
The night was dark, cloudly, cool and windy, with a scent of rain in the air that refused to fall, stubbornly staying hidden within the pregnant clouds above that blocked the light of the moon.  The air was still, quiet, and there was a blanket of unnatural stillness that was spread over the city of Volin, as if the oppressive clouds above smothered the usual nocturnal activity.  The animals of the city seemed the most aware of it, with no cats prowling the dark alleyways, no mice and rats scurrying through the shadows, no dogs padding down the narrow, crooked streets of the ancient city.  They were all hidden, under shelter, as if to conceal themselves from an invisible predator high above that would swoop down upon them the moment they came into the open.  The other lurkers of the night were also hunkered down in their holes, with the usual stalkers of the dark, the thieves and criminals, finding no prey to hunt on the deserted streets.  The usual carousers, the citizens that would usually be stumbling home after a night at the festhalls, were not on the streets this night, as if they too could sense that this night was not normal, that this night was not safe, and that had caused them all to hurry home as soon as the sun set behind the western hills.

But there was one creature not afraid to venture out into the ominous night.  The large black cat with the white sock on its right front foot padded the halls of the Royal Palace confidently, almost with impunity, a fact that the quiet, slightly nervous palace guard had noticed that night.  The cat had seemed to make a round of the entire keep, walking right down the middle of the the carpeted, decorated passageways as if it owned them.  It seemed to stalk the hallways not in search of mice or rats, but instead in search of people.  It inspected nearly every guard, courtier, servant, and palace lackey that it came across as it moved through the keep, attracting enough attention that the palace’s residents and workers had taken notice of its unusual behavior.  It moved through the entire keep, from the deepest cellar to the top of the west tower, the highest place, and every room in between.  Only once every room in the entire palace had been inspected did the cat seem to lose interest, amusing several of the guards by brazenly jumping up into the throne in the main hall and napping on the cushion that made the carved stone throne comfortable to sit upon.  And there it stayed for half the night, being noticed by quite a few patrols of guards as it napped on Polin’s throne, until right around midnight.  It was then that the cat seemed to stir, to lift its head as a patrol of guards filed through the main hall, and once the four men had passed, the cat simply vanished.

Barely a heartbeat after vanishing from the main hall, it stepped out of the inky darkness of the shadows near the door of Polin’s bedchamber, and walked on utterly silent feet across the carpeted stone.  It then jumped up the considerable distance from the floor to the top of the mattress, where Polin Aresson, King of Volinia, dozed in the bed that was far too big for him.  He wasn’t alone in the bed this night, however, for a smaller black cat was curled up near the boy’s pillow, a much smaller cat compared to the beast that was the socked cat.  The smaller cat opened its lucid green eyes almost as soon as the larger cat was on the bed, raising its handsome head and turning its ears towards the visitor.

“Father,” the smaller cat greeted in the unspoken languages of felines.


“Daughter,” it replied with an austere nod.  “How is the cub?”


“He’s fine, just a little tired tonight,” she replied.  “You made sure that he had quite the memorable day, at least from my point of view.”


The large black cat gave her an amused look.


Their greeting caused the young man burrowed in the heavy covers to stir, and then he rose up on one arm and yawned.  “Did you say something, Jula?” he asked sleepily, looking down at her nebulous form, at least to his eyes.  The night was very dark, and her black fur melded with the murky shadows to make her very hard for him to see.


“You told him your name?” the socked cat challenged.


“Why shouldn’t I?” she retorted, rising from her curled state and sitting on her haunches.


The large black cat’s green eyes seem to brighten, nearly flare, and the lamp on the nightstand by the bed lit itself, putting enough light into the room for the boy to see the two cats much more easily.


“Oh, Tarrin.  I didn’t think to see you tonight.”


“Why not?” he asked.


“Because you taught me so much already,” he replied.  “I didn’t think there was going to be more.”

“There is always more, cub,” the large black cat answered him.  “Learning never stops, because no matter how much you think you know, the reality is, you never know everything.  Tonight I won’t teach you about being a king, but there are things out there I think you need to see, just so you can put them in proper perspective when it comes to ruling your kingdom.”


“Like what you look like?” he asked hopefully.


Jula gave him an amused look.  “You won’t show him?”


“He’s not ready for it,” he answered.


“Wait.  You know him?” Polin accused, pointing at the large black cat as he looked at Jula.


“He’s my father,” she replied simply.  “I’d better know him.”


“Don’t get cute, daughter,” Tarrin warned easily.  “Out of bed, cub.  And put on your riding clothes, and perhaps your heavy cloak.  It’s muggy tonight, and that makes the cold go straight to your bones.”


“Why does that matter if this is all nothing but a dream?  You always make me do something like that.  I’m never going to leave the bed, you’ll just take my spirit out into the world.”


“Not this time, cub.  Tonight, we go out for real,” he answered.  “There are some things we need to do and a few things you need to see that can only be done in the real world.”


“Truly!  What?”


“You’ll see,” he replied evasively.  He jumped off the bed, and in a shimmer, the cat was gone.  It was replaced by an impossibly tall man wearing undyed buckskin trousers, a black vest with no shirt that left his torso bare and framed a black steel necklace with a stylistic, complex concave star within a six pointed star within a circle amulet, and with a blond braid as thick as Polin’s wrist that nearly dragged the floor.  He stepped over to the open doors that led to the balcony, put two fingers to his lips, and gave a loud, shrill whistle.


Polin recognized that act almost immediately, jumping out of bed and rushing for his armoire holding his riding clothes  “You’re calling Fury!” he said in excitement.  “Do I get to ride her again?”


“Fury let him ride her?” Jula asked in shock.


“She likes him,” Tarrin nodded.  “And since his alicorn hasn’t arrived yet, he’ll need a way to keep up with me outside the dream.  I’d much rather him ride Fury than ride me, and he needs the practice.”

Jula laughed.  “That would be quite an experience for him,” she said slyly.


“How on earth could I ride you, Tarrin?  Have you carry me piggyback like I was a little boy?” Polin challenged.


“I’ve told you, cub, this is just a shape I wear for your convencience, not mine,” Tarrin told him as the sound of large wings disturbed the silence.  He stepped back away from the doors leading to the balcony, and the Firewing pegasus Fury nearly crashed through them, her diamond-hard hooves slicing into the thick carpet as she folded her wings at the last instant and came streaking right through the doors, skidding to a stop inside the room and very nearly wiping out the bed in the process.  She was already wearing her saddle and riding tack.  She pranced a bit as Polin pulled his riding doublet out of the armoire, nuzzling Tarrin when he came over and stroked her neck, nearly knocking him down.


“Did you have to come into the room, you silly thing?” he chided her.  “Now I have to fix the rug.”


She gave him a look of scathing disregard, her glowing red eyes haughty.


“I take it I’ll be holding down the fort, Father?” Jula asked.


“Yes, daughter.  Keep the guards from noticing that the cub’s not here,” he nodded.


“I feel a little dumb now.  I had no idea you were like him, Jula,” Polin accused.  “I thought you were a cat.”


“I am a cat, Polin, at least at the moment I am,” she replied with a mysteious smile on her muzzle.  “But don’t compare me to my father.  We’re very, very different.”


“In what way?”


“I’m not sure you’d understand it if I told you, and it might confuse you.  Let’s just say that my father is far smarter and more educated than I am, and he’s taught me a few of the tricks he knows, but he can still do lots of tricks that I haven’t learned yet.”


“Yet,” Tarrin emphasized absently, which nearly made Jula beam.


“Did he bring you here to keep an eye on me?”


“No.  I’m here for another reason.  I’m not watching you to keep an eye on you, Polin.  I’m watching you to keep you safe.”


“I told you that there are hostile forces within your own castle, cub,” Tarrin reminded him.  “Jula’s making sure that they don’t try anything when I’m not around.  Think of her as a bodyguard that none of your enemies would ever suspect might be dangerous.”


“People do tend to dismiss cats as harmless,” Jula agreed with a chuckle.


“We’re going to have to talk about that, Tarrin.  I want to know who they are, so I can deal with them,” he said directly and confidently, showing how much he’d changed since that morning…a morning that for Polin was over six months ago.


“You’re not ready to deal with them yet, cub,” Tarrin told him.  “And that’s why Jula is here.  I told you, I have people in your castle hunting down those disloyal to you.  Jula is just one of them.  When the time comes, they will deal with them, leaving you to reassemble your government without having to worry about who’s loyal to you and who’s not.  Just let us handle it, cub, while you worry about making sure you’re ready when that time comes.  Oh, make sure you bring your sword, cub,” Tarrin warned.  “Tonight, you may need it.”


“Alright,” Polin answered, pointing to where it rested in its scabbard, sitting on a chair by his bed.  “It’s right there.”


 Fury gave an impatient braying sound, stomping her forehooves on the carpet, slicing it up and nearly catching it on fire when her diamond-hard hooves sent up a couple of sparks when they hit the stone under the rug.

“And you’d better get dressed before Fury makes you ride her in your nightshirt,” he added dryly.  “She’s not a patient animal, cub.”


“I’ll be ready in just a minute.”


Once Polin was dressed, Tarrin boosted him up into the saddle, then helped him tie himself in.  “I’m pretty sure I remember all the commands,” Polin declared, then patted his chest.  “No harness?”


“You won’t need it this time,” Tarrin answered.  “You’re not going to be doing any aerobatics.”


“So it’ll be a boring ride,” Polin said with a bit of disappointment in his voice, which made Fury nicker dangerously.


“Cub, don’t ever complain about riding Fury when you’re on her back,” Tarrin warned.  “Talk like the ride will be boring, and she’ll do everything she can to make sure you never forget it.”


Jula erupted into silent laughter.  “Oh Goddess, I remember when she did that to Jasana.  I think she didn’t take both feet off the ground for a month afterward.”


Polin patted her shoulder, in front of her saddle.  “I’m sorry, Fury, I didn’t mean that I wasn’t looking forward to the ride.  I was just hoping it would be like last time, with all the turns and rolls and dives and such.  That was so much fun!”

“Tonight isn’t about fun, cub,” Tarrin told him evenly.  “Alright, you’re ready.  We’ll be back soon, daughter.”


“I’ll be here, father.”


“Alright, cub, time for one of those moments where I expect you not to scream,” Tarrin told him calmly, stepping away from Fury.  He fell forward as he enacted his will, shedding the concept of self imposed upon him by the universe, and adopting a new self that was entirely his own wish and desire.  His body shimmered, and when his hands hit the floor as he fell forward, they were hands no longer, but taloned forepaws.


The human was gone, and a winged reptile with golden scales had taken his place, which was about the same size as Fury..


“What is that?” Polin gasped, gawking at him.


“A gold dragon,” Tarrin replied, looking back at himself to make sure he got everything proportional.  “They’re not native to your world. I’m rather fond of this shape.  I know it well, and feel comfortable using it.”


“I’ve never seen a winged lizard before.”


“You call a dragon a lizard and it’ll set fire to your hair, cub,” Tarrin warned, which made Jula laugh brightly.  “Dragons only look like they’re lizards.  The truth is, they’re only distantly related to reptiles.”


“Well, now I see what you were talking about, having me ride you.”


“You wouldn’t find the experience very fun, cub,” he said.  “Dragons don’t make good mounts.  Ready, Fury?”

She gave a short bray, smoke wafting from her nostrils as she nodded her head.


“Let’s go, then.  We have a long way to go.”


Fury charged suddenly, nearly scaring Polin out of his wits, ran out the balcony doors, jumped up, and then vaulted off the stone railing of the balcony.  Her wings opened as she started to fall, and with a single powerful downstroke, they arrested her descent and pulled her upwards.  Tarrin gave Jula a look of disgust and shook his head as he rolled his eyes, making her laugh, then he followed the enthusiastic pegasus out the doors, spreading his wings and taking off from the balcony.  He caught up with Polin and Fury as they ascended up and over the dark city of Volin beneath them, both of them angling towards the north.

“I love this!” Polin said gleefully as he held Fury’s reins, letting her decide where they were going…because he had no clue.


“You’re about to change your mind about that, cub,” Tarrin warned as he looked over from where he was flying beside the black pegasus.  “We’re far enough away now, Fury.  Let’s go.”


“Go where?” Polin asked.


“Where we’re going, cub,” he replied, then his eyes suddenly exploded with intense white light.  The darkness of the night seemed to suddenly reach out and grab them, swallow them whole, and then gravity and the wind in their faces disappeared as they seemed to fly straight into absolute nothingness.  Polin gave a wild look as he snapped his head around.

“Where did we go?”


“We’re not anywhere at the moment, cub.  Think of this as the place that exists between worlds, between dimensions.  Where we’re going tonight is a place you’ve never imagined could be real.”


“Like the Beastlands?”


“Sort of,” he replied.  “But the Beastlands is part of the universe as you’d reckon it, cub.  Where we go tonight is a place that exists outside of the boundaries of reality.”


“Like the dream world?”


“No.  Even though the dream world is a higher plane without material form, it is still a place that exists within the universe.  It’s a part of it.  We go to a place outside the universe, a place that is not a part of it.”


“I—that doesn’t—I don’t see how that’s possible.  How can a place not be part of the universe?”


“It’s complicated,” he answered.  “The simplest way to explain it is that when the universe was made, where we’re going sort of got forgotten in all the hustle and bustle.  It’s like the closet in your study that nobody knows is there, because the door got covered up by a tapestry and everyone forgot about it.”


“There’s a closet in my study?”


“Go look behind the tapestry of your great-grandfather,” Tarrin told him lightly.  “Anyway, since this place was forgotten, it exists outside the world as you know it.  It’s a place where all the rules you don’t realize are rules don’t apply.”


“What does that mean?”


“It’s simple, cub.  There are all kinds of things about the world that you take for granted because they’ve been there all your life.  You don’t even think about them, and they’re so basic that you couldn’t imagine a place that existed that didn’t have them.  For instance, gravity.  Would it surprise you to tell you that there are quite a few worlds out there in the universe where there’s no such thing at all as gravity?  And there are others where there is no such thing as light?”


“I…that seems pretty incredible,” he said thoughtfully.  “A place with no light?  How do people see?”


“They don’t,” he answered.  “It’s an entire world where nobody has eyes, nobody sees anything.”


“Wow.  That—wow.  How do people survive?”


“They survive quite well, cub.  After all, they don’t know there is even such as thing as light.  Even if they did, they’d have no way to see it, since they don’t have eyes.  Their entire world is designed around the fact that light doesn’t exist, so they don’t miss it at all.”


“Wow.  Wow,” he breathed.


Tarrin chuckled.  “I told you once before, cub, the world is far larger than you can ever imagine,” he said lightly.  “Where we’re going is a place called a void pocket.  It exists outside the universe, outside the world as you know it, but people in the world can travel there, if they know how.”


“And you know how.”


“I wouldn’t be very good at this if I didn’t, cub,” he replied playfully.  “And it’s not all that big of a secret.  You could do it too, if you took the time to learn how.  It’s actually not that hard.”


“Like how you said I could look through the mirror if I practiced enough?”


“Of course.  Everything you’ve seen me do, cub, are things that anyone can learn.  They just have to study.”


“You’re teaching your daughter,” he said, mainly to himself.


“Some of it,” he nodded.  “What she wants to learn, anyway.  She’s smart enough to know that there are some things that she shouldn’t know.”


“Why not?”


“Knowledge is power, Polin Aresson,” Tarrin told him immediately and forcefully.  “The greatest form of power you will ever find in this world, beyond kings, beyond magic, even beyond gods.  Jula doesn’t trust herself with the kind of power that knowledge would give her.  My cub knows her limits, and she knows her weaknesses.”

“Then just don’t teach her.”


“It’s not my place to live my daughter’s life for her, cub.  If she wants to know something I don’t think she’s ready to handle, I’d still teach her.  That would be her mistake if she misuses it, and I am not one that stands in the way of others if they’re about to do something foolish.  I am a firm believer in the ideal that pain is a far better teacher than I could ever be.”


“Even if it’s your own daughter?”


“Especially if it’s my own daughter.  She should know better, I raised her to have more sense than that.”

“That’s a bit mean.”


“I am mean, Polin,” he said vehemently.  “That you’re just starting to understand that means that you’re not paying half as much attention as I thought you were.”


Polin gave him a surprised look.


“I told you the first night, cub, that you would be afraid of me if you knew the truth of me.  Is that warning starting to make sense to you now?”  When Polin just stared at him, Tarrin gave him a penetrating look.  “I told you, cub, I’m not some benevolent spirit, some fairy godfather, and I’m not here to be your friend.  I do like you well enough, but that fact will not interfere with the duty I am here to perform.  I am here to make you a good king, a strong and wise king, and if that means I have to smack you to get you to listen to me, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

Polin barked out a laugh.  “You don’t have to go that far,” he assured him.  “I know you’re teaching me how to be a good king.  I’m going to listen to you.”


“That’s good.  You’d look silly with only one ear,” Tarrin said in a casual manner that made Fury give a nicker of amusement.


They flew on through the dark nothngness for a while, and then they breached some invisible barrier and suddenly there was air and gravity again.  Polin gaped in utter awe at a sky that was nothing but roiling nothingness, like oblivion was giving a liquid form and was poured into the inside edge of a bubble, rolling in the throes of a storm.  Below was nothing Polin could have ever imagined.  They were islands of earth floating in the dark nothingness, six of them hovering close to each other and with all six being approximately the same size, each one shaped like a child’s top with a flat crown.  The tops of them had grass, trees, and even several small farms, with small streams that flowed to the edges and then fell away into the empty oblivion below…then fell from the oblivion above and crashed into lakes that fed the streams.  Bridges connected the six floating earth islands together, ascending or descending due to the fact that the six islands weren’t at the same level.  The largest of the six islands held a small town or large village, depending on one’s point of view, built of dark wood and with wooden shingles covering the roofs.

“What is this place?” Polin asked, looking around.


