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      Snapping his arms around her, he lifted her and held her close so she could neither move, punch, bite, nor escape. Waiting until she was as calm as Abra could ever be, he lowered her to her feet.

      

      Enraged, she smoothed her skirts. "If I'd been dressed in hunting clothes, with my sword to hand—"

      

      "You would what?" He challenged. "Trip over the blade?"

      

      "Barbarian!" She yelled after him as he laughed and strode away.
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      “Abra, you have been chosen.” Axel Rey’s words rose with quiet authority above the steady rhythm of the drums.

      The ceremony asking the Great Spirit to protect the villagers was over, but the heady scent of incense lingered in the air, drawing a lavender veil over scrub and rock, forming a hazy cloak around the striking figure of an athletic young female kneeling at the feet of her brother and leader of the village, Axel Rey. With her lustrous raven hair severely drawn back and plaited in the fashion of all the warriors in the village, Abra was ready for whatever lay ahead.

      But not this time.

      Crap! I won’t do it. Leave my little brother and sister in this cursed place? Not a chance!

      “You must travel beyond the mountains to seek out Bahkran, the Great Hunter,” Axel Rey continued, thankfully unaware of his sister’s internal dialogue. “Your journey will take you to the land of Ramazan, where you will meet Bahkran in the fabled City of Light, for it is he who possesses the most powerful magic on earth.”

      And a head full of nuts. I’ve yet to meet a warrior with a single brain cell above his belt.

      “Your task is to persuade the great Bahkran to remove the curse afflicting our village.”

      Now her brother had Abra’s attention. A strange plague covered the village like a noxious fog, polluting the river and rendering every living creature barren, robbing them of the urge to mate for so many years now, there had been no new babies in the village since her younger brother Flax was born.

      Conscious of their siblings Hazel and Flax eavesdropping as usual, she challenged, “Who will care for our younger brother and sister while I’m away?” Hazel was twelve, and Flax, their little brother, just eight.

      Thanks to the tragedy that had befallen their parents, both younger siblings were older than their years, but not old enough for Abra to believe they were safe without her supervision. She adored them and encouraged their rebellious ways. Where Axel Rey saw willful disobedience, Abra saw spirit and ingenuity, which, she believed, was the very best preparation for life. Unfortunately, this led to reckless behavior, which Axel Rey would neither condone nor be able to handle.

      “Dani and I will take on the responsibility of our younger siblings,” her brother pronounced solemnly to groans from Hazel and Flax.

      I wish you joy of that.

      Abra doubted her staid brother and his wife were up to the job of coping with the headstrong youngsters, but someone had to get off their backside to save the village.

      “I accept the challenge,” she stated in a clear voice. How could she not when the village was dying and would disappear completely if Abra didn’t destroy the sorceress who had laid the curse killing off all sexual desire?

      The sorceress was pure evil. Lacking all compassion, she took pleasure in devising new ways to torture her victims. No one knew where her evil would land next. Whether it was killing off a prized herd or poisoning a river, she would stop at nothing. Recently, a more worrying trend had developed. Targeting attractive women, she robbed them of all sexual desire. To make doubly sure their people died out, she inflicted the same numbness on the men.

      Privately, Abra thought the celibate life a blessing. The prospect of some sweaty hulk straining and groaning as he impaled her on his donkey pole was hardly a prospect to relish.

      “We will miss you, Abra,” one of the villagers called out from the shelter of the simple hut they called home.

      “You bring us the best food,” another shouted. “And always have a cure for our ailments. What will we do without you?”

      Abra’s friends clung to each other for reassurance as their mood of jubilation turned to fear. “I will come back,” she repeated firmly, attempting to match her brother’s sonorous tone. “And when you see me again, the curse will be lifted. This I vow,” she added with what she could only hope was a regal closing gesture.

