Chapter 5

Myn was driving the twins absolutely crazy.

Rina, well, Kimmie could understand that.  Her younger cub had a sweet innocence and kindness about her that would make someone like Myn the utter center of her attention, with her need to be her friend.  Rina wanted to be Myn’s friend, but it was a selfish impulse, not something of true compassion.  Rina was interested in Myn because Rina had decided that Myn needed a friend, and that was that.  Myn’s feelings, or the reality of the situation, would not enter into Rina’s mind in the slightest.  Much like other Were-cats, Rina had decided on how things should be, and that was how things were going to be.  And if anyone complained, well, that was their problem, since Rina obviously knew better than them.  Typical Were-cat arrogance.


Tara, that was the surprise.  At first, her curiosity about Myn went no further than her mask-like tattoo. Tattooing was an almost unknown thing on Sennadar, practiced only by certain Mahuut and Nyrian peoples, and something of a fad among seagoing men who plied the seas around the continent of Arathorn.  She would stare at the tattoo endlessly, and Tara being Tara, the discomfort this caused Myn was irrelevant.  In true Tara fashion, she had made no pretense about staring at the tattoo, getting right in Myn’s face and staring right at it, even touching the dark blue skin, skin colored blue by the dye beneath it.  Not even getting called down about her atrocious lack of manners had dissuaded her.  Tara was mystified by the tattoo, but then after she learned why she had it, her interest in Myn became centered more in her history.  Tara wanted to know what it had been like to be of the magician caste, and how she had managed to trick Elara society to rise from the laborer caste to become a Wizard.  There was a story there lurking beneath that attractive tattooed face, and Tara had a weakness when it came to a good story.

Kimmie was certain that it was not a good one.  She had watched the girl from a distance in the days since they had left Pyros, riding south, following the device that her mentor Phandebrass had fabricated to point them in the direction of the shard of Tarrin’s sword they were tasked to recover.  Something very bad had happened to the girl, something terriby traumatic.  Myn reminded Kimmie almost perfectly of Azakar, or more to the point, how Azakar had been when she first came to know him.  Back then he was almost militantly silent, as if he was afraid to speak, to draw attention to himself.  Myn was much the same way.  She never spoke unless someone spoke to her first, and when she did speak, she said as few words as possible without being evasive.  That was the behavior of someone who did not want any attention, trying to blend into the background and be as invisible as possible.  She always kept her head down, looking at the ground, and her long, almost sinfully thick and luxuriant blonde hair was almost always covering her face.  Her hair could be absolutely lovely, but it was unwashed, stringy, and unkempt, but not so dirty or so dishevelled that it brought attention to herself.  Her robes were much the same way, severely designed gray robes with a simple leather belt that had many pouches on it for her material components, neither completely clean nor conspicuously dirty, devoid of any decoration save the mask-like emblem that was dyed onto the back in dark blue, a blue the same shade as her tattoo.


The mark of her shame, Kimmie saw.


A tragic story, hers was.  She’d been filled in before leaving Pyros.  Myn was a brilliant Wizard, exceptionally powerful despite the fact that she was only a shade under thirty years old; barely more than a child in the eyes of the Elara.  She could have been one of the brightest stars of her generation, if not for the fact that she was of the laborer caste, which was the lowest caste in her society.  The higher castes scornfully called them korga, one of the harshest-sounding words in their musical langauge that rather succinctly summed up how those other castes viewed the laborers.  Loosely translated, korga meant untouchable, a reference to the fact that under Elaran law, they were not even allowed to touch a member of a higher caste.  They had to wear gloves at all times, symbols of their status as laborers.

Slavery without ownership.  That’s what Kimmie called it.  Arakite slaves had more rights than her caste.


