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To my beloved witches.



Once Upon a Time…







Elba was a town. It was never much of a town; renowned for nothing, and populated by no one of any real importance. In the pre-dark ages it was an outpost town, if such could be said of any in a loose collection of villages that made up an informal trading arrangement. But even if one ignored that reason for definition, it was certainly an outpost in another sense, at least, because Elba was on the edge of the known world. Villages nearer to the centre of the world were often raided, and occasionally even erased, though Elba had escaped such a fate for a very long time. Partly this was because the town was surrounded on three sides by small mountains, with a river on the other – but mostly it was because Elba had nothing of value to take.

Nothing, that is, unless one considered the people: seventy-nine souls, all of them of a good stock, healthy and capable, and many of them rather pretty. Perhaps prettiest of all were the nine young women who made up the unmarried proportion of the females in Elba. These daughters of Elba, ranging in appearance from merely pretty to certainly beautiful, and all within a few years in age, were perhaps the only thing at all to recommend Elba.

The youngest of the girls was Elspeth Fence, whose pale skin set the tone for the people of Elba, though perhaps her paleness was a measure greater than any other. Often her own father called her ghostly, but to the rest of those in the town she was an ivory perfection, with faded cobalt blue eyes and healthy auburn hair possessed of more than her fair share or waves, leading to curls whenever she failed to brush it the requisite fifty strokes a day. Had she been a waifish creature the colour of her eyes and skin might have imparted weakness, but she had a strong face, with a firm, full mouth set evenly below a slightly broad nose and above a suitably rounded chin. Her eyes were, perhaps, set a smidgen too far apart for perfection, but somehow this suited her strong brow and delicately arched eyebrows. Like her mother before, long dead in one of the many seasonal plagues that had not overlooked the existence of Elba, she was a compact girl, standing merely four feet and six inches in her bare feet, which for Elba was a record of diminutive scale. But also like her mother she had a sharp mind and a handy steel gaze that would be cast at anyone remarking on her height as if it presented a deficit.

Elspeth’s best friend was Rena Tanner, whose skin was a spotty shade pinker than her friend’s, though in many other ways they were remarkably similar. Rena’s eyes were a uniform grey, and her hair was light blonde, but her face was not otherwise very dissimilar from Elspeth’s. Being first cousins this was an expected fact of their lives from early on, so that as time went by neither thought much of it. They could have easily been mistaken for sisters but for two facts: Rena stood a foot taller than her friend; and she perpetually wore a playful pixyish expression on her face in contrast to Elspeth’s rather solemn natural expression. Yet these differences were minor, superficialities really, and the pair was inseparable in daily life.

This closeness was not lost on Rena’s elder sister Mosh, who shared Rena’s grey eyes and blonde hair, though she was an inch shorter than her sister despite being two years older. When she did smile, which was not often since she was impractically shy, Mosh was so like her sister that strangers couldn’t really differentiate the pair. It was especially hard to tell them apart when they wore their hair down and made an effort to be alike, though as soon as they spoke the halting manner of Mosh overwhelmed the impression. She could hardly utter a full sentence to friends or strangers, so shy she was; and her normal expression was one of bemused discomfort.

What would have struck many a stranger as odd was that Mosh’s most frequent companion was perhaps the most froward girl in the town. Kami Croft was approximately a year older than Mosh, wore her brunette locks straight and chopped nearly to shoulder length, and while she was an inch shorter than Mosh whenever they stood near each other Kami gave the impression of being the larger girl. She was certainly stronger physically, despite a slight frame, because long after the other girls had begun to throw off tomboy pastimes Kami had continued to run, jump and otherwise torment the neighbourhood. She was thought of as an unsmiling, sour little creature, though begrudgingly a fair number of her detractors would admit she might have been the most beautiful girl in the village. Even though she hardly ever smiled – a scowl being more her forte – and even with a perpetually serious expression, she had astonishingly bright green eyes that, at least when they fixed on someone, could melt the hardest of hearts. Once her uncle had remarked that had she the desire to be personable, even remotely pleasant, she could have easily fetched herself a rich man, but for reasons unknown to most her hatred of him had drained all the possible kindness from such a statement.

One of those few rich men Kami might have had would have been a brother of another of the girls, Miss Heather Merchant, for she had six brothers to spare. Heather was a pale, freckled redhead with emerald eyes and an intelligent expression cast perpetually on her somewhat thin face. Unlike the athletic Kami, Heather had been a sickly child and was a sickly young woman. But part of her appeal was that inherent weakness of person, for combined with a massive dowry she was viewed by many men as the most amiable of creatures – a weak woman who wished to remain weak. This, of course, had been enough to ensure that the fiery Kami Croft disliked her on principle, though had she managed to look past that wilful weakness the intelligence possessed by Heather would have stung Kami, who was in many ways the most ignorant girl amongst her peers. Heather, certainly, was the most intelligent.

