Chapter 10

Things simply did not add up.

Both armies together, added to the forces at Verix, did not equal the army he’d seen here at Pyros when he destroyed the One’s icon.  When he was here before, there were hundreds of thousands of Demons.  Even taking into account the ones that his shadow may have killed and the ones summoned by the One’s Priests, which could be banished back to the Abyss, there were still at least a hundred thousand Demons missing.


That was a huge, huge worry.  One didn’t just simply discount a hundred thousand Demons.  They had to be somewhere on this world, and he’d better find them, and find them fast.


And it wasn’t as if they could easily hide from him.  It took him only two days to attune himself to his own creation, and another two days to understand how to use it.  In just four days, he exceeded Dolanna’s ability to use the Weave.  In a way, the Weave helped him, and in another way, who he was made it easier.


This Weave lacked conscious direction, lacked will, which was why someone had to supply that will to it.  But, it did have a kind of unformed awareness, a spark of elemental consciousness, something he recognized very quickly.  This Weave recognized him, and because of that recognition, it seemed to try to assist as he sought to learn how to take control of it.  Just as the voices and memories of the Weave back home were drawn to him, this Weave’s infantile awareness seemed drawn to him, seemed eager to help him learn about itself.  After those first two days of coming to a full understanding of the limits and abilities of his creation, and teaching himself how to divide his attention between exerting the force of will to maintain its integrity and focusing on other tasks, it had actually helped him understand the limits under which he would have to work while using this Weave, and the amount of power available to him.

It wasn’t like home, that was for sure.  The Weave there was the direct extension of Niami, and in a way, it was as powerful as she was.  A sui’kun using the Weave in a way Niami approved could access all that power, giving a mortal power of a standing with a god.  Here, this Weave lacked that incredible threshold.  It was much weaker, only as powerful as Tarrin had been when he created it, so its power was little more than what he could exercise on his own, using his wings.  But, the main difference was that this power was inexhaustible, neverending, and its coverage of the entire world meant that he had a virtually planetary range with his magic.


He had already started using that range.   He had already begun harassing and aggravating the two armies marching on Pyros, forcing them to bog down and no doubt infuriating Shaz’Baket, who marched with the army approaching from the east.  He wanted to start blasting them apart, but both armies were still filled with humans, and those humans were potential soldiers for his side, so he instead opted to harass and slow them down rather than start killing them.  He had inundated both armies in a constant, pounding rain and heavy, soup-thick fog that moved with them, using one of the most powerful options at his disposal; the ability to alter and control the weather.  The rain was so heavy and the fog so thick that the armies couldn’t see ten spans ahead of them, a rain that saturated dry ground in moments, and a fog that would make it very hard for the Demons to see when the humans started fleeing.  The One had told him that if he could give the humans a way to escape from those armies alive, they would.  So, Tarrin killed two birds with one stone and both supplied them that cover while harassing the Demons.  When the humans were gone, Tarrin would begin the wholesale attacks on those armies, to cripple and weaken them before they ever got within sight of Pyros.

But still…he wasn’t sure if it was going to be enough.  Shaz’Baket was not stupid. He’d faced her before, and though he hated her, he respected her brilliant mind.  He knew she would understand that any army she marched on Pyros would doing so under constant assault from Dolanna, paying for every step closer to Pyros in blood.  That was why those missing Demons concerned him.  He was sure that Shaz’Baket had worked out some way to march in with a smaller force and then bring the rest of the army directly to the battlefield.  Kyrienna’s Gate spell showed him that it could be done with Wizard magic, but Shaz’Baket had to know that she wouldn’t be able to use any kind of magic once she got here, when Dolanna could disrupt any magic except for Druidic magic, which did not exist here.  So…how was she going to do it?  If he could figure that out, he could stop it, and basically crush the smaller army that would get here with little trouble.

But that was the problem.  Tarrin couldn’t see how she was going to do it.  Without magic, it seemed impossible.  He would sense it if they approached from underground, or the air.  Besides, if they got physically close, he’d sense it no matter what.


But, she had to have a way.  She was too smart.  She knew she didn’t have enough troops in the armies he could see to guarantee a victory, so those missing Demons had to be part of her plan.  And he knew that she wouldn’t depend on the humans in her army, wouldn’t give them the same weight of value she gave her Demons.  For her, most likely, those humans were just expendable fodder to throw at the most heavily guarded positions to weaken them for the Demons that marched in behind the humans.  So, it kept circling back to that one question.  How was she going to pull off the impossible?


It ate at him, causing him to spend long hours in a circular train of thought, spend long hours in debate with Kang, Dolanna, Lorak, Camara Tal, Phandebrass, and High Commander Zebri, a female Elaran of the soldier caste, a very tall, very muscular, very intimidating woman with straight brown hair cut short, just under her ears, all hair below her ears shaved off, and a scar over her right eye.  Zebri was the general of the Elaran armies here, a leader of her caste in the same way that Lorak was a very high ranking member of the magician caste, and she was a woman Tarrin learned quickly one had better take seriously.  She had no sense of humor at all, and her entire life revolved around war.  It bothered him a little; this Zebri was a soul that Tarrin fully expected to see fighting the endless, mindless wars on the ironshod blocks of Acheron after she died.


Seeing Lorak and Zebri standing side by side made him wonder how in the world they could be of the same race.


Nobody else could come up with a way she was going to do it either, leaving Tarrin to endlessly ponder on it, distracting him as he taught himself how to use this Weave.


That, he discovered, was not hard at all.  In just one day, Tarrin had mastered this Weave to a degree that put him equal to Dolanna, for there was one critical difference between them; Tarrin created this Weave.  Though his memories of his time as a god were hazy and incomplete, two things converged to give him enough knowledge to quickly learn how to use the power available to him.  Firstly, he retained enough of his memory of that moment to understand, and secondly, that moment still echoed in the Weave as a memory, a memory that sought him out to show him those things he had forgotten.  Just as the Weave of Sennadar, this Weave too absorbed the experiences and knowledge of those in contact with it, forming echoes in the Weave that a Sorcerer like Tarrin could call to him.  Between what he already knew and what the Weave here supplied to him, he was able to very quickly gain a mastery of the power of this Weave over the second day, master his own creation.

Even though he did not sleep, because of the charm, he was never really alone.  In turns, he spent time with all his children, his family, and his friends, as they came to keep him company at all times of the day and night.  He caught up with his daughters, hearing about their time here as they searched for the shards.  He saw that Tara and Rina seemed even more mature now, more like adults and less like children, and Jasana was even more smug and arrogant…though not abrasively so.  Jasana was one of the most powerful magicians alive, anywhere, and she knew it.  That distinction made her more arrogant than her brother and sisters, but, in a way, he couldn’t wait to see it when Eron brought her down a peg and showed her that her cherished power was nothing to him.  His only son was still modest and amiable, so much different from his parents.  He got to hear about how much of a pain Jasana was from Triana, Keritanima, and Allia, from her overbearing to her need to establish her dominance when in company. Those were pattern Were-cat traits, but what concerned Tarrin more than anything else was that she seemed to want to try to dominate his sisters.  That would be a cataclysmic mistake.  Keritanima and Allia may not have her power, but they wielded a different kind of power that Jasana seemed to not be taking into account; the power to complain to Tarrin about her.  Tarrin was stronger than his daughter, and she’d better learn that just because Were saw her as an adult, she was still the child in certain ways within Tarrin’s inner circle.

He also met Skairn, the leopard Wikuni that had gone with Keritanima.  He was quite arrogant as Wikuni went, but his obedience to Keritanima was unquestioned and absolute, and that he could respect.  He spent most of his time hovering near Kang, learning from the Arakite tactician the secrets of good military command.


It was also a good chance to catch up with Haley.  The Were-wolf seemed to fully understand what Tarrin had done, and couldn’t thank him enough.  But, after that first apology, Tarrin couldn’t go without giving Haley a friendly warning.  “Haley, I want you to understand one thing,” he had cautioned him.  “Dolanna did not ask for what I gave her.  I gave it to her on my own.  It wasn’t a declaration for you to give her a ring.  I gave her what I gave her so she could make up her own mind.  So, I suggest you tread very carefully.”


