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CHAPTER
ONE

 Miena's Father






It didn’t
matter the time or season, all the girls agreed that Mustapha’s
house was the best home in the Empire. Filled with warmth and
welcome that poured out the weathered timber front door, through
the courtyard with its whitewashed walls and creaking gate that
marked the end of this sanctuary and its opening to the road. One
mention of visiting Mustapha transported Cal to sit in that
courtyard, the sound of women engaged in happy verbal battles
around the cooking fire inside while he talked truths to the one
man he knew he could trust more than any other.

This visit he
was not looking forward to. The house would be the same, it hardly
seemed to change, although maybe it was mellowing a little as more
of Mustapha’s children grew. Everyone was getting older. Mustapha’s
hair couldn’t get any whiter, but it was not that. How much did he
really know? That was the question.

“Everyone get
ready,” Cal yelled to the crew who seemed more interested in
gossiping to Maree in the warehouse. “Three freight wagons.”

“Four would be
better,” Sara yelled back. At least someone had heard.

“Four then, but
hurry.”

Cal really
preferred they took three. Four wagons and eight women usually
meant he was left to drive the home wagon alone.

“We’re nearly
ready,” Helga said when he looked at her.

“Miena’s a bit
slow today,” Heidi, her twin said.

It should be an
easy trip. Most of the snow should be gone and the mountain winds
were turning to gentle spring breezes. The wagons finally started
to roll. Sara and Ava first, then the twins, then Ameena and
Nerrina and last Karli, driving by herself.

“You try
hurrying Miena,” Karli said as she passed Cal at the gate. At least
he knew he had company for the first leg of the trip. He found
Miena still inside the warehouse talking to Maree.

“The rest have
gone,” Cal said gently. He knew what was on her mind.

“We were just
settling orders,” Maree said.

“We’ll talk on
the way,” Cal said, taking hold of Miena’s free hand, her turning
to look at him. “We’ll sort it out,” he said softly.

“Go now, things
will work out well,” Maree said as Cal was able to lead his boss
wife out back to where the home wagon waited, Cal helping her up to
the driving seat.

“I’ll drive,
you talk,” he said walking to the other side and joining her on the
seat.

“Where’s the
others?” Miena asked looking round the now empty yard as though for
the first time.

“Half way there
by now, Sara will have them all racing.” That didn’t even bring a
smile. Both silent until they cleared the town walls and open
country was either side of them.

“So many
changes since we last saw your father,” Cal said. “You were just a
trader’s wife last visit. Now, you’re the head priestess of
stone.”

“I’m still a
trader’s wife,” Miena said, looking at Cal.

“You’re still
the best boss wife any trader could ever have,” Cal said, shuffling
closer to her and putting an arm around her waist.

“Maybe I should
drive,” Miena said.

“If you want to
drive you’ll need to sit on my lap first.” Miena reached for the
reins and moved herself to sit on Cal’s lap leaving him free to
wrap both his arms around her. Her long black hair always smelled
of exotic spices. “I’m not sure what to say to him,” she said,
keeping her gaze ahead so Cal couldn’t see her eyes.

“Just give him
a tiny hint and see where it goes. I trust him completely.”

“As much as
Maree?”

“More. Nearly
as much as I trust you girls.”

“How much
should I tell him if he knows?”

“As much as you
feel comfortable with.”

“What if he
really doesn’t know?”

“We’ll make
another story, you’re good at that.” He could feel her body relax a
little as they spoke. They caught up with the others much sooner
than Cal expected.

“I got Sara to
stop in case you needed help,” Ava said when they approached the
four wagons parked on the road side.

“They’re
cuddling, they don’t need any help. Let’s race again,” Sara
yelled.

“What about the
horses?” Miena said.

“They enjoy
racing too,” Sara said. “First to the next campsite gets first
choice of the sweets.”

“I didn’t get
any sweets,” Cal said laughing as the four freight wagons charged
off along the road.

- - -

The nervousness
spread. On the day Virunum came in sight, everyone seemed on edge.
Cal decided a fast run to their yard, then a quick visit to
Mustapha would be the best course of action. Better to get it over
with quickly. Sara led the charge into town, scaring a few people
on the road with the speed. Horses parked in their yard and women
dressed in good clothes in record time. Enthusiasm slackened the
closer they got to Mustapha’s metal factory. Cal was left out front
with a straggle of women behind.