Kimmie still hadn’t managed to drag the details out of the girl, but she knew enough to understand the basic events.  Myn had such a desire to learn magic that she had somehow managed to trick her way into being accepted into a Wizard school, and there she learned magic.  She graduated, earned the rank of Wizard, and served her people for five years before they found out the truth of her.  And it was only her awesome potential that saved her life.  The penalty for an untouchable to violate the laws of caste was death, but the Elara were so desperate for Wizards of Myn’s potential that they waived that death sentence…though sometimes Kimmie wondered if death wouldn’t have been more humane.  Instead of executing her, Myn was tattooed with that blue mask, a symbol of her shame, and put back into service to her people as a Wizard under the command of Elara who hated her for her deception.  They had been her former colleagues, people who before that had called her friend, but after they found out who she really was, they felt revolted that she, a laborer, an untouchable, had dared to pretend to be their equal.  It infuriated them and caused them to mistreat her terribly, but they didn’t beat her or abuse her physically…instead they starved her of any kind of meaningful social contact, surrounding her with people who would not even acknowledge her.  That didn’t seem like too harsh a punishment until one understood how utterly alone she was now.  No Elara of any caste would so much as look at her.  She was urimiuni, The Invisible, a punishment of exile from social contact, and for someone like Myn, a young girl surrounded by those she had once called friend but who now scorned her, it had to be hell.  Surrounded by people who would not even look at her, the only contact she had of any kind of social interaction the harsh commands of her handlers, who treated her like a trained dog.  She was there to do one thing and one thing only, and that was cast spells.  When they had no need of her, she did not exist.

There were many ways to abuse a person, and the way they deigned to abuse Myn was just as cruel as those who had put the scars on Azakar’s back.


And in the paramount act of hatred for Myn’s deception, they had made the tattoo absolutely impossible to remove.  It was laid into her skin with magic, and the magic was infused and intertwined into her very body and soul.  Any attempt to remove the tattoo would kill her.

She rode just behind Kimmie, head bowed, trying her best to ignore the bubbling chatter of Rina, her bare hands tightly gripping the reins and pulled tightly against her stomach.  Kimmie had absolutely forbade her from wearing gloves, and Myn seemed utterly unable to keep her hands out where someone might touch her bare skin.  Kimmie was in the middle of making her a new dress to replace that horrible robe, but Myn seemed unwilling to give up the garment, stating in a soft, quiet voice that to wear anything other than the robe would be breaking the law.

Not that that mattered.  Kimmie too was a Were-cat, and she had many of the traits of her daughter.  She would straighten Myn out, wether Myn wanted it or not.


The others either weren’t all that worried about Myn, or understood that she wasn’t the talkative type.  Ianelle and Sevren, riding behind the slender Elara, rode in comfortable silence.  The blond-haired Sha’Kar was looking off the the east, towards a low series of hills carpeted with trees, while Sevren rode with a book in one hand and the reins in the other, basicly letting the horse follow along behind Myn as he read.  Behind them were Kord and Orin, the blond-braided half-Ungardt brothers in their Knight’s armor, both of them with faces sheened over with sweat from wearing the heavy armor in the muggy summer day.  Tara rode behind them, her face dark as she shot glares from between the Sorcerers towards her mother after being sent back to ride with Szath.  That monstrous Vendari rode behind the Knights, leading the pack animals, following along behind the others as his black eyes kept a cautious eye out behind them.

Szath was…well, Kimmie could just say that he was a nice enough Vendari, but he had to be the slowest sentient being she’d ever met.  He wasn’t very intelligent.  It sometimes took him a moment to puzzle out the meaning of the commands he was given, but Kimmie had to admit, once he understood what it was she wanted him to do, it got done.  Sometimes it didn’t get done immediately, especially if it required him to think about what to do, but he got it done, and he did it to the best of his ability.  He considered hanging a tea kettle over a fire to be just as important a task as defending the host from danger, and he approached all things with total focus and attention to the task at hand.  The only field where Szath’s reactions were swift and sure were when he reacted to possible danger, or pointed out potential threats to the others.  His mind was slow, but he had been trained in those areas, and they were things he understood and knew what to do when confronted with them.  At first Kimmie thought he was going to be a liability, but after getting some experience with him, she quickly revised that opinion.  So long as one remembered that he wasn’t very smart, it was not hard at all for him to fit in with the others.  He wasn’t talkative or open—no Vendari really was—but he was polite, he was observant, and he was always careful.  Ianelle was the one who gently guided him along, and the Sha’Kar had shown both patience with the Vendari and a curious kindness to him.