“Think of this place as a self-contained universe all to itself, cub,” Tarrin answered as he banked a little to the left, Fury matching his turn.  “We fly, in a way, at the very edge of reality itself.  Beyond that sky above, the bubble enclosing this place, there is nothing.  There’s not even an emptiness, since an emptiness is something.  There is simply nothing.”


“What would happen if we flew into it?”


“Nothing.  We can’t enter a place that is nothing, cub.  If you were to fall off Fury and into the border below, you’d reappear on the opposite side of the sphere,” he explained, pointing up and forward.  “In this place, gravity pulls everything towards the bottom of the sphere, so if you fall in the right place, you never hit anything and can literally fall forever.”

“That doesn’t sound very fun.”


“I doubt it would be, cub.  I’d imaging it would be quite boring after a while.”


Tarrin led them down to the edge of the closest island, flared his golden wings and flapped them heavily, and then landed on a grassy meadow right at the edge of the island.  Fury followed suit, landing on the move and then trotting to a stop after turning around to return to where Tarrin stood, again a man and in the act of throwing his braid over his shoulder. Polin noticed that he was wearing something new and different now, a pair of black metal bracers on his wrists.   “Untie and dismount, cub, we walk from here,” he ordered.  “Fury’s going to stay here.”


“Is she going to be alright?”


“Nothing in here is stupid enough to mess with her, cub.  They’ve learned that lesson already.”


Fury gave a low growling sound, full of malevolent amusement.


“You savage,” Tarrin accused lightly.  “Bring your sword, cub.  They know better than to bother Fury.  The same can’t be said for you.”


Once Polin was off Fury, he gave her a fond pat, shifted his back-sheathed sword, and followed the impossibly tall man as he started away from the edge, walking towards the island holding that town in the center of the six islands.  “Why would people live in a place like this, Tarrin?” he asked.  “Are they hiding?”


“A few are.  This place is a great place to hide, since so few know how to get in here,” he replied in his stable, strong voice.  “Most, though, have no choice.  It was come here or die.  In many ways, cub, this place is a prison without walls, holding those who have committed crimes against the universe itself.”


“Wow.  What kind of crimes?”


“Hubris,” he answered.


“What does that mean?”


“It means that the men trapped here thought they knew better than anyone else, and tried to change the natural course of events.  This is their punishment.”


“I don’t understand.”


Tarrin looked down at him, which was a considerable distance.  “Most of these men, cub, are educated men.  Powerful men.  They were among the greatest magicians in their respective worlds.  But all of them made the same mistake. They reached a point where they thought they knew better than anyone else, and then started trying to change things to suit their own vision of the way things should be.  Some tried to change the natural order, to alter nature itself, to suit their vision of perfection.  Others tried to change time, going back in time to correct what they saw was a great injustice or mistake, not understanding that changing the past can have dire consequences in the present.  Most of them aren’t evil men, cub.  Many of them were kindly, compassionate people, and I’ll admit, there are some people in here that honestly had no idea what forces they were meddling with when they did what they did, and had no ill intent.  They just made a simple mistake.  But ignorance is no excuse, cub.  These people violated the natural order, and their punishment was to be disconnected from the very reality they sought to change, which prevents them from interacting with the world beyond this bubble in any way.  Outside this bubble, cub, these men and women are even less than ghosts.  They are just shadows, able to see the real world but unable to interact with it in any way.  That means they can’t eat or drink out there, and most of them die of dehydration before finding this place.  They’re trapped here, in this void pocket, because if they leave, they face a slow and very unpleasant death.”

“Wow.  You mean you can go back in time?”


“You can,” he nodded.  “But the question you should ask yourself, cub, given what I just told you, is should you?”


“Well, yeah, it sounds like you’d have to be really, really careful.  But what if you just want to see something you read in a history book?”


“Do you really have to go back in time to do something like that, cub?  Isn’t what you learn from the book enough?  Can’t you imagine what it would be like without having to see it?”


“Seeing it wound be much more interesting.”


“Spoken like a cub,” Tarrin told him with dry amusement.  “I should warn you right now, cub, this place will be unlike any you’ve ever visited.  And the fact that we’re visitors here will be very clear almost immediately.  And because we’re visitors, many of these men will hate you for what they’ve lost themselves.  So don’t expect to be warmly welcomed.”


“Alright.”


They crossed the entire island without seeing anyone and mounted the bridge leading to the center island, holding the village, and almost as soon as they stepped off the wooden rope bridge, they were at the edge of the village.  Polin gasped and looked away abruptly when a naked woman stopped just before entering a door and stared at them, her eyes haunted.  She was pretty, tall, and slender, with dark hair and eyes, and she was very, very naked, wearing only sandals that looked to be made out of leather.  Polin saw an older, white-haired man that was rail thin open a door on the opposite side of the street and look at them, and he was naked too.

“Why don’t they have clothes?”


“Because there’s nothing on the island to make clothes from, unless you feel like wearing dried grass or bark.  They tried that for a while, but it was so itchy and uncomfortable that they just started going without them.  They’re used to it now.  There are no sheep here, no cotton, not even any fibrous plants to weave into cloth.  The fact that we have clothes tells them that we don’t belong here.”


“Or we’re new arrivals.”


“There are no new arrivals here, cub,” he replied.  “Everyone that’s doomed to be here is already here.  The fact that we’re new is exactly how they know we’re only visitors.”


“I…I don’t understand.”


“Time as you know it doesn’t exist here, cub,” he answered.  “This void pocket has its own time, and it has nothing to do with the time of the world outside.  All of these people arrived here at the exact same time, even if they were born thousands of years apart.  When they arrived, it caused time to spring into being inside the void pocket, which is why we didn’t arrive at the exact same instant as everyone else.  The very fact that we’ve entered the void pocket after everyone else means that we aren’t trapped here.”


“That makes no sense at all.”


“Trust me, cub.  It’s fairly complicated.”

“They know who you are?”


“Most of them,” he nodded.  “And they don’t like me very much.”


“Why not?”


“Because I can get them out of here, return them to their lives outside.  But I won’t.  They made this bed, now they have to lie in it.”


Polin looked up at him.  “You did say you were mean.”


Tarrin gave a humorless chuckle.  “One of the meanest,” he agreed.

“I saw the farms on the other islands when we flew in.  How do their crops grow without sunlight?”

“That would take a while to explain.  Just imagine that this place is a magic-driven imitation of the real world, where magic fills in the holes left by little things, like there not being a sun,” he said dryly.  “There aren’t any seasons here, so the people never get cold.  The grass, trees, and crops grow without the need for sunlight, and grow very, very fast, so they never go hungry.  All in all, life here isn’t terribly bad, if a little on the boring side.  The people trapped here aren’t suffering, and they don’t have to work very hard to provide for themselves, since the nature of this place makes their food plants grow faster than they can eat them, and there are no bugs or diseases to damage the crops,.  But no matter how comfortable life is here, cub, this is still a prison, and all these people are doomed to be here until the day they die.”


“Except the people hiding.”

“Except them,” Tarrin nodded.  “They can leave, but they won’t, so they’re as good as trapped here.”


“What happened, did they make someone angry?”


“Oh yes,” he replied.  “People so powerful that taking one step out of this void pocket would be a fate worse than death.”

“Why don’t those people come in here after them?”


“Several reasons that would be too difficult to explain.  Let’s just say that those people would have no power in a place like this, so the people they’re hunting would have a major advantage if they tried to come in here and kill them.”


“They couldn’t send in a bunch of men to kill them?”


“I guess they could, but nobody would be stupid enough to take a job like that.  Getting out of here isn’t easy, cub.  You have to know how to do it, and very, very few people do.  Most people that know how to get in and out of here would never come in here to do something like that.  Besides, there’s something standing in their way to get at these men, someone they don’t want to cross.”

“Who?”


“Me,” he answered evenly.  “You can consider me the warden of this prison, cub, and I don’t take kindly to people coming in here and harassing them.  I don’t much care what these men do to each other, but I take exception to someone coming in here and making their exile miserable.  They’ve been punished enough, and I make sure nobody adds to their misery.”


Polin looked up at him, his eyes speculative.  “And if they left, you wouldn’t help them?”


“They made that bed, cub.  Now they get to sleep in it.”


“But you protect them from the outside.”


“I told you before, cub, some of these men didn’t do what they did out of malice, so yes, I protect them from the outside.”


“You’re being nice to them.”


“I’m being fair to them,” he replied evenly.  “If I was being nice to them, I’d take the ones I feel don’t really deserve this out of here, but I won’t.”

Polin looked up at him again.  “You’re a complicated man, Tarrin.”


“I’m old, cub.  Live long enough, and things can’t help but get complicated.”


“How old are you?”


“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


“So, a few hundred years old?”


Tarrin snorted.  “I barely remember what it was like when I was three hundred,” he replied in a voice that made Polin giggle a little.


They reached what looked like an tavern of some kind, which was in the center of the small village and was that largest building.  It was made of the same dusky wood as every other building, in the same style, with wooden slats covering the roof.  Tarrin opened the door and ducked down to enter—he’d bump his head on the dooframe if he didn’t—and Polin followed him into a small but cozy common room with several tables and benches, three casks set up on the far wall, and six men and two women sitting at the tables.  They were all naked, and had wooden tankards in front of them as they talked.  They went silent when Tarrin entered the room, and the gazes that they sent in his direction were quite unfriendly.  “Erdris,” Tarrin said in a calm, even tone.

“Tarrin Kael,” the man Erdris answered.  He was the tallest and burliest of the men in the common room, sitting with easy comfort in his chair, a tankard half-raised to his mouth.  “What brings you to our lovely little slice of nothing?”


“I’ve come for Trelkin,” he replied as Polin stepped away from him, looking around.  “I promised him a burial in his family cemetary, and I’ve come to take his body home.”

“He’s already buried, out under the big tree.”


“That doesn’t change the fact that I made him a promise, and I don’t break my word.”


“And who’s the boy?  Your apprentice?” he asked.


“He’s a king,” Tarrin replied.  “I thought it would be educational for him to see this place, to understand that there are some things that you can’t change.  And if you try, you only make things worse, for yourself and for those around you.”


Tarrin’s words had a dark effect on the men and women in the room, who all suddenly looked as haunted as the woman Polin had seen outside.

“Those are empty words coming from you, Tarrin Kael,” the man Erdris stated.  “Do you know who this is you follow, your Majesty?  What they call him?”


One of the women suddenly took on a malicious smile.  “He’s called the Destroyer,” she said with dark amusement.  “He’s killed more people than you can even imagine.”


“Even if I did believe that, he did exactly what he promised he’d do for me.  He taught me how to be a good king.”

“A tyrant more likely,” one of the other men said scathingly.  “I guess he’s starting to train hirelings to spread his particular brand of justice across the multiverse.”


“I didn’t put you here, Makravaz the Deep,” Tarrin said bluntly.  “And it’s not my place to fix the problem you made for yourself.”


“Just stand at the edge of the cliff and watch the children fall to their doom, eh Destroyer?” the other woman said waspishly.


“I don’t change what is, Gilevenne.  I only try to prevent what might be.  It was your obsession with your husband’s death that put you here.  You tried to change the past, even after I warned you, and now you reap what you have sown.”


She looked away, a tear forming in the corner of her eye.


“Well, as you can see, we’re doing fine,” Erdris said, making a gesture with both arms and spilling his drink on the floor.  “Everything is just fine and peachy in here.  It’s the same as it was yesterday, which was the same as last week, which was the same as last century.  Nothing ever changes here.  Sometimes I wonder why you come here, if not to rub salt in our wounds.”


“Someday you’ll understand, Erdris,” Tarrin told him.  “Let’s go, cub.  I know where to go now.”

They left the inn quickly, and Polin couldn’t help but look back several times.  There was a lot said in that inn, much more than just the words, and they left Polin a little troubled.  “Tarrin, why did that woman call you the Destroyer?”


“Because that’s what they call me, cub,” he replied honestly.  “And I admit, it’s a title I earned honestly.”


“What does that mean?”


Tariin looked down at him.  “Just what you think it does, cub,” he replied directly.  “How I got that title is a long story, and it’s not one I think you’d like to hear.  Now I get to ask you a question.  What do you think of the people in the tavern?  Honestly?”


“I…I think they’re resigned to this,” he replied.  “But they’re not very happy about it.  Is that woman one of the ones you said was here that didn’t mean to do anything bad?”


He nodded.  “She loved her husband so much she tried to change the past so he didn’t die,” he answered.  “I tried to warn her, but she wouldn’t listen to me.  And here she is.”


“That’s a bit sad.”


“I agree, but what she did went beyond simply breaking a king’s laws, cub.  She broke the rules of reality, and that crime cannot go unpunished, even if her intentions were good ones.  The damage she could have caused to untold numbers of people can’t be calculated, cub.  As much as I may think she doesn’t deseve to be here, she’s proved in the past that she can’t be trusted to do the right thing.  So here she is.”


“All from trying to save her husband?”


“Why she did it doesn’t matter nearly as much as what she did, cub.”


They walked out of the village and up a small incline, reaching a huge tree with dark green leaves.  A grave was dug under it, with only a simple wooden slat with a word scribed into it, in a language Polin couldn’t understand.  He blinked when he looked at the writing.  “How did I understand them?  They were speaking Volini, and they’re not from Volinia!”


“Because there’s a magic about this place that makes everyone speak the same language, even if you don’t realize it.  But it doesn’t apply to writing, which is what I think made you realize it,” he said as he stopped in front of the grave.  “Here we are, cub.  You may want to back up a bit, I’ll have to use magic to exhume the body.”


“Alright,” he said, backing up several paces.  Tarrin raised both hands, and the dirt just flew up and out of the grave, dropping to the ground beside it.  A wooden coffin lifted up out of the grave, and then the dirt filled it back in.  Polin looked back to the village, and saw several naked men and women standing at the edge, watching them.  Tarrin knelt down and put a hand on the coffin, almost gently, then he sighed and stood back up.

“He’s in there,” he declared.  “We have to take this back to his home world, cub.  I promised to lay him to rest beside his wife and daughter, and I always keep my promises.”  The tall man then picked up the coffin by himself as if it weighed no more than a book, and rested it on his shoulder, balanced and stable.  “Let’s go.”


Polin followed along behind him, getting so close he nearly walked into Tarrin’s back when they moved through the assembled crowd at the edge of the village, going back through it on the way back to the place they’d arrived.  Polin glanced back constantly, not feeling entirely safe with his back to men that Tarrin said could not be trusted, but none of them made any hostile moves.  The two of them walked out of the village, and crossed the rope bridge to the other island.  When they moved in away from the bridge, the impossibly tall man stopped abruptly, then set the coffin down.  “Move away, cub,” he said without looking at him, stepping away from the coffin.

“What’s wrong?” Polin asked as he did as he was asked, stepping away from the tall braided man.


“I don’t want to knock you off,” he replied, and then his body shimmered.  That shimmer expanded with shocking speed, and Polin went from looking at Tarrin’s face to looking at the upper foreleg of that gold dragon…just bigger.


Much, much bigger.


Polin gaped at how big he was.  He was bigger than any animal the boy had ever seen in his life!  He was ten times bigger than Fury, and Fury was the largest horse—or horse-like animal—he’d ever seen.  The titanic creature shifted and picked up the coffin in one paw, nearly palming it, and carried it along as he moved on three legs.  Polin gaped a little longer, then rushed after him.  “Is that what you look like?” he asked.

The mighty creature looked down at him with dry amusement on his scaled face.  “No, cub.  I told you that when I was a smaller dragon, didn’t I?  Does me being bigger suddenly change things?”


“Well…yes.”


Tarrin rolled his eyes.  “How else am I going to carry the coffin if I’m not big enough to keep a good grip on it, cub?” he asked challengingly.  “How big or how small I am doesn’t matter in the slightest as to who I truly am.  Size isn’t everything, and you shouldn’t judge people by it.  One of the most powerful and formidable people I know isn’t much taller than you.”


“Who is he?”


“She.  And her name is Wynn,” he replied easily as they approached Fury, who had knocked down a small tree and was eating it.  “You know that’s going to give you indigestion,” he called to his black-coated winged horse.  “Void trees aren’t good for you.”


“She eats trees?”


“She eats anything that burns,” he replied absently.  “She’s not a natural animal, cub.”  Fury left the small tree behind and cantered up to them, looking up at Tarrin’s dragon body balefully.  “I have to carry this,” he said, hefting the coffin in his paw.  “And you have to carry Polin.”

“It’s okay, Fury, I still love you,” Polin said, hurrying up to the huge winged horse and patting her muzzle when she leaned her head down.


“Careful, cub, she’s more trouble than you think she is,” Tarrin said lightly.  “And you have your own mount, don’t try to steal mine.”


“I just hope the alicorn is as much fun as Fury is,” he said earnestly, which made the pegasus nicker and prance a little.


“Fury’s idea of fun is a little meaner than the alicorn’s will be.  That’s why me and her get along,” Tarrin said, and Polin gasped when the dragon took hold of him, picked him up, and dropped him in Fury’s saddle.  “Tie yourself in,” he ordered.


Once Polin was ready, they took off.  Fury flew straight at that boiling nothingness, and then in a flash of light, they were once again in that black void, where there was no air, no up, no down, no nothing.  But just behind him, the giant dragon flew, its huge wings flapping with graceful ease even though there was no air.  “I meant to ask,” Polin called, looking behind him.  “How did Fury get here?  Doesn’t she live on another world?”


“She’s able to move between worlds, cub, it’s something I gave to her a while ago,” he answered.  “She can come to me when I call, no matter where I am.  Your alicorn can also do it, but she can do it on her own.”


“She can move between worlds?”


“How do you think she’s getting to Volinia?  I’m not bringing her,” Tarrin told him, then Polin gaped when the giant gold dragon ascended and accelerated, flying directly over him.  He then turned to the right, and Fury banked to follow him.  There was a searing flash of light that dazzled Polin, then icy cold air assaulted him.  They were suddenly over a large city, about the same size as Volin, with snow-covered roofs stretching into the distance.  “Where is this place?” he shouted.