“Welcome,
welcome, it’s been a while since you were here,” Mustapha said as
Cal came through the factory door. “You all look very serious for
visiting. Trouble?”

“No, just
trying to make sense of some ancient things,” Cal said, the rest
quiet for once.

“Ahhh, the old
ways. They have a certain power, don’t they?”

“They certainly
do.”

“My boss
priestess still bossy?”

“She’s the best
boss priestess ever,” Sara said, warming to the occasion.

“And you’re
still the loudest warrior priestess ever,” Mustapha said with a
laugh.

“I am too,”
Sara said.

“How long have
you known?” Miena asked her father.

“A few weeks
before I first saw Sara. The goddess herself spoke to me in dream
and I saw you with them too, always the boss.”

“You never said
before,” Miena said.

“Too dangerous.
I had to be sure you would be safe.”

“She’s safe now
she has us to guard her, we’ll never let her be harmed,” Sara said.
Miena hugging her father.

“What about
others here, how many know?” Cal asked.

“Every trader
you deal with will know or suspect a little, but not all are
committed to the old ways, Rome’s influence has grown over the
years. Best to keep silent, even with me, some things you should
never speak of.” A thick silence filled the room. “It is not an
easy life. I see you want to tell me things, and I would love to
know, but for all our safety, just stories about your travels are
best. Sara’s stories are always good, even with me, they are the
best,” Mustapha said.

“My stories are
really good, aren’t they?” Sara said, warming to the
compliment.

“Have you swam
any wild rivers lately?” Mustapha asked.

“Only one. We
didn’t have time to do anything exciting cause we had to rush back,
Barbarians everywhere ready to slice us in two. We swam real fast,”
Sara said. Mustapha was laughing.

“Stock for your
father?” Cal turned to ask Ava.

Miena heard and
slipped back into her boss wife mode, gathering Ava and started
deciding an order.

“Business is
strong in her blood,” Mustapha said with pride.

“It’s our best
story,” Cal said.

“It’s a story
that has done you well so far.”

“I hope it
keeps working.”

“I could feel
the knife,” Mustapha whispered into Cal’s ear as the rest discussed
orders. “I hope they never have to use them.”

“She won’t,” he
said.

Ava and Miena
had decided they would buy a wagon load of goods from Mustapha, and
agreed to pick them up in the morning.

“Supper at my
home,” Mustapha said as they made to leave.

“We’ll bring
sweets,” Sara said.

- - -

“Can we look at
my brother’s land?” Ameena asked once they were outside, Ameena
leading them to where she thought her brother Darrius had brought
land. There were builders at work making a compound wall. Ameena
asked, and yes, it was the right place, a large area of land being
enclosed to form a private compound and chariot race track.

“Can we give
them a chariot when the walls are finished?” Sara asked.

It was Miena
who answered. “I think that’s a great idea. Maybe we could send
them to Maxim’s in Ancona to pick their own.”

“We need to get
sweets for tonight,” Sara said, meaning now would be best in case
any needed testing, so they started walking towards their second
most favourite destination in town.

“Another wife?”
The sweet shop lady said as everyone crowded her counter looking
for their favourite treat.

“Karli’s
helping us with some of the stock,” Helga said before anyone else
started.

“She’ll need an
assortment to know what’s best,” Cal said.

It was one bag
each for now and a larger bag for tonight and nearly half an hour
before they were back walking the street, everyone chewing.

“Are there
stones around here?” Ava asked. It caused a sharp halt in walking,
such an obvious question that hadn’t been asked before. Miena did
her thinking.

“Rather a lot.
One very close, we could walk there now.”

“Lead on boss
priestess,” Sara said loud enough for Cal to turn to check if
anyone else had heard.






It was very
close, right in town, inside an area set aside for a park. Twelve
large and low carved stones set in a circle that would pass as a
set of seats around a fire pit if there had been a fire pit.

“It’s a power
ring,” Miena said as she examined each stone. By the amount of
lichens and mosses growing over them, it seemed that no one had any
use of it for many years.

“We could sit
on them and no one would know,” Ava said.

“They’d see us
naked,” Sara said.

“They wouldn’t
know if we just lifted our dresses and put our bums on the stones,”
Karli said.