Next in line for the unenviable badge of shame that came with ignorance, bearing a label of being unwise and perhaps even stupid, was Kami’s slightly older first cousin, Porsche Croft. Porsche shared Kami’s dark brown hair, but mixed the look with dark blue eyes. Standing even in height with her first cousin, Porsche unfortunately didn’t stand in the same physical form, being ever so slightly chubbier than her svelte cousin. But what she might have lacked in perfection of stature she more than made up for with a personality that was welcoming, forever kind, and cemented her as Heather Merchant’s best friend despite Porsche’s notable mental disabilities. She was so well liked, in fact, that she was the commonality amongst the girls, known to all rather well, or so they believed.

Without Porsche, Breda Mill would not have even bothered with the others. It wasn’t that Breda was arrogant, but she was self-possessed to a degree that made her somewhat off-putting. And knowing how the girls felt about her, Breda was disinclined to make overtures, excepting toward the kindly Porsche. It was through Porsche that she had managed to make any friends at all, though her friendships were an interesting set. Elspeth and Rena thought her morbidly boring; Mosh found her amusingly witty, but understood the fact few others cued to Breda’s witticisms; Kami thought she was a fetching slut, but far too high on herself; and Heather admired her intelligence even if having an equal in that regard rankled the rich girl some. And the diminutive blonde Breda did herself few favours in as much as her expressive brown eyes could seldom hide her dismay, let alone her distress at the uncouth behaviour of these country girls.

One of the most countrified of the girls was Breda’s arch-nemesis, if such could be said of an unintentional rivalry between girls of such an age. Natalia Forest lived outside Elba proper, in a woodsman’s cottage not far from the mill itself, and when Breda had moved to Elba two summers past her first encounter with Natalia had set the stage for their ongoing strife. Breda had been sulking on the rickety bridge downstream of the mill – on her family property, of course – when out of the woods pranced Natalia Forest. At first glance Breda had formed an impression that was lasting, because the first thing one noticed about Natalia was that she was, even when Breda had first seen her, an astonishingly tall girl. Now she was a mere two inches short of six feet, taller than well over two thirds of the male population of Elba; but even then she had been a sight. Breda had come to think of her as the stick, and being in a sour mood because of the impromptu move to Elba, she had been disinclined to forgive Natalia her genetic predisposition towards height. She had also been offended by three other points: Natalia had pitch hair, marking her as scrub-land stock, but she also had stunningly beautiful powder blue eyes, which offended Breda because her own were brown despite an excellent bloodline; Natalia dressed poorly, for though she was a clean girl and dutifully conscious of her appearance, she was also exceptionally poor and had long since grown out of her few drabs of proper clothing, and this offended Breda’s breeding; and Natalia, at the time, perpetually wore short pants – never longer than knee-length – and had gorgeous legs, which annoyed Breda because she wrongly thought hers were stumpy and knobby. It didn’t help matters that Breda couldn’t hide her aversion to the impoverished Natalia, because while she was a lovely girl, Natalia had suffered under the badge of her poverty for so long she was somewhat easily hurt by aspersions cast on her because of it. And she had been in a snappish mood that first morning they met, so when she had interpreted Breda’s expression correctly, she had said, “Oh, you’re that new toffee-faced rich girl then?” That hadn’t endeared her to Breda one whit, and from then on Natalia’s inherent sweetness had battered her with guilt for having been so rude.

Natalia might have overcome her guilt by way of a direct apology, being she was a fairly direct person at heart, but for the fact her constant companion was the last of the nine maidens of Elba, a girl named Emma Ticks. Emma was an orphan and lived with her grandmother on exactly the opposite end of the town of Elba, her grandmother being an old woman who many thought had more than a touch of twitchiness about her. Emma was not at all a sour soul, but she had an unforgiving nature and this, when combined with her orphan status, inclined her to be far more touchy about a slight than Natalia had ever been, or ever could be. She was also rather different looking, because even before she had appeared in Elba her black hair had turned partly white, streaked through with an almost colourless chalk white, and while her eyes weren’t strictly black her irises were so naturally narrow that her eyes looked black from almost every stance but within a few inches. She cultured a defensive attitude that irritated most everyone but for Natalia, who had a partiality toward the exotic appearance of her friend, and to whom Emma’s blustery nature had been revealed as  a posture more than a character trait that was embedded – Emma was, in many ways, the most insecure of people. But that insecurity, which was shared with Breda rather more than either girl would have liked to admit, was in short supply whenever Breda and her butted heads, most often over some perceived slight or other, which was a frequent occurrence.

And yet the nine girls were friends, for Elba was essentially a remote place and a dearth of young men made the town as boring as could well be imagined. Even Heather, who was legitimately of a removed social caste, quite often associated with the others by choice. And Breda, despite her knotty attitude with a few, was surprisingly attached to them all. And these ties were soon to be put to a test.





