stairs where their other companions had gathered and realized that
she was actually the third oldest. A bit young to be the
leader.

Bane
ascended the remaining stairs to join Rachel on the
dias.

“No sign
of Kajo and no sign of Cindi’s body,” said Rachel. “Cindi has
somehow cheated death.”

“Then
we’re stuck here, unless Peter can make another gate.”

“But
Peter has no gate key. And we’re in the middle of a city where
we’ll be attacked on sight, miles from friendly
territory.”

“When you
put it that way,” said Bane. “It sounds like the odds are against
us.”

Of their
group, only Bane and herself had been here before. Only they were
trained in fighting. So it would be up to them to see the others to
safety.

Rachel
walked down the stairs to the group.

“Where’s
this Kajo?” asked Nissa, while Rachel and Bane were still five
steps up.

“He’s
gone,” Rachel told her calmly. “He won’t be able to zap us back
home or give us a gate key.”

There was
a groan of protest from most of them, followed by complaints.
Rachel tuned it all out so she could climb back up the stairs to
measure the sun’s angle. It had taken them all day to get from
their camp to the city. She judged it to be about five in the
afternoon. The sun would set in an hour.

“We won’t
make it back to the campsite before nightfall,” said Bane when she
came back to the group.

“We’ll
find an abandoned building to sleep in tonight, then head out in
the morning,” said Rachel.

“Abandoned? Which one?”

Rachel
looked about the courtyard they stood in. Dead bodies lay strewn
about the courtyard from last night’s battle; thousands of bodies
killed by blade or baked by fire so hot that the bones looked like
spent charcoal.

Past the
courtyard of bodies rose the city of stonework flats and shops.
Fine grey smoke from various fires tinged the waning afternoon
sunlight. Behind Rachel, adjoining the courtyard, sat the castle,
with its tall spires, like a basalt mesa in a forest of houses. The
burnt remnants of flags fluttered in the breeze atop the
towers.

The
castle gates were open, but in the recesses of the halls, Rachel
could hear savage mewling and gnashing, like that of wild animals
tearing at flesh.

“I don’t
wanna stay in this city,” complained Nissa.

“Where’ya
gonna run?” asked Bane. “Back into the woods by yourself so the
werecats can stalk you?”

“I could
make it,” said Nissa, her eyes flashing.

“We go as
a group,” said Rachel. “Everyone this way.”

They
followed her out of the courtyard. They walked down the main
street, then onto an avenue, out of sight of the castle. The
murmuring died out, and they stayed close to Rachel and Bane.
Everyone had seen Rachel fight in the past, and still trusted her
for safety. It was going to be difficult to manage them without
losing anyone in a tight encounter.

That one Nissa, may best be left to the
werecats, said Ri, in
Rachel’s head.

Humans don’t jettison each other like a worn-out
scabbard, she said,
admonishing her sword.

The
three-storey manor Rachel found a half-block down the avenue had a
terraced garden, but looked diminutive, compared to the other
buildings around it.

They went
to the side door and found it locked. Bane grabbed up a length of
tattered canvas from the ground and wrapped his hand in it. He
punched in the window so he could turn the handle from the
inside.

Rachel
went in first, listening for movement. She heard none, so they made
their way inside and upstairs to form a loose camp on the second
floor. Some went ahead to explore the rest of the manor, but Rachel
remained in the street-facing master bedroom. She pushed an
armchair over to the window. She would sleep in it sitting up, so
Chel could keep watch using her ears.

Cutlery
and pots rattled in the kitchen downstairs. Rachel quickly picked
out cooking scents rising. Potatoes, it smelled like. And something
like leeks. Bandana must have found vegetables in the
pantry.

Bane came
upstairs and found Rachel sitting in the armchair gazing out the
window.

“You
sleep first,” said Rachel.

“Done,”
said Bane. He lay down on the queen bed and pulled a pillow over
his head.

One of
the two of them would have to be awake at all times. Lynn had only
just received her bow, so she was untrained with it. That was the
summary of fighting magic they had access to.

Lynn and
her cousin Peter came upstairs to sit with them.

“They’re
cooking what they found,” said Lynn, sitting down at the foot of
the bed, across the window from Rachel. She adjusted her bow, which
she had looped over her shoulder. Peter sat down beside her. Both
looked blue-eyed and innocent. Too young to die here.

“Are we
going to get out of this?” asked Peter, voicing Rachel’s
thoughts.

“Yes,”
said Rachel. “We’ll just find you a gate key and we’ll be home in
no time.”