“Tarrin, that you gave us a chance to see if it can work is all I care about,” he said immediately and honestly.  “I know Dolanna doesn’t feel the same way for me I do for her, but now she can find out if it’s because of what I am, or because of how she feels.  No matter what happens, I’ll always be in debt to you because of it.”


And for Haley, that was that.  It was nice to see him walking with her around the inner compound, her hands behind her as they talked about this or that.  There was no tension on her face at all, no masked concern about getting too close, doing the wrong thing.  Humans always had to have those things there when dealing with Were-kin, and despite her years of extensive experience, it was something that Dolanna had shared.  But now, she was totally at ease, and the body language she gave off was…promising.  Dolanna had always liked Haley, considered him one of her best friends.  And perhaps, she’d always known his true feelings for her.  But now, seeing them together, Tarrin didn’t see a Were-wolf and a human, he saw a male and a female, and the male wasn’t trying to push or impress the female.  Haley knew Dolanna, knew her well, as did Tarrin.  They both knew that the best way to go about winning her affection was to quietly declare intent, then let her make up her own mind.  That was exactly what Haley was doing.  No doubt they’d already had a long talk about how he felt about her, and now he was simply being Haley, patiently waiting for her to find her own feelings, be them favorable or not.

From what Tarrin could see, things were looking good for Haley.  They were looking very good.


Skairn and Zebri were both rather arrogant, but one of the more satisfying moments for Tarrin was when those two got their first taste of true arrogance, when the dragons arrived.  They reached Pyros three days after Tarrin, all ten of them with a very large complement of soldiers and Sorcerers, and the first wave of skyships that Tarrin had to grow back out to their full size.  They were having a staff meeting that Skairn had managed to infiltrate to observe when Sapphire, Tenshale, and Nightshade were led into the compound, all three in human form.  The meeting was cut off when she stepped up and stepped into the Heart, taking Tarrin’s paws in her hands in greeting.  “I apologize for the delay, my little one,” she told him.  “Jenna asked me to wait.”

“I’m just glad you’re here,” Tarrin answered.  “How many came?”


“All ten,” Tenshale replied.  “As well as a force of six thousand soldiers, members of a Selani clan, and a force of Sorcerers.  This world feels…bare,” he noted.


“Truly,” Sapphire nodded, looking around.  “I see some old faces in this ensemble,” she noted, looking at them.  “And some new.  Kang, you are getting bristly.” 


“My Lady Dragon,” Kang said with a short bow to her, and a chuckle.  “I haven’t had time to shave today.”


“What must one do to have you speak in an intelligible tongue?” Zebri complained in Penali.


“Firstly you can request nicely for one to speak your words,” Sapphire retorted in flawless Penali.  “But I’ve been told this is a language you can comprehend, with certain dialectal differences,” she added, switching to Sha’Kar.


“Just use Penali, Sapphire,” Tarrin told her.  “The Elara have some…issues, with Sha’Kar.”


“It keeps reminding them they’re not the highest form of life in existence,” Jasana giggled.

“I still cannot accept that the Elara originate from your world,” Zebri said stubbornly.


“Reality is a harsh mistress,” Sapphire told her bluntly.  “The Dura are from our world, the Orcs are from our world, the Elementalists are from our world, and many of the humans here are probably descended from humans from our world.  That your ancestors could be from our world is not just possible, but probable.  To cling to a false belief out of arrogant pride is both ridiculous and childish.”


“You would do well to remember that I am no child,” Zebri warned.


“Have you explained what a dragon is to them yet?” Tarrin whispered to Kang.


“I did, but they didn’t believe me,” he answered behind his hand.  “I figured they’d figure it out when they got here.”


“What I would do well to remember is that to me, you are insignificant, biped,” Sapphire snapped, drawing herself up in a rigid, imperial stance.


“Sapphire, let’s not start a war here and now,” Tarrin warned.  “Zebri has no idea just what you are.”


“Then we should show her,” Nightshade said, stepping well back from the platform and ending the spell keeping her in the human shape.  To Zebri’s shock, Nightshade got bigger, and bigger, and bigger, until she took up almost the entirety of the inner compound, her shoulders not far from the base of her own tail as she coiled around the inside wall, then snaked her night-colored scaled head down to put her snout within arm’s reach of Zebri.  The tall Elaran just gaped at her in awe.  “Mind that I am small compared to Mistress Sapphire,” Nightshade told her in a calm, measured voice.  “Mistress Sapphire could not even take her proper shape within this compound, or she would knock down the walls.  So, biped, would you like to rephrase that last comment into something much more respectful?”

“What kind of mad magic is this?” Zebri breathed.  “A being of such size is impossible!”


“Actually, Sapphire is about twice as big as Nightshade,” Tarrin noted evenly.  “And you’d better start thinking about an apology, or you might get stepped on.  Literally.”


“I, I beg pardon, Lady Dragon,” Zebri said fearfully, bowing to Sapphire.


The blue dragon sniffed haughtily.


“We brought thirty ships for you to restore, Tarrin,” Tenshale told him quickly, changing the subject.  “Wikuni crews and the Sorcerers assigned to each ship were also brought.”


“I can start on—Jasana!” Tarrin snapped harshly when his daughter jumped boldly up and onto the back of Nightshade’s neck, patting her scales.  “That’s rude!”


“I don’t mind, Lord Tarrin,” Nightshade said demurely.  “Would you like to go on a flight, Jasana?  I’ve been given a task to perform, and it requires me to fly.”


“Would I!” Jasana gushed.  “Let’s go!”


Triana looked about ready to call Jasana down, but Tarrin cut her off with a paw.  “Just be back before sunset,” Tarrin told her.


“Certainly.  I’ll report on the geography of the region when I return, Mistress.”


“Very well,” Sapphire told her.


Nightshade blew quite a few maps and papers around when she took off from the compound and quickly soared off to the south.  “Milar’s staff, but that creature is huge,” Zebri noted in Elaran to Lorak, who was sitting beside her.


“I’d suggest we postpone this conference until Lady Sapphire and Master Tenshale are settled in and ready to join us,” Kang offered.  “No doubt they need to be brought up to date on our current situation and readiness.”


“Yes, yes, it is perfectly fine with me, Kang,” Sapphire nodded.

Tenshale stepped towards Kang.  “I need to see to the dispensation of the other dragons, and that will require you.  As you know, only four of us can take the human shape.”

“Where are the others?” Kang asked.

“Waiting down at the receiving area,” he answered.  “We had Kyrienna shrink them temporarily so they wouldn’t flatten the place.  Besides, it was the only way to get them through the gate.”


“Then let’s go find them a good place to take their rightful size where they don’t trample anything.”


“Very good.  And while we’re on our way, you can explain something that Lord General Darvon was talking about, concerning a tactic used in the War of Roses.”


Tenshale and Kang left the compound, already deep in conversation, and with Skairn following them just close enough to overhear every word they said.


“That male,” Sapphire sighed.  “Sometimes I believe he was born with too many legs.”


“But you love him anyway,” Tarrin chuckled.


“The Eternal dragon help me, but I do,” she admitted.  “Now, come say hello, my old friends,” she said, reaching a hand out to Keritanima, Triana, and Allia, who were all sitting next to each other.


The council broke up and became a reunion of sorts, as Sapphire caught up with the others, and was introduced to Zebri, Lorak, Kord, Orin, and Szath.  Tarrin almost got knocked out of the Conduit when Fury charged in, nuzzling him and nickering to the hissing protests of Fireflash, who was just a bit jealous of the Firewing.  But everything was fine when Tarrin scratched him between the horns, then deliberately took Fireflash off his shoulder and put him on top of Fury’s head.  “Where have you been?” Tarrin demanded of her.

Fury whinnied derisively.


“She comes and goes as she pleases,” Dolanna told him.  “Jasana was crushed when she found out that Fury does not hold her in high regard.  She will only let Jula near her, but allows no one to ride her.”