“Trelkin’s home world,” the dragon called, glancing back at him.  “Below us is the city of Mela Lorailla, the largest city in Fendrellon.”


“How do—woah!” he cried, for to his left, a trio of giant hawks with men on their backs raced up to them, then slowed down to match their speed, the three of them around Tarrin.  All three were carrying crossbows, and they had them in their hands.


The lead of the three giant hawk riders shouted, but it was in no language that Polin understood.  Whatever he said, it made Tarrin turn his huge scaly, horned head in his direction.


“My business is outside the city, and I’m not about to fly around it,” Tarrin answered.  “I’m returning the remains of a deceased man to his family cemetary, as I promised him,” he added, hefting the coffin to draw attention to it.  When the man shouted again, Tarrin didn’t answer him, and the three giant hawks banked away and descended, leaving them to their own devices.

“Tarrin, if my alicorn can move between worlds, doesn’t that mean I could come to places like this without you?” Polin asked.


“Yes, cub,” he answered.  “That’s half the reason I brought you with me on this errand.  You’ll have an ability that few others on your world will have, Polin, and you have to learn how to use it responsibly.  For one, how is your kingdom going to run without you if you’re spending weeks at a time exploring other worlds?” he asked pointedly.  “You have responsibilities, cub.  Duties.  As much fun as something like this might be for you to do, you should always keep in mind your first obligation, and that’s to your kingdom.  The second thing you’d better understand is that world hopping is not risk-free.  It’s very easy to get yourself killed out here, cub, either by being in the wrong world at the wrong time or entering a world whose very environment is lethal to you.  I told you there are worlds out there without gravity and without light.  Well, there are also ones without air, and worlds so hot or so cold that you’ll die instantly as soon as you enter them.  There are also worlds that have no way out, which are traps for world hopping explorers.  They enter them, and then they’re trapped there for the rest of their lives…and those lives usually are very short.  There’s a very real danger in this, cub, and you’d better keep that in mind when your daydreams start getting the best of you.  I’m not telling you what to do, but what I am telling you is to think very carefully before you do it.”

“Could I visit you in your world?”


“Afraid not, cub.  My world is closed.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means that outsiders are forbidden by the gods of my world,” he replied.  “I can come and go because I’m a native, but others aren’t allowed in.”


“Well, could I visit Tsukatta in his?”


“That you could do, cub, and he’d probably enjoy it.  He likes you, and he’s overjoyed to receive visitors at his home.”


“I like him, too.  He’s very nice.”


“Consider yourself lucky, cub.  Having a friend like Tsukatta is a very rare and very precious thing.”


They flew outside the walls of the city, and landed behind a large noble estate some distance from the city walls.  It sat on a gentle rise and was surrounded by snow-covered farm fields.  Behind the house was a cemetary holding three rows of tombstones, and the snow covering their tops was blown away when the giant dragon landed just at the edge of it. Two women wearing very pretty dresses rushed out of the house and nearly ran towards them as Tarrin set down the coffin and Polin landed Fury close by, then had her trot over to Tarrin.


The two women were clearly nobles.  One was middle aged, still slender and pretty, but with a lock of gray hair at each temple.  The younger woman looked to be around 17 or 18 to Polin, with honey-colored hair done up in a braid that was covered with a lacy shawl.  The older woman looked up at the huge dragon and said something, which made Tarrin pat the coffin in reply.


“I kept my promise, Luanda,” he told her.  “I’ve brought your brother home to be laid to rest beside his wife and daughter.  I leave him with you to handle things.”  She said something else to him, to which Tarrin shook his huge head.  “I don’t have time.  I have to get my companion here back home before he’s missed.  But I do appreciate your offer.”  He turned slightly, then took a couple of steps back, his open wings going over Polin’s head.  “Come on, cub, time to get you home before your guards notice you’re gone.”

Once they were in the air again, Polin urged Fury to fly up where he could look at Tarrin’s dragon face.  “Why wasn’t she surprised to see you like that?” he asked curiously.


“Because she’s never seen me as anything but a dragon, cub,” he answered.  “There’s a reason I didn’t change back.  Dragons have a certain reputation in this world that lets me move around without being bothered too much.  That’s why those men riding the giant hawks didn’t try to make us land.”


“You’d think they wouldn’t bother you because you could step on them.”


“Size isn’t everything, Polin Aresson,” Tarrin told him directly, looking over at him.  “It’s only as much an advantage as you allow it to be, for either you or your opponent.”


“It has to mean something, since I’ve never seen you as anything but tall.”


“That’s because I’m naturally tall, cub, and tend to favor it,” he chuckled in reply.  “I always feel a little weird if I can’t see over everyone else.”


“How tall are you?  For real.”


“I’ll give you that much, cub.  In your measurements, I’m eight and a half feet tall.”


“Woah!  That’s like three times taller than me!”

“And yet among my own people, cub, I’m only slightly taller than average for my age,” he said dryly.  “Not every race out there is the same size as your people, cub.  Not even among the humans.  If you do venture out from your world with your alicorn, you’ll see just how diverse life can be when it comes to size.  There are people out there that are so tall that I only come up to their knees in my natural form, and others who are so small that you can hold them in the palm of your hand.  And there are creatures that defy rational explanation,” he chuckled.  “There are creatures out there so big that they’re the size of worlds, cub.”

“That sounds impossible, but you once told me that nothing is impossible.”


“That’s right, cub.  Nothing is impossible,” Tarrin nodded.  “And so long as you believe in that heart and soul, it will let you do things that other men would think are impossible, because you aren’t limiting yourself the way they are.  A mind that decides that something is impossible makes it impossible, even when it’s entirely possible to do.”


“I remember,” Polin assured him, shivering a bit as the cold wind bit through his riding leathers.  “Like Tsukatta said, you have to believe in anything you do, because if you don’t believe in it, it’s never going to happen.”


“Exactly.  Alright, here we go.”


A flare of light put them back in the black void, but this time they barely went three flaps of Tarrin’s huge wings, and they were out of it.  They were over Volin, and Tarrin’s body wavered and shimmered, then the large black cat landed gracefully on the saddle in front of him.  “Take us back to his room, Fury.  And try to not to wipe out his room this time,” Tarrin ordered.


Fury gave a derisive snort without looking back, then started descending.


This time, Fury landed on his balcony by madly flapping her wings just before her hooves reached the railing, and she set them down with a clatter.  She then walked right into his room after folding her wings, which made Jula sit back up and yawn on his bed.  “Father, did it go well?” she asked as the black cat jumped from the saddle and to the floor, which was quite a distance.  Fury was far larger than a normal horse.


“He saw what he needed to see,” Tarrin answered her, jumping up onto the bed.  Polin watched as Jula approached him, then rubbed up against him affectionately.  She even started purring.  “I’ll take over watching him for a while, daughter.”


“As you wish, father,” she answered.


Polin finished untying himself and climbed down, then he went up and stood more or less under Fury’s head, reaching up and patting her neck.  “Thank you, Fury, I had fun riding you again,” he told her, which made her give a smoky snort and then nearly knock him down with her foreleg.


“She likes him, alright,” Jula chuckled.


“How long were we gone?” Polin asked as he stepped back, because Fury was turning around.  She trotted back out his balcony, then the sound of her wings told them that she was going back home.

“About an hour,” Jula answered him.  “You’ll have plenty of time to sleep.”


“It’s going to be hard to sleep after that,” Polin said.

“You’ll sleep, cub, trust me,” Tarrin told him as he pulled off his riding doublet.  Polin quickly shed his riding clothes and approached the bed in his nightshirt.  “Let Jula out before you get in bed,” he warned.


“Oh, okay.”  Polin detoured to the door, and Jula jumped off the bed and padded over to the door.  He opened it and let Jula out, and that invoked a reaction from those in the room beyond.


“Is everything alright, your Majesty?” a voice called.


“Jula wants out.  Will you let her out into the hallway?” he asked.


“Certainly, your Majesty,” that voice answered, then Polin closed the door.  He then came back to the bed and climbed in, burrowing under the covers.  He yawned and nestled in a little bit, and Tarrin walked a few circles and curled up at the foot of the bed.


“Tarrin?  Thank you for taking me out there.  It was amazing to see something beyond my own world.  For real, anyway.”


“It wasn’t any less real when I took you out in your dreams cub,” Tarrin told him.  “And you’re welcome.  I hope you learned something.”


“I think I did.  No matter how big the world is, I have to take care of my little part of it.  People are depending on me.”


“That was a good lesson to learn.  Now go to sleep.  You’re going to have a long day tomorrow.”  Tarrin raised his head and looked towards the open doors, then stood up again.  “And it just got longer.”


“What do you mean?”


“The alicorn is here,” he answered.


Polin sat up quickly in bed.  “Here?  Now?  Can I see her?”


“She’s not here here, cub, she’s just entered this world.  If things go the way I hope, she’ll be here with the circus tomorrow morning.”


“I can hardly wait!” Polin said in excitement.


“You’ll have to wait until tomorrow at the earliest, and not let your excitement get the best of you today.  After all, nobody is going to know why you’re bouncing off the walls.  So keep a cork on it today, cub.  Time to use some of that training your father gave you in acting royal, even when your heart really isn’t feeling it.”


“It’s not going to be easy.”


“Nothing worthwhile is,” Tarrin answered.  “Now go to sleep.”


“Fine thing to say after you tell me that,” he complained.


“Would you rather me make you go to sleep?” he threatened.


Polin laughed.  “Alright, alright, I’ll try.”

It turned out that Polin didn’t have to try very hard.  Within minutes, he was asleep, and Tarrin pondered the coming work that had to be done.  He’d have to go back to Sennadar and pick up Renoit’s troupe and the Dancer, which was currently on its way to Suld.  He’d have to do some fast talking with the Elder Gods to arrange to allow the ship to be taken and then brought back without using the gate; Tarrin could enter Sennadar without using the gate thanks to the training in the powers of the mind he’d received from Wynn and Him, but as a courtesy, he never moved others into Sennadar using that technique without their prior consent.  He was allowed to do it himself, he was trusted enough to come and go without having to submit to Spyder’s inspection, but he also didn’t sneak people onto Sennadar behind the back of the Elder Gods.  The magic placed over Fury that allowed her to come to him when he summoned her and return to Sennadar when her task was complete would return her to the gate under Spyder’s manor, and Spyder would send her home for him…or Fury would just hang around Haven, since she liked Spyder and Spyder was rather fond of her.  After he secured their cooperation, he’d bring the Dancer to this world and drop it in the river that ran through Volin at a place where it would arrive in the city tomorrow morning, then bring the alicorn to the ship and get that organized

He’d need more animals for the menagerie, Renoit didn’t usually have one.  He’d have to think of a few suitably exotic animals to bring that weren’t inherently dangerous and would easily fit on the ship, something of an interplanar petting zoo, for the enjoyment of the Volinian citizens.


He’d have to get Phandebrass and Kyrienna back to Volin from whatever they were doing—some exploration, investigating this world’s magical ley lines or something like that—and get them to the ship as well.


There was also today’s training session with Tsukatta, which he’d have to attend under his alter ego, Arterrus Rex.  It was a persona he’d used more than once, something of one of his more consistent disguises when he didn’t want to be recognized.  He had quite a few such personas scattered across the multiverse, such as being known as Shimmergold the Dragon on Fendrellon.  Much as He used his alter ego of Cassiter to keep an eye on things in Sennadar, and Kerri had once had the fake identity of Lizelle Sailmender, Tarrin had learned from them that having a few disguises at paw to use could be very handy, ones that had established backstories that were easy for him to remember, so it was easy to submerge himself into playing the role.

It was going to be a very busy day for Polin, and an even busier day for him.


It was a beautiful day on the Sea of Storms as the Dancer plied the waves.  It was sailing north to Suld to perform at the Autumn Festival before its long voyage to the eastern coast of Godan and Nyr for the winter months up north, following the warmth so that the ship’s inhabitants enjoyed a perpetual summer.  But today, things were going to be different.  Today, the Dancer was going where it had never gone before, and for a ship that had sailed 17 of the 20 seas of Sennadar, that was truly saying something.


And the guide for the ship’s upcoming fantastic voyage landed on the deck, folding back those magnificent wings of living fire.  Tarrin Kael retracted his wings of living fire back into their usual resting places in his back even as he reached out and took Renoit’s hand, greeting the not quite so fat circus master as he rushed down from the steering deck.  Renoit had gotten married two years ago, and his wife had put him on a diet to make him a bit less rotund.  He still wasn’t skinny, but he was noticably less fat, and the weight loss had put a new spring in his step and had taken some of the age off of his face.  There was more than a little bit of gray in his dark hair and goatee, but the slimming down of his cheeks and neck made him look dashing rather than merely middle aged.


“Tarrin, mon avor, it so good to see you!” Renoit said happily, putting both hands on his gigantic paw-like hand.  “I have everything prepared, just as you instructed!  We can leave whenever you feel ready to take us!”


“It’s good to see you too, Renoit,” he replied with honest warmth.  “And I brought your payment for this favor.”


Renoit’s eyes widened with excitement when a large metal device simply appeared on the deck, just forward of the mainmast.  “Here it is, Renoit,” he said.  “A Zakkite flying device, modified so it doesn’t require killing flying creatures to power it.  All your Wizards have to do is cast spells into this artifice here, and it powers the device.  It doesn’t matter what spell they use, the device feeds off the spell energy itself.  The stronger the spell, the longer it powers the device.”


“Masterful, my old friend, masterful!” he said with barely contained glee, nearly dancing in place.  “And it will allow us to stay airborne all the time?”


“As long as you have two decently trained Wizards on the boat to power it, yes.  They can take turns casting spells to power it so it doesn’t become a chore.  But one Wizard can power it, if he’s skilled enough to cast ten spells a day, and doesn’t mind being woken up every two or three hours to recharge the device.”

“I have three Wizards in the troupe now, I’m sure the three of them can work things out,” he said, patting the dark metal device.  “You will show us how this works, yes?  How to fly the ship?”


“Of course.  It’s actually not that hard to use, and I have to install the other half of it.”


They went up to the steering deck, and Tarrin set the other half of the device, then explained to Renoit and his three steersmen how to operate the controls on the panel of the device, which allowed the ship to fly and controlled its direction.  That put a second helm up on the deck, along with a few levers and even two foot pedals.   “So, we don’t use the ship’s helm at all when we fly?”


“No, that’s for sailing only, but you have to center and lock the rudder once you’re in the air or it flaps around and can break,” Tarrin answered.  “The wheel controls your direction and angle, and it’s reversed from the helm.  Turn the wheel to the left, the ship goes to port, not to starboard, remember that.  This wheel operates backwards compared to a standard helm.  Also, if you push the wheel towards the console, the ship’s bow will angle down.  If you pull back on it, the bow will angle up.  This lever controls your altitude.  Push it up, the ship rises.  Push it down, the ship descends.  This lever controls your roll.  Push it to the left, the ship will roll to the left.  Push it right, the ship will roll to the right.  This lever controls your speed.  The further forward you push it, the faster the ship will go, but mind that the faster you go, the faster the device uses up the magic that powers it.  The foot pedals control the lateral yaw of the ship.  Push the left pedal, the ship will move to the left on an axis formed by the device itself.  That’s why I placed it as close to the center of the ship as I could get it.  I’ll warn all of you now, until you gain mastery of using these controls, don’t use them when the ship is in the water except to take off and land,” he said firmly.  “It puts stresses on the ship that might make you burst a seam or even break the keel.  This ship wasn’t built to handle those kinds of stresses.”


“So, our best course of action is to lock the rudder neutral and then take off?” Renoit asked.


“Yes,” he nodded.  “And when you land while going forward, land going straight or you’ll snap the rudder off.  Once your helmsmen get the hang of it, they can use some of the controls while in the water without damaging the ship, mainly to easily get to a wharf to tie up.  And do mind that these controls can sink this ship,” he added sternly.  “If you nose the bow down while under sail, you’ll scuttle the ship.  That’s why this little lever right here—“ he pointed—“disables the controls when they’re not being used.  If you’re not using these controls, disable them to prevent an accident.”


“What would happen if I flipped that lever when we’re in the air?” one of the helmsmen asked.


“Nothing, the device knows when it’s in the air, and it locks the lever in the enabled position if you’re airborne,” he answered.

“That’s a good thing to have,” Renoit chuckled.


“These ten small crystals across the top tell you how much charge the device has,” he finished, pointing.  “As the device is charged, the crystals will light up with a magical glow.  Each lit crystal  represents one hour of charge, and as that hour passes, the light of the crystal will dim until it goes out, so you know when you need to recharge the device.  One spell cast into the device will light one crystal, but the stronger Wizard spells will light two, three, or even four of them, while cantrips won’t light a crystal at all unless you cast a lot of them into it.”


“That is good to know.  I know four cantrips, and most of our crew know a few each, taught to us by our Wizards,” Renoit said.  “So if our Wizards somehow can’t recharge it, our crew can use their cantrips to get enough charge into the device to get us to a port.”


Tarrin nodded.  “It’ll really tire you out, but casting cantrips into it until you’re exhausted should get a crystal to light.  But I wouldn’t recommend it for anything but an emergency.”


“Then that is what it will be, mon avor.  We will have every member of the troupe cast a cantrip into the device so they know what to do if such an emergency befalls us.”


“That’s forward thinking, Renoit,” Tarrin nodded in approval.  “Let me charge the device, then I’ll show you how the controls work by flying it.  Have your crew furl the sails and secure the deck of all loose items, we don’t want anything falling off.”


“Yes, yes!  Furl the sails!” Renoit boomed across the deck.  “Secure all loose items on the deck!  We are taking the ship into the sky, my friends!  Today, the Dancer will dance among the clouds!”


A cheer came from the troupe who served as the ship’s crew, and they rushed up into the rigging and out onto the deck to get it done.