“We have
this gate key from Kajo, but I can’t locate any gates,” said
Peter.

“Don’t
fret. You will,” said Rachel to ease him. Peter had the ability to
find gates, which could be activated using one of the three gate
keys they had. Certain keys went to certain places. It was quite
complicated and not even reasonably accurate.

“I’m
worried that I’ve already missed a gate,” said Peter.

“Don’t
blame yourself. Magic is hard to quantify,” said Rachel. “If I
could put magic to use accurately, we wouldn’t even be
here.”

They
watched the sun sneak past the horizon in silence.

Melanie
came quietly up the stairs with a basket looped about her arm. She
joined them in the bedroom. She passed out small heated buns from
the basket.

“Thank
you, Mel,” said Rachel. Melanie had been the school bully once. She
still had her school clothes on, though her long brown hair was no
longer as flowing as usual. She had also washed out all her
make-up.

“When are
we going to get out of here?” asked Melanie. “I miss home, school,
and TV, and that whiney Nissa is driving me crazy.”

“We’ve
been trapped on Aquarius for three days now,” said Lynn.

Rachel
bit into her bun. It was hard; baked of moistened wholewheat flour
without salt or yeast. She had to force herself to finish
it.

“Yech!”
said Lynn, having bitten into hers. Rachel noticed she didn’t set
it down, though. And Melanie ate Bane’s bun while he
slept.

They were
quiet then, each lost in thought, as the evening darkened
outside.

 


As
darkness fell upon the city, Rachel saw light come on. Torches or
lanterns, likely, since Aquarius didn’t have electricity. At first,
scattered windows lit up. Over the next half hour, moving lights
made their way down to the streets. The lights began to bob in a
slow cadence.

One light
came close enough to make out the bearer. It was a man in a
grey-white cloak, swinging a glass lantern, as he ambled slowly
under Rachel’s window. His steps were all gliding, flowing, and
soundless. The lantern he swung could hardly illuminate him, for
his feet seemed to fade into mist. His slack-jawed expression and
unblinking eyes made Rachel wonder if he might be a
ghost.

Rachel
drew back from the window with a shudder. She looked about the room
and made out the sleeping forms of the others. She was the only one
awake. She went back to the window to stare. She realized,
gradually, that the dozens of pinpricks of light were winding their
way to the castle courtyard.

Missing bodies in [these locations], said Chel, her hooked chain.

Rachel
peered at an open door a few houses down. Yes, she remembered
seeing the body of a fleeing man with his back cleaved open. The
body was gone.

The dead walk the streets, said Li.

“The
living want out of here,” said Rachel.

She
shifted to a crouch and eased the window open by a half arm-span,
in order to catch a scent off the night air. The smell of burnt
timber was all she could detect. She rose to her feet quietly, so
as not to wake the others, and made her way downstairs to the front
door.

You already know they are going to the
castle, said Ri.
What purpose does it
serve to follow them?

I’m only going to the end of the block to
peek, said
Rachel.

She made
her way outside, keeping a hand on Ri, but not daring enough to
draw it, for the sword would flood the road in light if it sensed
danger. The avenue was so dark that Rachel couldn’t even see across
the street. Rachel wished Aquarius had a moon; even a quarter moon
would be an improvement on this. But a light right now would make
her very visible.

She
managed to make it off the avenue and to the main street without
tripping. Pale light flooded the street from the direction of the
castle. Rachel leaned around the corner to see.

“You’re
brave,” said a voice. Rachel started.

There, in
the shadow of the steps leading to a church across the street, sat
Cindi, head down and wings folded about her in the customary
cloak-style she used.

“It’s
certain death for you to enter that castle, you know,” said
Cindi.

“You’re
supposed to be dead,” said Rachel. She glanced down the street to
the castle, where fifty people with lanterns and torches had
gathered. She couldn’t see exactly where in the courtyard they were
heading.

“The
Shades are not so easily killed,” said Cindi. “Didn’t you realize
that, when they threw themselves into that battle? They can’t
die. We can’t
die.”

That last
included herself in their number, for Rachel had technically seen
Cindi die.

“Once we
lose form, we become insubstantial,” said Cindi. “We’re drawn to
one of several cores like this one. There, to receive our reward.
But in this demi-phase, we exist only as a kind of inverse life.
One touch from such a being is enough to drain the life of a normal
person.”

Rachel
instinctively tightened her hand about her sword, but forced
herself to resist inching it a finger-width out of its
scabbard.