      As she’d hoped, a rustle of optimism swept the onlookers. Even if Abra had never conformed to their expectations of a princess of the royal house, she always made good on her pledges. Preferring to lead men in a hunt rather than decide what they ate for supper, she would happily let them gnaw on a raw bone if they couldn’t be troubled to make a fire.

      In spite of her concerns where Hazel and Flax were concerned, the thrill of impending adventure excited her as she moved among her friends. Abra was popular and soon had people laughing at her description of the adventure ahead. “No sleep. Not enough food. Too much interference from the otherworld. Add to that a large dose of pain-in-the-ass hero, and you can imagine how eager I am to set out on this quest—”

      “Abra!” Axel Rey interrupted, coming up behind her. Her brother’s expression suggested he’d been sucking on a bitter fruit. “I hope you’re not referring to the Great Bahkran?”

      “The Great Balls-Ache, as I think of him? What if I am?” She gave her younger brother and sister a wink, while Axel Rey shook his head with despair.

      The responsibilities of leading village under siege by evil had taken their toll on Abra’s brother. Old before his time, he was the perfect foil for Abra. Steady and dependable, Axel Rey was an old-school anchor, in contrast to Abra’s ever-questing mind. They both had the good of the village at heart, but the beat of Abra’s life was faster.

      Having guessed the outcome of the solemn meeting, she was already dressed, ready to leave in a short, fringed hide skirt and a simple top, crisscrossed with straps to hold her bow and quiver. Sharply drawn cheekbones, glowing green eyes, full, mobile lips, and thick, jet-black hair might be the envy of the finest of ladies, but Abra couldn’t care less about physical appeal and would rather be feted for her skill on horseback or accuracy with a knife and spear than something as fleeting as today’s good looks.

      The crowd gathered around her fell back at Axel Rey’s forceful glance. Abra met her brother’s stare with calm assurance. “If the Great Spirit has spoken, I’m impatient to begin,” she said to reassure him. For all his imposing presence, she knew her brother was worried about sending her into danger.

      “You will meet with the warrior Bahkran?” he confirmed. “You must not attempt to confront the sorceress on your own.”

      From the little Abra had seen of warriors who visited the village—and quickly left the moment they learned of the curse—men’s brains were lodged in a place Abra had no wish to investigate. If there was one thing she had no patience with, it was explaining to limp dicks that she preferred a more cerebral approach—and then having to explain what cerebral meant.

      Her main concern was leaving the youngest brother and the sister she adored. Having cared for Hazel and Flax since their parents’ mysterious disappearance, they were her life. Hazel would soon be twelve and was wise beyond her years. It hardly seemed possible that the child with big, tear-stained eyes could grow into such a beauty, and with a mouth on her to rival Abra’s. Flax was an adorable monkey—set to become a lady-killer when he was old enough, if the curse was ever lifted.

      It would be lifted, Abra determined.

      Seeking out some wooden-top warrior who might or might not help her defeat the sorceress was a complete waste of time when she could do the deed and be back before her brother and sister even knew she’d been away.

      Axel Rey frowned. “Don’t look at me like that. I know what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong. You need Bahkran’s help because you can’t destroy the sorceress without magic. Do you have magic? No. Danger has always been a goal in and of itself for you, which is why you must listen to Bahkran.”

      Ushering her out of earshot, Axel Rey changed his tone from stern to concerned. “You’ll need more than a big heart and a steady aim to defeat the hag. You’ll need this man’s magic. Please don’t defy me on this.”

      “I will meet with him,” Abra conceded. And maybe challenge him to combat. She could hunt, shoot, and fight like a man, and would enjoy testing herself against a renowned warrior.

      She parted on better terms with Axel Rey and went to catch up with Hazel and Flax, who set about her the moment she entered the hut they shared.

      “What about your safety?” Hazel demanded. “This trip sounds risky. What experience do you have of life beyond the forest surrounding our village?”

      “If I stay here, I’ll never find out.” But it was Flax begging her to stay that troubled Abra the most. “Axel Rey and Dani will take care of you both,” she reassured him, only to be greeted by groans. “They’re not so bad—just different from us—”

      “Yeah, boring,” Hazel volunteered.