Once the ship was ready, Tarrin took Renoit and his three Wizards down to the device and showed them exactly what to do by casting a Wizard spell into the artifice of the device.  He had each of the three Wizards follow suit, then Renoit had every single member of the ship’s crew cast a cantrip into the device so they knew exactly what to do if they were called upon to power it in an emergency.  Once that was done, Renoit, the Wizards, and the helmsmen went up to the steering deck, and Tarrin pointed at the five glowing crystals on the flying controls.  “There’s your charge, five hours of operation, at least as long as you don’t race any dragons,” he noted.  “Remember, the faster you go, the faster you use up the magic that fuels the device.  By going at two-thirds speed, you can fly one hour for every lit crystal on the console.  Going slower makes the charge last longer, so if you’re in a pinch, you can slow way down and save your charge.”


“Can the ship hover in place?” One of the Wizards asked, a tall, willowy Arakite man wearing a white robe.


“Yes, and that doesn’t use much charge to do.  The ship can hover for three hours for every lit crystal on the console.”

“Excellent,” the tall, reedy-looking Arakite said with a nod.

“Alright, let’s take it up.  Secure the rudder,” he ordered, and the current helmsmen did just that, using a foot pedal that locked the helm, which would lock the rudder in place.  Tarrin stood at the flight console and took hold of the helm, flipped the enable switch to active, and then pulled up on the lever that would make the ship rise.  The ship groaned a tiny bit when it came off the water, and the troupe on the main deck rushed to the sides and looked over the rail.  “We’re in the air, Renoit!” one of them cried happily.  “We’re rising up over the sea!”

“Everyone get a good grip on something, I’m going to show the helmsmen how the ship handles in the air!” Tarrin shouted, whch made the troupe grab hold of ropes or the railing.  “The ship is going to tilt back and forth a few times, so be ready for it!”


And he did so.  Tarrin demonstrated the pitch and yaw controls to the helmsmen as they hovered, making the ship roll to the left and right, then the bow angle up and then down, then he caused the ship to rotate to the left on an axis.  Once he showed them that, he inched the speed control up, and the ship slowly started to move forward.  He turned the ship a few times as they crawled forward, then he increased the speed more and more, explaining how the ship would handle differently at higher speed, and warning them about doing anything fancy.  “Remember, this isn’t a Zakkite skyship,” he told them.  “It wasn’t built to handle the stresses of doing high speed maneuvers.  Get fancy, and you’ll break the ship in half, and Renoit will be very mad at you,” he noted dryly, which made all of them laugh.  “I have it set at two-thirds, which is what you’d call the cruising speed for the device.  It was designed to fly at this speed while you travel, but you can push it up to full if you really need to get somewhere fast.  But remember, do that and the charge on the device will get used up very fast.  At full speed, you only get twenty minutes for each lit crystal, so I don’t suggest you go that fast unless you really, really have to.”

“That is fast,” the shortest of the three Wizards said, a petite Nyrian woman wearing a traditional Nyrian Wizard robe.  The order of the Saracens was an order of magicians from Nyr, and the robe she wore denoted that she belonged to them.


Tarrin had each of the three helmsmen take a turn at the controls, getting a feel for them, but he had to constantly remind them that the flying helm worked opposite a standard one.  All three of them turned the ship the wrong way a few times before getting the hang of it.  Once all three had a turn at the controls, Tarrin took over again, and caused the ship to slow to a stop by pulling the throttle lever back to neutral, then he gently and carefully put it back in the water.  He then showed the three helmsmen and Renoit how to use the flying controls while the ship was in the water, mainly be limiting themselves only to the throttle and to the wheel, to not use the other controls until they had more experience.  “As long as you only use the wheel, the ship will behave like it’s under sail and using a rudder when you use it while on the water,” he said.  “But if you do use it, unlock the rudder so it doesn’t try to stop the ship from turning.  When you’re in the water, don’t push the speed lever any further than this,” he said, inching it up to the first notch.  “This notch by the lever represents the ship sailing under sail at about the fastest a ship like this can safely go without getting damaged by the waves.”


“That’s easy to remember,” one of them nodded.


“Good, because when we get to the other side, you’ll be sailing up a river that flows through a forest, so you’ll have to use this to move against the current.”

“A river?  Will it be deep enough?” another asked.


“It’s a pretty big, deep river,” he nodded.  “Just stay in the center and you won’t run aground.”


“Do you think you can handle the controls, Jeffrey?” Renoit asked.


“I’m sure I can, but why are we sailing in?  Why don’t we fly?”


“Because that would be a little too ostentatious,” Tarrin answered.  “But when you leave, then you can fly the ship away, as your glorious final act to cap a performance grander than any of them have ever seen before.  I’m sure they’ll talk about that for years.”


“You think like a circus performer, my old friend!” Renoit laughed.  “I like it!  We will do it!”

“Alright, I’ve showed you how it works.  It’s time for us to go to the other world, Renoit.  When we’re on the other side, I’ll summon the menagerie you’re going to carry and let you get on your way.  Have your troupe go below, Renoit, this journey will be a little bumpy.  I don’t want anyone to fall off the ship while we’re on the way.  I may never get them back.”

“You heard him, my friends!  Everyone below!  Helmsman, tie youself to the rail so you can’t possibly fall off!”

“Aww, we want to see this, Renoit!” one of the young acrobats complained.


“Then look out a porthole, silly girl, just do it in a safe place!” he barked.  “Below with you!”

Tarrin sat cross-legged on the deck as the troupe headed below decks, his tail wrapped around his legs to keep it out of mischief, his eyes closed and a look of concentration on his face.  It would be impossible for him to move the entire ship as things stood, so it meant that he was going to have to change the rules a bit by making the ship not quite so big in relation to himself.  To do something that big took preparation, as he emptied his mind of all stray thoughts and focused on the task at hand, as both Allia and Wynn had taught him, gathing the strength of his will and preparing it to do something much more strenuous than normal.  It took them about half an hour to prepare the ship, and when they were ready, Renoit called down from the steering deck.  “We are ready, friend Tarrin!” Renoit shouted from the steering deck, where he and his helmsman had tied themselves to the post holding the helm.  “You may take us when you are prepared!”


Without a word, Tarrin stood up in a fluid motion, and his wings erupted from his back in their radiant, fiery glory.  They allowed him to lift up off the deck, and then he slid sideways in the air with the grace of a dancer, going over the port rail and well off the side of the galleon.  He rose up until he was level with the crow’s nest, and then he unleashed his will in a powerful torrent.


With a vast shimmer, the Were-cat suddenly became the size of a small dragon—at least a Sennadar dragon, which were five times bigger than dragons from other worlds—standing over a hundred spans tall.  The ship rocked when the titanic Tarrin’s feet plunged into the sea, hitting the bottom and only coming up to his lower thighs.  Everyone that could see him gaped up at him in astonishment as he leaned over the ship, his head just above the crow’s nest, and his now-giant wings spread and folded over the ship as his paws went under it.  The ship rocked dangerously when he picked the entire galleon up out of the water, the wooden beams creaking ominously, but then there was a sudden flash of light, and there was nothing but a black void beyond the gigantic Were-cat’s wings and body.  He rose up over the ship and reached down and grabbed the stern with both paws, his wings open like giant sails and his paws guiding it along as if it were a child’s toy…and to something that big, the galleon was a toy.  A very large toy compared to his size, but still a toy.

“My word, my friend, that is impressive!  But why make yourself into a giant?” Renoit shouted.

“I can only bring so much with me when I travel between worlds, Renoit,” he answered, looking down at him.  “The ship is too big for me to move unless I change how big I am in relation to it.  When you increase the proportion, you increase how much I can move.  It’s in relation to myself, so a bigger me can move bigger things.”


“That’s fairly clever,” he called with an approving nod.


“Everyone grab hold of something, we’re about to enter the other world.”


It was almost anticlimatic.  In a flash of light and a bit of turbulence, they were descending over a vast forest with a wide river cutting a path of muddy brown through the green, brown, yellow, red, and orange below, the colors of a forest in early autumn.  Tarrin’s wings spread even wider and he let go of the galleon, but it didn’t plunge to the ground below.  It was being held aloft by Tarrin’s magic.  With his arms held out to the sides, Tarrin brought them down, his feet came to a stop just over the surface of the water, and the galleon landed gently in the center of the river.  “Everyone back on deck!  We must drop anchors, we are drifting in the current!” Renoit boomed as soon as the ship was stable, already starting to drift in the current.  The troupe rushed back up on deck, and barely seconds after they returned, the rattling of chains heralded the anchors going into the water.  The giant Tarrin shimmered and vanished, replaced by Tarrin at his normal size.  He dropped to the deck through the rigging, landing lightly on the deck.  “Tarrin, mon avor, I would like to inspect the ship briefly before we get under way, make sure coming into this new world did not do any hidden damage.”


“That’s not a bad idea.  I’ll summon the menagerie while you do that.”


Renoit nodded.  “Everyone inspect the ship for damage before we get under way!” he shouted.  “Dancers over the rail to check the hull, acrobats check the rigging and masts!  Allen, check the rudder!”


As they did that busy work, Tarrin got down to the business of summoning the animals that would hide the alicorn among them.  Given they needed to be both fantastic and relatively harmless, Tarrin opted mostly for exotic yet cute and fluffy animals he’d seen on many different worlds.  He brought in a unicorn colt that owed him a favor, and just for a little scary factor, he summoned an inu from his own world and a dire wolf from another, animals smart enough to behave themselves once Tarrin explained what they were there to do.  He summoned a drake from yet another world, a red-scaled winged miniature dragon the size of a large dog or small pony, but not nearly as intelligent as a dragon.  The inu, drake, and dire wolf—which was about the size of Forge—were the centerpiece around which Tarrin assembed several exotic mammals, reptiles, and birds, like a phoenix from one material plane which made them small and incredibly handsome creatures…but also able to project fire like phoenixes from other worlds.  He added several insufferably cute animals to put around the three large, fearsome predators, unicorn, and the phoenix, from a rabbit the size of a pony to an extremely fluffy pony with a poofy mane the size of a small dog.  They were the kinds of animals that kids would go crazy over, but also fit fairly well on the ship without being in the way.  Once he had all of them on the deck, he addressed them, speaking to them as a Druid, explaining what they were here to do and promising they’d be well cared for while they were here.  And when they were done, Tarrin would return them all home safely, if they so desired.  If they didn’t, and Renoit was alright with it, they could stay with the circus, or even stay in Volin if they wished.

Just as he finished that, the alicorn arrived.  The deck got quiet as the majestic winged creature landed under the rigging and walked up to Tarrin as she folded her white-feathered wings.  “What an absolutely magnificent creature!” Renoit said reverently from beside Tarrin, after being briefed on how to care for his new animal charges.  “Beautiful beyond compare!”

“She is why you’re here, Renoit, so you can get her into the city and to the king without it looking too suspicious,” he answered.  “This is Renoit.  He’ll be your way in,” he told the tall, noble horse-like animal.  “Polin will visit his circus, see you, and buy you from him.  That gets you to Polin and makes it look plausible.”


She nodded her head, her golden spiral horn dipping.  It is a good plan, she projected her thought, which made Renoit gasp, then laugh in delight.

“Oh, and don’t do that in public, the Volinians aren’t not ready for it,” Tarrin added dryly.  “You can communicate with the circus troupe before they arrive and with Polin, just don’t project your thoughts once you get to the city.”


She nodded again.  Renoit.  You are a curious human.  I see much worth in you, she told him.  All I ask is a sheltered place to sleep if it rains and plenty of oats, apples, and hay to eat.

“I’ll Conjure it for you,” Tarrin assured her.


Then we are prepared, are we not?

“Yes we are.  Renoit, let’s get underway,” Tarrin said.


“An excellent suggestion!  Weigh the anchors!  Allen, ahead slow if you please, and keep us firmly in the center of the river!” 

They got under way as the troupe made accommodations for their new animal travelers, passing several fishing boats as they neared a village, the fishermen gawking a bit at the garish pink ship, and a few of them followed it for a little while, the men rowing their small boats furiously trying to keep up with the mysterious if ugly ship.  The troupe got most of the animals squared away below deck, but the alicorn and the dire wolf were too big to go below, so the troupe made sheltered spots for them near the bow.  The alicorn showed a great curiosity about the ship, and wanted to know how it worked.  So, Tarrin ended up showing her all over the deck, explaining the workings of the ship on top of showing her the other animals in the menagerie and explaining the plan in more detail.  Alicorns were as smart as or smarter than most men, and she found the ship’s rigging, with its many ropes going all over, to be quite curious, and somewhat ingenious.  So Tarrin ended up giving her a course in basic ship operations, how the circus performers who doubled as sailors maniplated the ropes and rigging to angle the sails to the wind to propel the ship.

As she was puzzling over the helm, Renoit posed a question.  “How far away is this city, Tarrin?  And how will we know we are there?”


“If you stay at the speed I showed, you should arrive tomorrow morning.  That includes you weighing anchor for the night.  So you spend one night moored near the bank and you’ll be there tomorrow.”


“And there’s a place for us to set up?”


“I’m going to go ahead to make sure of it,” he nodded.  “Everything’s under control here.  The animals know what to do, and you know how to care for them.”


“The food,” Renoit reminded him.


“Oh yeah.  I’ll Conjure that for you right now.”.


Once he got Renoit and the alicorn all organized, he returned to Volin, made sure there was an open flat space in town big enough for the circus tent—which turned out to be just outside the gate, given the size of Renoit’s tents—then returned to the inn to meet Tsukatta for Polin’s lesson.  His samurai friend was just arriving when he got back, dressed in his practice clothes and with a bright smile.  “I convinced Yuki to come see the circus,” he announced.

“What?  You actually convinced her to leave the house?”


“I know, but she has been very curious about Renoit’s circus, and she adores such performances,” he said.  “So she’s going to risk that the entire household won’t fall to pieces if she’s gone for a single day and come see the show.”


Tarrin laughed.  “I should give you a medal,” he teased.


“Are they arriving tomorrow?”


“Yes, but they won’t be performing until the day after.  It takes them a while to set up their tent.”


“Then that is when I will bring Yuki.  Anyway, come, my friend, we must be off or we will be late.  That is disrespecting our young king,” Tsukatta urged.


The practice session with Polin was as boring as Tarrin expected, as they walked him through the basic forms for a couple of hours, something that did him no good…but it was all part of the illusion that he was still learning.  While Tsukatta worked with him, Tarirn and Jerrik talked; Tarrin rather liked the Master at Arms, for he was the kind of fighting man Tarrin had met on many worlds.  Sober, highly skilled, observant, deceptively intelligent, and filled with common sense.  Jerrik was one of the few men in the palace that had passed Miranda’s inspection so far, which meant that he would be one of the few left alive when the purge came.

“Feeling stiff?” Tarrin asked as they stood to the side.


“Aye, after yesterday, I slept so long and so deeply my wife thought I was dead,” he said with a wry chuckle.


“I forgot to warn you about that.  It’s something of a side effect,” he nodded.


“It didn’t help that I spent nearly two hours this morning being all but interrogated by one of Duke Rethin’s men,” he said.  “It seems that Rethin is trying to find out who you are, Rex.  He can’t find anyone that knows you or knows of you, and there’s no record of you in the army rolls.”


Jerrik knew that Tarrin wasn’t who he pretended to be, so Tarrin took it for the warning Jerrik was giving him.  “My status is none of Rethin’s business,” Tarrin snorted.  “I work for the king, and only the king.”


“He seems to believe that there’s more going on than what he can see, particularly involving you.”


“Well, he’s not a complete idiot,” Tarrin noted dryly, which made Jerrik chuckle.

“You should also know that this morning, Rethin tried to take Polin’s swords,” he relayed.  “He said he wanted them to be inspected, to have them researched by the sages.  I rather doubt that Polin would have seen them again if he’d gotten them, and I think Polin knew that too, so he wouldn’t let him.”

“He did, did he?” Tarrin asked with a glance at Jerrik, who nodded.  “I think Rethin forgets who’s the king around here.”


“Our young king is showing some mettle, Captain,” Jerrik said proudly, watching Polin swing his wooden sword at Tsukatta, who parried the stroke.


“And Rethin can’t be liking that.”


“That is his problem, my friend,” Jerrik said with steel in his voice.


“Keep your eyes open, Jerrik.  It might come down to you making sure it stays that way,” Tarrin warned.


“I’m doing just that,” he nodded.


Tarrin glanced at him.  “You’re going to need some help with that.  I’ll see what I can dig up for you.”


“How so?”


“You’ll see.”


After practice, Tarrin made sure to walk with Polin back towards the palace as Jerrik carried their practice weapons back to the armory.  “Jerrik told me that your uncle tried to take your swords.”


“He said he wanted the sages to research them.  I told him that a detailed etching or drawing of the swordblades and hilts would be just as good.  I am not letting those swords out of my custody.  They’re too valuable.”


“Priceless is a better term,” Tarrin said dryly.


“Either way, if they were stolen while in the hands of the sages, it may take the man who found them for me the first time months to track them down.”


“Good thinking, your Majesty,” Tarrin told him with a smile.  “Both in protecting something so valuable and thinking of what to do if something happened to them.”

“A man without a plan is a man doomed to failure, Lord Tsukatta says,” he replied immediately.


“That’s good advice, your Majesty.  Good advice indeed.”


Tarrin left Polin to get on with his day, Sarraya lurking nearby, taking her turn watching him, and the two of them returned to the inn.  Miranda was there with Haley, the two of them sitting at one of the tables with several documents arrayed before them.  “What did you do over in Glavia, Tarrin?” Miranda asked without even a greeting, then she laughed.  “The Glavian Witches received orders to withdraw back to Glavia immediately.  All of them.  And they had orders to convince the mundane agents to go with them.  The Glavians are abandoning their operations here, and I mean they’re leaving the properties they own.  They’re packing their personal effects and pulling out, leaving almost everything else behind.”

“I gave King Olendro a very persuasive speech about the virtues of isolationism, Miranda,” he answered, which made the others laugh.  “It included leaving a dimetrius behind to remind him what might happen if he’s a bad boy.  In fact, its standing about thirty spans in front of his throne, staring right at it.”