Death Comes to Elba







Kami Croft was miserable, which was primarily the cause of her treeing Emma Ticks, who was presently six branches up in a blackened maple tree. Kami was one branch below, spewing a stream of invective that would have made a drunken sailor blush, pointing emphatically as she described Emma in unflattering terms seldom applied to any but the most slatternly of whores. Gathered around below were the other seven girls, amused or frustrated, but generally happy that Emma had become the focus of Kami’s fury rather than themselves. They were also distinctly aware that while Emma had brought this on herself, with a smart-arsed comment about Kami’s inability to smile, she had really not deserved quite such an extreme reaction; and all of them suspected they knew exactly why Kami was so wretchedly angry with the world. It was a fairly regular monthly event that Kami would begin her bleed and then become so fiercely cantankerous that even a misdirected leaf could earn her wrath. It just so happened that today it had been Emma who had triggered the explosive temper that made Kami a dangerous sort of person to know.

“You scrawny little cunt!” exploded Kami, her finger poking toward Emma. “I should kick your fucking ass right off into the fucking cesspool in your grandmother’s overgrown fucking garden!”

“You and what army, you glum bitch!” retorted Emma, with as brave an expression as could be managed by someone who had already been chased up a tree.

Down below, as Kami again railed wildly, Rena turned to Mosh with a pixie grin and asked, “Do you think we should help?”

“How?” Mosh wondered.

“We could throw rocks until that waspish, nasty cow falls out of the tree,” Heather muttered.

“She’d only dust herself off and attack us,” sighed Elspeth. “She really is angry.”

“She’s only slightly more angry than usual,” Porsche excused gently, smiling at the sight of Kami throwing handfuls of leaves at Emma. She called up, “Kami, quit breaking the poor tree!”

Kami did, and didn’t vent on her cousin because no one ever vented on likeable Porsche. She did redouble her verbal abuse of Emma.

“This is such a sight,” Breda gasped, huffing to punctuate herself. “What idiotic type of person runs up a tree when being chased by a bear?”

“That’s what you do, you know,” said Natalia, trying not to offend, being she was tired of being in conflict with Breda. “When chased by a bear, I mean. You run up a tree.”

“That’s folklore and nonsense,” Breda said stiffly. It was, of course, a foolish thing to suggest since bears could clearly climb better than people.

“I’m going to ram a stump of wood up your hole, you snotty little cunt!” snarled Kami.

“Really, the language,” Heather sighed. “We really ought to try to help before Emma falls.”

“She’ll never fall. That girl can fly,” remarked Rena. She giggled. “Do you ever think that Kami might turn out to be pleasant if a man was just handily about to give her one?”

Mosh gasped, “Rena! Be civil!”

“Well, she might,” Rena insisted. “If I was that frustrated all the time, I’d crave it.”

“You don’t even know what it is,” Elspeth said with a kindly smirk.

“And you know no more than I,” Rena reminded, smirking back.

Mosh sighed again when Emma slipped slightly. She uncharacteristically called aloud, “Kami, let her down before she falls! Please!”

“After I kick her ass,” Kami promised.

“Kick her ass on level ground!” suggested Heather.

“Fuck that! The bitch can fall, for all I care!”

“She wouldn’t be so mean if she had a man to abuse,” sighed Porsche.

“Porsche! You don’t talk that way!” cried Breda, who had an enviable affection for her dim friend.

Porsche smiled and said, “I just meant, if she was married, she could take it out on her husband.”

“Oh.”

“Or on his tally-whacker,” said Rena, giggling.

“Rena, you need to eat soap,” whispered Mosh, embarrassed for her little sister.

“If a man came along and put his knob in her gob,” Rena expanded, “she’d be silent for a while.”

“She’d bite it right off,” Elspeth concluded, though she giggled too.

“That’s a horrible thing to say,” Breda muttered absently.

“Oh, Breda, be less stuffy,” Rena advised. “It’s just jesting.”

Breda said, “I meant, Rena, that it’s horrible to even suggest some poor man would have to suffer her mouth on any part of him, let alone that sensitive one. That girl is a sour beast, through and through.”

Mosh smirked.

Rena called up, “Emma! Fly away!”

Emma cast a glance down, face as brave as ever, despite being terrified, and said in her most snarky tone, “I wouldn’t waste a flight on that cow.”

A switch caught Emma across the forearm and she screeched, stumbled, and fell.

Now, much as Kami was a mean-spirited girl when upset, she wasn’t quite as evil as she might at times seem. The instant Emma lost her footing, Kami gracefully jaunted forward and caught her. Emma wrapped her arms desperately around Kami, her face buried in her friend’s rumpled tunic, and reclaimed her footing. Kami immediately whispered, “Are you okay? I’m sorry, Emma.”

“Hot and cold, you are,” Emma gasped, extricating herself.

Kami looked guiltily down, feeling exposed because of the eyes of their audience.