“Fury,” Tarrin said disapprovingly.  “I told you to be nice.”


She snorted, smoke billowing from her nostrils.  She nudged her nose under his arm then pushed her flank towards him.

“I can’t, Fury.  I’m in Dolanna’s place.  I have to stay here.  But, I tell you what,” he said, leaning close to her ear.  “You could give Jasana a ride later,” he told her.

She backed up and regarded him with her glowing red eyes in surprise, then she narrowed those eyes, put her ears back, and brayed softly, nodding her head.


“Tharrin, meannn to Jassahna,” Fireflash accused, then he hissed in draconic laughter.


“It’s good for her.  It teaches her that she’s not at the top of the food chain,” he said.


Jasana was, well…Jasana.  His eldest cub was an adult now, but he could still see the cub in her, a cub desperately trying to prove herself, to find her own place in the sun compared to the long shadows cast by her father and grandmother.  She was a young woman, barely more than a child, with enormous power, but lacking the wisdom to fully comprehend it.  In some ways, she was still a very, very dangerous girl, but he knew that only time and experience would show her the path she needed to follow.  He didn’t treat her much differently from his other cubs, but he had to admit, sometimes it was fun to mess with her.


Fury did that…Goddess, did she.  After Jasana returned from the flight Nightshade gave her, Fury cozied up to her and lured her into riding her, then gave her the wildest ride of her life.  Jasana was so startled, so worried about keeping her seat on the Firewing Pegasus’ bare back, that she didn’t consider using Sorcery to simply let go and get back down to the ground safely.  Jasana gave him several glares when they got back, but said nothing.

The inclusion of Sapphire and Tenshale in the council did nothing to help answer the question of the missing Demons.  They too couldn’t think of where they might be or how Shaz’Baket was going to pull off the impossible with the numbers they could see.


“Were she a human, I’d say she was being a maniac to march on Pyros with these forces,” Tenshale noted to Tarrin after going over the reports, as he and the old male talked privately.  “Not with what’s here.  She knows we’re heavily dug in here, and that we have a huge advantage with the Heart being here to power the Sorcerers.  Even if we count all the humans as enemy forces, it’s still not enough.  I would expect to see an army three times this size to guarantee a victory.”


“And that’s the problem,” Tarrin said.  “I don’t see how she’s going to do it.”


“She’s a marilith, Tarrin.  They are very clever.  There’s no doubt she has a plan, and it’s something that we’ve overlooked.”

That was no lie.  Tarrin couldn’t stop thinking about it, even when he was spending private time with friends, family, and Mist.  Though he was restricted to one place that was open and exposed, privacy was simply a matter of erecting a Ward.  Wards were raised and lowered whenever he wanted private time, and it became a common sight to see a black dome around the Conduit’s base, usually when he was with Mist.  Despite his imprisonment, Mist didn’t see that as any real barrier to resuming their relationship as mates…and neither did Tarrin really.  Mist became a fixture in the inner compound, never far from Tarrin’s side, and he found her presence quite comforting.  With her around, he could take a moment to relax and focus on why he’d done everything he’d done to get to where he was, be with his family again.  She wouldn’t allow him to obsess over the maddening problem, and that was exactly what he needed.  When one lost sight of what one was fighting for, it clouded the mind and made it harder to achieve the objective.

In those moments, it was quite good.  He caught up with his children, hearing all about their efforts to find the shards of his sword, and heard from Eron about his time hiding on Sennadar.  Jasana and the twins were quite shocked when they heard about what Eron did, that he’d managed to defeat Spyder, and that shock turned to absolute disbelief when he demonstrated how he did it—well away from Tarrin and the Heart, of course.  Tarrin had wanted to be there when Jasana found out Eron could disrupt her magic, and it was worth it.  The play of emotions over her face was priceless.  He saw that Tara and Rina had matured even more in their time here, becoming smarter, more cautious, less the cubs and more the adults, but that was only natural.  They were almost old enough that Kimmie would release them; for that matter, were they still at home, Tarrin had no doubt that they’d be preparing for that even now.  But he saw that as soon as they got home, Kimmie would take them to the Hierarchs.  They were old enough, and with the experience they’d received here, they now had the maturity to be adult Were-cats in the society of Fae-da’Nar.


Of course, there was time to catch up with others, and learn more about those he didn’t know. One such conversation with Nightshade revealed much about her and her behavior, when he asked why she was so…infatuated, with Sapphire.  “Oh, Tarrin, you don’t understand at all,” she told him.  “Mistress Sapphire and Master Tenshale are royalty among dragons.  They’re dragons from one the fabled realms, the worlds the Eternal Dragon blessed herself.  Dragons from your world are an order of magnitude more powerful than dragons from other worlds, so powerful that they can’t even survive on worlds not very rich in magical energies.  Such blessed individuals are treated with the utmost respect by all other dragons.”


“You don’t seem all that impressed by the other dragons,” he noted with a dry smile.


“They’re children, basically,” she shrugged.  “They may have enormous power, but they don’t have the wisdom or experience to use it properly.  Mistress Sapphire and Master Tenshale are very old.  Even if they weren’t blessed, that age would afford them tremendous respect.”


“So, that’s it.”


“Yes.  And if I serve Mistress Sapphire faithfully enough, maybe I can earn the privilege of making my new den on Sennadar,” she said dreamily.


“Well, Sapphire doesn’t really have a say in that, but I do,” he told her, crossing his arms.  “I’ll tell you what.  If we win and both of us live through this, I’ll see to it that you’re allowed to stay on Sennadar.”


“You can do that?”


“I have some pull with people who can,” he answered.  “As long as you don’t cause any trouble.”

“Really, Tarrin, what trouble could I cause?  I’m a baby compared to most other dragons from your world.”


“I’m not talking about the dragons.”


“Posh, as if I’d get the peoples of Sennadar angry with me,” she snorted.  “I’ve seen the power of the bipeds of your world, Tarrin.  I’d be a fool for angering them enough for them so send someone like a Sorcerer to deal with me.  After the destruction of my last den, I just want a nice quiet place where I can start another art collection.  And I’ve heard there are many ruins about Sennadar where one can find some excellent pieces from lost civilizations.”


“As long as you don’t kill anyone for the art, you’ll be alright,” he told her.


“I wouldn’t do that.  I might damage the art.”


Nightshade was…interesting.  She wasn’t a nice girl, much like Shiika, but when one understood her and her personality, it was easy to deal with her, and Tarrin found himself taking a liking to her.


Another new face that Tarrin seemed to be warming to was Skairn.  Triana couldn’t stand him and Jasana wanted to turn him into a radish, but they didn’t see him quite the way Tarrin did.  Skairn was, oddly enough, more like Phandebrass than anyone else.  He was devoted to the art of war utterly, but it wasn’t the way Zebri was, since Skairn didn’t seek to do war for the sake of fighting.  Skairn was fanatically devoted to the throne, and all of his efforts were centered around the idea of being there to help defend Wikuna and the Queen whenever it was needed.  That was an understandable motivation, and many officers and generals shared Skairn’s need to protect.  But Skairn’s arrogance came from his belief that he knew better than the others.  He didn’t agree with the methodology of the admirals and generals of the military, and refused to obey orders he didn’t think were good or correct.  That was a bad trait in a military man, but after talking with Skairn a while, he started to understand the root of it, and respect the leopard for his integrity.

Everything Skairn did was rooted in love of country and allegiance to the Queen.  It was why he obeyed her utterly, even when he thought she was making the wrong decision…because she was the Queen.  But, his belief that he was right often got in the way, because he refused to admit he was wrong.

Easy enough to solve, Tarrin felt.  He gathered Skairn together with a small force of fifty troops; Wikuni, Vendari, Knights, Elaran warriors, and Selani.  They all looked at Tarrin curiously when they were summoned.  “Skairn,” Tarrin told him.


“Aye, Lord Tarrin?”


“These are some of the best fighters in this army.  The best of the Knights, the fastest of the Selani, the strongest of the Vendari, the most experienced of the Elara, most clever of the Wikuni.  They’re yours.”