“A dimetrius?  Tarrin!” Miranda gasped.  “Isn’t that overkill?”


“There’s no such thing as overkill,” he retorted.


“Excuse my ignorance, Tarrin, but what is a dimetrius?” Haley asked

“Think of it as a golem,” he answered.  “Or a shadow like the one I created on Pyrosia.  It’s a magical construct that’s all but invulnerable to mortal magic, but it’s fairly smart, so it can carry out complex commands.  This one was charged with making Glavia a peaceful kingdom, enforcing that peace, and taking out any king or noble that threatens that peace, and it will discharge those duties faithfully for the next five thousand years.  If Olendro steps over the line I drew, the dimetrius will kill his entire family.  It’ll do the same to any king that takes his place.  But, I don’t think he’ll complain that much in a few decades,” Tarrin said dryly.  “Vindictus is charged to keep the peace in Glavia, and that works both ways.  If any of Glavia’s neighbors attack, the dimetrius will respond and drive them out.  I give it about fifty years, and Glavia will be a very envied kingdom in this world, because they don’t have to worry about defending themselves.  They’ll live in complete peace and security, and that kind of thing makes people happy.  Vindictus won’t attack other kingdoms, but if other kingdoms attack Glavia, he will deal with them.”

Miranda put a finger on her cheek and gave him an amused look.  “That’s rather clever,” she commended.  “It’s almost like Crossroads.”


“Not quite.  Vindictus won’t respond to any internal squabbling between the Glavians unless it threatens the kingdom.  So, two nobles getting into a spat and fighting with each other won’t incite Vindictus to respond as long as it stays small scale.  But if their little war becomes a big one, Vindictus will respond, and most likely deal with it the most efficient way possible, which is to wipe out both sides.  And in a bit if irony for Olendro, if another noble family tries to depose him by force, Vindictus will respond and put down the rebellion.  Olendro will be protected by the very construct that was created to kill him if he misbehaves.”

“Can you go anywhere without causing a row?” Haley accused with a laugh.


“It’s what I do,” he shrugged in a bland voice, which made him laugh harder.


“Speaking of shop, let’s go over what we learned today,” Miranda declared as Jula came out of the kitchen, carrying a large tray of rolls, urging Tarrin to sit down.  Tsukatta joined them rather than go home, sitting down beside him, and Jula sat on his other side.  “The sudden withdrawl of the Glavians has put the palace on its ear,” she began.  “They were throwing around a whole lot of money, and now they’re gone.  Most of the spies in the palace are still in shock, and that’s sure to destablize the palace once people figure out that it’s not some kind of trick or plan.  I managed to dig up today that Rethin was getting a lot of money from the Glavians, no doubt paying him to start the war with Malendia, and a little digging shows that this is a serious problem for him.  Like any noble megalomaniac, he’s not exactly frugal with his money, and the Glavians were funding both much of his operation and his personal lifestyle, which is quite extravagant,” she said dryly.  “His wife is the one that controls the purse strings in his family, and he ran up quite a few debts he didn’t want her to know about.  Most of the money the Glavians paid him went straight to his creditors.”

“That might be useful,” Haley said.  “We need to find out who owns that paper, and possibly buy it from them.  If we hold that over his head, we can control him.”


“Don’t bother,” Tarrin said.  “It’ll be worthless.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean I was given permission to kill him, and since when do I pass up the chance to kill someone, Haley?”


“Not often,” he admitted with a sly smile.


“That may not take long,” Jula said.  “I’ve overheard a lot slinking around as a cat, and rumor in the castle is that Polin and Rethin are starting to split.  Word is, he’s not the man holding Polin’s ear anymore, and a lot of people are trying to figure out why.  They’ve noticed the overnight change in him, father, but they can’t figure out what caused it.”


“That was inevitable, you can’t learn what he learned and not have it change you,” Tsukatta said sagely.  “He’s starting to assert his authority, as we trained him to do.”


“It sounds to me like Rethin may take a shot at him earlier than we expect,” Haley mused.  “Sarraya’s with him right now?”

“Aye,” Miranda answered, then looked at Tarrin.  “We’re in the process of vetting his palace guards.  The captain is loyal to Polin, but there are some of them that follow Rethin’s orders.  Once we know which is which, we’ll move against the disloyal.”


“Sarraya may not be enough,” Tsukatta said.  “She is but a single Faerie.”

“She can use Druidic magic here, Tsukatta.  She’s quite capable of protecting Polin if they take a shot at him,” Haley said.  “It’s not as strong as back home, but Sarraya is a stronger Druid than I am.  I can basically only Conjure here, but Sarraya should be able to throw some serious magic around if it comes down to that.”


“Ah, I didn’t know that,” he said.  “If she has her magic, then yes, she is more than capable of protecting Polin.”

“There’s a cotillion being held at the palace tonight, so we all need to be in the palace tonight to keep an eye on things.”

“Cotillion?” Tsukatta asked.  “I’m not sure I’ve heard that word before.”

“A party, a ball,” she answered.  “It’s a monthly affair in the palace, when the noble girls who come of age are officially introduced to Volinian society.  They hold it even if no noble girls come of age, just because it’s a tradition.  We’ll all be attending, mainly because every noble mother will be throwing their daughters at Polin.  He is a king, and he’s unbetrothed.  You would not believe the jockeying and shenanigans going on among the noble women, trying to get their daughters married to him,” she laughed.  “It’s almost a Valkari death match, where no trick is too dirty and no act is too low.  Polin’s almost the age where he’s going to start noticing girls, and since he’s orphaned there won’t be any arranged marriage by his parents, so they want to make sure that their daughters are right there for him to notice.”

“That sounds rather catty,” Haley chuckled.


“Oh, it goes beyond catty, Haley,” Miranda grinned cheekily.  “From what I heard, last month, one noble had the wheels of another’s carriage broken so they couldn’t get here.  They ended up walking from the edge of  town, and for a girl in a big fancy dress, that’s a long way to walk.  They were late, but it just made it a grand entrance when they got here,” she smiled.  “The revenge wasn’t pretty, either.  Barely three days later, the woman who ordered the sabotage was found passed out and naked as the day she was born in the barracks for the Royal guard.  It seems that some scoundrel got her so drunk she passed out, then stripped her and dumped her there.  The innuendo is beyond clear.”

“Wow, that’s some revenge,” Jula said, then she burst out laughing.


“These Volinian nobles play for keeps when it comes to social climbing,” Miranda said lightly.  “So, anyway, that’s the environment you’ll see tonight during the cotillion.  Lots of pleasantries and platitudes between noble matrons that just barely cover the poison, and a whole lot of jostling and jockeying to get their daughters in front of him.”


“That explains why Polin invited me to dinner tonight.  It must be the prelude to the party,” the samurai surmised.

“The dinner is also a social tradition, and is part of the cotillion,” she nodded.  “Are you attending, Tarrin?”

“Arterrus Rex is,” he nodded.  “But I have a couple of things to do before the dinner.”

“Such as?” Miranda asked.


“Jerrik’s going to need a real weapon if Polin comes under attack,” he said.  “I think I have something that’ll suit him in my armory, something I won’t mind giving away.  I also need to track down Phandebrass and throttle him for not being here.”


“I say, no need for that,” Phandebrass said from thin air just before he and Kyrienna shimmered into existence in an open space behind the table.  “Sorry we’re late, friends, but we found something quite intriguing in southern Volinia.”


“I thought you were investigating some magical ley line or something,” Tarrin said.


“I say, that’s what we thought it was, but it’s clearly not.  In fact, it’s nothing I’ve ever seen before.”


Miranda whistled.  “Then that means it’s something pretty rare.”


Phandebrass smiled at the complement.


“I’ve never come across anything like this either, in all the worlds I’ve visited,” Kyrienna agreed.  “In fact, Tarrin, it might be why He sent you here.  If there was war in Volinia, it might threaten what we found.”


“Well, what is it?” Haley asked.


“This world is directly connected to the Positive Plane,” Phandebrass said, his tone becoming professorial.  “There’s a nexus in southern Volinia, a direct gateway into the Positive Plane, like the Nexus off the coast of Valkar back home that leads to the Elemental Plane of Water.  The flow of energy out of the nexus is what’s giving this world its magic, instead of magicians having to tap that power indirectly and draw it into the world through the Astral and Etheral Planes.  There must be a similar nexus leading to the Negative Plane somewhere on this world, else that nexus would have destroyed this entire plane of existence.  If there wasn’t, this world would have slowly filled with energy until it became so saturated that the entire plane would explode.  The nexus to the Positive Plane fills this world with magic, but the nexus to the Negative Plane would drain it away, achieving balance.”

“It’s long been a theory that there are direct nexuses to the Energy Planes, and now we have proof of it,” Kyrienna said eagerly.  “It’s never been seen before because, as my husband said, if there’s not a nexus to both energy planes, the plane with the nexus would eventually be destroyed by it.  Either the plane would saturate with energy and explode, or a negative nexus would drain every bit of energy out of the plane and render it utterly dead.  There must be a nexus to the Negative Plane somewhere in this plane of existence, or it would have been destroyed by now.”


“I say, after we finish our performance with the circus, we’re going to track it down.”


“Exactly what are these planes you’re talking about?” Haley asked.


“The energy planes are just that, my friend, planes of nothing but either pure energy or pure anti-energy,” Kyrienna told him.  “The Positive Plane powers most Wizard magic, that’s the energy we draw to power our spells.  The Negative Plane powers most Necromancy spells, since negative energy is the energy of the undead, the anathema of life.”


“Ah.  So, it sounds like a trip to this negative world would be a very short one.”


“The plane would suck the life energy out of you in seconds and transform you into an undead creature,” Phandebrass told him.  “But your stay in the Positive Plane would be even briefer, it would.  The plane would charge every part of you with so much power that you would explode like a gunpowder bomb.”


“That doesn’t sound very pleasant,” he chuckled dryly.


“I say, to find actual gateways into the energy planes, this is the find of a lifetime!” Phandebrass said with a bright smile.  “This world is actually much like our own home because of them, it is!  At home, we have the Weave supplying magic locally, and on this world, the nexuses to the energy planes places magic directly into the world’s aether, and we’re drawing from that to cast our spells rather than the Positive Plane.  We experimented with our magic to draw on this local energy, and our spells were far more efficient!  The effect is quite fascinating, it is!  I could write ten books on the discoveries waiting for us here!”


“Save the scientific research for after you do what you’re here to do, Phandebrass,” Tarrin warned.  “And if you go poking around a negative nexus, you be careful.”


“I say, we’re fully aware of the dangers of such a thing,” he assured Tarrin.  “We have protective spells that will shield us from the effect of the negative energy.”


“You don’t sound very surprised to find out about something that supposedly doesn’t exist, father,” Jula observed.


“That’s because I’ve seen them before,” he shrugged.  “I know they exist.”


“I say, why haven’t you ever told me!”


“Because what I do out here isn’t usually your concern, Phandebrass,” he said bluntly.  “I didn’t know this world had them, but it doesn’t really change what I’m here to do.”

“Could someone theoretically upset this nexus in southern Volinia and destroy the world?” Haley asked him.


Tarrin shook his head.  “Even if they could do it, they’d be killed long before they got close enough to try.  If there’s a nexus down there, I guarantee you that the place is so overgrown with plants that they’d form a wall keeping everyone out.”

“That’s exactly what is there,” Kyrienna nodded.  “The positive nexus affects the plants, makes them grow at an accelerated rate.”


“And if you tried to cut them down, they’d repair themselves as soon as the axe was pulled out.  Trying to burn them wouldn’t work either. That close to the nexus, it would affect the fire itself, cause it to burn as fast and hot as gunpowder, most likely killing whoever tried to use it,” Tarrin continued.  “Though, if it became common knowledge it was there, it might trigger a mass pilgrimage.  A positive nexus like that would heal any wound or disease just by being close to it.  The mortals might mistake it for some kind of miracle of their gods, turn the place into a sanctum or shrine.  And I’ll bet that people that live in that general area rarely get sick, are in the peak of fitness, and live far longer than most other mortals,” he surmised.  “The nexus will have an effect even longspans away from it.  Exposure to positive energy can have that effect on living beings, as long as they’re not too close to the source.  If they get too close, the nexus will kill them.”


“And on the other side, the negative nexus would be in the middle of a barren wasteland, and at the edges of it, everything is wilted and sickly and the animals and people are wasted and die quickly,” Kyrienna surmised.


Tarrin nodded.  “The nexus itself would be suspended in midair in the center of a crater filled with dust.  That close to the nexus, the negative energy would break down matter itself, drain the energy of the molecular bonds holding it together.”


Haley gave him a quizzical look.  “What is a molecular?”


Tarrin blinked and looked at him, then gave a short chuckle.  “Nevermind.  I don’t think you’re ready for how things really work, Haley.”


“Ah, so you are a believer in the theory of atoms?” Kyrienna asked with interest.


“It’s not a theory,” Tarrin said off-handedly.


“What are atoms?  Is this science you’re talking about, or magic?” Jula asked.


“I’ll explain it some other time, daughter.  It’s rather involved,” he told her.


“And you’ll be explaining it to me as well,” Kyrienna declared.


“It’s your brain, Kyri,” Tarrin shrugged.


“We’re drifting off course here,” Miranda called.  “Tarrin, Haley, we’ll need you to Conjure appropriate party dress for everyone so we don’t look out of place at the cotillion tonight.  And I think conjuring Tsukatta full formal dress in the traditions of his people would be nice, show people a different culture.”


“I can return home and dress appropriately.  It will only take me about two hours,” Tsukatta told her.  “A formal kimono takes some time to put on.”

“That works.  Phandebrass, Kyri, afraid you’re not invited to this one.  It’ll be hard to explain how you’re at the cotillion and then show up in the circus the next day.”


“That’s quite alright.  We have a lot of research to do anyway,” Kyrienna said with a wave of her hand.


“I’ll leave it to you to do the plotting and scheming, Miranda,” Tarrin said, standing up from the undersized chair.  “I have to get things done to be back in time to be at the dinner.”


“Alright, we’ll fill you in when you get back,” Miranda said.


Tarrin left the common room and entered the kitchen, and used the same doorway as the last time as his focus.  He separated the doorframe from reality itself, then stepped through it, stepping out of reality.  He stepped into the Core, directly into the armory, a room stretching into infinity filled with racks upon racks upon racks of weapons, shields, and armor of all shapes, sizes, ages, and power.  He walked for nearly half an hour along the racks of weapons, until he found the weapon he was looking for; the shifting nature of the Core meant that nothing was ever exactly where it was the last time he was there, else he’d be running into himself all the time.  He pulled a broadsword out of the rack, a weapon made of black metal, slightly longer than average—made for a tall man—and so sharp that most civilizations weren’t capable of reproducing that edge without magical assistance.  The weapon was made of Black Mithril, a very rare metal that only existed on a handful of worlds, a metal so hard, so durable, that there was almost nothing someone could do to bend it, break it, or dull the edge of weapons created from it.  The weapon itself wasn’t magical, and could never be enchanted because Black Mithril actively resisted magic used against it, rendering it incapable of enchantment.  But that antimagical effect also allowed the weapon to strike creatures like Tarrin, who couldn’t be hurt by anything but magical weapons, which made it a very, very useful weapon to have.  But in a world like Volinia, for a man like Jerrik, this weapon was perfect.  Jerrik preferred the broadsword—what many called a bastard sword, a weapon with a blade slightly longer and wider than a longsword and with a hilt designed to be used with one or two hands—and he was tall enough and strong enough to use the weapon effectively.  It would be a versatile weapon for him, something he could use two-handed or use with a shield, which gave him options on the battlefield without having to carry extra equipment.  The maker of the blade had named it Swordbreaker, due to its ability to break enemy weapons with its deadly edge, literally cutting them in half if swung with enough force.  A conventional iron or steel weapon was no match for the Swordbreaker when wielded by a physically powerful person, and its edge would let it penetrate even heavy plate armor.

Well, it was time for Swordbreaker to return to the world outside, and Tarrin felt that Jerrik would be a responsible wielder.


He couldn’t just take Swordbreaker, however.  “Master,” he called, and almost instantly, He appeared in the visage of Cassiter, holding a book under his arm and looking a trifle perturbed.  “What’s the matter, Master?”


“Nothing, nothing,” he said with a wave of his hand.  “You want to take that weapon out of the Core?”


“Yes, Master.  I’m going to give it to one of the boy’s men, someone I trust.”

“Which is that?  Swordbreaker?” He asked, looking at it.  “Fine, fine.  Just get it back when the mortal dies, if it goes to someone not worthy of it.”


“I will, Master,” Tarrin nodded.


“Why didn’t you just make Jerrik his own weapon, like you did for Polin?” He asked.


“I’ve always rather liked this sword, Master, and thought it was a waste for it to be sitting in here collecting dust,” Tarrin answered, sheathing the weapon.  “I trust Jerrik with it, he won’t abuse it.  I guess I could have just pulled something out of the armory for Polin too, but I thought that making him his own swords was the best way to go about it.  They were made specifically for him, and they are his, where this won’t truly be Jerrik’s,” he said, hefting the sword.


“Good enough,” He said with a nod.


“Thank you, Master.  I’ll get out of your hair, I think I interrupted something.”


“Nothing major, but I am a little busy at the moment,” He agreed.


Tarrin bowed in respect, then he turned and walked away a few steps with the sword tucked under his arm, then he vanished, returning to the reality outside the Core.


He reappeared in the guise of Captain Arterrus Rex, and in front of Jerrik’s home.  It was a modest but solidly built house halfway across Volin from the palace, sitting between a baker’s shop and a chandler.  The house itself clearly looked to have been intended to be a shop itself, but Jerrik had bought it and converted the shop downstairs into living space for his family…and it was a large one.  Jerrik and his wife had six children, five sons and a daughter, so he needed a fairly big house to hold them all.  He knocked on the door, which was right at the edge of the street—his house had a small courtyard of sorts behind the house, enclosed in a fence, which Jerrik had converted into a private training yard to train his sons—and barely had to wait a moment before the door opened.  Jerrik himself stood there, half-dressed in his formal uniform, preparing to attend the cotillion.  As the Master at Arms, he attended many functions and social engagements, since his position was an official one within the palace.  “Rex, I didn’t know you know where I live,” he said in surprise.


