
	Magic can light the torches, but the Gypsy girl who dances can ignite heat in all the warriors, including a lord dealing with a possible thief in his castle.

	 

	 

	The greatest treasure of the Iceni is stolen from a citadel surrounded by trained guards, warriors, magic, and wizards.

	Not only is it important for the royal family to retrieve their unique treasure—they must solve the mystery of who is behind the theft.

	The lord of the Iceni decides it will take outsiders to help solve the puzzle, so he chooses four people of the elements, and one of them is a lovely Gypsy dancer.

	Does he bring more problems into their compound?
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	To Cayo who thinks he is a wolf, but is only a Spaniel, and to my son-in-law, Hector, who is the Lord of our house.

	 


 

	 

	Let’s Tell a Story of Magic

	 

	 

	Once upon a time, long ago... no that’s the wrong story. Let’s see, there was a small cabin deep in a woods with a wicked witch and... no, damn, that’s also the wrong story. I’m sorry, I always get these great magic stories mixed up.

	I love magic, and I miss that it has disappeared from our lives except for some great Illusionists who put on good shows. So this story is about a time long ago. Over a thousand years ago, there were dark castles lit by flaming torches and small mud huts in villages in what we now call northern Europe. A time there was real magic.

	Some magic was good, and some evil, for that was the way of men. Some people had strong magic while others had small amounts. It was an interesting time for this story.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Florica was doing exactly what she wanted to do, and it was wrong. All her life her family had been given so many charms to protect them from her wrongdoings. They all decided she had been born with more devil in her than most.

	As a lovely girl child, she didn’t really do evil things, but she had a nose that led her into trouble and dangerous positions. She was the first to crawl out on limbs of trees to try to save kittens. She led other children out on the ice after the first freeze. She was first of all the children who tried the magic for fire and succeeded, then burnt off an entire field of a friendly farmer.

	At a young teenage dance, she caused a riot in a local cafe of a small village that had asked the Gypsies to stay to add some charms to their wells. Instead, they were run out of the area.

	It must have been the devil in her that now brought her over the hill and through the locked gate in the stone wall to crawl through the underbrush. She had her long hair tied tight in a scarf and wore her uncle’s clothes to make moving easier than with the long dresses she was expected to wear daily.

	She could feel the magic all around her, but it was stronger from the large rambling citadel that was old and covered with vines. Magic charms and spells were a way of life that Florica and her band of Gypsies accepted in their world.

	This was the deepest north in Gremania that the troupe had traveled, as they looked for new areas that didn’t ban their type of people. Now it was whispered they were near the Incenis, a people who owned magic.

	Among her own tribe, they spoke a language called Moldavi. They were proud of their heritage of coming from the land of Wallachia that had sprouted many Gypsies who found better pickings by putting their families in wagons and traveling in all directions.

	The troupes did meet at times, if possible, to pay homage to their own king or to elect a new one or just to allow marriages across lines. They were choosy about their bloodlines. This meant there would be fights and dances and bloodletting and good times. It meant marriage bans settled with children as young as ten committed to a contract.

	Florica’s marriage bond contract had been settled, but she set it on fire. It took several people to put the fire out, since it also flared into the tent, the tables, and the clothes of several of the attendees. Of course, the husband-to-be, a sixty-year-old man who was a widower, refused any new contract.

	The two troupes went their separate ways, and fortunately, Florica’s family did not have to pay any fines, since the lost tent was theirs. The story spread, and then the only offers her family received for her marriage were if a very large dowry was included in the contract. As for Florica, she was happy to grow up without the dictates of a husband.

	People said she was too close to the tribe’s fortune teller, Donka, who was her adopted mother. Florica was very close to this old woman, who was the perfect picture of Gypsy females in the Gadjo people’s ideas. Gadjo was the word Gypsies used for the people that were not members of the tribes.

	Still, a lot of Gadjos could control some amount of magic. They helped their animals and controlled their fires and even had warnings of danger. They respected the stronger magic of others, like the Gypsies, and exchanged treats for charms.

	Florica’s favorite older woman made good trades that she shared with her own family and their tribe by telling honest fortunes—most of the time. Okay, maybe she downplayed bad news and flattered some people. Donka wanted to keep her reputation.


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Lord Berhard of the Iceni—a powerful faction of the Incenis people—was taking a few moments to himself. Since he had come of age, he was never alone, for he was expected to be among the warriors of his people.