“Find your
stone,” Miena said. A rush to select stones, and Cal watched eight
women discreetly sit with bums bare against the cold stone. It was
harder for him, but he hoped he managed to look normal to any
passersby. He was last, so as soon as he sat the energy flow
started, energy flowing through the stone and through him, not as
powerful as others but strong enough to make him feel really good.
When it stopped, and they all stood up, Cal saw each of the girl’s
stones had a wet patch.

“We left a
little bit of our smell,” Sara said, a cheeky grin on her face.

“So witchy,”
Nerrina said.

“Could we bring
my father here?” Miena asked.

“I’ll go and
get him,” Sara yelled and started racing off.

“I’ll help,”
Ava said and followed running to catch up.

“We’ll wait
here then,” Cal said into thin air, those left wandering around
near the stones, passing sweets to munch while they waited.

“They’re
coming,” Karli said. Cal turned to see Mustapha being dragged
forward, one girl on each arm towing him.

“They said… I
had…. to come,” he managed to get out, breathing heavily from the
fast walk. “I’m not… as young… as you.”

“Father, sit
down and have a rest,” Miena said, taking Mustapha’s hand. “I’ll
help you find the best seat.”

Cal watched her
select a stone for her father and encouraged him to arrange his
clothes to bare his bum.

“It’s cold and
a bit wet,” he said.

Cal heard
several sniggers, and Sara saying quietly, “That was my stone.”

Everyone took
position, and the power started again, all eyes now fixed on
Mustapha. Cal saw his face change from exhaustion to total
pleasure, his mouth opened, eyes staring wide. Cal felt that he was
getting most of the energy, and maybe something else too, it went
on a long time, much more than before with only them. When it
stopped, his face still held the expression, the rest stood up and
clustered around him.

“Are you all
right father?” Miena asked.

Her words
brought him back, blinking and looking around. “What a gift. What a
gift,” he finally said.

“Did she talk
to you?” Miena asked.

“The goddess
herself spoke to me. What a gift.”

Miena helped
him up and they all started walking away, walking with him back to
his workshop, hearing, “What a gift,” muttered over and over,
finally leaving him to himself they walked to his house to talk
with the rest of the family.

“Only normal
here,” Miena reminded as they came close. Women inside, and Cal in
the courtyard to wait for Mustapha. The usual shrieks and yells
coming from the house as the women discussed women’s things. The
creak of the gate bringing Cal alive.

“I couldn’t
work. Far too excited. What a gift you’ve all given me. What a
gift.” Cal had never seen Mustapha so excited, he’d always seemed
considered and restrained before.

“Can I ask what
exactly you got at the stones?” Cal asked.

“The goddess
showed me part of your work, part of what you will do and how my
precious Miena will grow. She told me it was only for me
though.”

“That’s true,
it’s how we keep safe. I’m glad you like it.”

“It’s the best
a father could ever wish.”

“Shown anything
to help your own work?”

“A few things.
Strange things. I’m sure I’ll work out what they mean eventually.
You’re so lucky to do that all the time.”

“We do it
often, but don’t get told much, just enough to keep us from too
much trouble.”

“I can see
that’s how it has to be. I also see that you accept that too.”

“I do. So many
good things to enjoy now.”

“I see there
are now eight of those good things, you must be worn out.”

“But happy,”
Cal said, and they both laughed loudly.

“They’re both
outside,” Sara yelled.

They’d been
found. Inside now, and pulled into Sara and Ava’s stories. Safe
stories. Sanitised stories. Family stories. Meal enjoyed. Sweets
eaten. Good-night’s said. Not until they were all snuggling back in
their own wagon home did they feel safe enough to talk.

“Did my father
tell you what he saw?” Miena asked.

“Only a little.
It was about our future, you mainly. He was very happy with what he
saw and very proud of what you became, he didn’t tell me details
though.”

“We’re all
proud of you too,” Ava said.

“I think you
should cuddle her all night now,” Sara said to Cal, and they all
settled down for the night, Miena gently cradled in Cal’s arms.


CHAPTER
TWO

 First Repair






“Can we get
some extra sweets while you load the purchases in the wagon,” Sara
said as soon as everyone was awake.

“All who want
sweets can get sweets,” Cal said, brain still foggy with sleep.