      Flax’s downcast expression pierced Abra’s heart. “I will not disappear like our parents,” she promised as she pulled them both into a hug.

      When their parents had expressed their intention to enjoy an hour or so of private time, it had seemed perfectly reasonable to Abra’s twelve-year-old self. When they didn’t come back by nightfall, she was frantic. Even the Fae that lived in the forest could tell her nothing about their fate. Or chose not to, she sometimes thought now.

      “Some things are best left unsaid,” the enigmatic king of the fairies had told her that terrible summer. At first, she’d thought he was a tree branch, which was what the fairy had wanted her to think, but then he unfolded his majestic form and stood before her in all his woodland glory. Athletic and imposing, with a skin-tone that blended in perfectly with the greenery around him, the fairy king, with his pointed ears and slanting eyes, was as adaptable as a chameleon and as wily as a fox. When she pressed him for more information, he’d shrugged and said, “The sorceress must have been on a scouting mission. Your parents were in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Abra had always suspected that the truth was too terrible to be told, and the fairy king, for all his posturing, was being kind to a twelve-year-old child.

      Fascinated by a human child invading his territory, the fairy king had promised Abra magic powers. The promise had meant nothing to her at the time—she’d lost her parents and could think of nothing else with Hazel and Flax to care for, but she had never forgotten the fae’s words: “You may need these powers one day. Use them wisely, Abra of the River People.”

      Never sure how far these powers extended, or if they existed at all, the few times she’d tried a spell it had failed miserably, leaving things worse than before.

      With her packing completed, she turned to embrace Hazel and Flax, who clung to her as if they’d never see her again. “What did I tell you?” Abra asked, holding her brother and sister at arm’s length, so she could stare into their eyes. “I will come back. I won’t disappear like our parents.”

      “Then, please take my slingshot, and this stone from the village,” Flax insisted. “The stone has powers.”

      Abra shook her head. “I can’t take your slingshot. You love it.”

      “I have another.” Flax pressed the slingshot into her hand. “Don’t forget the stone. Put it in your pocket. You never know when you might need it.”

      Abra was touched more than she could say, but she couldn’t break down now. Taking the gifts from her kid brother, she nodded her head briskly. ‘Thank you. I promise to put them to good use.”

      “Why can’t we come with you?” Hazel demanded, pulling away. “We could fight by your side.”

      Younger than Abra by six years, Hazel was already showing signs of following in her older sister’s footsteps. “You can’t come with me, because I need you to look after your little brother.”

      “I’m not so little,” Flax exclaimed with affront. “I could sharpen your weapons and keep the fire lit.”

      “You’ll do a lot more than that if you give yourself chance to grow to manhood, so let’s keep it that way. Remember, Axel Rey is here to protect you.” She shot a sharp look at Hazel, who believed she could take on the world. “There are not many warriors left in the village, and those who remain are sick or old and need your care. I’m trusting you to take my place while I’m away. Hazel, you will hunt, and Flax, you will mix the potions for the elders of the village according to my recipes. I’m going to say goodbye to my friends now and have a final word with our brother.”

      She left the sulking youngsters to embark on what they believed would be Abra’s exciting adventure, leaving them in a world of dullness with Axel Rey and Dani. Abra guessed the truth would be far less appealing. The otherworld was full of pitfalls for the unwary. Stroking the cold steel of her sword, she wondered if the weapons she took such pride in could defend her against such powerful dark magic, and guessed, probably not, which brought her back to Bahkran and his magic. Her lip curled at the thought of it.

      The moist heat of perpetual shade that had cloaked the village from the day the hag laid her curse enveloped Abra like a warning as she walked tall through the village, determined no one would see doubt on her face.

      Why had the sorceress chosen to plague the village of Tucamano? Abra had no answer, other than to believe the sorceress couldn’t bear to see anyone happy.