“Good
plan. Your swords are Shadow Magic too. Wield them here, and every
demi-shade in the city will line up to touch you.”

A new
light caught Rachel’s attention. Three more Shades approached from
four blocks up the main street. She would soon have demi-shades on
all sides of her in this strange mockery of death.

“Another
time, Rachel,” said Cindi, getting up and coming out of the
shadows..

Cindi
took a running start towards the castle, spread her wings and took
off, vanishing into the dark sky.

Rachel
left too. She returned to the manor, bolted the door, and went
upstairs. She spent the rest of her watch glued to the window,
unable to sleep.

 


By dawn,
when she heard Nissa’s group moving about, Rachel felt groggy and
dusty. It was the kind of dust you got after three days on the
trail unexpectedly. They had been thrust here from Earth after a
surprise attack from the Shades. Their mentors had killed the
Shades, but Rachel and Bane had no way of getting home.

She rose
from the window, stretched, and went looking for water to wash her
face. There were no traditional bathrooms, and there was no water
to be found in the basins in the bedrooms. Rachel heard arguing
long before she found the kitchen.

“You’ve
used up all the water,” said Kev.

“Have
not; there was only a few drops,” said Nissa.

Rachel
exhaled a slow sigh and turned for the front door. She went out to
the front step and crouched there to eye the street, as she rubbed
the sleep out of her face. Not a sign of last night’s ceremony
remained. She remembered from past experience that the Shades
abhorred daylight.

Behind
her, the others made loud bangs and excited shouts as they rose,
ate, and dressed. Rachel waited where she was, and after a few
minutes, Lynn joined her.

“I’m
going to explore a bit,” said Rachel. “Tell the others I want to
set out one hour from now.”

“You got
it,” said Lynn.

Rachel
set out for town square to nose about a bit and look for a map. The
stores in town square had signs written in the strange tongue of
the Shades; a language that looked like Korean with gothic ticks
and weaves to it. She was able to decipher the functions of the
stores using the display windows and eventually chose a general
store.

Inside
the store was a blood splotch, rusty brown and viscous, that had
drained beads from the top of a wooden counter. The body that had
produced it was missing, as Rachel expected. The room had a foul
dead odour. She gagged and backed out to let more air get in
through the door first.

Bane comes, said
Li, who must have been talking to Bane’s sabre.

Rachel
went back inside, found a map tacked on a wall, pulled it off and
went back outside. Bane found her there trying to puzzle out the
writing on the map.

“According to this map, we might be in this city here. That
means we’re 420 units from this river here,” said Rachel, tracing a
path through a forest. “The ridge here looks familiar, and city
looks like Benarin, so it should be safe to go there.”

“But
which way is there? And how
far is 420 of these?” asked Bane. He glanced at the other world
arm, which was a grey white stick of moon texture in the sky,
parallel to the horizon, so low, it was barely visible.

On a
whim, Rachel went back into the store to find a compass. She
eventually located one in the counter’s keyed display case and
smashed it open with a sword pommel to get at it.

She came
back out with the compass and watched it swirl about in its sphere
of water as the six needles found their proper positions. North
worked out to be “up” along the world arm, so they had to travel
east-cathode 60 degrees.

“If
you’re wrong about that map, we’ll be headed into a possible danger
zone,” said Bane. He said it matter-of-factly, not snidely like
Nissa was bound to, when they got back to the others.

“We
should get a horse-drawn cart and load it with provisions,” said
Rachel.

“Cindi
would have said leave the others and take only Lynn and Peter. The
others will only slow us down.”

“It would
be wrong to not even try,” said Rachel. “They’re the only people
from Earth here. I sure wouldn’t want to be left alone on this
world, with all these Shades creeping about.”

“I’ll go
find a cart,” said Bane.

 



Rachel
and Bane came back to the manor leading a pair of horses and a
sturdy-looking wagon they had found near the smithy. The others had
started gathering in the front of the manor. Upon seeing the
horses, they hastily backed away.

“What are
those things?” asked Sammy.

The
Aquarian horses, with their green, squat horns and thin tails eyed
the group just as warily. These two horses were black with white
manes and thick legs. They were bred for fighting.

“The
horses won’t nip if you leave them alone,” Rachel told him as Bane
mounted. “Everyone, go grab all the food you can find and load it
up. We’ll need food and pans for cooking and sheets and pillows for
bedding.”

Taking
cheer at having a tangible action plan, the group hustled to fill
the cart. In under fifteen minutes they were packed and ready to
go. They left the city with all haste, hoping to make use of all
available light.