“Well hurry up
and get up then, we don’t want to miss out,” Sara said.

It was only Cal
and Miena that helped load the goods at Mustapha’s factory, Ameena
having taken Miena’s sweet order. They’d decided last night to take
the lowest pass through the mountain range, so that was directly
north, towards the cross-roads town of Ovilava. As soon as the
sweet buying crew returned, they set off, Miena riding with Cal
again.

“We’ve got two
lots of stones to check before Ovilava,” Miena said. “One’s quite
close.”

It was very
close. Miena yelling to stop when they were hardly out of sight of
town. “Down that track,” she pointed off to the right. What was
visible of the track looked safe.

“How far in?”
Sara yelled.

“Half hour
walk.”

“We should walk
then,” Sara said. The wagons were parked far enough off the roadway
and they all got ready to go.

“It’s safe and
our wagons will be good here,” Nerrina said before anyone
asked.

“We’ll lead,
twins can take the rear,” Sara said, hands checking covered
swords.

The track was
really very good, scattered trees on either side and ground clear
as though it had been used to some degree. Cal thought they could
have taken the wagons after all. Miena called a halt after some
time walking.

“This track
doesn’t go there. The stones are close, that way,” she pointed
left. They set off through the grass now. Much harder walking. The
scenery that had been so pretty to look at, was fighting progress.
Fallen logs hidden under lush growth. Pot holes that trapped more
than one of the crew and caused some words to be uttered.

“We’re close
now,” Miena said just about the time Cal was going to suggest
returning.

Sara finally
stumbled onto the stones - literally. “I’ll never be able to walk
again,” she exclaimed, her foot held high for all to see. No
apparent damage, but the pain was obvious.

“It wouldn’t
have been so bad if you wore sandals,” Cal said. “Do you need me to
carry you?”

“You can carry
me back.”

“It’s huge,”
Ameena yelled from ahead.

“It’s
magnificent,” Miena said loudly. Sara’s foot suddenly improved and
they went to find Miena and inspect this magnificent site.

Miena was
standing on a bit of higher ground, from there the whole site could
be gauged. Three rings of standing stones. Seven large ones in the
middle, then at least twenty medium ones in a second ring around
the first, and finally a vast number of smaller ones, like Sara had
tripped over, in the third ring. Magnificent was a good word for
it.

“Does it work?”
Sara asked, sore foot forgotten.

“I’ll start
checking. It might take a while,” Miena said.

“What’s it
for?” Karli asked.

“To keep the
mountains from shaking,” Miena said.

“I don’t think
it’s working properly,” Ameena said, they all looked at her. “The
mountains did shake when I lived here.”

While Miena
tested each stone, the rest explored around the site. Clearly it
had seen no visitors for ages. They cleared branches and debris
from around several stones until Miena signalled she had finished
her survey. “It’s easy, only one small stone, the one Sara tripped
on.”

“I’m the best
at finding stone problems now too,” Sara said with glee.

“You made the
problem by tripping on it,” Nerrina said.

“No, it had
fallen. If it was right, Sara wouldn’t have tripped,” Miena
said.

“Let’s fix it
fast,” Helga said, moving towards the stone in question.

“It needs to be
standing on that end over here,” Miena said.

It was easy,
three of them could lift the stone and move it to the right spot.
The twins took to digging a hole for the base using sticks. Soon
done, the stone was slotted into the hole and under Miena’s
supervision, its faces aligned before stamping the dirt tight
around it.

“That was the
easiest stone we’ve fixed,” Sara said while Miena tested again.

“Positions,”
Miena said.

Most moved
toward the seven central stones, but Cal didn’t feel that was
right, feeling more drawn to a stone in the middle ring. The others
seemed scattered all over the site. Sara and Karli ended up on
outside stones, Miena on one of the central ones.

“Hug your stone
as best you can,” Miena yelled.

Cal’s only came
to the top part of his leg, so he had to sit down to do the
hugging. It seemed forever before anything started to happen, and
then it was so slight, he thought he might be imagining it.

“That’s it, all
done,” Miena yelled.

Standing up and
dressing, Cal moved to the middle to join the rest.

“I hardly
noticed anything,” Ava said.

“The same,”
Sara said.