	He did have three of his special friends with him. As he approached the dark river, reflecting stars on its smooth surface, his three wolves moved down to drink. One of the dark-colored wolves had streaks of white down his back that almost matched the light color of Berhard’s hair.

	Like all the people of the Incenis, his hair was pale, almost white. The hair colors of the Incenis were called golden, flaxen, yellow, and fair to white. Being out in the fields as they worked their bodies, they picked up dark tans from the sun that made their hair seem even lighter.

	For Berhard, as he looked at his special friend with the white streak, he felt a closeness that he had never felt with any person. His tie to this wolf and its two brothers was unique and special, indeed.

	Seeing sparkles from the tiny bugs in the forest, he sent a message to his three friends to guard him as he stripped and stepped into the cool water to bathe in the darkness.

	He opened his inner sense and looked into the water to make sure it was safe in the depths of the river. There was no threat in the rippling movement of this tributary.

	Berhard relaxed and used his strong, young muscles to swim both under and across the width of the river. He then swam upstream, against the current, using the push of the watercourse moving against him to add a small challenge.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Florica watched the green glow from the plants in the underbrush to warn her and to make sure she was alone. The plants alerted her to rabbits, snakes, and even snails that were wandering about. Almost everything else was asleep or burrowed deep to wait through until dawn.

	What worried her was that she saw a protection glow of very soft red, almost at the edge of her eyesight, outlining the citadel. There were so many charms and protective wards that could be applied, but Florica had never heard of one that held the color of Hell. Maybe the rumors about the Incenis carried some truths—that they did own magic.

	Was it possible her troupe had come too far north? She needed to see one of the Incenis and take some message back to Donka. Then the fortune teller could do a future read and warn Florica’s people. As for Florica, she wasn’t afraid of wild tales meant to scare children into eating their vegetables.

	The Incenis might have found some additional magic, or perhaps they controlled unique items. Her own tribe had the ability to attach small spells to small things like carved wood, and they sold these as charms. Were the frightening rumors of some silly Gadjos true? Did these pale people have control over stronger spells and magic?

	Her pants caught on a long needle of a briar bush and she heard the rip as a small piece of material was left on a branch as decoration. She didn’t mind the tear in her uncle’s pants, but she was worried about the slight sound.

	Grabbing onto the wooden skull head that hung on a leather thong around her neck, she felt the pulse of silence from it and hoped it spread far enough to protect her. At this point, she wasn’t sure the old citadel was even occupied.

	Sneaking away from her wagon each night was easy, but finding time to catch naps throughout the day was more difficult. There were things to do at the campsite, and everyone knew she was an energetic young woman.

	Florica’s own inborn curiosity made it imperative that she at least see one of the ghost-like Incenis. Her people were not finding it very prosperous to stay this far north, so she felt it was only a matter of time before the wagons were loaded and they headed southwest. They needed easy pickings and, eventually, meeting up with others of their own kind.

	Now she could hear other noises, and she froze her forward movement. It took her only a moment to realize it was water. She must be getting close to a small river as well as the distant stone citadel that sent out a reflection of red intermittently.

	The decision to move toward the water was still keeping with her movement in the direction of what others said was the home of the local pale-skinned magicians.

	Going over a short rise, she lowered her body to the ground to look through the darkness to the other side. She was able to see the natural movement of grasses, as the healthy ones gave off a soft green glow. Blinking, she turned off that perception so that she could use her other special talents.

	It was at that moment that she smelled a brief scent of wolf. Suddenly she froze against the wet ground, taking soft, short breaths so as not disturb the air around her. Wolves were one of the animals that Gypsies could not reach or influence in any way.

	Wolves were territorial, but they were also vicious, with strong jaws, and muscles that would let them outrun anything on two or four legs. In packs, they were able to take down full grown bears and decimate small villages. Few charms were known that could deter these vicious beasts.

	Like all Gypsies, Florica had a smart fear of the four-legged kings of the forest. She waited for a few minutes, wondering if the wolves were moving through or hunting or had a den somewhere nearby. Nothing changed, and the smell didn’t get any stronger. Since the breeze blew into her face, the wolves would not smell her approach.

	Easing over the hillock, she worked her way slowly to be closer to the edge of the river. She was on her feet, bent over so that she was no taller than the brush around her. She moved around a group of rocks and through some bushes where she froze, having to make a decision.

	There on the edge of the river sat three wolves. Florica’s choice was to creep backward silently enough to escape their knowledge, or to take the chance to head for the river. The trio was far enough away, and with the breeze still in her face, she was in a fairly safe position if she didn’t move.