Mist loped in from ahead, having run ahead to scout a small thicket of trees that was dead ahead.  She rejoined the host and motioned for them to stop.  Kimmie reined in her horse, and the train came to a halt before the tall Were-cat.  “There’s no humans,” she announced to them.  “It has a stream running through the middle, it’d be a good place to camp for the night.”


“That would be most agreeable to me,” Ianelle said.  “I still have not quite acclimated to riding this animal.”


“We need to eat anyway,” Kimmie reasoned.  “I’d like something hot for dinner.  Did you find a camp site, mother?”


Mist nodded.  “A small clearing on the south side of the thicket,” she answered.  “There’s a few deer roaming in there.  I’ll go on ahead and take one down, you can meet me at the site.  Cubs!” Mist called.


“Yes, Grandmother?” they asked in unison.


“You’re coming with me,” she called back to them.  “Both of you need some exercise.”


“Aww,” Rina growled, glancing at Myn.  “Alright, Grandmother.”


Rina’s reluctance was overshadowed by Tara’s enthusiasm, as she literally jumped off her horse and ran between Ianelle and Sevren, then grabbed Rina’s foot and hiked it up and over the horse as she ran between Rina and Myn, nearly sending her head over heels of her horse.  Rina managed to recover and land on her feet, giving her twin sister an ugly glare.  Tara was about the only thing around that could sour Rina’s usually sunny disposition.  The two adolescent Were-cat females joined their towering grandmother in front of the host, as Tara used a rawhide thong to tie back her dark hair, and Rina absently scratched at the black fur on her arm as she waited.

“Come on, you two,” Mist ordered.


The three of them hurried ahead, and Kimmie watched them rush towards the grove of trees with a quiet sigh of relief.  The twins had been bored and fidgety, and Mist had had the perfect idea to take them ahead and have them help her hunt.  Kimmie called for Kord and Orin to take the reins of the twins’ horses, and she also motioned for Myn to advance and ride beside her as she started then forward again at a walk, giving her bond-mother and daughters time to get in there and track down a deer before they arrived.  The Elara rode beside her in total silence, her head down and her hands tucked in against her stomach.


“Are you having trouble with saddlesores, Myn?” she asked.


“No, Mistress,” she answered in her soft voice.


“Myn.”


“Yes, Mistress?”


“Look at me.”


Myn shyly turned her head towards Kimmie, then slowly raised her eyes, as if fighting against a strong impulse to keep her head down.  “Keep going, girl, you’re almost there,” Kimmie noted, which made Kord and Orin chuckle behind her.  Myn finally brought up her vibrant lavender eyes, stunningly beautiful eyes that both seemed to clash with her blond hair and pale skin and also accent them.  Those purple eyes were surrounded by the dark blue of the mask that was tattooed into her skin, making them even more striking.


“There, that wasn’t so hard, was it?  From now on, when you talk to me, I want you to look at me.  I promise, I don’t bite.”


“Yes, Mistress,” Myn replied, her eyes moving down, and then she caught herself and raised them again.


“And don’t call me Mistress,” she snorted.  “My name is Kimmie.  When you call me Mistress, it makes me feel like a Shacèan courtesan.”


“Yes, M—Kimmie.”


“Someday you’ll have to explain how you know that, Miss Kimmie,” Kord said. Orin tried in vain to stifle a laugh.


“Boys,” Ianelle called sternly.  “Behave.”


“Aye, Mistress Ianelle,” Orin said with a straight face, which caused Kimmie to suppress a grin.


Kord and Orin were surprisingly informal as Knights went.  They certainly didn’t forget who was in charge, but they liked to banter, and they weren’t afraid to banter with the Were-cats, and both had a rather mischievous bent.  In fact, they seemed to have no fear of the Were-cats whatsoever, not even Mist.  They didn’t banter with Mist like they did with Kimmie and the twins, but they showed no fear of her, and always seemed perfectly at ease around her.  This Kimmie saw as a good thing, both for them and for Mist.  Their nonchalance about the Were-cats would go far towards having Mist accept them, because it showed a strength in them that Mist would respect.  Though she wasn’t entirely comfortable around all these strangers, straining her composure to its limit, at least none of the strangers in the host were outwardly afraid of her.  Ianelle was too unflappable to be afraid of Mist, Szath really wasn’t afraid of anything, and Sevren had a great deal of experience from his friendship with Tarrin.  Sevren and Ianelle knew exactly what to say and do to appear non-threatening to Mist without appearing weak, and that was exactly how a stranger would go about trying to earn a feral Were-cat’s acceptance.  Kord and Orin didn’t seem quite as measured or prepared as the Sorcerers were, but their free-wheeling responses, honesty, and friendly demeanor were quite disarming without appearing forced in any manner, and that was something that Mist would respond to in a positive manner.  They were doing everything exactly right...wether that was by accident or they were trained to do it was the question.