“It was
enough,” Miena said. “This is really for the mountains, not
us.”

“Well let’s go
back so I can rest my sore foot,” Sara said.

The wagons were
as they’d left them. A brief clean, and they were back on track.
Miena chose to ride with Cal again, more problems to sort. “It
didn’t work how I thought with my father, but things still turned
out fine.”

“I was
surprised at how frightened he was to talk. It makes it clearer to
me why we’re such a big group. We can talk between ourselves and
know we’re still safe.”

“I saw you kept
that dolly from those bandits.”

“To remind me
of what’s out there, and maybe for Petra.”

“Maybe we
should forget.”

“We can never
completely forget, it’ll stay with all us inside, forever.”

“The next
stones are high in the mountains. I think it will be hard work for
us all.”

- - -

Everyone seemed
a little flat when they stopped for lunch, quietly sitting around
the pot while the food cooked, silently watching the flames.

“I was looking
forward to talking to Mustapha about our work,” Cal said, all eyes
turning to him.

“I was too,”
Miena said.

“We all were.
Except our wolf woman, she didn’t know him,” Ava said.

“We’ll just
have to talk amongst ourselves then,” Sara said.

“Cal thinks
that’s why we’re such a big group,” Miena said.

“We’re such a
big group because he likes cuddling lots of beautiful women,” Helga
said.

“Does Karli
like being called Wolf Woman?” Cal asked.

“I’m sure she
does. You love it when she cuddles you like a wolf, we’ve seen you
go all gooey,” Ava said.

“She does
cuddle special,” Cal said.

“I knew! I told
you!” Sara said in triumph.

“How does she
cuddle you special?” Helga asked.

“Tell us so we
can cuddle special too,” Heidi said.

“I’m not sure
how, but when she cuddles it’s like she’s melting into me.”

“Do it now.
Show us all,” Sara yelled at Karli.

Karli stood up
and came close to Cal. “Sit on his lap,” Sara yelled. Karli did. He
had his arms around her, and she started to put hers around him. It
wasn’t right. He looked to find her eyes. They were looking around
at the others, but sensing his, they locked onto them. That’s when
it happened. Her body seemed to melt.

“She’s doing
it. Look at his face. Look,” Sara said, pointing.

“Do you mind
the others calling you Wolf Woman?” he whispered in Karli’s
ear.

“I don’t, if
you don’t.”

“You’re our
special Wolf Women then.”

“That’s enough
special cuddling. What were you whispering about? Tell us all,”
Sara said.

“They don’t
have to tell if it’s a secret,” Ameena said.

“It wasn’t a
secret,” Cal said.

“He was just
asking if I liked being called Wolf Woman,” Karli said.

“Do you?”
Ameena asked.

“Sort of. I
suppose it’s all right. I’m not really a wolf.”

“Can I try that
special cuddling?” Heidi asked.

Karli hopped
off and Heidi took her place, sitting as Karli had and turning her
head to peer into Cal’s eyes. He looked back the same, deep into
the blue pools of her soul, wishing her to melt into him too.
Nothing happened.

“It must be
Karli’s special thing,” Sara said after a while.

“Food’s ready
now,” Helga said. He gave Heidi an extra squeeze and a kiss on the
cheek when the others were distracted.

“Time to go,”
Ava said once the pot was packed up.

“Since when has
Sara let you lead?” Helga asked.

“Since she’s
good enough,” Sara said, everyone else left mute. “She’s as good a
fighter as me. She can drive as good as me, and since she led the
boat before, she’s been as good a leader as me. We’re like
twins.”

“Can she yell
as good as you?” Karli asked.

“I’m still
teaching her to yell better, but she’s good enough,” Sara said. “We
take it in turns to lead so if anything happens to one of us, the
other will still keep you all safe.”

Cal had Miena
with him again as Ava led them off.

“Nerrina’s
getting bad feelings about the road ahead, not close, but before
the town.”

“We better talk
about it tonight and let our new leader know.”

“We’ve all
grown so much in the last few weeks.”

“Maree saw it
too,” he said. “She also saw their swords.”

“She knew what
to look for.”

“She also said
our baby was due about the same time as hers.”

“Maree must see
things too. She didn’t say anything with us.”

“She knows to
keep very quiet, I trust her to do that.”

“I do too. It’s
nice to know she looks after us.”