“I had to ask,” Tarrin lied smoothly.  “May I come in?  I’ll only be a moment.”


“Certainly,” he said, stepping back and allowing him to step inside.  The interior of the house reflected Jerrik’s personality, for it was clean, neat, sensibly furnished, and immaculately organized.  Everything had a place and a purpose, and it was all arrayed with both an understated sense of style and a whole lot of common sense.  Everything was where it was supposed to be, and also where it needed to be.  There were some artistic notes to the room, such as a painting on one wall and a tapestry on another, and a large bookshelf held nearly two dozen books, a demonstration of Jerrik’s education and wealth; books were not cheap in civilizations at the level of Volinia.  “Captain Rex, my wife Layla,” he introduced as a short, slightly plump woman with warm brown hair and soft, endearing hazel eyes approached from the kitchen.  She had a little gray in her brown hair, but she moved with a lively step and had a warm, matronly smile.  This was a woman that most people would love almost immediately, with a natural charisma that might rival Miranda’s.


“It’s a pleasure, Captain,” she said in a rich contralto voice, offering her hand.  Tarrin took it gently.  “My husband certainly thinks highly of you.”


“That feeling is mutual,” Tarrin said, then he took the sword sheathed across his back and offered it to Jerrik.  “I told you I’d take care of it, Jerrik.  This is Swordbreaker.”


Jerrik gave him a curious look, then took the sheathed weapon and pulled it from its scabbard.  His eyes widened as he saw the black blade, with runes engraved into the center that ran all the way down to the crosspiece.  “What manner of metal is this?” he asked, touching the black metal near the point tentatively.


“There’s no name for it in your language,” Tarrin answered.  “This weapon was forged from a metal beyond the stars.”


“Truly?” Layla asked.


Tarrin nodded.  “This weapon is something of a cousin to Polin’s swords, Jerrik, with many of the same properties.  There’s nothing you could possibly do to break this sword, bend it, or even dull its edge, and it’s sharp enough to cut through steel, if you can swing it hard enough.  It’s almost exactly the same length and weight as the broadsword you carry, just with the extended hilt so you can use it with both hands if you want to.  You should have no trouble adapting yourself to this sword.”


“It’s incredible,” he said revently, setting the scabbard on the table nearby and taking it in one hand, hefting it.  “Its balance is perfect.”

“Just be careful, Jerrik.  It’s sharp enough to lop off your hand without much effort if you play with it.  And I suggest you keep it out of the hands of your boys until they’re old enough to appreciate how dangerous this sword can be.”


“That’s a given,” he agreed, picking the scabbard up and sheathing it again.  “You said it’s called Swordbreaker?”


Tarrin nodded.  “Named so because it can shear the swords of your enemies in half if they try to parry it,” he answered.  “Provided you swing hard enough, anyway.  The sword isn’t magical, Jerrik.  The only reason it can do what it does is because of its edge and the muscle you can put behind it.”


“I’ll remember that,” he said, cradling the sword in the crook of his arm.


“And another word of warning, friend.  I’m not giving you the sword.  I’m lending you the sword,” Tarrin warned.  “So long as you stand in service to King Polin, the sword is yours to use to help protect him.  And after you retire, you may keep the sword as a keepsake of your service, since it represents a portion of your honor as a soldier and defender of the realm.  But on the day you die, Jerrik, someone will come to reclaim the sword,” he warned.  “Unless you find a worthy successor to pass on the sword.  If you find someone worthy of the responsibility, he or she will be allowed to keep it.  But when they’re no longer worthy, then the sword will be reclaimed.”


“Then this will be the weapon of the Master at Arms in service to the king,” Jerrik declared.  “When I retire, it will be passed on to my successor, someone I know will be worthy.”


“Then so be it,” Tarrin said evenly.  “So long as the Master at Arms of Volinia is a worthy man, Swordbreaker will stay with him.  But if it’s passed to a man not worthy, Jerrik, it will be reclaimed, and you will have no second chance.  Once taken, it will never be returned.  So choose your successor wisely.”


“If I choose that poorly, that is the punishment I deserve,” he said with dignity.


“Good enough,” Tarrin said as Layla gave him a curious and intrigued look.


“Who are you, Captain, to arrange such a thing?” she asked.


“I am not who I appear to be, Layla,” Tarrin told her with a slight smile.  “I’m here to make sure Polin becomes a king you can be proud of, and since your husband is one of the men charged to protect him, I’m making sure he lives to be the king he has the potential to be.  A king worthy of his crown and both loved and respected.”

“I’ll explain what I can to you after the cotillion, Layla,” Jerrik told her.  “But you don’t have to worry.  Captain Rex is a friend, both to me and to Volinia itself.”

“I’ll leave you to finish getting ready, Jerrik,” Tarrin told him.  “I have to go get ready myself.”


“I will wear Swordbreaker proudly tonight,” he declared.


“Then I’ll see you tonight.”


It wasn’t the first time that Tarrin had attended a social dinner, nor one nearly as socially cloying as this one.


It was attended by nearly 30 men and women, the highest ranking nobles of Volinia, and what a large collection of scoundrels and miscreants they were.  Along with them were men like Jerrik and General Brint, men of high station in Polin’s government without noble rank, who were just barely tolerated.  They were men who had come up through the military, and while Jerrik and Brint did hold noble titles, both were margraves, the other nobles didn’t see them as real nobles, and thus didn’t treat them with very much respect.  All of Polin’s advisors were at the table, which was a long bench in a room filled with chandeliers and rich wood furniture, a small formal dining room, as were the four girls who were being formally introduced to Volinian society, their parents, and two very, very curious additions that seemed to draw all the attention in the room.

Tarrin and Tsukatta sat side by side at the middle of the table, nearly equally distant between Polin, who sat at the head, and Rethin, who sat at at the far end with his wife, who was Polin’s aunt and technically a princess.  Volinian etiquette placed the two highest ranking guests of a dinner at the two heads of the table, so Polin sat at one end and his aunt at the other.  Tsukatta was dressed in a formal kimono of rich dark gray silk, nearly black, with silver and white trimming, a red obi, or sash, into which his two swords were secured, and elaborately embroidered on his back with a red sun setting over a pagoda, a type of temple-like structure common on his world. It was a highly intricate and extremely gorgeous garment the likes of which the others had never seen, even if a few of the men thought it was some kind of dress.  Beside the exotic slant-eyed man with yellow skin was the lean, white-haired man with a scar over his right eye that nobody seemed to have ever heard of, yet seemed to be in the highest circles of Polin’s government, given how Polin spoke to him.  The mysterious white-haired man wore a Volinian military uniform that denoted him as a Captain, a man of only middle rank in their command structure, yet he was greeted by Polin as if he were a general, and the man certainly acted like he was much more than he was in the way he brushed off virtually everyone else in the room before dinner.

Along with the dinner was the conversation, which was as forced as it was polite.  Polin engaged in the required smalltalk with the four girls who would be introduced to Volinia after the dinner, at the ball, and spoke to their parents, who looked quite proud.  Tarrin and Tsukatta chatted away in low tones in Tsukatta’s native language—Tarrin having to actively suppress his ability for his words to be heard by anyone in what they thought was their own native language—but still careful not to say anything that might give away their true identity or mission, just in case someone at the table had some magical trinket that would let them understand them.

But much as Tarrin expected, the presence of the two mysterious men at the table wasn’t going to be ignored for long, and to his surprise, it was Rethin that engaged them.  “So, Lord Tsukatta, exactly where are you from, and how did you come to meet Captain Rex?” he asked.


“I come from a land far across the sea, your Grace, a place called Wa,” he answered.  “I met Captain Rex some years ago on one of my many pilgrimages, and was highly impressed by him.  We have been friends since.”


“Pilgrimages?”


“As you have seen, I am a student of the fighting art,” he said modestly.  “I often journey far from my home searching for the best warriors in the world to challenge to honorable combat, so that both I and my opponent may test ourselves and better ourselves in our fighting arts.  Captain Rex proved to be quite a bracing challenge, and after our duel, we found that we had struck up a true friendship.  He came to me recently and told me he was seeking the best warrior in the world to teach King Polin the fighting arts, and how could I refuse a friend in his hour of need?  Among my people, a man does for his friends as he would do for himself.  That is what makes a true friend.  Granted, I am not the best warrior in the world, but he felt I would be up to the task.”

“That sounds exciting!” one of the girls being introduced said, a bit vapidly.  “So you wander the world searching for men to duel?”


“When I have time.  I have many responsibilities and a family at home, Baroness, and my responsibilities to my lands, my family, and to my shogun always come first.  But when I have time, when the harvests are in, there is peace in the kingdom, and the family is well situated, I venture forth to seek to improve myself.  A man who does not improve himself is a man who is not living up to his full potential.”

“I can only imagine all the places you’ve seen.  It must be quite the adventure,” Rethin’s wife, Amalda, said with dreamy eyes.


“I cannot deny that seeing new things is part of the allure,” Tsukatta nodded with a smile.


Tarrin listened to Tsukatta describe his home manor—without being too specific—talk about his wife and sons, and daily life in his homeland, since the Volinians had no real exposure to his culture.  He almost thought they were so enamored of Tsukatta they’d forget about him, but Rethin dashed that hope quickly.  “I find it quite curious, Captain Rex, that nobody has ever heard of you.  There’s not even any record of you in the official military rolls,” Rethin said with smooth malice, smiling disingenously down the table at him.


“There aren’t any,” Tarrin said evenly, then took a sip of his wine.  “I work directly under the authority of the king.  My commission and my records were removed from military custody when I took this job, to maintain the secrecy of my missions.  He is the only one that knows anything about me and what I do,” he said, motioning towards Polin.  “The only reason I’m here at all is because Lord Harimashi insisted I assist him in the training of His Majesty.”

“That almost sounds like you’re a spy, Captain Rex,” Rethin said smoothly.


“I work for the king, Duke Rethin.  If he tells me to go spy on someone, then that is exactly what I will do.”


“I find that quite unusual, that I’ve never heard anything about you.”


“When you’re the king, your Grace, then you will be privy to the things that are kept secret, for the sake of the interest of the kingdom,” Tarrin replied, giving him a steady, slightly chilling stare.  “Until then, who I am and what I do is on a need to know basis.  And you do not need to know.”

That produced a shocked and slightly awkward silence at the table, as the attendees took turns staring at the steely-eyed Rex and the narrow-eyed Rethin, who clearly found insult in the Captain’s blunt answer.


“You wouldn’t consider the story of how you got that scar to be need to know, would you?” the mother of one of the debutante girls said, trying to move the conversation along.


Tarrin chuckled and touched the vertical scar that went through his eyebrow, over his eye, and down his cheek.  “No ma’am, that’s not a state secret, and it’s actually not very interesting.  Truth be told, I got this when I was about your daughter’s age, and I got it from my instructor in basic training.  It was actually an accident.  It was caused by the jagged edge of a broken wooden practice sword.  I was parrying an overhand slash, my instructor’s practice sword broke from the impact, and—” he made a motion down his face with a finger, over the scar.  “Here you go.  I have a matching scar on my chest, the sword didn’t just stop here.  But it would be a tad scandalous to show you that one.” 


“Oh my,” she said, touching her chin with her fingers as a few men chuckled.

“Of course, I have a much more exciting story I tell in tavern common rooms,” he added, which made half the table laugh.


“You’d think that such a distinguishing mark would make it hard for you to do any spying,” Rethin noted.  “You wouldn’t happen to have magic about you that hides it?”


“Lots of men have scars, your Grace.  It’s a dangerous world out there.”


“But there is some magic about you, my friend.  I find it quite interesting that I hear you speaking perfect Endrian, the native tongue of eastern Volinia, when I know for a fact that most at this table don’t speak the language.  Yet they seem to understand you perfectly.”


“Have you ever met the giants of the Mist Mountains, your Grace?” Tarrin asked.


“Are those the Malendian giants?” one of the young girls asked.


“The same, my Lady,” Tarrin nodded.  “They do magic, a kind of magic that comes from the power of nature and the land.  My very first mission after taking this position was to go to them and ask for their magical boon.  In a way, it’s the main job qualification, because they don’t give their magic to anyone they find unworthy,” he told the table of nobles.  “It’s something of a test.  I had to prove myself to the giants, that I was worthy of their magic, and that also proved my worth to the late King Peran,” he said, mentioning Polin’s father by name.  “As you can see, I passed the test, and they granted me their magic.  Ever since then, anyone who hears me speak hears what they consider to be their native tongue.  Being able to communicate with many different people is an absolute necessity for the work I do.”

“My, that sounds like quite an adventure!” the girl said.  “They made you go on a noble quest?”


Tarrin laughed.  “No, actually, I spent nearly five days in the house of their juju, their magician, answering questions that seemed to make almost no sense while I helped him grind herbs into powder.  But I guess he considered my answers acceptable, since he granted me the magic.  I hope I never have to do that again,” he grunted.

“Why?”


“The magic they used wasn’t a spell or an incantation, it was a potion.  A magical draught.  And it was the most disgusting thing I’ve ever tasted in all my life,” he declared emphatically, which made most of the table erupt into laughter at his tone of disdain.  “But the effect can’t be argued with.  Even after all these years, the magic’s still working.”


“It’s a bit odd that you’d be asked to do such a thing,” Rethin noted.  “Magic has a bad reputation outside of Glavia.”


“Because of Glavia,” Tarrin countered.  “Magic is more commonplace the further you get from Glavia, and King Peran clearly understood that the nature magic of the giants wasn’t anything to fear.  His Majesty had a very high opinion of the giants.”


“Magic is not seen as a force of evil in my homeland,” Tsukatta agreed with Tarrin.  “It is a noble tradition practiced by the wisest of men and women, who earn great respect for their devotion to the craft and great admiration from the lay populace when they use their magical skills in service to land and lord.  Why, I have four wu jen in my service, and I feel both lucky and blessed to have them.”

The main course arrived, which squelched any further conversation, but the looks Rethin was sending in Tarrin’s direction were decidedly suspicious.


After dinner, they attended the ball in the main hall.  Polin first introduced the four girls to Volinian society, them allowed to stand on the dais holding the throne, then the musicians took up their instruments and the dancing began.  Tarrin left Tsukatta to get pulled onto the dance floor by one of the four young ladies and sought out Miranda, who was hidden in her illusion of a human and standing by the refreshment table, sipping on a cup of punch.  “And how was the dinner?” she asked in a low tone.


“Oh, about what you’d expect,” he answered.  “How was the waiting?”


“Educational,” she smiled cheekily.  “Wasn’t it, Sarraya?”


“You bet!” she answered from Miranda’s shoulder; in his current form, he couldn’t smell her.


“Sounds like you found something.”


“There was something in the box today,” Sarraya answered.  “Jula’s running down the lead.”


“Well?”


“We’re finding out just how much Rethin was owned by the Glavians,” Miranda said with a wink.  “And if we can find some good hard evidence of it, it could be very…useful.”


“Rethin’s having a heart attack over the Glavians pulling out,” Sarraya snickered.  “He was getting a lot of his info from them.”

“So, it sounds like we might be moving sooner than later,” Tarrin noted.


“It’s a possibility, depending on what Jula comes back with,” Miranda nodded.  “May as well strike when our opponent is half-blinded and out of the loop.”


The musicians started a new song, which sounded quite strikingly similar to a popular Wikuni waltz.  Miranda seemed to notice as well, looking towards the musicians.  “Why, Captain Rex, I seem to hear something I can dance to, and you seem to be otherwise unengaged,” she said grandly, giving him an expectant look.  “Kerri did teach you the waltz, didn’t she?”


“Please,” he snorted, offering his arm to her.


Tarrin and Miranda, quite simply, shamed virtually every other pair off the floor.  The Volinians had never seen the dance they were doing, but they were simply magical.  They were graceful, elegant, Miranda’s dress flowing around her legs as the pair seemed to dance in stately circles.  Every movement was perfect, precise, every step effortless, as the two seemed to move as one person, so attuned to each other they were.  Never one to shy away from the spotlight, Miranda urged Tarrin to get more extravagant with their dance, spinning her around, dipping her once, then when the musicians ended the tune, they each took a step back and bowed to each other in the Wikuni custom for dancing.  A sudden eruption of applause rose up, and Tarrin saw that the entire complement of guests were gathered around the open area, watching the two of them.  Miranda curtsied to the guests in turns with a cheeky smile, which made Tarrin roll his eyes a little bit.

“You are a man of many talents, Captain Rex,” Polin told him him, coming over to him after he finished the dance.  “Do you think I could learn how to dance like that?”


“Not from me,” he told him.  “You’d look silly if I was dancing with you, your Majesty.  Go harass the Baroness, she’d probably be overjoyed to teach you.”


Polin laughed.  “I think you’d demand to lead,” he grinned.


“Damn right I would,” he answered, which made him laugh harder.


“I think I’ll do just that,” Polin said, and the young man hurried over to where Miranda was suddenly thronged by other noble ladies.  Polin dragged Miranda out of the group, went out onto the floor, and loudly demanded to the musicians to play the other song.  Tarrin chuckled as Miranda eagerly started teaching Polin the basics of the Wikuni waltz, and Tarrin was suddenly inundated by the very ladies that had been mugging Miranda, each of them clamoring to know where he learned that dance, and if he could show them how to do it.  Tarrin decided to humor them, so he picked one of the four ladies of honor of the party and brought her out onto the floor.  She was as nervous as a rabbit in a wolf den, but she was also fairly graceful, and she learned quickly.  She was managing the basic steps by the end of the song.

When Polin returned to Tarrin after the dance, however, he was a bit scattered and looked suspicious.  “Captain,” he said in a sober voice.  “Is the Baroness one of your friends?”


“Why do you ask that?”