They
quickly left the city core, and the buildings went from stone to
wooden shacks, then eventually, to grasslands. They passed into
farmland, where rows of slightly-familiar plants grew.

It wasn’t
harvesting season yet, for Rachel could see no fruit on the trees
from her position in the back of the group. She tried to keep an
eye out for something to give her oats for the horses. They had a
large bag of fodder taken from the stable in town, but they would
eventually run out. Rachel had no idea how to supplement a horse’s
diet, but she knew they couldn’t live just on grass.

Nissa had
peremptorily taken the lead, along with Sammy, Eva, and Bandana,
which formed her clique. Bane rode the wagon. Most of the group
meandered along beside him.

The two
police officers trapped here with them were in that group. The
police officers never said much to Rachel, but they spoke to Bane,
and he had reported that they weren’t adapting well to the
transition.

Rachel
followed in the rear with Lynn.

Lynn’s
lips moved as she walked in an apparent daydream. After only three
days with her bow, she hadn’t perfected thought-speaking it. Rachel
smiled at Lynn. Happy go-lucky Lynn would follow them into the
gates of Hell if she saw Rachel going. A few locks of brown hair
had come free of her pony tail to dance in front of her eyes, but
Lynn ignored it.

They
passed farmhouse after farmhouse and the road turned into a loose
gravel that battled grass in two basic wagon ruts. It was a bit
past five in the afternoon, when, after passing what seemed like
the millionth farmhouse, the group stopped and turned off the road.
When Rachel leaned sideways to see what had caused the change, she
could see Nissa heading for the closest farmhouse.

The group
formed a disorganized mob in the front yard. The farmhouse had a
small stable to the side, but looked otherwise abandoned. Rachel
caught up to the front to find Melanie arguing with
Nissa.

“You
can’t stop here,” said Melanie. “It’s inhabited for
sure.”

“I’m
tired,” said Nissa. “And we don’t need to sleep in the woods all
the time.”

Rachel
walked past them and dropped to hands and knees to search for
clues. She made eye contact with Bane instructing him to keep watch
so she could concentrate, then carefully sniffed at the soil. Her
human nose, enhanced by Chel to the capabilities of a bloodhound,
quickly picked out a number of scents.

A small number of Shades, canines and fowls use this path
daily, said Chel. It
guided her hand to a scrap of a white feather. It looked like
duck-down.

Rachel
focussed her attention to hearing to see if she could make out any
quacks or barks. Instead she heard a knocking. She glanced up in
surprise. Nissa had bypassed her and gone to the front
door.

The
knock, or poor timing, had drawn the attention of the dogs she had
smelled. From an unexpected side, Rachel heard a quick, rushed
patter, then a yell from one of the police. She had to run to the
other side of the wagon to see what had happened.

It was a
sizeable dog that had the police officer clenched by the neck. The
dog shook the man violently by twisting its head to and fro. Rachel
ran to help, but Bane got there first, leaping off the wagon,
vanishing in thin air, then appearing right over the dog, sabre in
mid-swing. Bane lopped the dog’s head off cleanly. When Rachel got
to them, a moment later, the head had dropped to the ground, mouth
still locked on the police officer.

The man’s
head was jarred at an unnatural angle. His sightless eyes stared at
the farmhouse and blood oozed out of his mouth.

Nissa
began to scream. The group shuffled about into a widening arc that
made them harder to defend. Rachel stood next to the dead police
officer listening. Bane posed in combat-ready stance, and Lynn ran
into the growing clearing between Rachel and the group.

Over the
yelling, Rachel could hear dogs approaching from two directions.
She was facing one when it jumped over a barrel. Lynn released a
well-aimed arrow at it, but Rachel, having done the motions for the
kata of speed, outpaced the arrow and hacked off the dog’s head.
The arrow thunked into the body.

When she
looked over to Bane, he had killed the dog on the other side. She
couldn’t hear any other dogs though, because Nissa was still
half-screaming-half-blubbering.

“Be
quiet,” yelled Rachel.

“Will
not!” Nissa yelled back, dragging out the last syllable until
Melanie’s fist contacted her solar plexus. They had a moment of
peace, as Nissa crumpled to the ground to catch her breath. Rachel
heard no running feet nor barking. She relaxed and joined Bane in
the clearing with Lynn by the wagon.

“Wanna
bet the farmer heard all this racket?” said Bane.

“We’ll
have to press forward,” said Rachel. “We could go in and try to
kill all the Shades in the house, but if even one stable-hand has
gotten away, he can bring back more Shades to jump us at
night.”