      There were no answers yet, but she would find them, Abra amended as she began to greet the friends who had gathered to see her off.

      Holy men swung brass incense holders in an attempt to counteract the stench from a river turned putrid by the sorceress. Purple smoke swirled around Abra’s naked legs, lending her a softer, almost ethereal look—which was misleading, as Abra was warrior through and through.

      Taking her position on the Talking Mount, she bid her friends farewell.

      “My people, I must leave you…”

      The drums stilled at the sound of Abra’s firm, clear voice. “The Great Spirit has put its trust in me. Have no fear. I will succeed in my mission to destroy this evil. You will be free of the curse. I promise.”

      Abra had a way with words that convinced her people. It remained to be seen if she had a way with magic.
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      “Is it true?’ Bahkran’s keen stare sharpened with interest as he glanced at Tor, his second-in-command. “This young warrior is preparing to set out to meet me.”

      “Abra is on the point of leaving her village,” Tor confirmed. “Her brother intends to counsel her on certain matters before she leaves.”

      Bahkran threw back his head and laughed. “I would love to be a fly on the wall for that conversation. No brother could find it easy to break the news to his sister that I must father her child.”

      Drawing the bronzed skin of his cheek taut, Bahkran shaved his sharp black stubble with a knife honed into such a lethal blade, it made a hovering attendant wince with concern. “Is this Abra such a hag she must undertake a perilous journey for want of my seed?”

      “No hag, sire,” Tor replied. “Abra of the River People is a great beauty, by all accounts…’

      “Go on,” Bahkran insisted.

      “She is somewhat wild, sire.”

      “Hmm. Interesting.” Bahkran returned to his shaving. “Would you tempt me to break my vow of celibacy?”

      “You’ve heard of the terrible affliction that has destroyed Abra’s village,” Tor countered, refusing to be drawn into a discussion with his master on the merits of remaining celibate simply because there were no attractive women conveniently to hand.

      “I know the sorceress who laid the curse,” Bahkran confirmed, reaching for a cloth to dry his face.

      “An old enemy of yours, sire.”

      “One to whom I’ve shown mercy in the past.” Bahkran’s hard mouth pressed down as he considered this rare miscalculation. “Incredibly, I appear to have been wrong about her. When she pledged to mend her ways, I believed her.”

      “Not wrong, sire,” Tor stated firmly. “Compassionate. That is what raises you above the other lords of magic.”

      “Don’t flatter me, Tor.” Raising a piece of polished metal to his face, Bahkran checked the quality of his shave and found it flawless as usual, though the beard would be back in force before nightfall.

      Bahkran’s powers allowed him to see things others could not, and he could see a vision of Abra’s village of Tucamano in the reflection. A few villagers clinging to a slim thread of hope as Abra left on her mission. Axel Rey, their brave leader, would protect them while Abra was gone. He felt the man’s frustration and concern for his sister, but if the curse wasn’t lifted, Tucamano would die and would soon be overrun by jungle.

      “I will meet with this maid and help her with the task.”

      “She won’t thank you, sire,” Tor warned.

      “Anyone brave enough to face the spite of the sorceress must be worth a few minutes of my time.”

      “If you plant a seed in her belly and it holds, Abra will be granted the magical powers she was promised as a child. She has some small ability, but that would grow with your…cooperation.”

      “If she’s such a great beauty, it may take more than a few minutes,” Bahkran observed with amusement.

      Tor’s fierce eyes flared with humor. “In that case, may I suggest the sooner you meet up with Abra, the better for her village. She is already being tracked by the sorceress.”

      “And now the sorceress is being tracked by me,” Bahkran declared.

      Reaching for his iron broadsword, he put it into the scabbard on his back. His dagger and short sword were secured on straps of leather crisscrossing his torso. After tying cords around his muscular calves to keep his leather foot coverings in place, he straightened up. “You have whetted my appetite. The sooner I set out, the sooner we will all find relief.”