“Your father
felt your knife. I promised him you’d never have to use it.”

“I still wish
we could talk more with him.”

“So do I. It’s
hard being so alone some times.”

“Should I tell
the others about Maree’s baby?”

“Yes.”

“Maree’s having
another baby, she told Cal,” Miena shouted forward. The caravan
stopped dead, and seven girls were around the home wagon. “You tell
them,” Miena prompted.

“Maree said her
baby would be born around the same time as ours. She seems to know
a lot, but keeps very quiet.”

“I’ll have to
work out a name for her daughter too,” Sara said.

“I’ll help,”
Ava her new twin said.

“We’ll do it
while we drive,” Sara said.

“Back on the
road,” Ava yelled in her best imitation of a Sara yell.

“Her yelling is
nearly as good as mine already,” Sara said proudly.


CHAPTER
THREE

 Huge Stones


Almost a
holiday atmosphere pervaded the wagons as they climbed northward
towards the high pass at the mountain peaks. Even Sara wasn’t
pressing the speed, more content to enjoy the vista’s that grew as
they climbed. When the pass came, and was found clear of snow, they
decided to camp the night there to enjoy the view of the morning
sun rising over the lands. As they were harnessing up the horses,
ready to set off down, Nerrina asked for attention.

“I’ve been
seeing trouble ahead, but until now, I wasn’t sure what it
was.”

“Tell us,” Sara
said.

“Give her a
chance, she was just starting,” Ava said.

“It’s soldiers,
a lot of them spread out on the road walking this way. But they’re
not really soldiers, they’ve just got soldier’s clothes on and some
weapons. I think they’re running away from the army.”

“Deserters,”
Miena muttered.

“Even more
dangerous,” Cal said.

“Why?” Sara
asked.

“No one to stop
them from doing anything.”

“Will we get
any trouble?” Ameena asked her adopted daughter.

“Maybe. I can’t
see that far yet.”

“We should
travel close and save the horses in case we have to speed through
them,” Ava said.

“Weapons?”
Helga asked.

“Only if they
attack us first. Better they think we’re just simple traders,” Cal
said.

“If they’re
deserters they’ll be after our food and wagons. It will be
dangerous,” Heidi said.

“Let’s wait and
see, Nerrina will tell us when things get closer. Are there any
today?” He asked.

“None today,
but maybe tonight.”

“Should we go
back and go the other way?” Ameena asked.

“Do you see
soldiers on the other mountain roads?” Cal asked Nerrina.

“I can only see
things on this one.”

“There are
stones we will come to today that need our attention. Maybe we
should do that and check again,” Miena said.

“Let’s get to
these stones quickly and decide then,” Cal said.

“Everyone get
ready to move fast,” Ava yelled as the crews scattered to their
wagons.

The usual
chatter was missing as they set off, a sober cloud now hanging over
them. Ava kept a good pace, the quiet broken by Nerrina shouting,
“No trouble ahead yet,” and Miena yelling much later, “About an
hour to the stones.”

“We’ll do lunch
at the stones then,” Helga yelled.

- - -

There was
absolutely no sign of any track when Miena yelled they were there.
Wagons stopped on the edge of the road, they clustered for a
talk.

“The stones are
off on the left side, about quarter of an hour,” Miena said.

”We haven’t
seen any way to get off this road,” Sara said.

They all stood
and looked around carefully. In the direction of these stones there
was a deep gully, with quite dense growth blocking the view. “I
think all we can do is keep moving and see if we do come to a
track,” Cal said.

“We’ll do
that,” Sara said, and their caravan started moving again, much more
slowly now, all eyes scanning the side. Cal’s stomach was certainly
rumbling by the time they did find a track. Not a very grand track
either, but from the bit he could see, one that would take their
wagons.

“We’ll run
ahead a bit and look,” Ava yelled as both her and Sara ran off on
foot. They soon returned, smiling. “It looks great, we’ll
lead.”

After the first
section, the track widened as though hiding its true nature from
the main road. A good track indeed, well made, wide and smooth.
Still not much sign of it having been used lately, and that made it
even better. It seemed ages of slow travel before they came to the
wide clearing that signalled they must be close.

“We should camp
here and we’ll cook lunch while Miena does her checks,” Helga said,
even though no one could see any stones.