“I beg pardon, Lord Tarrin?”


“These troops are yours to command,” he told the leopard.  “If you want to understand the art of being a general, then you have to know what it’s like to lead and not argue.  You’ve never led men before, Skairn.  I think after learning what it’s like to be in command, you’ll have a more respectful attitude of superior officers.  It’s not an easy job, and these troops won’t make it any easier. They’re all grizzled veterans, they know what they’re doing.  And if you mess up, they’ll be sure to let you know.”

“I, I’m honored that you trust me with the lives of others, Lord Tarrin,” Skairn said uncertainly.  “What mission is my unit to pursue?”


“You don’t put together this kind of talent without an idea in mind, Skairn,” Tarrin told him.  “You have a job in the battle ahead, that’s no lie. And it will be dangerous.  The most dangerous task anyone will have.”


“Sounds fun,” one of the Knights said.


“A fitting task for a Vendari,” one of the Vendari added.  “Simple victories bring no honor.”


“What are we to do, Lord Tarrin?” Skairn asked.


“I want you to find Shaz’Baket,” he told them.  “Eventually, she’s going to abandon the rear and attack in the front lines with her army.  It’s her only real weakness, a need to be in the thick of combat.  When she feels that she’ll be more use spearheading an assault, she’ll be open to attack.  When that happens, I want your company to be right there to take her on.  I want you to kill her.”


One of the Knights whistled, but the Selani just looked enthusiastic.  “A difficult task, Lord Tarrin. We won’t know when or where she may do that…if at all.”


“Welcome to command,” Tarrin told him.  “It’s up to you to be there when she does it, Skairn.  Think about it, ask Kang for some advice, and listen to your troops.  They have more experience than you, and know what they’re doing.  I’m sure that as a unit, you’ll be able to figure it out and be in position when it happens.”

“It will be so,” one of the Vendari, a brown saltwater Vendari like Szath, said with a simple nod.


“We can’t thank you enough for this honor, Tarrin,” one of the Selani said, grinning like a child.  “A chance to battle the leader of the Demon army?  I’m quite excited about this now!”


“We should withdraw to learn about this Demon and consider our options,” Skairn said.  “May we be dismissed?”


“Be my guest,” Tarrin said, shooing them with his tail.


“Cute,” Triana told him as she came over after Skairn and the others left.  “Was that a good idea?  That Wikuni isn’t the first one I’d have picked for a job like that.”


“It’s time for him to show his hand,” Tarrin shrugged.  “Now he’ll find out if all that arrogance is justified.  But, he’s going to discover that command isn’t about just barking orders.  The Selani especially will educate him about that, since they’ll disobey him if he’s stupid.”


“He’ll get a taste of what he dishes out.”


Tarrin nodded.  “We’ll see how he handles it.”


Triana chuckled.  “This I want to see.”


An excited Selani scout rushed up into the compound and started calling almost immediately.  “Marshall Kang, Marshall Kang!  The Dura have arrived!”


“I’m, surprised, I thought they’d be here tomorrow,” Tarrin grunted.  “I’m glad they’re here, though.  Bragg needed to be here days ago.”

“Kang will be overjoyed to see him,” Triana noted.  “I heard while I was here that they get along very well.”


Tarrin nodded.  “Those two are good friends.”  He put his arm around his bond-mother and pulled her into the Conduit.  “Let’s go take a look. I’ve been tracking the Dura ever since I found them, but I’m a little surprised they got here this fast.  They must have went on a forced march since I checked on them yesterday.  Up we go,” he said, his wings flowing from his back, and then the two of them lifted into the air.  They rose up over the walls, high over the plateau, so high that the Pyrosian plain stretched out before them to the east.  To the north, a rope-like formation of dark dots moved forward with a plume of dust behind them, a huge formation of Dura, marching in perfect lines as they approached Pyros.


“That’s a lot of Dwarves,” Triana noted, holding onto Tarrin’s shoulder as they looked to the north.


“That’s almost all of them,” Tarrin told her.  “Outside of those Darax held back to protect the legacy of his people, that’s the entire Dura race marching towards Pyros.  Just like what happened back home, thousands of years ago.”


“Let’s hope this time, there’s a different ending to the story.”


“Amen.”


A complement of Dwarves were brought to the central compound about an hour after the army was spotted, and Tarrin was a bit surprised to see them being led by Darax, Dain of the Dura.  The young king was resplendent in his heavy plate armor, the Axe of the Dwarven King slung over his back.  He led his generals, foremost of them being Bragg, the heavily scarred Dwarf who was the true genius behind the Duran forces.  Much as Kang and Darvon were the greatest military minds of the humans, Bragg was the best tactician the Dwarves had.  Darax and Bragg approached the Conduit, and Tarrin nodded to them.


“You’re late,” Tarrin told them.


“We’ve been breaking up armies tryin’ to march in on ye from the north,” Darax answered with a slight smile.  “I see ye aren’t as dead as we’d heard.”


“Death is just an illness.  Easily overcome if you know the cure,” Tarrin said dryly, which made Darax laugh.  “I got a little present out of it this time, though,” he said, rubbing the white fur of his arm.  “I thought you’d be staying at the Iron Mountain.”

“A Dain’s place be at the side of his men,” Darax said bluntly.  “I left me best warriors among us back at the Iron Mountain to defend those who stayed behind, but this is where I need to be.  I’d be a sorry Dain if I hid under me bed like a baby.”


“Aye.  We’d have drug him out and strapped him to a mule if he’d tried,” Bragg noted, which made the other Dwarves laugh.  “Ye’ve built quite an army here.  Most of them look to be from yer world, not ours, though I’ve seen quite a few humans.”


“We have a vested interested in what goes on here,” Tarrin told them.  “Our world was ravaged by Demons once, long ago.  It’s why the Dura are here.  We don’t want to see that happen to anyone else, even if it means coming here to fight.  This may not be our world, but it is definitely our fight.”


“Aye,” Kang said simply.


“I nearly wet me codpiece when I saw one of those bloody huge blue beasts,” Bragg chuckled.  “What manner of beasts they be?”


“Those are dragons,” Tarrin told him, motioning towards the human-looking, robed Tenshale.  “Tenshale here is one of them, just in a magical human form.  I’m sure he’d be happy to tell you all about them.”

“It would be my pleasure,” Tenshale said with a nod.


“We can see to the dispensation and deployment of the Dura right now,” Kang said.  “I’m sure they’re tired, and would like to rest.  We already have a section of the city set up for them to make camp.”


“Aye, it’s been a hard march,” Darax said.  “And I’d really like to get me men settled in while ye catch us up on what the plan is and where we fit into it.”


There was little to do but wait.  Wait out the days as the Demons approached Pyros, as Kang and Bragg integrated the Dura into the city’s defenses, wait as Tarrin continued to try to figure out where the other Demons were, and work out how they were going to take the city when they were outnumbered against an army behind heavy fortifications.


The Demons were officially outnumbered now.  Fifty thousand Dura tipped the scales, even with the humans in the opposing army, and now the Demons were outnumbered by at least ten thousand.  The infusion of troops continued, however, as more and more humans, followers of the One, arrived at Pyros in response to the One’s call and took up arms against the coming Demonic horde.

Those humans in the Demon army…what were they doing?  Tarrin had slowed down their forces, gave them ample opportunities to escape with his rain and fog, yet not one had done so.  Not a single one.  He even consulted the One about the issue, and he too was unsure why they hadn’t escaped.  “Truly, Lord Tarrin, I do not understand this.  I have given them many omens that they need to flee, but to a man, they remain.  Perhaps they are under some kind of mind control?”


“Over a hundred thousand men all under a spell?  I don’t think so,” Tarrin replied.  “Can you imagine how long it would take, even a Demon that specializes in control, like a Succubus?  I doubt even Shiika could dominate so many so fast, and make them all hold.”

“Truly, but I can fathom no other explanation.”