That was
their main weakness; to be caught at a time when both Rachel and
Bane slept.

“But that
puts us out there with the
werecats,” said Bane.

“So, we
wait here until the crack of dawn and roll fast.”

The
remaining police officer had taken the first officer’s badge and
gun.

“This
can’t be happening,” he said.

“Matz, I
keep telling you magic is real,” said Bane.

“And it
has now indirectly claimed a life,” said Rachel.

“Why the
Hell did you punch me?” shouted Nissa, getting up.

“Hrmm,
let me see, cause you’re a bitch?” said Melanie caustically.
Melanie had her busted hockey out. That stick had knocked out its
share of teeth back in school. By the way Nissa shrunk back, it
seemed the stick would not be tested here.

“The
Shades know we’re here,” said Rachel. “We’ll stay here for the
night, but we have to move forward early so they don’t bring a
patrol.”

“Won’t
they need time to organize that?” asked Sammy, who was bravely
guarding the path to leave.

“Shades
speak with telepathy,” said Bane. “We don’t know how much and how
far. They may be already speaking to their leaders.”

Rachel
went to the farmhouse and listened at the door. Hearing nothing,
she motioned to Bane, who neatly kicked the door open, busting the
lock. They went inside and found signs of a hasty departure. The
house had been abandoned. Stew still cooled in the kitchen when she
arrived.

As Bane
followed her into the kitchen, Rachel sniffed at the
pots.

“Everyone
one inside,” called Bane to the front. “Lynn, take the horses over
to the stable. I’ll be by in a moment to get them unhitched.” He
eyed Rachel. “Place looks kinda small. Do we really wanna
stay?”

She
smiled at his deft handling of the situation. Allied to lead the
group, they would easily overcome the politics that Nissa was sure
to start playing. She tossed the leadership ball back into his
court.

“We don’t
have much of a better choice. I’m not looking forward to roughing
it. I’ll go look after the horses so I can check for
tracks.”

Bane
turned to Kevin who had been right behind him coming into the
kitchen. “Go get fire wood. We’ll need at least two dozen
good-sized logs.”

Rachel
left them there firing up the oven for baking and went out the back
door to wait for Lynn at the stable. The stable had shutters that
dropped down to prevent access and it was built out of a good solid
wood. There were dozens of scratches scored outside the shutters.
Rachel had no doubt that the werecats had tried to get
inside.

Lynn
appeared around the back of the house, gingerly leading the horses,
as if they might suddenly leap upon her at any moment. Rachel
showed Lynn how to unhitch the horses and get them fed, watered and
brushed. Once Lynn fully got over her fear of the Aquarian horses,
she worked at it happily.

“So has
your bow told you its name?” asked Rachel as they
brushed.

“It’s
name is Strike.”

“An
appropriate name for a bow.”

Why does everyone make so much fuss of a useless
bow? asked
Ri.

Shush, Rachel
told it.

“Rachel,
how come Cindi never had a magic weapon like you and Bane?” asked
Lynn.

“Well
Cindi had her wings. She had a good command of magic too. The only
problem is she started learning Shadow Magic.”

“Shadow
Magic is evil, right?”

“I don’t
know, really. Our weapons are Shadow Magic, but they can be used
for good or evil. The other kind of magic, Elemental magic, isn’t
suited for making supernatural things like magical swords. Rather,
I think Shadow Magic twists your soul and she eventually
succumbed.”

“And it
killed her.”

“Cindi is
far from dead.”

They
heard the braying howl of a distant werecat. Rachel glanced at the
setting sun. Werecats were intangible in daylight. They could
attack at night only.

“Let’s
board this stable up and join the others inside,” said
Rachel.

They
found the others gathered in the common-room of the farmhouse,
wrapped up in blankets, sitting near the lit fireplace. They had
just three candles lit; the big fat Aquarian candles that seemed to
burn forever. Rachel imagined that Shades didn’t have much use for
candles, so Bane must be conserving what stock they had chanced
upon.

Bane had
gotten them to board up the windows. The back door had been bolted
shut with three heavy deadbolts. Kev latched the three bolts on the
front door after Rachel and Lynn entered.

There
were three bedrooms, marked by curtained recesses from the main
room. All three had been claimed; one by Bane, one by Nissa and one
by Sammy. Rachel eyed askance of Nissa, but accepted it because she
was too tired to argue it out.

As Bane
had first watch, Rachel went into his room where she passed into
immediate sleep.