He glanced around, then leaned closer.  “She has a tail,” he whispered.  “I can’t see it, but I know it’s there.”


Tarrin gave him a surprised and respectful look.  The magical device Miranda used made her tail untouchable and invisible, though it did nothing but conceal the hole in the back of her dress in an illusion that the dress was whole.  If Polin’s senses and intellect could penetrate the device, then he was an exceptional young man.


“How do you know she has a tail?” he asked, curious to know how he figured it out.


“I could feel strange breezes when we danced, and there were times when she, well, she looked off balance, yet she didn’t stumble or fall.  It took me a while to figure it out, that she has a tail, and its weight was balacing her.”


Tarrin chuckled.  “That’s the only weakness of the device,” he admitted.  “And few are perceptive enough to notice.  Well done, your Majesty.  You will be a king to be reckoned with, and Lord Harimashi will be quite proud of you.  It seems his lessons in paying attention to your senses have sunk in.”


“So she is?”


He nodded.


“What does she really look like?”


“You’re not ready for that yet.  But I will say, she’s absolutely adorable,” he said honestly.


“Are there…are there others?”


“Yes, but I won’t tell you who they are.  I’ll let you try to figure it out,” he smiled.  “Let’s see just how observant you are, your Majesty. If you watch closely and listen carefully, you just might be able to figure out who they are.”


“And what do I win if I find them?”


Tarrin laughed.  “Greedy, greedy, greedy,” he teased.


Tarrin rejoined Miranda, and Haley joined them.  “The boy’s clever.  He figured out you have something adorning your butt, Baroness,” he told Miranda.


She laughed.  “He’s a deceptive little rascal, isn’t he?” she grinned.  “And he didn’t put a single hand south of my belt.”


“Where were you off to, Baron?” Tarrin asked Haley.


“Checking something out,” he replied.  “And I have some interesting news.”


“Well?”


“Our friend the warehouse owner seems to have been offered a contract to perform a service,” he said.


“The boy?”


“You,” he said evenly.  “So I’d be a little more alert than usual, my friend.”

“And who wants to hurry me on to the next mission?”


“I don’t think you have to guess,” he smiled.


Tarrin glanced in Rethin’s direction, and Haley nodded.

“What about our visiting samurai?”


“He wasn’t crazy enough to try that, not after what he did to the Royal Guard,” he chuckled softly.  “But it seems that our esteemed gentlemen is getting a little irritated with you, my friend.  He seems to think that you’re the root cause of all of his current difficulties.”


“Well, he’s not completely stupid,” Sarraya snickered from Haley’s shoulder.


“I think it’s more along the lines of he can’t really do anything while you’re here,” Miranda mused, putting a finger on her cheek and tapping it.  “You’ve proved that you’re pretty formidable, Captain, and you’re the kind of man that can step on shenanigans, should they arise.  If our acquaintance would prefer you to be sent on another field mission, it means he has something up his sleeve, waiting for your back to be turned before he takes it out.”


“I think I’d better arrange a little extra protection for the boy,” Tarrin grunted.  “Just in case I’m not around.  Someone that will be with him every second of every day.”


“At this point in the game, that might not be a bad idea,” Miranda agreed with a nod.  “Going to send a message home?”


“Not for this.  I have a unit of soldiers I can call upon for things like this, my friend.  I’ll bring in one of my men, and he’ll do fine.”


“One of them?” Miranda asked, giving him a curious look.


He nodded.  “What good is command if I don’t deploy my men?” he replied.  “If you’d excuse me a moment, I seem to be thirsty.”


Tarrin went over to the punch bowl, poured himself a drink, then wandered out of the main hall.  Tarrin entered an empty cloak room and sealed the room against scrying and eavesdropping, then he raised his right hand.  A glow of soft white light erupted from his hand and arm, all the way down to just below the elbow—which was hidden by his uniform jacket—and his summons was answered almost immediately.


Before him appeared a tall human-like being wearing ornate plate armor and carrying a two-handed sword.  He was bald, his skin was pale, nearly chalky, and his eyes glowed with a soft bluish radiance.  This was an Agathinon, one of the warriors among the Deva.  The Agathinon bowed to Tarrin fluidly.  Your command, my Lord?

“You will guard the young king of this land, Polin Aresson,” he ordered.  “Protect him from any deadly threat, but only intervene if you believe his life is at stake.  Let him try to handle it himself, but step in if he cannot.  Don’t allow him or anyone else to see you, even if you do intervene.  If you are forced to intervene, kill the attacker,” he ordered.


As you command.  I will begin my vigil immediately.

Tarrin nodded.  “Proceed to your task.  The Master’s grace go with you,” he said in dismissal.


The Agathinon vanished as quickly as he appeared, probably to the throne room, where he would lurk in an Ethereal state, present in the room but invisible and untouchable, until such time that he might be required to enter the material world to protect Polin.


Tarrin took on a thoughtful expression for a second, then turned back around and raised his left hand.  An aura of pure darkness surrounded it, pulsing and malevolent.  The room darkened and became cold, and from that darkness, a shadow rose up from the floor. The shadow twisted and contorted, then took a human-like form.  It was a tall, lean human-like figure dressed in grotesque black plate armor, with the hilt of a sword visible over his left shoulder.  Where the Agathinon answered a summons, this creature was forced to appear before him, compelled by the power infused into Tarrin’s left arm.  This was a cambion, a human-Demon halfbreed, with dark purple skin, black hair, glowing red eyes set in a darkly handsome face, and a mouth full of needle-sharp teeth.  What purpose do you summon me? the cambion demanded.


“You will follow a man named Duke Rethin, head advisor to the King of Volinia, who is within these castle walls,” Tarrin ordered in a flinty voice.  “You will observe him at all times, and report back to me if he orders men to assassinate King Polin Aresson, a man known as Captain Arterrus Rex, or Lord Tsukatta Harimashi, either by spoken word, unspoken signal, or by written message.  You will be unseen and will not interact with any mortal, mortal possession, or the material world in any way.  And be aware, there is a Deva within these castle walls.  Do not agitate him.”


The cambion’s glowing eyes glowered and his lips sneered, but a single steady, cold stare from Tarrin quelled his rebellious stirring.  He bowed reluctantly.  Am I to harvest this mortal if he sends such an order?

“No.  He’s mine, and I will kill him at the proper time,” Tarrin told him in a tone that made it clear what would happen if he was disobeyed.  “Now attend to your task.”


The cambion vanished almost immediately, leaving Tarrin alone in the cloak room.  The cambion was better suited for the task than a Deva, and Tarrin wasn’t above using the best tool available for a task.

It wasn’t the first time he’d commanded Demons, and wouldn’t be the last.  It was the entire reason that He had returned the Demonic taint into Tarrin’s left arm not long after he entered His service.  As a servant of the Overgod and a keeper of the Balance, Tarrin might need the services of Demons in the performance of his tasks, when the Balance tipped too far in the favor of goodness and evil had to be brought to bear to return the Balance to normal.


After all, the Balance swung both ways.  Tarrin had destroyed indescribably vile entities that tipped the Balance towards the darkness of evil, and had assassinated more than one saintly mortal whose unmatched purity tipped the Balance too far towards the golden light of goodness, whose only crime was to be too good for the world in which they lived at the wrong time.


Tarrin never particularly enjoyed those missions, but he served his Master, and he served Him faithfully.  If He told him to go kill a benevolent old man because he had become a threat to the Balance, then that was exactly what he would do.  He didn’t have to like it, but he would do it.


It was one of the reasons He had brought Tarrin into His service, because He knew that Tarrin could make the choices that must be made, would not allow emotion or sentimantality to get in the way of protecting the harmony of the entire multiverse.  Tarrin served a higher ideal than goodness or evil, law or chaos, darkness or light.  He would be a friend to one today and its enemy tomorrow, depending on how the Balance tipped.


Better him than one of the others.  Sashi and Ch’Belle, they’d have real problems with a mission to kill some saintly old man, where Tarrin and Wynn were a little more…pragmatic.


After Tarrin returned to the ball, Jula swished into the hall wearing a soft blue ball gown, and came right over to him, Haley, and Miranda.  “What did you find out?” Miranda asked.


“Our friend is neck deep in debt, far more than we anticipated, and guess who owned most of his paper?”


“The Glavians,” Haley said, to which Jula nodded.

“This is working in his favor, and he’s realized it.  With them pulling out so suddenly, now he doesn’t think he has to repay those debts.  So he’s using the money he has to invest in other pursuits.”


“Like hiring our warehouse owner,” Haley mused.


“So, he’s going to be a lot more direct, I’d wager,” Miranda mused.  “He’s losing a big piece of his income, but on the other hand, he doesn’t think he has to pay his debts.  It also frees him up from answering to his debtors, so he sees a lot of opportunity presenting itself that wasn’t there just a couple of days ago.”

“It’s more than that.  They must have told him what they were doing, because he’s already moving to, ah, appropirate the properties they left behind.  And that’s a significant amount of property.”


“I think I’ll have to do something about that,” Miranda said lightly.


“The short of it is, our friend is quickly realizing the opportunities for personal advancement with the sudden withdrawl of the Glavians,” Jula said.  “I’m not sure if he’ll keep pressing the current issue, but it is making him expansionistic.  He might even start directly eying the chair at the head of the table.  After all, he doesn’t have to answer to his debtors now, so why work from behind the curtain?  He certainly seems the type that would prefer to be the one in charge.”


“And our young friend has made it clear the last couple of days that he’s the one in charge,” Haley mused.


Miranda tapped her chin in thought, then glanced at Tarrin.  “I think I’ll make some discreet speculations into the Volinian real estate market, Captain,” she noted.  “I’ve always wanted a vacation house far away from it all.”


“Just don’t get exotic,” Tarrin said lightly.


“And how did our friend react to the disappearance of one of his servants?” Miranda asked.


“He thinks the Captain here had something to do with that,” Sarraya answered.  “That’s part of what was in the box.  He thinks that there’s someone trying to overthrow him in his position as the top dog in the pack, and he’s looking in our white-haired friend’s direction.” 

“Then it sounds like we need to stir the pot a little more while the circus is in town,” Miranda said with a slight smile.

“I think that won’t be very hard, Baroness,” Haley chuckled.  “You handle the business venture, I’ll take care of a few loose ends around here.  I’m sure one of us will step on the right toes.”


The arrival of the Dancer certainly put the entire city on its ear.

The garish pink ship turned enough heads just due to how ugly it was, but once the circus troupe started moving through the city, they attracted immense attention.  Renoit already knew where he was going thanks to the map Tarrin delivered to him that morning, and the citizens lined the streets and gawked in awe as the gaily costumed circus performers moved towards their destination, a flat field outside the south gate often used to stage caravans, performing on the move to spry music played by musicians marching in near-military precision.  The acrobats and dancers were the ones that did the most performing, entertaining the growing crowds, but Phandebrass, Kyrienna, and the other four Wizards part of Renoit’s troupe also got into the act, casting spells that produced harmless lights or explosions, or gouts of fire or rays of colored lights.  And mixed in with the performers were the animals in the menagerie, which got as many amazed looks as the performers.  The drake and alicorn especially seemed to attract the most attention, as did the lone Aeradalla in the troupe, which Tarrin had honestly forgotten was there.  The willowy male caused quite a row as he marched with the acrobats, flexing his wings from time to time to demonstrate to the crowd that they were, in fact, real.


Tarrin wasn’t sure how he got talked into this, but he moved with the troupe in the visage of a dark-haired man of average looks, wearing a knock-off of the Sulasian Ranger’s uniform, carrying a Sulasian longbow and a quiver of arrows, a completely non-magical one he had made for himself a few years ago, which was perfectly balanced, powerful, and aimed true.  Tarrin could admit that he was one of the better archers in Sulasia—over a thousand years gave a fellow a lot of time to practice—and despite all his magic and his power and his job, he still felt a strange satisfaction to hold a completely normal, non-magical longbow in his hands, to draw it and feel the fletching against his cheek…and of course, he had an aim the likes of which the Volinians had never seen.  Tarrin used his longbow on the move, spearing things thrown into the air in front of him, objects that had enough weight to immediately knock both itself and the arrow down.  Mainly they used discs of soft clay that stopped the arrows and dropped back to the ground, but Tarrin also loosed arrows at a target being carried by a strapping Nyrian strongman, who fearlessly carried it on his back, and elicited gasps for the audience every time Tarrin loosed an arrow seemingly right at the man.  Avred was utterly confident in Tarrin’s aim, and had volunteered to carry the target.


But, it wasn’t a bad thing he was with the troupe, because the alicorn was right behind him in the parade, putting him in a position to talk to her if things got weird.  Besides, he could admit he had a little fun showing off his archery skills.  And the little competition he got into with Deward, who was both the troupe’s main cook and their knife thrower, entertained just about everyone, even the troupe members around them.  They traded shots at the target Avred carried, trying to get their arrows and knives as close as possible without hitting each other.

The troupe danced and sang and tumbled and performed its way all the way down the Grand Boulevard to the city gates, then they moved out onto the flat field abutting the city wall with quite a crowd of city dwellers following them.  It was then that Renoit told them, speaking their langauge thanks to Tarrin’s magic, telling them that the Most Excellent Magical Traveling Circus  would be in town for five days and would perform every day at midday and two hours before sunset, and the price of admission was only a Volinian quarter-mark, a fee that even the most modest of townsfolk could afford.  He relayed that they’d be starting their performances tomorrow at midday, and then the troupe went about the tasks of setting up their tents, both their main tent and their sleeping tents, going about it with their usual quiet efficiency.  They’d done this hundreds of times, and they didn’t even need to lay things out.  Everyone knew exactly where every tent went once Renoit found the best place to erect the main tent, the place with the flattest, most unrutted, unbroken ground, and they got to work.


Since Tarrin was hiding within the troupe, he was there when Polin arrived with his guards, and also with Rethin and his aunt Amalda, Rethin’s wife.  Renoit went out of his way to be extra-flowery when the boy was introduced as the king of the realm, explaining who they were and why they were there, then professing shock that the king didn’t know they were coming.  “My goodness, your Majesty, we arranged this visit over a year ago!” Renoit said in dismay.  “Why, I even have the letter of confirmation, carrying the Royal seal of Volinia!  I shall fetch it immediately for your perusal!”


When he returned, he did in fact have a letter confirming that the circus had permission to perform in the city, and where they could set it up, thanks to Tarrin.  “This is my father’s handwriting,” Polin said, a bit wistfully, as he read the letter.  “And it’s dated just five days before he passed away.”


“Oh dear.  My deepest condolences, your Majesty,” Renoit said in a compassionate voice.  “But that must be why our arrival was a surprise.  The appointment must have been forgotten in the mourning following his Majesty’s passing.”

“Most likely.  Well, you’re here, your excellency, and I think the city would enjoy the delight that a traveling circus can bring,” Polin declared.  “I know I’m certainly looking forward to seeing you perform.”


“We will arrange a private box for you, your Majesty.  Just send a man to tell us which day you wish to attend.”


“I’ll send—oh my word,” he gasped, looking to the side…looking at the alicorn, which was walking slowly behind Brie, who was carrying a basket of apples for her.  “That—it’s the most amazing animal I’ve ever seen in my life!” he gushed.  “What is it, your excellency?”


“That?  My friend, that is an alicorn, a rare beast, even in the land we are from,” Renoit told him, remembering exactly why he was here in the first place.  “She is quite the clever creature.”


“Can she fly?  She has wings, that means she can fly, right?”


“She can, your Majesty, though we ask her not to do so when we visit a new city.  We’ve had instances where men have tried to shoot her with arrows,” he said gravely.


“And exactly what land are you from, your excellency?” Rethin asked in a suspicious tone.


“We come from the distant land of Shacè, from across the sea, your eminence,” Renoit said smoothly.  “We rarely cross the sea to perform, but his late Majesty was quite intent to have us come to Volin.  The fee he paid us to compensate us for our lost performances while making the trip was quite handsome, more than enough for us to brave the passage.”


“I seem to recall no record of King Peran hiring your troupe, your excellency,” Rethin said suspiciously.


“This is my father’s handwriting, uncle,” Polin said.  “As his excellency suggests, it must have been lost or forgotten in all the confusion after my father passed away.”  Polin’s eyes never left the alicorn, who had stopped and was staring back at him with slight amusement in her eyes.  “He may have never had the chance to tell you about it.”

“I…I suppose,” Rethin said.  “And you’re right, your Majesty.  A circus would do wonders for the morale of our people.  I too look forward to seeing your troupe perform, Master Renoit,” Rethin declared.


“We will do our best to leave you entertained, your eminence,” Renoit said grandly.


“And what wonders did you bring to show us?”


“Why, the very best acrobats and dancers, to amaze you with their grace and skill,” he said flamboyantly, motioning back to where the troupe was laboring to set the poles to raise the tent.  “We have strongmen and warriors to demonstrate feats of strength and acts of martial skill, from a master of the sword to our boxers and hand-fighters, eager to demonstrate their amazing skills to you!  We have the finest musicians and singers you will ever hear, to delight your ears!  And we bring to you a menagerie of rare and unique creatures, to amaze the eyes and bring joy to the children!  And of course, we bring our finest practitioners of the Arcane arts, to amaze and delight you with demonstrations of magic!”


There was a commotion at the edge of the fledgeling camp, along with quite a few gasps and pointed fingers among both the troupe and the observing townsfolk.  Polin gasped in surprise when a massive horse-like animal with an ebon coat and wings, wings with black feathers, landed at a gallop and slowed to a stop in front of a dark-haired man helping raise a tent pole.  “Fury!” Polin blurted, then he blushed and cast a furtive glance at his uncle.  “You have two winged horses?” he said quickly.


“I would not call that beast ours, my friend,” he chuckled.  “She is owned by that man she’s harassing, and she doesn’t have the temperament to be part of the menagerie.  She’s not a friendly animal.  He often rides her in his part of the act, loosing arrows from her back as she flies, demonstrating a skill with the bow that you have never seen before.  I have never seen him miss any target, from any distance, either standing still, running on foot, on horseback, or on the back of his flying beast.”