“Maybe they be wantin’ to stay,” the scarred Bragg noted from across the table from where he was poring over a map of Pyros’ northern sectors with Kang, shooting any number of dark looks at the One, who had been the god of his mortal enemies his entire life.


“It may be so.  Perhaps the Demons promised them something,” the One fretted.


“That would be a bargain no mortal would find fair when all is said and done,” Kyrienna noted, who had rejoined the host the day before.  Phandebrass too was back, and Kyrienna kept an eye on him as he talked with Lorak and several Elaran and human Wizards, no doubt talking about Wizard magic.  There was something odd going on between those two.  Tarrin could see that Phandebrass represented a challenge to her, a Wizard of such towering reputation, a strange human that had burst into their Elaran world with his amazing abilities and stood shoulder to shoulder with the best they had.  Kyrienna seemed the competitive type, but she also was too refined and cultured to be direct about her perceived rivalry with Phandebrass.  Tarrin could see that she would prove to be his better during the battle, proving to everyone that she was the best Wizard.

But there was more to it than that, he could see.  Kyrienna was…intrigued by Phandebrass.  Infatuated.  But he could see that she didn’t quite seem to know what to do about it. After all, Phandebrass was a human, and he was from another world.  She didn’t quite know how to talk to him.  The few attempts Tarrin had seen her make were mostly about Wizard magic, where he overwhelmed her with exacting discussions of formulae and theories.  He had no doubt she found it interesting, but he also could tell that it wasn’t quite what she wanted to talk about.

They’d figure it out.  Maybe Kyrienna could teach Phandebrass that there was more to life than magic and learning.


As the days marched by in a frenzy of preparation, other faces returned.  Four days before the southern element of the Demon army would reach Pyros, Azakar trotted into the inner compound riding a new Brandywine Ro, the only horse big enough to carry him.  The chestnut stallion with his shaggy fetlocks was wearing a full set of plate barding, and when it carried the massive Mahuut Knight, they looked like a walking iron works, over a ton of deadly steel, bone, and muscle.  Azakar had gold filagree on his breastplate, which shocked Tarrin more than a little bit.  That filagree and design on his breastplate marked him as a Lord General.  He dismounted as more mounted Knights rode in behind him, taking hands in greeting as he approached the Conduit.  “Tarrin, I’ve brought the last of the ships,” he called.  “As well as the rest of the reinforcements from Sennadar.”

“It’s good to see you up and about,” Tarrin told him. “I think Darvon would have a few words with you over your armor, though.”


“Darvon was finally given permission to retire, but not quite yet,” Azakar said.  “I don’t understand why, but Karas chose me to take his place.  From now until Darvon officially steps down, I’m his Liege General.  When Darvon feels he’s trained me enough, he’ll retire, and the burden will be mine.”

“Well, I think it was a good choice,” Tarrin told him.  “You’re everything a Knight should be, Zak.  Brave, intelligent, and skilled, but also modest and kind.  You’re what they had in mind when they founded the order.”


“I think we’d disagree about that, Tarrin.  I don’t like it.  I didn’t want it.”


“And that’s why you’re the perfect choice,” Kang said as he stepped up.  “Great men don’t seek greatness.  Greatness seeks them out.”


“I just hope I don’t make a fool of myself,” Azakar said with a sigh.


“Never that, friend.  Now, since you’re the Liege General of the Knights, I think you need to be brought up to speed on what’s going on.  Come join the council and meet the rest of the command staff.”


“Liege General?  What’s that, father?” Rina asked from where she and Tara were playing with Fireflash.


“I guess Darvon made it up, the way he made up my and Allia’s titles, but I’d guess it means that Zak is second in command of the Knights.  He’ll be the Lord General when Darvon finally retires.”


“Oh.”


Azakar’s arrival in Pyros was like a trigger that caused an absolute frenzy of activity.  Defenses were shored up around the northern sectors of the volcano to prevent the Demons from coming up and over the mountain.  The walls were magically fortified to strengthen the stone, and the ships were fully shaken out and made airworthy as their crews trained ceaselessly to master flying the ships, and the defenders and magicians that would be on them practiced to get a feel for casting spells from the rail down to the ground below.  The army was fully deployed, and everyone knew where they were to be and what they were to do.  Just looking down at them from the plateau was a curious display of both the diversity and commonality of those here.  Sennadite and Pyrosian humans, in the uniforms of their armies, played dice and cards with Wikuni and Dwarves.  Selani and Vendari trained with Elaran soldiers, where no doubt the Elarans were the ones being taught the deadly fighting arts of the Dance and the Vendari style.  Skyships soared high above as dragons swooped by them, keeping an aerial surveillance seeking out any advanced scouts from the southern army, the one that would arrive first since Tarrin had bogged down Shaz’Baket’s main army to the east in an endless heavy rain.  Wikuni artillery masters trained others in how to use their cannons, as Keritanima hovered nearby, as in a building near the inner compound that had converted into a makeshift library, Wizards from Pyrosia, Sennadar, and Elara pooled their knowledge, traded spells, and learned from each other.  Phandebrass and Kyrienna were the shining stars in that building, as the most learned Sennadite Wizard and the most experienced Worldwalker were head and shoulders above most others.  Some Elaran Wizards had more education than them, but not more experience, and that was where it counted.  The High Masters of the Wizard’s Council of Elara had more extensive libraries of spells and more time to ponder the deepest mysteries of Arcane magic, but they couldn’t come close to the abilities of Phandebrass and Kyrienna when it came to actually using Wizard magic.  Phandebrass could cast any of the High Masters under the table, still casting long after they wore themselves out.

From where Tarrin could see, though, everything looked ready.  He, Allia, and Keritanima sat in on the final major planning session, as the generals went over the overall strategy…though they weren’t the only ones there.  Anyone with any kind of input was there, including Sapphire and Tenshale, Nightshade and Triana, Phandebrass, Lorak, Kyrienna, Ianelle, Tsukatta, Haley, Dolanna, Miranda, and Darax, as well as three Wikuni generals who had come with Azakar, a bobcat, a wolf, and a large bear Wikuni.  Kang began by unrolling a huge map of Pyros and setting it down.  “The last of the fortifications are installed,” he announced, “so now it’s just building up what’s already there to make things as hard as possible for the Demons.  Since Tarrin doesn’t really attend most of our meetings, we’re going to go over the entire plan so he knows what’s going on.”


“I’ve been busy,” Tarrin told him.  “It’s not easy keeping a rainstorm in place for six days, Kang.”

“I’ll bet Shaz’Baket is waterlogged by now.”


“She’s furious, but that’s beside the point.  They can’t take a single step without sinking to the waist in mud, so the bulk of their forces isn’t going to be here when the southern army arrives.”


“Nice,” Darax chuckled.


“This is why nobody crosses the katzh-dashi back home, Dain Darax,” Kang told him.  “You don’t irritate people who can control the weather.”


“Aye, I can see the truth of that.”


“Anyway, Tarrin, this is what we’re going to do.  Since defending this compound and you is the ultimate goal, everything radiates out from here.  We have four lines of defense.  The outer wall will be the least manned, holding mainly catapults and magic-users, with enough forces there to protect them.  Their job is to harass the opponent until they reach the wall, then retreat.  That wall has no gate, and our magicians have done admirably in making it unbreakable.”


“I don’t get it.  If it’s so strong, why not defend it?” Jasana asked curiously.


“Because, little lady, it’s nothing but an obstacle.  The scaffolding the defenders will use is simple wood, and it will be destroyed when they pull back, giving the enemy no way to use the wall to its advantage.  That wall is there only to force the Demons to climb it, and they won’t be able to move any siege engines or heavy equipment past it.  I know most Demons won’t need it, but those humans in the army will.  It’s going to slow those humans down considerably.  It’s going to be impossible for them to engineer moving any heavy equipment over an impenetrable wall that’s going to be open to attack from this wall,” he said, pointing at the second wall, which was close to the first.  “This wall is just out of the range of most spells, but easily within range of the Wikuni cannons.  Anyone coming over that wall has to cross this no-man’s land filled with traps and obstacles and reach the second wall, facing enemy fire, dragon attacks, and magical assault from the air the whole time.  The first wall prevents an easy retreat, and there’s nothing out there to grant cover.”