	Still, bent over was not comfortable, and she was just about to move when the water swirled. A golden angel arose from the depths of the river to swim to the bank. The wolves bowed down to the angel with pale golden hair that was white in the moonlight as the large naked male slowly walked out onto the bank.

	Florica could hear a growl from one wolf that rose up. This wolf had streaks of white laced among it dark fur.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Berhard caught the smell and sense of the female in the bushes upriver from his location. He made no motion in her direction, even though she was of interest to him.

	This was not one of the local villagers or farmers from the area. There had been a case or two over the centuries, since the Incenis had come this far south, of those that had invaded his family’s property—people who were curious or just plain nosey.

	The tales of what happened to those few individuals, and how they disappeared, had discouraged others from coming into the dense forest surrounding his home. Also, the howling of his wolves was enough to keep even cattle from wandering too close.

	This female had a different smell to her. Interesting. The aura around her was fire. That was even more interesting. There was also a mild feeling of magic around her, unlike the villagers and farmers from the region.

	Speaking in his mind language to his special friend, he turned his back on the distant shadow in the bushes. What do you think, Dua? Want to play? Take your brothers and run her off, but don’t hurt her.

	While he dressed, the three wolves slunk away in their natural style, low to the ground and seeking cover in the darker shadows of the night. They had already picked up her sight and would soon have her scent.

	These three were killers. They were the best of their kind and never went hungry. Yet their love and loyalty to the tall wizard who had adopted them as pups were without question. The only time Berhard had fallen and was hurt, no one could get near him as Dua stood over his body and the other two brothers paced around him from head to foot, showing the length of their canines.

	Fortunately, his mother was able to send an awakening spell so that Berhard could assure the wolves that his family was there to help him. Still, they would not leave his side, making the healer frightened as he worked on the break in Berhard’s arm. If it weren’t for the pain he could have healed himself. His power was stronger than the young unnerved healer.

	He could stay with the three hunters while they played their game, but it was time for him to return to the assembly that he had escaped from for a short time. He trusted the trio to carry out his wish.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Florica couldn’t discern details, given the distance she was from the angel that had appeared from the water, but she did, at last, see the wolves slink away into the darkness.

	She was watching the angel moving as she thought about the wolves. It made sense that they would steal away from such a beautiful presence. A notion slipped through her mind to wonder why the wolves had even been that close to the golden being.

	Deciding which path to take to get closer for a better view of the vision in the starlight, she heard a growl off to her left. Carefully she felt out with her magic and found the animal moving on its stomach through the cover toward her position.

	Trying a hiding charm from one of her pockets and a spell to cover her scent, she took a couple of steps to the right, closer to the river. Florica froze, with one foot in the air, as she noted another wolf between her and the river, stretched out on its stomach, its teeth gleaming in reflected starlight.

	Changing her mind, she stayed in the bent position and set the raised foot back down to start her retreat. By instinct, she knew these were the wolves that had been next to the presence that came from the waters. They were on three sides of her, only giving her a small chance to slip out the way she had come.

	Wondering how hungry the predators were, she could only hope that they had recently feasted on one of the plentiful deer that she’d noticed populated this forest. Such large hunters must feed regularly here, Hopefully they would ignore a potential meal that chose to hide and resist through trickery.

	It got darker when she backed over the broken place in the rock wall, and she found a long limb on the ground to hold. She didn’t expect it to do much in fighting off the ruthless, strong animals. She was looking to distract the one on the left that was getting too close.

	Waiting for the right time, she threw the limb several feet in front of the beast on the left, and it jumped away, giving her an opportunity to turn. Florica stepped in his direction and ran several steps, then leaped for a low tree branch.

	With the agility of muscles toned by her dancing, she was up into the tree and climbing higher until she found another tree to jump to. Like a wild squirrel, she jaunted from tree to tree, soon seeing the wolves below her.

	They had picked up her scent and location quickly. What surprised her, though, was the way they stayed quiet. There was no baying at the sky or pawing at the tree bases, they merely circled and followed. They were smart and did not lose her movements through the trees until she made a long, daring jump.

	Florica found a long branch from a tree that straddled the river on the opposite shore. She rested on her faith in her own abilities that she could safely make the jump. Taking a deep breath and clutching a wooden charm in her teeth, she was flying across the water and onto the other tree. She ignored the scratches and scurried to the center trunk of the large needle-covered pine to hang on and rest.

	Looking around, she found she had guessed correctly. The three wolves were pacing back and forth on the other side of the waterway. She could see their large shadows and the white streaks of the leader as they paced and looked up at the place where she perched.