“I’m sorry I said you were a recalcitrant slut,” Emma sighed.

“I don’t even know what re-calibrated means.”

“Recalcitrant,” Emma corrected. “And it means obstinate. Stubborn. And that word describes you, basically. Sorry.”

“I’m feeling crappy,” Kami whispered.

“You might not be if you weren’t so quick to tree me,” Emma complained. But she softened, because so far above they were able to whisper privately. “I didn’t know you were on it. I forgot the time of month.”

Kami struggled with words, lost them, and ignored the desire she had to tell Emma she smelled pleasant. Emma always smelled pleasant to Kami, probably because Emma’s gran’s cooking was always so pleasant to smell. Eating it was less a treat at times. She led the way down, ignored everyone studiously, and went to lean on the bole of a large tree. Kami Croft was deeply troubled and knew it, and this upset her almost more than she could stand to know. At the tree was where Mosh approached her and whispered her name, which caused her to glance up and say dismally, “I make a fool of myself every day.”

“Well, you don’t often do yourself much of a favour.”

“Everyone having a good laugh?”

“Mostly.”

“Huh.”

They were interrupted when Natalia stood away from a rock she was reclining on and sniffed the air, asking, “Does it smell of smoke?”

Breda frowned at her, but then was forced to admit, “Actually, yes.”

“A fire?” asked Porsche.

“No, P,” said Heather, but not unkindly, “because the smell of smoke rises from waterfalls.”

Porsche smiled.

Heather smiled back.

They moved as a body toward the town of Elba, and were well in past old Cloak’s feed yard when the first flames from the town square leapt high enough to see. With nary a consideration of the cause, they ran on to find out what was up, only to run straight into chaos as they rounded into the market centre. The entire side of the street was burning now, the thatch roof of the public house streaming flames high and casting off burning clumps of thatch, and townspeople were scattering as invaders rode hither and yon, striking heavy blows with cudgels while running folks down.

“Oh my gods,” gasped Heather, quickly aware this was a dangerous place. “Quick about it, girls! We need to find a hiding place!”

They turned to do just that but were hemmed in by two horses and a trio of footmen, burly northerners with spiked and horned helmets and heavy weapons. One, a toothless elderly man, smiled a mean smile and said with a thick accent, “What have we? Aye, a whore-monger’s delight of young maids.”

Kami’s temper flared and she took a step forward, hands tightening to fists, proclaiming, “You’ll pay for that remark, you fat-arse dog.”

The old man punched her in the face and she went down like a marionette with severed strings, striking her head on the packed track-way. Heather screeched, and the girls rounded to find themselves being gathered by a closing circle of greedy looking men. There was nowhere to run.




It was hours later, well after sundown, when Kami groaned and finally came to. She was sitting in cold mud in the remains of Felt’s pigpen, propped up in Mosh’s arms. Her head was throbbing and she was soaked through underneath, the slick mud made increasingly worse by a wafting drizzle. A quick glance and she saw that the other girls were all huddled around, Natalia crying softly while everyone else gazed hopelessly downward. Straightening, twisting so to see the rest of the surviving townsfolk were scattered about the pigpen, some restrained and all of them miserable, she whispered, “What happened?”

“You got knocked for a turn,” Mosh whispered back. “It’s not a good day, Kami.”

“Why? I remember…bandits?”

“Northerners,” spat Breda, though by the looks of her the fighting tone would not translate to action. She had been crying for hours, and only recently surrendered to the reality – she was going to die here in a pigpen, or worse.

“I don’t understand,” Kami complained, clutching her aching face.

A shrill scream turned all heads in the pigpen, and out of one of the few standing buildings, not burned or burning, ran Meriwether Wilkes, the wife of Fletcher Wilkes. Meriwether was a beauty, red of hair and blue of eyes, and not much more than ten years their senior. But though they knew it was her, little about the sight made them remark her beauty. Her hair was soaked down and she was stark naked, a quantity of blood on her swollen face and her shoulder. She ran hard, but two pursuing men caught her and brought her down. They landed with an audible thud, and in a few seconds Meriwether was screaming again, held face down while one of the pair raped her.

“Oh, gods,” Heather said with a whispery tone. “Oh, gods. Please don’t let them do that to me.”

Meriwether had stopped screaming, jerking under the powerful man above her, her face set in a hopelessly lost expression.

“I think he’s up her behind,” Emma said softly, her bravado buried in the reality of their predicament, terror lacing her tone.

No one scolded her for saying it.

“Where’s Porsche?” demanded Kami, twisting.

“Shush,” bade Mosh.

From behind Mosh, Porsche said gently, “I’m here, Kam. I’m okay…so far.”

“It’s only a matter of time,” Kami said dully, trying to sit by herself. “We have to run away.”

“There’s nowhere to run,” Breda said despondently.

“Bullshit,” Kami declared, before falling back into Mosh’s arms with a pained gasp.