“The first wall is just there to pin them inside the bailey,” Rina reasoned, looking at the map.  “Give them no room to maneuver.”


“Precisely, my dear,” Kang nodded.  “This bailey will be a killing ground.  This wall will be manned with every type of ranged weapon we have.   Artillery, catapults, archers, Wikuni musketmen, magicians, Duran crossbowmen, everything.  Every step the Demons take is going to cost them dearly.”

“The third wall is a more conventional kind of defense,” Azakar began when Kang looked to him.  “But up to a point.  Since we have so much wall to defend, there’s only going to be scouts, artillerymen, and ranged attack forces on most of it, with the infantry forces in the inner bailey ready to move.  When Demons approach parts of the wall, defenders will rush to that area.  That way we don’t try to defend the entire wall, only those parts of it under attack, always holding enough reserves back to respond if the Demons split up to attack other parts of the wall.  If the second wall is breached, everyone will retreat back to the third wall, which will hold the majority of the reserves.  The bailey between those walls holds the moat for the ships, so it’s an added obstacle.  The rest of the cannons are on this wall, the long range ones that they can fire at anything right up to the walls.”


“Aye, my artillery masters can fire at trajectory from the third wall and land a cannonball anywhere from the second bailey all the way out past the first wall,” the Wikuni Marine General Zain said, a bobcat Wikuni with a missing left fang.  He’d arrived with Azakar, and was the commander of the artillery school.  It was said Zain could land a cannonball on a dinner plate from any range, on the first shot.  He had a talent for it.

“If the third wall is breached, the inner wall is the last major line of defense.  All our remaining reserves will be here, as well as our best warriors and our mounted cavalry.  Also, Lord One has agreed to participate in the defense of the lower plain should they reach that far, meaning the Demons have to contend directly with a god to get up here.”


“Yes, I will raise my sword and shield and smite our common enemy,” the One affirmed.  “Protection of this site is of utmost importance, for all our sakes.  It must be protected, and I will lend my sword to that defense.  My power is still weak yet, but I can still wield my sword and use what power I do command to defend this inner compound.  During the battle I will be doing what I can where I can with my divine power to help our cause, but if they penetrate to the inner areas, I will take up arms and fight if need be.”


“They’ll defend the lower plain leading up to here while Duran mountaineer specialists man the volcano’s fortifications to defend any approach over the volcano’s slopes.  That rings the inner compound with defense.  Miranda will be here to defend the inner compound, to use her ritual magic to banish large numbers of Demons if it comes to it.  Have you prepared the area?”


“Aye, Zak,” she told him.  “I consecrated ground for a shrine, and there are enough Wikuni here now to allow my Mistress to enact her power directly in this world.  I can perform the ritual.”


“And I also can directly enact my will here,” the One added.  “Because I am a god and not a Priest, I cannot enact the ritual Lady Miranda can use.  That requires a mortal, and I have no High Priest here capable of the task.  However, I can banish Demons directly, and not exhaust myself.  I understand that defending the Weave is the lynchpin of defeating the Demon Lord, so I will use all of my power to keep it safe.  If, by some extraordinary means, they push past the defenders below, I will return here.”

“Good.  If they penetrate all our defenses and breach the walls of the inner compound, the last line of defense is you, Tarrin.”


“Aye.  Lad, we don’t want you using your magic unless they directly threaten you.  You’re our strongest weapon, but we can’t let you wear yourself out and find yourself without any strength if they reach you.  So, lad, you stay out of it.”


“But you’re going to need some major firepower,” Tarrin told him.

“Aye, that’s what she’s for,” he said, pointing at Jasana.  “Put her in the Conduit with you and let her be the one to strike at the enemy.  Dolanna told me she’s as strong as you.  Well, if she’s in there with you, she can put the hammer on the Demons, and that leaves you fresh and ready if they get too close, capable of defending yourself.”

“It is a very wise idea, dear one,” Dolanna told him, heading off any objection.  “Jasana can be the scythe and allow you to be the spear.  She can sweep down the Demons and allow you to hold back all your power for more precise attacks.”


“That’s not going to happen,” Tarrin said flatly.  “Jasana has my strength, but not my endurance.  If anyone is going to strike first, it’ll be me.  I can pull back and rest while Jasana stays fresh to protect me if needs be,” he said, holding up a paw over the coming objections.   “Besides, at the beginning, I already have a plan that’s going to involve all four of my daughters.  When we Circle, we can dish out some serious magic, and it won’t tire us out.  Once that’s done, I’ll pull back and rest and allow the rest of my daughters to continue fighting, that way I’m fresh and ready if they get too close.”


“That’s acceptable,” Kang said with a nod.  “As long as you’re not out there using up all your strength, that’s what’s important.  If they get to you, Tarrin, you must be able to defend yourself.”


“What do you intend to do?” Bragg asked.


“I’m honestly not sure yet.  It’s going to depend entirely on where the Demons are and how many there are.  I’ll basically just wing it.  I’m good at that.”


“My heart sometimes cannot take your improvisation,” Dolanna laughed lightly.


“How are the dragons and flying ships going to work in this?” Jasana asked.


“They will basically roam freely in groups of two or more,” Zebri answered.  “No dragon or skyship will be alone, for mutual protection.  Two dragons and five skyships will be held back in reserve.  Each skyship will have a da’shar aboard who can accept commands, to strike where the generals call.  Dolanna will be the one to call commands to the skyships.  An Elaran will be the one to call targets to the dragons.  Have they chosen the magician yet?”


“My sister Neh is going to do it,” Kyrienna noted.  “She’s quite adept at the sending spell.”


“What about the humans in the Demon army?” Eron asked.  “The ones that won’t leave?”


“Sadly, I must declare them enemies,” the One answered.  “I have repeatedly warned them to flee, but they will not.  I do not understand why.  If they come here and raise arms against us, they must be defeated as any foe.”


“I know that can’t be easy,” Miranda told the One, a little compassionately.


“I do not wish to bring harm to my own, but if I must sacrifice some to save all, then that is what must be done.  I will find no pleasure in it, however.”


“And that’s basically that,” Kang stated.  “Our greatest liability is the amount of wall we have to defend, but Zak’s idea of holding the main force in a central location and deploying them only to the sections under attack cuts down on our vulnerability.”

“Then why not pull back and concentrate everything?” Jasana asked.


“Because the enemy force is too large, and we can’t gamble that Shaz’Baket has a trick that would let her get within striking distance of Tarrin,” Kang answered.  “We have to wear them down before they get too close, keep the Demons as far from the inner compound as possible.  She’s too dangerous.  Our battle plan was designed around the fact that she’s leading the enemy army.  We do not take her lightly.”


“Wise,” Dolanna murmured.


“She won’t get anywhere near Tarrin,” Mist hissed, her claws extending.  “I have to pay that bitch back for what she’s done to my son and my mate.”


“You’ll have to get in line,” Azakar told her.  “There’s quite a few of us who want to take a bite out of her, myself included.”


“Tarrin set Skairn and some elite soldiers to shadow that Demoness and kill her if she leaves the safety of the rear area,” Kang told Mist.


“Then I’ll have to go through them,” Mist snorted.  “Nobody lays a finger on that bitch but me.”


“That’s not going to be a healthy attitude here, mother,” Kimmie told her carefully.  “I’m sure you wouldn’t mind if they helped you kill her?  After all, she’s bound to have powerful bodyguards.  It wouldn’t be wise to go after her alone.”


“I guess that would be alright.  But that bitch is mine,” Mist said hotly, balling one of her huge fists and shaking it at the assembled command staff.  “I’m going to rip her heart out and stuff it down her throat.”

“We should warn Skairn he has one more in his unit, and one he’d better not try to order around,” Haley chuckled.


“Let him figure it out,” Jasana giggled.


“There’s just a matter of deciding who stays in here to defend Tarrin,” Azakar said.