	Choices. Now Florica had to decide her next move. She might try to find additional trees to take her further away from the river before shimmying down. She could hold on and try to climb down this tree on the side away from the watching wolves. Florica decided to get comfortable to wait until dawn and see what her hunters did in daylight.

	Sliding down one more limb to one that was more comfortable and put her sideways to her watchers, she straddled the wood and hugged the tree with her legs and relaxed.

	 

	She was unaware she’d fallen asleep when a sweet blue bird woke her by sharing her high perch and singing to the early sunrise. Feeling sore muscles everywhere, she stood carefully to balance herself on her resting spot.

	First on Florica’s list was to look for her fearsome chasers. From her high viewpoint, she saw no sign of the wolves on the other side of the river. She could only hope they got tired of waiting for her to fall back on their side for their meal and went off for another morsel to chase.

	By the time she reached the ground, she had a whole series of new scratches and a couple of extra rips in her uncle’s clothing. She was aching in more places than when she wrestled with her male cousins. She also realized she had a long walk to get back to the wagons, and that meant a very angry mother.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Across the wide and very deep fields, inside the citadel, Berhard was doing what he did not care to participate in each day.

	Berhard was the youngest of four brothers, and his father—current king of the Iceni—had taken great pride in being able to spread his seed to produce male heirs.

	The first son born was blessed as the next in line to rule the Iceni and perhaps move them up within the ranks of the House of the Incenis.

	The second born son was destined to be in charge of the military and was to be trained from the time he could walk to handle weapons and all magic that would pertain to war.

	The king’s third son was proudly announced to be the wizard for the family and would be trained in the extreme arts of magic.

	When the fourth son came along, the king sighed and declared at least one child had to be committed to the religions.

	All went well until the first son was killed in the bed of a married woman. Since there were many years between each birth, it was easy for the family and loyal members to get over their sorrow and move each son up one notch.

	This left the second son with four years of military training to become the heir, and the third son with four years of wizardry to use it along with his new military training. The young ten-year-old, Berhard, who was bored with the religions, was returned home and found to have a unique talent for magic. He was foreseen to become an exceptional wizard.

	Five years later the second son, in an ill-advised military action, was killed with a spell-cast arrow. This moved the fifteen-year-old last son up from religion and wizardry to head of the military.

	Berhard had a better head on his shoulders when it came to choosing what military actions to advise his father to pursue, and when to negotiate. By this time, he had already shown that his ability as a wizard far surpassed his teachers, and he used his talents to predict the movements of opposing forces. It came to the point that others no longer chose to fight the Iceni, but rather to seek a truce with the Iceni regime.

	The third son, Jon, and Berhard were the closest and had been friends from childhood. They had missed each other as their roles in life were decided and separated them. When Jon came down with a normal human sickness that could not be cured with magic or the help of the healers, it hit the heart of Berhard as hard as it did the king.

	The healers had found a way to cure most illnesses that hit the body. But sometimes there was something that the body made that caused it to eat itself. They tried to remove portions of the infected body, and they tried potions so dangerous they often killed the sick individual. Still, there were rare cases that no one could do anything about, and the person just wasted away.

	The king offered unbelievably large rewards for anyone who might be able to save his son. The healers and wizards traveled from far off places, but still, Jon simply faded before their eyes.

	Berhard, who was a wizard beyond most, spent hours trying to help Jon’s weak lungs expel the moisture that kept filling the tubes and openings that should only process air.

	Healers could cure outside damage to broken bones and cuts and fight damage. Wizards could often cure some mental problems and help with sight or infirmity. But a wizard’s work was mostly with elements, not living beings.

	Frustration broiled through Berhard. He could easily drown a person in a dry room, but pulling moisture from his beloved brother was beyond even his talents. They prolonged his life, but everyone watched him fade away as his weakened lungs left him open to every other virus that hit the body. Incenis were immune to most of the human diseases unless their own internal protection was under attack.

	Jon died on Samhain, and by Midwinter Night’s Eve, Berhard was acknowledged as the Heir. Now his life was full of his people and his responsibilities. His old religious contacts still needed attention, his wizard teachers respected him and asked for help, his military generals requested constant meetings, and his father required daily conferences to share local and outsider problems, both within the large Iceni family and through the connections with all the other tribes.