“Be still,” Mosh whispered by her ear. “They hit you very hard.”

“I won’t die like this,” Kami sobbed, tears streaming.

Seeing the bravest of their lot breaking down in tears rattled everyone.

“I won’t have one of them raping me,” Kami whimpered.

“No one will do that,” said Heather, sounding ridiculously positive. Part of her, however little she got along with Kami at times, was frantic to save Kami from this fate. “I promise you.”

“What are you going to do?” Breda snapped, though with less anger than despair.

“I don’t know…yet. I would love to be a witch right this instant.”

Two of the filthy invaders wandered near the pigpen and eyed them, but rather than accost them they picked out a middle-aged woman, the well-preserved Widow Pratt, and dragged her off to the building Meriwether had fled from. The other pair had done raping Meriwether, and were urinating on her sob-wracked form.

“We’re going that way,” Emma whispered sadly. “Broken and pissed on.”

“No,” Heather insisted. “Never.”

“Oh, shut up,” Breda moaned. “We’re hopeless.”

Natalia rose to her knees, wiped away her tears, and composed herself. Rising to her full height, ignoring them all whispering her name to stop whatever she was about, she walked unsteadily to the edge of the pen and cleared her throat. One of the guards there turned, looked her up and down, and spat in her face. She trembled, but met his glowering eyes, and said with confidence, “I saw your wizard rambling by a while ago. Best to fetch him now, or the old gods will certainly have your soul.”

“Sit your skinny bottom down, whore,” said he.

“Be it on your soul then, the black mark,” she said firmly.

That made him flinch.

She stood her ground, and added, “It would be terrible for you to be found to have refused a witch to call your wizard.”

This took the man aback, and he glanced at a companion, who shrugged. Then the man bustled off, leaving his companion to gaze suspiciously at the tall, almost commanding form of Natalia Forest. They stood thus, silent and contemplative, until the other man returned with their leader and the robed form of their wizard. The wizard was Natalia’s own height, and had a deeply lined old man’s face, with a beard down to his waist. He stunk of herbal medicines and sour weeds, but he was a commanding presence and the other men fell back silent when he gestured them and said something in their own language. Approaching Natalia then, he asked in a low tone, “What are you up to, little girl?”

“I am a witch,” declared Natalia. “So are my sisters.” She gestured to the other girls. “This village is yours, but if you harm us the gods will have your souls. That is certain. You have already caused them to frown.”

The old man leaned near and whispered, “You are no more a witch than I am a pigeon.”

Natalia blanched, but put on a brave face.

She was doubly shocked when the wizard turned away slightly and said angrily, “Your fools have hemmed up witches, Nils! What is your hope in doing that? To anger the old gods so you can all die before you can even hope to succeed in your quest?”

Nils, the leader of the northern invaders, flinched and said, “Hemming, we did not know this. No one told us. We did not know a witch was here.”

“Not a witch,” Hemming said testily. “Count them. Or can you count, Nils? There are nine of them, just as by prophecy.”

“But I thought…three,” Nils began. Then he checked his ignorance and said, “I am sadly out of sorts, Hemming. Forgive me.”

“That one, that witch, was struck a blow,” said one of the other men. “Why did she not defend herself with magic if she is a witch?”

“You fool!” boomed Hemming, and even Nils shrank a little. He swept toward them, moving as if he floated in his robes, seeming to grow with every step. “You fool! Do you presume a coven this grand would stoop to magic against the likes of your dirt-hugging kind? Damn you!”

“Gods, forgive,” gasped the man, pale and trembling to be damned.

“At once,” Hemming said to Nils, “you must find the fool who struck the blow and have off the hand that struck it. Off clean, lest his body be stained and he live as if dead.”

Nils gave the orders.

“These witches are untouchables, of course. They will come with me, and I will consult them, perhaps to win the favour of the old gods. Arrange my private tent by the forest edge.”

“And a guard?” asked Nils.

“A guard? Gods be damned, you are all stupid today!” gasped Hemming. “What would a guard do that I cannot by magic bind? In the silent voice of the magic that witch has given her word they will not destroy us all, and will not flee and warn the next village. We will respect them on their words, Nils. We will not anger the magic. Boy, you must know that we will succeed only if the gods bid it so. Do not spoil your ascension with petty foolishness. The witches are my responsibility. Think what it will bring to your campaign to have not only a wizard, but nine powerful witches in your ranks. Be less silly now, and raise a private tent where I can consult these women.”

“It will be done,” said Nils, and he went to make it so himself.

Hemming swept back to the fence where Natalia stood. She was observably confused now. He said in a whisper, “Do not gape, you damned ninny, or they will not be fooled for another minute. You explain to your friends that you are my wards, and you will not foolishly run. Worked correctly, they will abide my pronouncement, but there are lesser fools amongst them who must be convinced of my wisdom. Do not betray this chance, which your own courage bought for you. Give me your word now.”