“I think I’d like to see that,” Polin said eagerly, grinning.  If Fury was here, then he knew that Tarrin was hiding within the circus, and was in fact the dark-haired archer currently trying to push the huge winged animal aside so he could help raise the tent.  “And who rides the alicorn, your excellency?”


“No one, your Majesty.  She has never allowed anyone on her back before.  But she seems to love children, so she does her part for the troupe by entertaining the young along with our smaller, cuter menagerie animals.”


“Are winged horses like those common in your lands?” Polin asked.


“Far from it, your Majesty.  The two you see here are the only two I’ve ever seen. Our wisest magican speculates that they’re not even of this world,” he said in conspiratorial voice.  “That they are creatures from beyond the borders of our world.  From where, he cannot say, but I can admit that I’ve never seen their like before, nor have I ever even heard legends of them.  He may very well be right.”


“Strange that a simple archer would have such a fantastic beast as a mount,” Rethin speculated.


“Fate, she is often a fickle mistress, your eminence,” Renoit laughed.  “He has quite a story about how he met that animal.  Besides, I would not call owning that particular animal to be entirely good.  It’s closer to say that she owns him,” he laughed again.  “Now, please pardon my rudeness, your eminence, your Majesty, but there is much work for me to do to have the troupe ready to perform tomorrow.  Please, feel free to remain as long as you wish, but understand that only maybe two or three of my performers speak Volinian, so you may have some difficultes talking to them.  And might I warn you about that black pegasus,” he said seriously.  “As I said, she is not a friendly animal, particularly with strangers.  Approach her with great caution.”

“We’ll see about that,” Polin said resolutely.  He stepped away from Rethin, Renoit, his aunt, and his guards, and fearlessly approached the giant winged horse, far larger than any normal horse, even a warhorse.  The red-eyed animal took notice of him, then gave out a short gout of fire from her nostrils and high-stepped her way over to him, almost prancing.  Polin’s guards almost rushed forward when the huge animal was all but on top of the young king, but instead of trampling him with her forehooves, she lowered her head and allowed him to stroke her muzzle and nose.  The animal then nearly knocked him down with her snout, making him laugh, before cantering away from him to bully one of the young acrobats who was hauling rope.

Then, Polin approached the alicorn.  It watched him with steady eyes, and when he reached her, she too lowered her head and allowed him to stroke her muzzle and nose.  She nuzzled him with her muzzle as he stroked her neck, having to reach up a ways to do so—she was nearly as big as the black winged horse, and Polin could walk under her by just ducking his head—then she allowed him to touch her spiral horn, which he did delicately.


“It seems your young king has a way with animals, your eminence,” Renoit noted to Rethin as they observed.  “I have never seen my archer’s mount be so nice to someone she doesn’t know.  And the alicorn too seems quite taken with him.”


“He does have a good way with horses,” Rethin noted.  “He’s an excellent horseman.  Perhaps his skills with the stable horses apply to your exotic ones.”


“Entirely possible,” Renoit nodded.  “And if you would forgive my rudeness, but even I have a hand to play in the raising of the tents.  Please, enjoy your visit among us, and if you have any questions, I am at your service.  Good morning to you, your eminence.”


Polin wasn’t paying attention to anything but the alicorn.  Being in front of her—for real—it was nearly a magical experience for him, to stand in front of this noble, majestic creature and know that she could carry him into the sky, could carry him to other worlds, it was both mind-boggling and strangely humbling.  He could almost sense her growing affection for him, for she not only found him worthy to serve as his mount, she liked him after a fashion.  “Absolutely beautiful,” Polin whispered to her, scratching the base of her ear, which made her lean into his hand a little.  He then walked along her side, a hand on her shoulder, her withers, her side, all the way back to the golden dapples along her flank and rump, where her white coat was interrupted by the golden spots that trailed down her back legs and formed golden socks above her back hooves.  “Amazing,” he said, studying her powerful legs, then boldly went around behind her—not often recommended around strange horses, they got nervous and tended to buck if strangers got behind them and out of their vision—and inspected her other side, coming back around to her head.  “You’re the most incredible horse I’ve ever seen, even if you do have wings and a horn,” he told her.  “Much as I like the other one, you’re incredible.”


She gave him a slight eye-roll at comparing her to Fury, then gave a soft nicker of amusement.


Rethin and Amalda approached from behind.  “I’ve never seen such a big horse, even if it’s not a horse,” Amalda said.  “I don’t see how anyone could even ride it.  You couldn’t get onto her back!”


“You’d almost need a boost just to get your foot in a stirrup,” Rethin agreed.

“Not really, just make a second stirrup under the first one, which you can pull up out of the way once you’re mounted,” Polin said absently.  “Like an extra step, a retractable stepping stool.”


Amalda chuckled.  “That’s actually pretty clever, nephew,” she said approvingly.  “All those lessons are starting to show.”

“I’d hope so, aunt Amalda, after taking them so long,” Polin said without looking back.  “She’s amazing. Absolutely amazing.”


“She is rather impressive,” Rethin said in agreement.  “I’ve never heard of any animal like it before.”


“The circus master said that nobody’s ever ridden her,” Polin said distantly.  “I find that hard to believe.”


“Many horses are friendly until you try to mount them, nephew,” Rethin told him.


“Then let’s find out.  Shaw!” he called.  His guards hurried over, and he gave them a look.  “Help me get up on her back.”


“Is that entirely wise, your Majesty?” Shaw asked.


“Yes,” he declared.  “I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life, Captain Shaw.  I will sit this amazing animal, if only to know that I’ve only done it just once, to know what it’s like to sit on the back of something so absolutely incredible.  Now give me a boost.”

The alicorn looked a little dubious as three guards came over and gathered around her flank, along with Polin, then they all but physically boosted him up the considerable distance to her back, having to get him up and over her folded wing.  He threw a leg over her and settled on her wide back, just forward of her hips, his legs sliding down under her wings and straining a bit trying to straddle that wide expanse, but the alicorn didn’t buck or take off. She just looked over her shoulder at him curiously.  “See, it’s nothing to worry about,” he told her in a gentle voice, patting her bare back after scooting forward into a proper riding position on her back.  “I’m not dangerous or scary.”


She rolled her eyes again, which nearly made him laugh.


“Think we could go for a walk?” he asked her in a soothing tone, then he very gently tapped her ribs with his heels.  “C’mon, it’ll be fun.”


She started slowly walking forward, looking over her shoulder at him repeatedly, and slowing down or stopping almost all work at the site as the troupe stopped to watch the young king riding their aloof alicorn.  She walked a long circuit around the outside edge of their tent site, then slowed to a stop.  She then looked over her shoulder at him again, this time her eyes darkly amused, even eager, and that was the only warning he really got.  She spread her wings suddenly, flaring them out, then bolted forward, nearly knocking Polin off her back.  He gave a cry of alarm and reached forward and grabbed the edges of her wings just where they joined to her back as she thrust her wings down, and in mere seconds, she was over the treetops and out of sight of the circus.

Polin felt he was going to fall off, but she levelled out and flew straight, giving him a chance to settle on her back.  He leaned over and looked down, seeing the fall foliage from above, and gave out a delighted laugh even as the crisp autumn air bit a little bit at his face.  She banked a little, executing a very wide, gentle turn since Polin wasn’t in a saddle and his legs weren’t long enough to give him a grip on her wide back, and he leaned into her bank as Tarrin taught him, moving with her

You were taught, she shared her thought with him, almost accusingly.


“Tarrin gave me some lessons, riding Fury,” he admitted.  “He didn’t want you to be too disappointed.”

That was forward thinking.  We’ll return to the circus in a little bit.  You have to have a reason to buy me, after all.

He laughed.  “I certainly would now, whether or not this was all planned,” he answered.


About half an hour later, Fury came up behind them, and on her bare back was the dark-haired archer.  “You two about done scaring everyone half to death?” he asked dryly once Fury pulled up even with the alicorn, speaking in a voice much different than his normal one, higher pitched and thinner.  “Shaw is about to send out riders to try to catch up to you and shoot you down, so I think you’d better go back now.”


“We were about to turn around and go back,” Polin said, almost giddily.  “I almost don’t want to.  I love this.  I love it!”


“Work comes before play, cub,” Tarrin reminded him, nosing Fury to turn away from them.  The alicorn banked to follow, and once they were on their way back to Volin, she pulled even with Fury.


“I didn’t know you’d be in the circus,” Polin told him.


“Blame Renoit for that,” he grunted.  “He all but demanded I do some archery tricks during the march, but I’ll only perform in the circus once, the show you attend.  I have other things to do.”

“Is there anything you can’t do?” Polin laughed.


“I’ve had a lot of time to practice, cub.  Live as long as I have, and you’ll be good at things because you’ve done them for so long you can’t help but get good.”


“Is Fury part of the act?”


“She wasn’t meant to be, she showed up on her own,” Tarrin said, nearly slapping the black pegasus on her shoulder.  “She tends to do that, cub.  She’s a willful thing.  I have to give it to Renoit for talking so fast.   It’s just good that he knows about her, he reacted like a champion when she showed up.  It’s not the first time I’ve had her at the circus.”


Polin laughed.  “And what name do you go by in the circus?”


“Jak,” he replied.  “Jak Longbranch, a Lieutenant in the Rangers and one of the best archers in Sulasia.  He’s a real person, though I don’t look anything like him,” Tarrin chuckled.  “Jak is from my home village of Aldreth.  We’ve known each other a long time.”


“What’s a Ranger?”


“A Ranger is a member of a special branch of the Sulasian army that specializes in operating in forest terrain,” he answered.  “Most of Sulasia is covered in forest, so my kingdom created the Rangers a long time ago for fighting in the forest, as well as surviving in it.  The last thing you want to face in the woods is a Ranger, cub.  They’re as at home in the woods as you are in your palace.”


“That sounds like a good idea.  I should create Rangers for Volinia,” he nodded.  “Given most of the eastern and southern parts of the kingdom are covered in it.”


“Talk to your woodsmen and treecutters, they have the basic skills they can teach your soldiers to make them good at operating in the woods,” he told him.  “You might also think about talking to the giants in Malendia.  They know a great deal about the woods, including how to brew simple herbal potions and remedies that would be very useful to your soldiers when in the field.  The giants know how to live off the land and use it to their advantage, and as long as you prove you won’t allow your men to abuse that knowledge, they’ll teach it to you.”

“Is it magic?”


“No, it’s knowledge, cub.  But sometimes, knowledge is just as good as magic, if not better.”


Tarrin guided the alicorn and Polin back to the circus, them landing by the road and trotting back to the others.  Shaw and his men all but ran towards Polin, who was laughing brightly.  “Are you alright, your Majesty?”


“I’ve never been better!” he said animatedly.  “I can’t describe it, Captain!  It was—it was absolutely unbelievable!  I could see everything under us, I even saw some deer in a clearing!  It was incredible!”


“Thank you for chasing them down, Goodman Longbranch,” Shaw told Tarrin.  “It was just good luck that you were available with your own flying horse to go after them.”


“I didn’t have to chase very hard, Captain.  The alicorn wasn’t flying very fast,” he replied as he slid off Fury’s back, the animal holding her wing out to give him room to do so.  She folded it back when he was clear of her side.   “I’m just impressed his Majesty was able to hold his seat without a saddle.  He’s got some serious skills in horsecraft, and some serious natural talent.  Riding a flying horse is nothing like a normal one.”

“Thank you, Goodman,” Polin told him with a smile.  “I almost fell off when she took off, but other than that, it seemed…natural being on her back.”


Tarrin gave him an appraising look, as did Shaw.  “Let me help you down, your Majesty,” Shaw offered.

“I can manage,” he said as the alicorn opened her wing much as Fury had, moving it out of the way.  Polin slid his leg over her wide back and slid over her side, dropping to the ground.  He immediately went around and hugged the alicorn’s head.  “Thank you for letting me ride you.  I’ll never forget it!” he told her, then he kissed her on the nose.  The alicorn nuzzled him, then watched as he returned to his aunt and uncle, talking excitedly to Shaw and his guards.


Fury leaned her head over Tarrin’s shoulder, giving him a look with her glowing red eye.  “And what are you doing, just showing up when I’m working, you silly thing?” he accused.


She gave him a scathing look, entirely unrepentant.


“We’re going to talk about that one of these days, girl.  And you won’t like it,” he warned.  “Now come on, we have work to do.”


All in all, Polin had more or less wrapped up the subterfuge with the alicorn with that joyride.  He was all but bouncing off the walls when Captain Rex, Jerrik, and Tsukatta gave him his daily lesson in the sword, and all he could talk about was how amazing it was to ride something that could fly, how exhilerating it was, even to the point where Tsukatta whacked him with his wooden sword a few times to get his mind back in what he was doing.  Polin was nearly obsessed with the alicorn, and it was both genuine and abundantly clear to anyone that got anywhere near him all day.  Polin wasn’t faking his enthusiasm about his flight, and for the alicorn herself, talking about her almost all the time all day, almost unable to sit still during his lessons in numbers, which both annoyed and amused Tarrin.  He was in cat form after taking Tsukatta back to the inn, lounging on a cushioned chair near Polin’s table where one of his teachers was teaching him how to do numbers, so he would understand what he saw in the accounting ledgers.

And it was there that Polin breached the subject.  “So, Baron Larsson, how much do I have in my personal funds right now?”


“Right now?  Let’s see,” the reedy, older man said, brushing back his graying and balding hair and opening another book.  “This is your private family accounting, your Majesty, not part of the Royal Treasury,” he explained as he flipped pages, then set the book down.  “And as of this morning, you have a shade under forty thousand goldmarks on your books.”


“Good.  And is that money kept close by?”


“In the vaults under the palace itself, your Majesty.”


“That’s even better.  Excuse me a moment, Baron.  I need to write a letter.”


“To whom, your Majesty?”


“To the circus master,” he replied, his expression determined.  “I’m going to buy that alicorn.  I—I just can’t let her leave with the circus,” he said, almost impulsively.  “She belongs with me.  I’d regret it forever if I just let the circus leave without buying her.”


The baron raised a gray eyebrow, then chuckled.  “Well, I suppose it’s something worth buying, your Majesty,” he said mildly.  “She is one of a kind.  But I doubt he’ll sell her.”


“Oh, he will,” Polin declared firmly.  “He said that she’s never let anyone else ride her before, so she’s really not doing the circus all that much good.  I’ll just offer him more money than he can possibly turn down, if it comes down to it.  And I think I need to talk to that man in the circus with the other winged horse.  He must have a saddle for his horse, he can give my saddlers plans to go by to make one for me.  A saddle for a winged horse has to be different than a normal saddle.”

“I suppose so.  I hadn’t really thought of it,” the Baron said lightly.  “And I suppose we can finish up now.  I don’t think your mind is much in your lesson today,” he smiled.


“I—I guess not.  Sorry, Baron.”


“That’s quite alright, my young king.  And for what it’s worth, I say go for it,” he said encouragingly.  “You may never get this chance again.  I heard that the circus comes from across the sea, and when it goes back, it may never return to Volinia.  So chase your dream, your Majesty.  Chase it as hard as you can.”


Polin gave him a grateful look as he uncapped the inkwell on the table.  “Thanks, Baron Larsson.”


Jula padded into the room once the Baron left and jumped up into the chair with Tarrin, and he made room for her as she laid down with him.  “What’s he up to?” she asked in the unspoken manner of the Cat.


“About to waste all his money,” Tarrin replied lightly, which made Polin glance over at them.  He could understand them, but the presence of two of his guards in the room prevented him from talking to her.  “What were you up to, daughter?”


“Chasing a few rats in the cellar,” she replied, starting to purr when Tarrin started grooming her.  “Our clever friend wants to talk to you, father.  I’ll take over keeping the cub safe for a while.”


“Alright.  Don’t let him get too crazy,” he said almost teasingly, then he got up and jumped off the chair.  He vanished from the castle as soon as he was out of view, and reappeared in his normal form within the inn.  Miranda was sitting at one of the common room tables with Haley, several documents spread before them.  Sarraya was standing on the table between them, pointing down at one of the papers when he arrived.  “I see Jula found you, Tarrin,” Sarraya said.


“She didn’t have to look hard.  What’s up?”


“We finished going through the Royal Guard,” Haley said.  “We have a list of names, friend.  They’re the men Rethin and other unfriendly agents own within the guard.”


“I already got the list to Jerrik.  He said he’d make sure that none of these men serve a shift guarding Polin without at least three loyal men along with them,” Miranda declared.  “That will keep them under control until we can deal with them.”


“Sounds like a plan,” he nodded.  “Want me to get this list to Shaw as Captain Rex?”



“That was exactly why I asked Jula to send you back,” Miranda nodded.  “Shaw trusts Rex, considers him a loyal servant of the king, he’ll take steps if you hand him that list and tell him what it is.  Just make sure to tell him not to take any direct action against any of those men until Rex gives him the signal.  We can’t let Rethin see it coming, now can we?” she said with an adorably evil little smile.

“I like you, Miranda,” Sarraya laughed raucously.


“She does have a certain flair,” Haley chuckled in agreement.


“I can do that,” Tarrin nodded, tucking the list into a pocket inside his vest.  “So, we won’t be here much longer.”

“Maybe another couple of weeks,” she nodded.  “I’m working through the castle right now, and when I have all the disloyal identified, we can move.  But we may be dealing with Rethin a little earlier than the others.  Does the boy still look up to him?”


“Somewhat,” he replied.  “I can tell he’s getting a little exasperated with Rethin trying to tell him what to do, but he’s still family.  The boy places a lot of weight on family.  Just be careful if you do come up against him, Miranda.  Don’t put yourself in a position where the boy blames you for Rethin’s death.  Remember, we don’t want him martyred.”


“I’m not you, Tarrin, I can deal with people without killing them,” she said sweetly, which made Sarraya laugh.


“My way produces results,” Tarrin said shamelessly.


“And messes,” Sarraya injected.


“Messy results are still results.”