	There were times when Berhard could not understand that he was told how powerful he was, yet how little time he had to rest or go and play with his trio of friends out in the forest. So, a night trip to the river once in a while, and using a shadow charm to walk right through the halls of the old stone citadel unseen, were the only times he found just for himself.

	Now he was told that among the many things on his calendar, there were going to be several visiting warlords and they needed to set out a spread to entertain and impress those who came to bow to the king.

	In a side room with his feet on a footrest and drinking hot mead with his father, Berhard was letting his mind drift away as his father listened to the chief cook and head manservant. These two were responsible for the function.

	He heard the old manservant, who they called Sallet, say that it would be good to have some entertainment. During the discussion of knife throwers and trained hawks, Berhard’s mind went to the scent of the female the night of his swim. Something clicked into place as he recognized a portion of that scent.

	Sitting up and putting his feet on the floor, he got everyone’s attention. “Is there a Gypsy band in the area?”

	Sallet, who had his ear to the ground and knew everything and everyone who moved within their territory, took a couple of steps forward. “A small band has moved in, but they are being watched carefully and have caused no harm, Sire.”

	Berhard nodded. “Invite them for the entertainment. They dance and sing and usually do interesting tricks with fire. Take someone who will not frighten them off and offer some coin.”

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	For days the troupe of Gypsies was getting their wagons ready for a long trip. They had decided they had made a mistake coming this far north. A unanimous vote was led by the king of the troupe to pack up and move southwest.

	Gypsies were not fools. Sometimes they put on an act to fool the Gadjos, but planning and cautious thought went into everything they did. No matter if it was a scam, a party, or a move on the road, all was done with careful preparation. So getting ready to move the troupe on a long trip meant making sure all the wagons were hardy and whole.

	Wheels were examined to ensure they were strong enough for the rugged road. Some required repair, with new covers or new spokes for old or cracked ones.

	Painting the wooden sides of the wagons reinforced and saved the wood, but some had to have pieces replaced. This meant finding aged dried wood to shave and trim to fit into tight places.

	Looms were brought out and soon had the shuttles running back and forth for large pieces of material to help reinforce the covers needed on some wagons.

	Trading in the small village helped to pick up metal pieces they couldn’t make on their own. In trading, Gypsies always came out the winners. The young ones often seemed to pick up a few loose items that no one noticed.

	Because Florica was pretty, they sent her into town to buy items. Letting her large dark eyes and sexy shape distract the vendors, she was able to get the best prices for the trade goods. Ever since she had turned fourteen, her uncle had let her tag along for a buying expedition. Now it was her uncle who tagged along, pulling a small hand wagon to help carry all the things they traded.

	To Florica’s disappointment, she was in the village on a trading expedition with her uncle and a couple of very young cousins when the men from the Iceni visited her camp, but she heard the details when they returned to camp. Everyone had been so excited when the men with light-colored hair rode up on their horses.

	First, the children playing outside the premises of the campgrounds saw the horse riders approaching slowly and ran ahead to warn all the Sinti that Gadjos were coming.

	Since the horses were approaching slowly and no weapons were drawn or displayed by the men riding in, the king and some older males stepped out to meet the visitors.

	There were three riders, and the first thing that was noticed was that the horses were very different from the heavy large-footed beasts the Gypsies used to pull their wagons. The animals that pulled their homes and that they were used to seeing on farms were broad across the back and had strong legs ending in wide feet with heavy long hair around the hooves.

	What these men were riding were tall thin-legged beautiful stallions made for speed. They couldn’t pull a wagon, but they could outrun a man on foot and most animals of the forest. The Gypsy troupe had never seen such horses before, but did admire the mounts.

	As the man in front dismounted, they also admired him. He was taller than most of the Gypsies and handsome with very light-colored hair—almost white. It was set off by the dark tan of his face with the startling blue eyes.

	These men did not wear rough-loomed clothes but tight woven soft pants tucked into tall polished boots. The short blue cape on the man’s shoulders was attached to a hand-worked leather jerkin that had beads and gold attached to it as decoration. In a word, he was rich—the very type of Gadjo they wanted to find a way to steal from or trade with for many days.

	Except... these men looked dangerous. Their clothes were resplendent, but their faces and weapons strapped to their sides and their mounts were shouting out a silent threat.

	The man on the ground stepped forward and spoke in the Moldavi language, which brought a gasp from the troupe, who was gathering behind the old king, garbed in his multicolor clothes—dyes were one of the essential trade items to the Gypsies. The Moldavi language was the private language spoken only within the troupes and during their group meetings with other troupes. How did a Gadjo know this language?

	“Good
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