 


 



When they
awoke in the morning, Rachel insisted on being the first out. She
quickly found tracks of the werecats, but none had actually come to
the house. A bright morning met them that day, with chirping birds,
and a golden sun that occasionally peeked out between a quilt-work
of clouds.

“Out of
the way,” said Nissa. She squeezed past to get out the door. Rachel
went to the side of the house to get the horses out and prepared
for more travel.

She soon
heard water splashing from the back, where the well was situated.
By the time Bane had joined her to help hitch up the second horse,
they could hear the girls giggling and playing.

“We’re
trapped on an alien world, and they’re happily taking a bath,” said
Bane.

As they
looked that direction, a wet, balled up sock landed from a throw
from the back. Nissa ran up to retrieve it stark naked. She saw
Bane and Rachel looking and made a show of picking up the sock,
twisting so Bane would have a thorough view of her ample bosom.
Then, with a sudden inspiration of modesty, she ran back behind the
house.

“Stooping
to new lows to make friends,” said Rachel.

“I don’t
understand that girl.”

“Being
lost out here will make us all do strange things. Let’s just hope
they keep it non-fatal.”

It took
an hour to get everyone ready for travel. The others wanted to stop
and have breakfast. They had loaves again, just like the night in
the city, which were Bandana’s creation; rough lumps of bread,
baked of coarse flour with no rising agents. They became rock hard
just an hour after baking, so everyone wanted to eat them
fresh.

Rachel
let them take up the loaves but she made them walk and eat. They
moved half the day, then took a break around noon, as the farm
houses thinned out and gave way to scrub. They rested again around
four, when they reached the end of the scrub. Before them, light
forest thickened quickly into a large patch of woods.

Rachel
sat on a log beside Bane, Lynn, and Peter as they rested. She
glanced at the sun nervously.

“There’s
no more farm houses,” said Bane. “Things get tricky
now.”

“I don’t
like these trees,” said Lynn with a shudder.

The trees
grew in clumpy forms, as if they had shed their leaves in patches.
Some trees had shed their leaves entirely and were covered in some
kind of black moss. Even the log they sat on was soft to the touch.
It felt like the bark had soaked and become a kind of
cork.

Rachel
got up and went ahead of the group to inspect a part of the trail
that hadn’t been trampled yet. She located an area where the blades
of grass had been crushed and sniffed at it.

Pungent odour emanating from [here], said Chel, guiding her eyes to a tree
just off the trail. It smelled musky-sweaty under Chel.’s
amplification. It became mixed with Bane’s, for he treaded to stand
three metres off.

“This
area definitely is the territory of a werecat,” said Rachel. “Maybe
several, if they hunt in packs.”

Prides, said
Chel.

“Is it in
the area right now?”

Rachel
shrugged. “It’s not within fifty metres.”

“Let’s
ask Peter... maybe gates aren’t the only thing he can
sense.”

They went
back to the log and found Peter there, splitting a loaf with
Lynn.

“Peter,
you sense any werecats around here?” asked Bane.

“We’re
being watched,” said Peter. “I can see their little red
eyes.”

“It’s one
hour to nightfall,” said Rachel. “We have nowhere to camp. We’ll
have to camp on the trail.”

 


They made
a camp and wrapped themselves in heavy bedding to ward off the
cold, for Bane refused to let them start a campfire. Rachel went to
the wagon to get some blankets, leaving him to manage things. She
tried to roll up and get some sleep. Even with her ears wrapped up,
the others still made too much noise to sleep, as they gabbed and
complained in regular talking voices.

She had
only just gotten into a doze when she felt a hand on her back. Her
nose told her it was Lynn before she even opened her
eyes.

“Rachel,
there’s something up back down the trail. Bane has gone to check. I
thought I should wake you.”

Rachel
slid out in the cool night air and shuffled into kneeling position,
so she could strap her scabbards in place. All ten remaining group
members had gone into a slumber-type stillness. She easily made out
the sound of Bane’s steps in the darkness, along with the thrashing
sound of several other creatures in his vicinity.

“Get the
horses hitched up. We may need to shuffle in a hurry.”

“Okay,
you got it,” said Lynn.

Rachel
drew her swords a finger span and began to creep towards Bane as
quietly as she could manage on the dry broken grass in the
trail.

She found
him around a bend, standing two strides off the trail in a small
clearing in the trees, where dry, shin-high grass formed the dry
ice of a macabre theatre stage.

Bane has
his sabre in his right hand and he had his left hand extended in
counter-balance. His low fighting stance told Rachel he sensed
trouble.