“I’ll be staying,” Haley said.  “I have a promise to keep,” he added, looking at Dolanna.


“I have vowed to defend Tarrin-san at all costs, so my place is here, where I can honor my word,” Tsukatta said.


“Tarrin already told us we’re staying in here,” Keritanima grunted, patting Allia’s shoulder.


“No, your Majesty, it wasn’t just Tarrin.  You should not be out there putting yourself in jeopardy. If you were injured, it would demoralize your Wikuni troops.  We can’t risk that,” Kang warned her.  “And Tarrin will need the absolute best warriors in here with him if the Demons get this close, so naturally Lady Allia should remain here.”


“Such a sweet talker, Kang,” Allia murmured.


“Besides, I need some company.  A delicate lady like myself shouldn’t be left alone with such rough-looking scoundrels,” Miranda said with a cheeky grin.


“You’re worse than they are,” Keritanima accused.


“I think you’d better revise that statement, since I’ll be here as well,” Camara Tal stated.  “And Koran.  He’s going to lead the Sorcerers staying here if it comes to it.”


“I don’t think I’m much of a lady,” Koran Tal objected.


“Well, naturally, you’re one of the ladies keeping me company, Camara,” Miranda teased.  “And Koran?  No comment.”


“I love you too, Miranda,” he said acidly.


“I say, I’d love to stay here, but I’m needed more out there, I am.  But I can set a Gemjump spell that would allow me to return to the compound with a single word, it will,” Phandebrass announced.  “That way I can do what I can where I can, but be available at a second’s notice.”

“I’ve already deployed a force of Knights, the Imperial Guard of the Legions, and the best of each individual army to remain in the inner compound as the last line of defense,” Kang added.  “My Legions are extensively trained in defensive tactics, and you’ll find them an excellent anchor for the others to hold the inner compound.”


“And ye’ll find that nothing is tougher to crack than a wall of Dura defending a line,” Bragg added.  “The stone of the Iron Mountain is in our bones.  The Demons can crash against us all day.”


“Eron, you’re staying here,” Tarrin told his son.


“Aww!  Father, I can fight!”


“I know you can, but there may come a time when your unique abilities may matter more here than out there.  If Shaz’Baket has worked up some way to get in here with magic, I’m going to need you.”


“Alright,” he sighed.


“What ability?” Kang asked curiously.


“My son can stop all magic around him, at will,” Tarrin said, rather proudly.  “He’s the ultimate shield against any surprises Shaz’Baket might have in store.  As long as he’s careful not to get me tangled up in his ability, he can protect the inner compound from any kind of magical attack.”


“I’ve been practicing, father.  I think I can kind of pass you over when I do it,” he announced.


“A formidable ability,” Kang said with a nod.  “Your father is right, young Eron.  This is the best place for you to be.”


“I would think that you could protect yourself, my dear one,” Dolanna smiled.


“I’m going to have other things on my mind, Dolanna.  I’d much rather have Eron here to help, so I can focus on killing Demons rather than protecting myself.  Besides, it puts him here if it comes to a fight.  Not many can face down Eron when it comes to blows.”

“He had better not be easy to defeat in battle,” Allia said dangerously.  “Not after his father and me spent all that time training him.”


“I won’t embarrass you, Aunt Allia.”


“You had better not, or I will take you from your father and give you real instruction, without his soft sentimentality.”


“I wouldn’t call learning under father soft,” Eron laughed.  “If I could scar, I could show you some doozies.  He once cut my arm off.”


“You struck the arm off your own son?” Zebri asked in surprise.


“He wasn’t paying attention,” Tarrin shrugged.  “That’s the price you pay for not paying attention.  Better to lose an arm to me and learn your lesson than lose your head to someone who won’t give you a second chance.”


“Truly,” Allia nodded in agreement.


“I know that feeling,” Jasana growled, looking at Triana.


“Were-cats are very…direct, Zebri,” Dolanna told her.  “Their unusual racial abilities give them a different outlook on things like pain and injury.  They can only be truly harmed by magic or silver, so the use of what might seem barbaric punishments are the norm for them.  After all, they can do their children no true harm, and the memory of the pain is a very healthy motivator to prevent making the same mistake.”


“Ah.”

“All that’s really left is to assign each division to a location,” Azakar said.


“Then let’s get to work,” Kang said.  “I’d like to make one last tour of the fortifications to make sure we haven’t missed anything.  How long do we have, Tarrin?”


“Three, maybe four days until the southern army gets here,” he answered.  “The main force is six or seven days away.”


“That should be plenty of time,” Kang nodded.  “I don’t think the southern army will be much of a danger.  I doubt they’ll attack without Shaz’Baket.”


“I’m not sure,” Tarrin said quietly.  “I wouldn’t be surprised if they did.”

The meeting broke up, but Jasana hovered nearby, then sat down inside the Conduit with him.  “What is it, cub?”


“What’s really going to happen, father?” she asked, in the manner of the Cat.  “I don’t think you’re holding much to the plan.  I know you.  You could wipe out most of the army by yourself.  Why are you holding back?  What’s going on?”


Without a word, he enveloped Jasana with Sorcery, brought out his wings, and lifted them high, high over the city, so high they were just below the clouds.  Jasana showed no fear on her perch of solid air, hanging her feet over the edge and leaning back on her paws.  “So, father, what’s really going on?  Why play this game?”


“Because it has to be done,” Tarrin said, hovering near her.  “You don’t know Shaz’Baket, cub.  Not the way I do.  I hate her for what she did to Eron, but I never let that blind me to the fact that she’s brilliant and she’s dangerous.  She’s marching on us, despite knowing that we can obliterate her army.  By the trees, cub, I could be blowing large chunks out of her army right now from here, but I’m not sure what’s going on yet.  She wouldn’t bother marching on us if she didn’t have a plan.  And it’s as if her being outnumbered doesn’t matter at all.”


“So, why aren’t we blowing her army to pieces?  Wouldn’t that help?”


“It would help, but it wouldn’t help in the long run, cub.  It might just be exactly what she wants, and if I destroy too much of her army, it might cause her to turn away, cub.  I do not want that.  I want them to attack Pyros,” Tarrin said.  “Whatever Shaz’Baket has in mind, it has to be something that will make our defenses and our army pointless.  She wouldn’t be coming if she wasn’t confident she can get around our advantages.  That’s one reason I’m not doing it.  The other is because those Demons must carry out their attack here.”

“I think it’s a mistake, father.  We have a chance to kill off some of the enemy army.”


“You’re thinking in the moment, cub.  I’m looking a little past that.  Cub, if I lash out from here and wipe out a large swath of her army, it might cause her to break off the attack and take what forces she has to Verix, where I’ll have to go through them to reach Gruz.  Besides, I’ll bet Shaz’Baket is asking herself the same question.  Why am I not taking chunks out of her army?  I don’t want her to find an answer to that, cub.  I want her to stew on it.  Maybe it’ll keep her distracted long enough for us to figure out what she’s up to.”


“Well, it doesn’t make much sense to me, but I trust you, father.”


“That’s so good to hear, cub,” he said dryly.


“So, what about what we’re going to do?  Are we going to go by Kang’s plan?”


“Yes and no,” he said.  “Like I said, Shaz’Baket has something planned. I can feel it.  Kang’s plan isn’t going to hold up to whatever surprise she has for us, at least as far as you and me go.  I’m sure his battle plan will protect the city, but there’s going to be more going on than that.  You and me, cub, we’re going to be dealing with whatever the Demoness has up her sleeve.  After all, she must have something.  She wouldn’t bother coming all this way just to fight a hopeless battle.”


“I think you’re worrying too much about it, father.  Just let her come.  Let her spring her trap.  Between you and me, what could she possibly do that we couldn’t deal with?”

“Cub, that arrogance of yours is going to be your downfall,” Tarrin told her bluntly.  “You may be a sui’kun, but you’re still mortal.  You’ll die just as fast as an Aldreth villager if someone sticks a knife in the right place.  You’re making the last mistake you’d ever want to make against someone like Shaz’Baket.  You’re underestimating her.  Don’t ever do that.  If you do, she’ll beat you down like a dog.  And don’t ever forget it.”