“Good idea,”
Miena said as she started heading into the surrounding
undergrowth.

“One warrior
with her,” Cal yelled.

“We’ll both
go,” Sara yelled back.

“Who’s going to
protect us?” Karli asked.

“Your deadly
ice warriors,” Heidi said with a smile.

“Can we get all
the knives from each wagon and have them in ours?” Helga asked.

“Good idea,”
Cal said. The twins started checking each wagon.

“Why do they
want them?” Karli asked.

“In case there
are a lot of soldiers at once.”

“We’ll get no
trouble here tonight,” Nerrina said.

“Could we stay
here until all the soldiers have passed?” Ameena asked.

“It would be a
few days,” Nerrina said.

“That might be
the best idea. We’ll decide in the morning,” Cal said, further
discussion interrupted by a very excited Sara rushing towards
them.

“You need to
see. This is the best ever. It’s huge.”

The rest
followed Sara as she raced ahead, glancing over her shoulder to
make sure they were following, then twisting and turning on the
spot, annoyed at having to wait for everyone to catch up. Then she
disappeared. The path had ended and they were standing at the edge
of a vast circular clearing, the ground relatively flat for this
area, or maybe it had been flattened by human hands. The star of
the clearing was the stones, huge stones in vast quantities. So
many, it was hard to see a pattern from where they stood. Cal
spotted Miena in the distace and Sara was now by her side, so he
followed her example, walking through the maze of stone, in awe of
the men who had fashioned this with their bare hands. From the
centre, some of the pattern could be better determined.

“This is the
main centre ring here,” Miena said. There were twelve of the most
massive stones standing upright around her. “It goes out, ring
after ring, the most powerful stones we’ve seen.”

“It will take
you a while to test then?” Helga said.

“Yes, you
should finish lunch.” It was what most wanted to hear. Ava stayed
with Miena now while the rest retreated to the wagons and food.

“Save some for
the others,” Cal said, as the twin’s hot vegetables disappeared at
a fast rate.

“I’ll take them
a plate,” Heidi said, and left carrying the remains.

“It’ll soon be
supper. Maybe we should cook another pot,” Helga said.

“We’ll all
help. We’ll use Miena’s spices and make it different for her
missing out,” Sara said.

While some
started preparing for supper, the rest returned to examine the
stones more carefully. They found Ava eating while Miena kept
poking stone after stone, food the last thing on her mind.

“It’s not
working properly, but everything I test is good,” Miena said when
she saw everyone close.

“Is it working
enough to let her tell you the problem?” Cal asked.

“Yes, it’s
working enough for us to talk.”

“I’ll go and
get the others.”


They all
gathered in the centre, Miena shuffling people around as she
thought, everyone ended up on a stone of the main centre ring. When
it activated, it was certainly not strong. Cal heard Miena asking
her questions but the answers made no sense to him, then their
spirit wife gave them all some information. “These soldiers are a
real problem for you. Stay here three more days, then most will
have passed. Keep ready for any that might find you. Your seer will
know.”

“There are four
more stones. They’re hidden outside the clearing and one of those
is not right,” Miena said.

“I’ll stay with
her now,” Sara said, the rest returning to the camp.

“I don’t mind
staying here three more days,” Ava said.

“We’ve got no
chariots to race,” Nerrina said.

“And we’ll have
to be careful hungry soldiers don’t smell our cooking and come for
us,” Cal said.

“We’ll only
cook when the wind is blowing away from that road,” Helga said.

“You’ll just
have to cuddle us to keep us entertained,” Karli said.

“Your wolf
yells would bring soldiers to us,” Ameena said.

“Or frighten
them away,” Nerrina said.

Sara and Miena
did return, their faces down. “This is going to be hard,” Sara
said.

“One of the
pole stones has fallen over,” Miena said.

“It’s huge,”
Sara said, her arms flailing outward.

“I don’t know
how we’re going to get it to stand up,” Miena said.

“We’ve got
three days to work it out,” Cal said. “Let’s rest now and start
fresh in the morning.”

- - -

Miena led
everyone to the problem stone first thing. Surrounded by trees and
shrubs, the huge stone had toppled years ago, leaving the original
hole filled with twigs and rotting leaves. The stone itself was way
beyond their capacity to move
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