      “And your vow of celibacy?” Tor ventured, tongue-in-cheek.

      “Gives way to a greater cause.” Bahkran laughed as he dealt his general a blow on the back that would have felled a lesser man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “It looks as if it might rain,” Abra remarked casually to Axel Rey as she prepared to leave the village.

      This was an understatement. The sky had blackened suddenly and was split by forks of lightning, as if an evil hand aimed to frighten Abra and keep her in the village. Conscious of Dani, the young woman Axel Rey had taken as his partner before the spell was laid, clinging to him, Abra wished there was something she could say to ease Dani’s sorrow at being able to offer Axel Rey nothing more than sisterly affection.

      But at least her brother got his meals cooked for him, she reflected dryly as she tightened her pony’s girth.

      “I would have a word with you alone, sister,” Axel Rey insisted, as Abra led her pony through the crowd.

      With their handsome faces, fierce manner, and noble bearing, they made a striking pair. Sensuous lips, straight noses, and skin the color of nutmeg were blessings from the gods, Abra’s mother used to say. Such things were important to their mother, but not to Abra. All she cared about was dressing in a practical manner and getting the job done.

      Axel Rey’s long ceremonial robes, marked him out as the leader of their village. Decorated with feathers and fine beading, the soft hide hinted at the magnificent form beneath. His muscular arms were banded in gold, while his hair, shaved close at the sides of his head, was bound with leather thongs in the imperial style, so it hung in a wrist-thick plait to his waist. Taller than average, he carried himself in a manner that held the promise of greatness.

      If Abra could meet someone the equal of her brother, maybe she could feel differently about men, but that seemed unlikely to happen. “It’s time for me to go, brother. Take care of everyone, and most of all, take care of yourself.”

      “Wait.”

      She speared a glance at her brother’s hand on her arm. She’d never known him to be short of words before. “It’s too late to change your mind,” she warned. “Don’t even think of telling me the mission is too dangerous. You won’t stop me from leaving.”

      Axel Rey’s grip remained unrelenting. Fire raged between them as they glared at each other. “Let me go,” Abra said quietly. “You must trust me to complete this task. You should be reassured. Didn’t I train as a warrior at your side?”

      “That’s no reason for me to throw you into the path of evil. You’re still too young and impetuous.”

      Shaking herself free, Abra confronted her brother. “I’m a woman the equal of any man. As for being impetuous, would you rather I took time to think this through, leaving Dani to grieve even longer for the children she can never have? You must trust me, brother, as I trust you to keep Hazel and Flax safe, together with all our friends in the village.”

      “I should be going in your stead,” Axel Rey insisted stubbornly.

      “You weren’t invited,” Abra pointed out with a grin.

      Her brother’s anger and frustration softened a little. They were both stubborn and strong, and fiercely unyielding, but on this occasion, something had to give, and it wouldn’t be Abra.

      “If anyone can succeed on this mission, it’s you,” Axel Rey conceded, “but if I had an older, wiser witch hunter to send in your place, I would.”

      “Seriously?” Abra asked as another thunderclap exploded above their heads. “That elderly witch hunter would probably drop dead from fright before they even left the village—not to mention the fact that they would be long past childbearing age and wouldn’t care as I do about losing all sexual feeling.”

      Axel Rey grimaced. “Enough!”

      “I’m sorry if the truth embarrasses you, but I do remember—”

      “I said, enough!”

      “Would your wizened witch hunter hold any appeal for the mighty Bahkran, do you think?”

      “Do not mock the great Bahkran. He hears everything.”

      “Even my farts?”

      “Abra! A princess of the line does not talk about such things.”

      “Not farting would be better, but as I’m only human—”

      Axel Rey held up his hand. “There are things I must say to you before you leave the village. You’re so young—”

      “Old enough to have a child,” Abra cut in.

      “And on that subject…”

      “What?” She frowned.

      “What do you know of the dealings between a man and a woman?”
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