“I’m not underestimating her, father.  I just don’t see how she could possibly threaten us.”


“That’s underestimating her, cub.  You’d be amazed at how resourceful she is, or how intelligent.  I expect her to surprise us all.  And we have to be ready for that, at a moment’s notice.  That’s why I’m not going to wear myself out taking bites out of her army until she’s here.  I don’t want to put myself in a position where I’m not ready for her, at any time.  And when she gets here, I’m going to be ready for her, even when it looks like I’m busy with something else.  And you’d better be ready too.”

“Well, I think it’s not necessary.  I’d rather protect the soldiers here helping us than put them at risk staying on guard for something that may not happen.”


“That’s the Cat in you talking, cub.  What’s going on is more important than what’s happening right now.  I know I’m taking a risk, but it’s not as much of a risk as attacking them would be.  And all this, cub, this is just a distraction from the real goal.  Pyros isn’t the main focus, cub.  The Demon Lord is.  Defending the Heart is important, but remember why we’re doing it.”


“So we can use magic here.”


“No, cub, we’re doing it so the Demon Lord is kept powerless,” he answered.  “That’s what all this is really all about.  That’s why Shaz’Baket’s coming.  Look past the moment, cub.  Look at the big picture.  Shaz’Baket is coming here to destroy the Weave and restore the powers of the Demons on this world, which would make them almost unstoppable.  We’re trying to prevent that.  When all this is over, then the real fight’s going to begin, when I go to Verix and kill the Demon Lord.  Half of what’s going on here is just luring in as many Demons as possible so we can kill them without them getting in the way when I go after Gruz.  Every Demon that survives this battle may be another enemy I have to plow through to reach Gruz when I go after him.  It’s much safer killing them here, from a defensive position where we have the advantage, than it will be there, where the Demons control the ground and have the advantage.  Do I like it, cub?  No.  I know I’m putting the lives of these people at risk, and more will die because of it.  I have enough blood on my paws, I don’t need anymore, but it has to be done.  Because in the big picture, we need to wipe out as many Demons as we can.  And if we start killing them before they get here, they may break off the attack and focus on defending Verix.  That will make it easier for us here and now, but it’ll make it harder for us down the line, when it’s really going to matter.  I hate that some of our own are going to die because of it, but when you look at the big picture, you see that those sacrifices are critical for our ultimate success.  It’s never an easy choice, but it’s a choice that has to be made.”

“I…I see, father.  I never realized,” she said, breaking off and looking down.  “I never realized being a general would mean you have to make such hard choices.  I thought you just told men where to go.”


“No, cub, it’s about gambling with the lives of the men and women under you.  Go talk to Kang, or Zak.  They’ll tell you that it’s a world of difference between pushing little wooden counters over a map and making battle plans, then seeing the real people those little pieces of wood represented about to go into battle and die.  All we can do is ensure that any lives lost aren’t lost in vain, that it counted for something, and that we honor their sacrifice by carrying through to ultimate victory.”


“This isn’t quite as fun as it seemed to be this morning,” she sighed.


“Welcome to the real world, Jasana,” Tarrin told her quietly, dropping down just a bit and putting his white-furred paw on her shoulder.  “It’s harder for me than it is for the others,” he admitted.  “To know that I can blast a good chunk of her army and save lives here is always in the back of my mind, and it’s going to make me very angry when the Demons get here and people start to die.  But I know that it has to be done, cub.  We have to lure them in and kill them here, and that means leaving them alone until they’re in the trap.  Once we have them here, and I’m sure we’ve neutralized whatever trick Shaz’Baket has for us, we can unleash ourselves on the Demons.  But not until then.”


“Then why slow Shaz’Baket down?”


“To give us some extra time,” he answered.  “And I was trying to give the humans a chance to run, but they won’t leave.  We needed to shore up our defenses, and the rain was the perfect way to slow them down while giving the humans a chance to escape.  Besides, if I did nothing, Shaz’Baket would see that as strange.  She knows I can reach that far.  If I didn’t do something, she’d wonder why, and maybe pull her forces back.  And that’s not what I want.”

“Father.  You once said that if we kill the Demon Lord, that all the Demons he summoned would be banished.  Why waste time killing them here if we can just kill the Demon Lord and banish them all?”


“I thought of that, cub, but it’s a problem much like Shaz’Baket,” he answered.  “If we kill her, we win, the army will fall apart.  Demons don’t cooperate well without something like a marilith or a balor, something they obey out of fear.  So, to beat the army, we kill Shaz’Baket.  But to get to Shaz’Baket, we have to go through the army.”


“Ohhh, so the more we kill here, the fewer will be in the way when you go after it,” she realized.


“Yes, cub.  I’d have preferred him to be here so we could kill it, but it either knows what I’m carrying or it’s confident Shaz’Baket can succeed without it being here.  If it had come, it would have made this much—“  He cut off when he felt a sudden shift out there.  It took him a moment to understand what he was feeling.  It was the other half of his sword.  It had just moved a large distance in a very short time, and it moved towards him.  Tarrin considered it a moment, then realized that his shadow was coming this way, in leaps and bounds, most likely using magic to travel a large distance.  It was coming right towards him. Clearly, it intended to come to him…but why?  Why now?  It had to know he’d been back, for days now, and it ignored him.  It was going by itself now, obviously having gained enough power from the Demons to begin to think for itself.  Had it completed some task it had given itself, and now had the time to come to him?


He’d find out in about five minutes, from the feel of it.


“Cub, we should get down,” he told Jasana.  “My shadow is moving this way.  It’s coming to Pyros.”


“Why?”


“I don’t know.  I’m not sure how it’s doing it either.  It’s using magic to travel.”


Tarrin brought them back down and set Jasana on the platform, but he felt his shadow jump a tremendous distance in an instant, going from hundreds of leagues away to just a few longspans to the southeast.  Before he could even tell the others it was coming, he felt the shard of the sword lunge again, and Tarrin’s shadow winked into being directly in front of him.


It didn’t look anything like he remembered. It was still a shade, a being of shadows, but it had substance and depth now, a mirror image of Tarrin with gray skin, black clothing, and glowing red eyes.  But there was more. There was a presence about the shadow, a feeling that it was more than a magical construct.  Tarrin sensed in that instant that the shadow had absorbed enough magic, had experienced enough through its tasks that it had gained a spark of self-awareness.  It was more than a simple magical force now, it was a semi-sentient magical creature with intelligence.

It didn’t say a word.  It raised a gray paw, and Tarrin felt something jerk.  Instantly, something appeared in that raised paw, something that made Tarrin’s heart skip a beat.


It was Tarrin’s half of his sword.


The shadow turned as if to flee, then vanished like it had never been.


Tarrin was thunderstruck.  He was beyond stunned, he was totally immobilized by the absolute impossibility he had just experienced, something that went completely beyond the fact that the shadow had just stolen his half of the sword, and now could reassemble the weapon and reawaken the power it contained.  It went beyond that.  The theft of the shard was really nothing that concerned Tarrin too much, for he could get that back, and besides, he trusted his shadow. It was how it was done that floored Tarrin, leaving him to gape at Triana in shock, who could only stare in disbelief in return.


He could only gawk at Triana, his mind totally numb from the implausibility of what they had just witnessed.  Haley ran up, Jasana gasped and looked to Triana, then her father, but the two Hierarchs could only stare at each other and try to come up with some kind of explanation to explain the impossible.  He was so shocked he barely registered the sudden influx of power that told him that his shadow had restored the sword, and now wielded the power it contained.  He felt it bound away to the east, towards Verix, towards the Demon Lord.  Even in his stunned state, he realized that the shadow meant to do war upon the Demon Lord by itself, using the power of the sword to take on the army protecting their master.  Tarrin was too busy, though, trying to find an explanation for the miracle they had all just witnessed.

But there was no explanation.  There was no answer to what Tarrin’s shadow had done, how it had managed it.


Tarrin’s shadow had used Druidic magic.