“We won’t run,” promised Natalia.

Hemming made a show of bowing away, and said for the benefit of the audience, “Forgive me sisters, for my foolish companions knew not whom they offended. See it in your natural heart to forgive us our sins against the wise.”

“You are forgiven,” said Natalia. Inspired, she added, “Men are often blind.”

Hemming smiled at her privately, and then boomed at a man nearby, “Release them from that pen, you idiot boy! I will not protect you from them if you offend them further!”




It was some time later that they were all gathered in the newly raised tent, while outside a war camp had risen. The rest of the town was being tormented, if the screams were any measure, but inside the tent they had water and food, and were relatively safe. Once they saw, through the open doors, a pair of men dragging a naked corpse away and Heather burst into tears, recognising one of her brothers. Porsche immediately consoled her.

It was not long after this that the wizard Hemming came in, closing the flaps of the tent and turning to survey the nine girls. Striding near, he squatted, and fixed his green eyes on Natalia. A smile lit his craggy face and he said, “Well, that was quick thinking, my girl. Witches, eh? What compelled you to think of it?”

“Heather did,” said Natalia, her voice trembling. “Why did you allow it was true, when you clearly knew…?”

“Why? Well, because I am not a fool, for one. Superstition governs these barbarians, and the more of it the more control one can exercise over them. But for the other, I abhor the unnecessary violence surrounding this campaign. Pillage I can understand, but ravishment of the bodies of the prisoners I do not condone. And you nine, surely, would have been used hard. No prettier witches have I ever seen.” He chuckled. “The few I have known – real witches – are hardly pretty; save one, but she had her flaws embedded deeper than the flesh.”

“You don’t mean to hurt us?” Heather asked, weeping still for her dead brother.

“Hurt you? Why ever would I do that? No. No, I do not mean to hurt you. But the illusion must be maintained, dears. So, tonight I will teach you a blessing spell, shall I? And in the morrow you will ask to see Nils and play out a scene for him that will cement your safety. Will you do that?”

“Yes,” Natalia answered.

“All of you?”

There were a chorus of nods and affirmatives.

“Good,” said he. “Now, we must further the cause, dears. How much do you actually know about witches?”

“Not much,” said Mosh, wide-eyed in awe of this talkative old man. From her any speech to a stranger was impressive to her friends.

“Then we must prepare you some.”

And so he did, educating them as best he could for the next several hours, and ending with a query as to which of them would do the blessing spell. None were eager given its contents, but Natalia bravely put herself forward.

So it was that sometime after dawn, perhaps in the first hour, when the screams had mostly died away, the old wizard led Nils and two of his key warriors into the tent with the lie, “The priestess has asked to see you, Nils. You will respect her authority, for she, of her accord, chooses to bless you despite the foolishness against her sister.”

This was Nils’ first knowledge of the blessing, and he perked up immediately, saying to them, “With all respect due, my good women. Hemming, how does one address witches?”

“Carefully,” intoned Breda, a reflexive outburst that served the moment perfectly.

“Forgive me my ignorance,” Nils begged.

“You title them Mothers,” said Hemming. “Amongst magic brethren they are Sisters, but to mere mortals they are Mothers of Earth and Sky, of Sea and Fire.”

“Mothers, of all,” said Nils. He bowed low. “Forgive me.”

Natalia, who was wearing a blanket as a robe, rose and said with estimable nerve, “Nils Barstäd, warrior king, you are forgiven the sins of your followers. Kneel and let me bless you before our oldest gods, so that your quest might be completed in victory.”

Nils immediately surrendered his weapons to his attendants and knelt on both knees, eyes bowed.

Natalia barely suppressed her blush, dropping her blanket to reveal herself stark naked. The attendants stared, and Nils became aware of her nudity when she squatted before him and put her palm on the crown of his head. She nearly lost her voice, but the knowledge this ploy could save them drove her on, and she said, “Blessed be the king of men, who will lead a glorious army forward to the end of the old world, and who will forge a new kingdom to last until the sun declines.”

Breda, whose dislike of Natalia was rather more than sensible, softened as she listened. Natalia might be a poor creature, but she had learned the exact words the old wizard had bade them learn, and was speaking with a confidence Breda was certain she could never have mustered in such an exposed state. Part of her heart opened to Natalia then, and it would remain open forever.

“He who walks the night will prowl your path, only to find your glory bids him follow you into the daylight. Death to all your enemies. Blessed be your army, and your cause. Blessed be your future as the one king of the world. Nils Barstäd, blessed you are so long as you walk a righteous path.”

“Mother,” he said reverentially, with deep respect, though he was moved by her nakedness, “your blessing is my greatest gift since Hemming said he would shape his magic for my cause. I do not know what to say.”