There,
just past the edge of the tall grass, she heard a paw come down.
Then, stillness and silence again.

Way back
on the trail, Rachel heard the horses whinny at being disturbed at
this hour.

The paw
sounded again, and Bane whirled to greet his attacker.

Sorrenar
burst into blue light, as Bane slashed once, cleanly, at the head
of the werecat that leapt from the shadows beyond the grass.
Another burst from the other side of the clearing, sprinting for
Bane’s exposed calve. Rachel threw Ri at it, beheading it. As Ri
stuck into a tree behind Bane, she looked to him. The dead werecat
he had killed lay at his feet with its head split open.

More
light movement sounds rose in the darkness beyond the
clearing.

Hoof-beats echoed from the dark recesses of the trail from
the city.

“Someone’s galloping this way,” said Rachel.

“There’s
still five or six more cats,” said Bane.

“Fall
back; we don’t want to let them pass us and reach the
cart.”

Bane ran
back to the trail as Rachel summoned Ri to her hand. He covered
while she ran back to the bend. They oscillated like this all the
way back to the cart, where the group still slept.

“Everyone
up,” yelled Rachel. “We have to move now.”

They were
sluggish to react. A few didn’t even move.

“Everyone
not up now, is going to die!” yelled Bane.

That
startled a few and got more complaining. The hoof-beats paused in
the darkness behind them, around where they had felled the
werecats, then pressed forward. There was no light to be seen
charging for them; no way to identify who was approaching. Rachel
drew her swords.

The trail
they had camped in immediately lit to a haunting green, as her
swords blazed into light, mixing with Sorrenar’s glow. Ahead of
her, a large shadowy figure faded in from the darkness and
materialized into a Shadian Knight on a horse, wielding a long
spear that was aimed for Rachel’s throat.

She
shifted to the fast-time kata, easily cut off the head of the spear
and ducked underneath the shaft as he charged past. Bane swept up
with a two-handed stroke, to cut off the horse’s head at the base
of the neck, cleaving into the rider’s stomach. The horse and
rider, fell dead, a hand span before trampling the camp, spraying
the group with blood and sending Nissa into a screaming
fit.

“Someone
move that wagon forward,” yelled Bane. Rachel backed up to be at
his point on the trail, facing the city, holding her swords in
fighting stance. She could hear the unmistakable rumble of more
horses. There were more Shades riding to attack them.

“One of
us has to lead the wagon in case we run into werecats ahead,” said
Rachel. Behind them someone stumbled and swore.

“And we
need light, or someone’s going to fall and break their
leg.”

“You go
do that, cause you have a cigarette lighter.”

“Rachel,”
he said. Then he stopped. He would be leaving her to guard the rear
by herself against an unknown number of foes. Nothing he could say
would help it and they both knew it. Instead of wasting time saying
those things, Bane ran for the group, yelling, “Everyone grab a
stick and wrap cloth round it. Whoever has a knife, strip some
cloth. We need light, and we need it yesterday.”

They got
the torches lit as they walked and from that point they made better
progress. Rachel, facing the city, followed them slowly, letting
them get some distance on her. The wagon noise slowly faded, as the
hoof-beats of their pursuers drew closer.

Rachel
stopped where she was and dropped into a fighting stance to wait.
All too soon, a rider came galloping into view, leading a band of
five Shades. They reared their horses and stared at her, then
looked at each other. Rachel realized they might have just tried to
speak to her telepathically.

The
leader dismounted, drew his sword and approached her cautiously.
Four others remained mounted. The Shades had no light; Rachel
surmised they could see in the dark.

“Stay
back,” she said.

The Shade
paused in his advance. He was wearing their traditional black
ninja-type garb, but his eyes had a haunting look to them as he
studied her in that dancing green light. Rachel needed a way to
communicate with him.

Guys, can you speak to him? She asked of her swords.

His mind is closed to us, said Ri. Their magic weapons don’t answer our call.

Then we must fight, because I can’t speak to them and tell
them I didn’t want to kill their comrade.

Is communication not the basis of all war?
asked Li.

The Shade
attacked then, for he had come into striking distance. He led with
a standard sword chop stroke, testing her. Rachel blocked with her
right hand, and counter-struck with the other. He blocked too,
calmly easing through the motions and pushing her back. She struck
forward again, and he fell back. His comrades dismounted behind him
and began to fan out, brandishing their spears.