“Say we will walk your path unharmed,” said Natalia firmly, standing above him with her hand still on the crown of his head. “Say you will respect our magic, and none of your followers will further offend us, or our oldest gods.”

“Never, Mother. Never will a hand be raised against you, or your…or any of your coven.”

“Then you will be blessed forever, Nils Barstäd. I give you first joy of your victory, which will come now as a certain fact.”

Hemming winked surreptitiously at Natalia and said, “Sister Forest, your forgiveness is itself a blessing. Nils, quickly, a respectful retreat now. And pray that these witches remain so kind toward us all, for my magic pales next to the magic of the one, let alone the nine.”

Nils rose and bowed out.

Hemming made certain they were gone before he turned and said, “Well, that was a performance worthy of a witch, dear.”

Natalia was under the blanket again. She asked sheepishly, “Did I have to be jay-naked?”

“Oh, that’s more my lark than a jay,” Hemming said, chuckling.

Mosh frowned at him.

“Don’t give me a look, dear. You will find, all of you, that witches fare quite a bit better without a stitch on. Nils, for example, will be impressed by two things: the certainty a witch has that she can stand naked before a powerful man like himself without fear; and the beauty of your body, which will make him naturally fear you, and provided a fine distraction should ever you had slipped, though you spoke your words perfectly.”

“It’s all a show then,” Emma whispered, speaking for the first time in hours. “And you?”

“Magic is real enough,” insisted Hemming, sitting cross-legged near them. “Advise me if anyone peeks in. They dare not listen at the walls, and I have laid dry twigs to alert me if they try, but a glance in is always a possibility. Now, listen close, and we will get you all safely to a future. You must remember always that you are powerful. No more powerful together than alone, but always more powerful than the average fool. Magic is largely a tool for the willing, and you will take your quiet lessons with me. To assure no questions, I will ramble on about how strange some of your ways are to me, and I daresay they will be impressed that I honour your knowledge. That will cover slips, also. With luck, you will all live to be old and ugly, like me.”

“My brothers,” began Heather.

“No,” he said firmly. “Do not dwell on that. The men have all been killed.”

She wept.

“I command you,” he said sternly, “to compose yourself. There are no weeping witches in my care. I am one man, and cannot change the nature of barbarians, even if some number of them have the wherewithal to be better men. This village, Elba it was, but it is nothing now except the first stop of the coming king. And mark this, all of you, for it will serve or destroy you – do not forget that while we may have the power, it is men like Nils Barstäd who have the might. Without him, we are no safer than the poor souls who lived here and died here.”

“Why have you thrown in with such horrible men?” asked Elspeth.

“All men are horrible, Sister Fence.”

“Will you always call us that?” asked Porsche.

“I will try to, yes. And you will call me Hemming, for it would be disrespectful was I not to ask you to, and so I have. You must remember what I have taught you, dears. You must stand united, and survive. Death has come to Elba, and you have walked in his shadow, and will walk out into the light. Do not mistake the risks, but do not dwell on the horrors here. There will be greater horrors to come, but your best hope is to walk alongside the mighty fools, rather than quail and flee the future.”

“I don’t feel so well,” Kami said pathetically.

“You have a bruise the size of a fist on your face, chicken,” said the wizard with an affectionate chuckle. “Seldom does one feel well when one’s face is beaten blue.” He surveyed each of them before returning his eyes to Kami, and musing, “And even now, swollen like a bee-stung hand, you may be the prettiest of all. I am astonished that a town as useless as this one could have produced such a parcel of beauties.”

“Did you really make Natalia do that ceremony naked just to gape at her?” asked Rena, having been suspicious for some minutes.

“Not just,” he defended with a laugh. “Though, I am pleased to have my eyes so tested.”

Natalia blushed profusely.

“Oh, it is a body,” he excused. “I admit I admire a woman’s beauty, but caution you against thinking I would touch you. My liking is more to the other side of things.”

“What does that mean?” asked Porsche, befuddled.

He laughed and explained, “I am partial to boys, you see. Well, men. Boys are too girlish, even.”

“You fancy other men?” asked Breda, distressed visibly.

“When I was younger, indeed I did. Though, in my advanced age now, I fancy nothing much more than a warm fire and an extra day of living. Put it from your mind, except to be aware my desires are nothing to threaten you. If I was a man after a woman, I would still be too damned old to manage a start. Yet, I do admire beauty. Though lest you think I was joking, I remind you that when she stood naked the fools with Nils were enraptured and afraid, and Nils was dismayed to fearfulness. Your beauty is a weapon and a defence, when used well and wisely.”

“I think you’re just an old pervert,” Emma muttered, though she appended a wry grin to the observation.

He laughed, and did not make an effort to deny it might indeed be true.

“Does anything offend you?” Rena wondered.

He considered, stood, and said, “Yes. Weakness of will. If you others do half as well as Natalia, you will surpass me in no time…and that will please me. Harden yourselves to stay alive, dears. I must go bewilder the masses. Tonight I will explain more of what to expect, for we march at dusk.”