Her
opponent was well-trained and his friends were about to encircle
her to reduce her manoeuvring room. Rachel fell back a few steps to
give herself breathing space. She couldn’t hear the wagon anymore.
Hopefully they had the sense to tread quietly.

The
Shades rushed her together at some mental signal. Rachel invoked
her speed kata and rushed the leader. He tried, valiantly, to parry
her thrusts, but was no match for fast-time. In two seconds and
sixteen kendo-style sword sweeps, Rachel had broken his sword along
the blade. She sliced him along the torso.

She had
broken concentration and could no maintain the speed kata. Rachel
went back to normal time and batted off the spear-tips, as the
others rushed her. A few seconds of block-parry action, and she had
them felled too.

There was
one Shade left by the horses with a wooden staff who now jogged to
her. She met him halfway and struck with both swords. He blocked
with his staff held before him horizontally and her blades
skittered off. It would have to be magical then, for her swords
would cut even steel.

The Shade
whipped the staff around behind him and struck her with unexpected
speed. He knew the forms for speed kata. Rachel was only barely
able to get up a defence. He spun again and struck her knee. Rachel
heard her knee give out and she went down backward, as the first
icicle of pain lanced through her leg. She dropped a sword and kept
the other to defend herself from his third strike, aimed for her
head.

That was
when the Shade make the mistake that saved her life, for in
advancing to her, he stepped over her sword on the ground. Rachel
gave Ri the mental command to take flight on its own and it shot
straight up, cutting off the Shade’s leg. The Shade fell backward,
and Ri tumbled back to the ground, to impale the Shade through the
heart.

Rachel
sat up and concentrated her energies on her leg. She did the
Circle of
Health and had restored
her smashed kneecap in a few seconds. She got into a crouch
shakily. Ri obeyed her will and shot out of the Shade’s body to
wedge into the ground beside her.

As she
listened Rachel heard the distant sounds of more horses. It sounded
to be an even larger force. She crawled over to the dead Shade and
picked up his staff. They finally had another magic weapon in their
hands. The Shade’s arm moved. Rachel started.

Residual nerve convulsions, said Chel.

The
ground had grown damp, and his blood had soaked through her jeans.
Rachel got up and eyed the darkness about her. She spotted the
glowing red eyes of werecats eyeing her from some distance off the
trail. There were five here; probably waiting for reinforcements
before the attack.

She
wouldn’t be able to use her swords and carry the staff, so Rachel
sheathed Li and retreated in the direction the wagon had gone. Ri
wiggled out of the ground, flew over to her, and re-sheathed itself
as she went.

 


Rachel
came upon the others after a few minutes. Behind her, she heard the
werecats snarling. Her ears and nose told her their numbers had
grown. On the one occasion she looked back, she saw fourteen pairs
of eyes staring back at her.

The
others had lit their torches, so they cast a friendly glow to the
wagon. As Rachel ran up, she saw Lynn was on the back of the wagon,
balanced precariously on the supplies, trying to train her bow on
the rear.

“Faster!”
yelled Rachel. She turned to the rear and faced off the
twenty-three werecats that had collected.

They
attacked her then, with two werecats coming in from the two sides
in a well-coordinated attack. Rachel drew Ri and let it go. She
easily felled the two of them, whipping Ri around her at a high
speed. An arrow stuck in a third, narrowly missing her. Rachel
clubbed it with the staff to make sure it was dead.

Werecats,
grey felines about the size of tigers, were quite strong. Rachel
had to club it twice more with the strength kata, caving in the
front of its head, to get it to stop moving. Ri wedged itself into
the ground beside the body.

The
werecats had started encircling the group. Matz pulled out his gun
and started firing into the darkness. Melanie had her hockey stick
out, defending the other side of the wagon. The rest milled about
between them, screaming or covering their ears. It struck Rachel
that Melanie was the perfect person for the staff.

“Melanie,
here,” she said, throwing the staff at Melanie javelin-style.
Melanie caught it and dropped her hockey stick. She spun it deftly
and drove back a nearby werecat with a series of sweeps. Rachel
chased off two more using the tips of her swords to poke at them.
The werecats fell back.

“Throw
stuff off the wagon,” yelled Bane from the front. He was right.
They needed to become lighter.

Lynn
picked up the quiver of arrows she had found and jumped off the
wagon. Kev and Bandana crawled aboard and laboured together to push
a barrel of water off the wagon. It smashed by the rear wheel,
splattering Rachel and causing the werecat near her to hiss
angrily.

The wagon
began to build up speed.

They
raced off into the darkness, trying to stay ahead of the
werecats.
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