He left them, and Breda said, “Nat…. Nat, you were impressive.”

“I half believed you myself,” Porsche said with a smile, directed primarily at the embarrassed Breda.

“I nearly peed myself,” Natalia whispered. “It’s not easy flashing my skin like that, and then trying not to forget the words.”

“You did perfectly,” Elspeth praised. “I was so proud of you. I hope I have half your courage.”

Heather wiped away tears and asked, “When he asked before, about how you thought up this ruse, you said me. Why?”

“At the pen, you said you would love to be a witch. My pappy….” Natalia frowned and her lips trembled. “He’s probably dead now, isn’t he.”

Mosh gazed supportively at her.

Natalia hardened and said, “He used to tell me my gran was a witch. She was a northerner, and he used to say she could stare down an army with her craft. I just thought it might do no worse to try.”

“You saved us all,” said Emma, and she took Natalia’s hand. “Better to strut naked by choice than pinned in the mud and made naked for torture.”

“The whole town is gone,” muttered Heather.

Porsche hugged her and whispered, “We can’t save them now, but if we listen to Hemming we might save each other.”

“Do you think it’s true he would rather put his wink into a man?” asked Rena, managing a tired smirk.

“Who cares, so long as it isn’t flapping at us,” Emma intoned.

“It’s disgusting,” Breda opined. “Men…with other men, it’s horrible to contemplate.”

“Why so?” wondered quiet Mosh.

Breda cast her a shocked glance.

“I mean, it’s not really as terribly disgusting as what we saw them do to Meriwether Wilkes.”

No one could argue that assertion.

“I hope he is a man-hugger,” Emma decided. “I hope he bends over a few of the bastards who burned this place down.”

“Why do you care?” Breda asked. “You weren’t even born here.”

“My granny is dead,” Emma said coldly.

Breda flushed, bowed her face and began to weep.

“Oh, buck up,” Rena suggested, poking Breda’s biceps. “We have nothing to gain by letting the loss destroy us.”

“My family.”

“Who amongst us can’t say the same?” Heather wondered.

They accepted that fact silently.

Out of the silence, Emma muttered, “I wish I had legs like yours, Natty. They end at your breasts.”

“What do you mean by that?” Natalia wondered, almost smiling.

“She means,” Breda said softly, “you have marvellously long legs, and are good-looking all the way up them.”

Porsche smiled at Breda and chided, “Careful, there. You’re not supposed to even like Natalia.”

“She saved us. She’s…admirable.”

“Thank you,” Natalia said with a genuinely sweet, self-conscious smile.

“It’s true,” Breda muttered, before turning away to sulk.

“So, we’re witches now,” Elspeth observed. “What a strange world.”

“Nine witches,” said Porsche. “Nine Sisters.”

“Nine Sisters,” echoed Emma, taking Porsche’s hand. “We stay alive.”

“Together,” promised Natalia.

Kami closed her eyes and whispered, “I feel horrible.”

After a wait to be sure Kami was unconscious, Rena said, “Maybe we should tell them someone has to hump on crabby there to save her.”

Mosh gasped, “Rena, that’s awful!”

Rena giggled forlornly.

Elspeth exchanged a quirky grin with Rena and then said, “When she wakes up, let’s tell her that’s how we had her saved.”

“We are not whoring out Kami,” Mosh gasped.

“Silly,” Rena said with a giggle, kissing Mosh on the lips. “She means we ought to tease her and say we did.”

“No, you must never,” Mosh said with a seriousness that paused them.

“We were just teasing,” Elspeth promised.

“Kami is…wouldn’t ever find that funny.”

“Sorry, Mosh.”

“There’s more to that than you just said,” Emma observed, gazing at Mosh curiously.

“My dad, when he was alive,” Porsche said with a vague frown, “used to touch us both.”

No one knew what to say to that, so they just gaped despairingly at Porsche. All but Mosh, that was, who cast Porsche a frustrated glance. Mosh had known, of course.

“Oh, it’s not like it’s a secret best kept,” sighed Porsche. “It’s why she’s so sensitive and defensive, isn’t it? We know, Mosh.”

“Mosh,” Rena gasped, “were you…?”

“No, thankfully,” Mosh replied. “But I knew. Years ago, I found Kami in the woods, crying, and she told me.”

“Oh,” said Rena, feeling low.

“Porsche, she’ll be hurt that everyone knows.”

“Mosh,” Porsche said reasonably, “perhaps now is the time to have no dark secrets between us. We need each other, and it may be best that everyone knows to help manage Kami’s anger. Do you understand me? I hope I’m making sense.”

“Perfect sense,” Heather said warmly, hugging Porsche. “None of us will hurt her with the knowledge. Never.”

“Promise,” Mosh demanded.

They did, sealing another secret amongst them, the nine sisters.