They entered the small wood, having to dismount and walk their horses along an old game trail, as Kimmie led them towards the southern end of the small grove.  They found the clearing that Mist had mentioned within moments, a narrow strip of land nestled in the heavy curve of the deeply entrenched, meandering stream, which had cut nearly ten spans down into the earth, etching out a deep streambed.  It was just wide enough to serve as a good camp, and the stream’s deep trench on three sides made it very defensible.  Szath, Kord, and Orin dismounted and started unpacking the tents just as Mist, Tara, and Rina stalked in from the west, Mist carrying a small deer over her shoulders.  She gave Rina several disapproving looks as they entered the camp.  “Next time, cub, don’t use Sorcery to kill it,” she said, giving the Were-cat another displeased glance.  “That’s not how Were-cats do things.  Your father doesn’t even use magic to make a kill.  If it’s good enough for him, it’s good enough for you.”


“Well, I didn’t want it to get away,” she protested.


“Yes, and it was running because you were about as quiet as a Wikuni cannon,” she said flatly.


Rina flushed, her tail drooping.  “I haven’t had much time to practice, with me being in the Tower and all Grandmother.  I’ll try harder next time.”


“Do that,” she said cooly, dropping the carcass where Szath was busy digging a firepit.  “Now dress this and get it ready to be roasted.  I’m sure you remember how to do that?” she asked with a direct stare.


“Um, of course I do, Grandmother,” Rina said with another flush.

Tara gave Rina a smug look.  “Ow!” she barked when Mist slapped her on the back of the head with her huge paw, causing the cub to put both paws over the struck region.  “What was that for?”

“For acting more like Sarraya than a proper Were-cat,” she said in a grating tone.  “Now help your sister get dinner ready.”


The twins busied themselves with the task as the others quickly and efficiently got the camp ready.  Tents were erected in a ring around the firepit, and the two Knights picketed the horses.  But all activity stopped instantly when a screeching cry emanated over their grove of trees, an inhuman call that made the fur on Kimmie’s arms stand up.


“Demon,” Mist intoned in the manner of the Cat, looking up.  “There.  It’s passing over us.”  She pointed to a break in the trees, where, for the briefest instant, a feather-winged Demon appeared, a tall, gangly creature with the head of a vulture and carrying a single-edged polearm.  They were called vrock, and they were both the least powerful and the most numerous of the True Demons, the soldiers among them.  But that was a relative comparison, for a vrock was an extremely powerful and dangerous adversary.


“Do you think it’s looking for us?” Rina asked.


“There’s no way to tell,” Kimmie answered her daughter.  “But I rather doubt it would be looking for us after giving away its position with that screech.”


“Was it calling to its friends?”


“That’s possible, cub,” Kimmie said with an audible grunt.  “I’m not sure if what Tarrin did stops their telepathy or not.  My master would know, but I’m just not that smart.”

The sound of the Demon’s feathered wings trailed away to nothing, but no one moved for several moments, until they were sure that it wasn’t circling back around.  But after Mist seemed certain that it was gone, she motioned for the others to continue what they were doing, and they returned to the chores of setting camp.  Szath started a fire in his expertly dug firepit, then took up some flour and started mixing it in a bowl.


“I didn’t know you knew how to cook, Szath,” Rina said to him as she quartered the deer carcass.


“I’m making kota,” he told her in his slow manner, as if he had to think about every word he intended to say.  “All Vendari know how to make kota.  It’s trail bread.”


“What’s in it?”


“This powder, and this powder, and then I have to pour this much water in it, and this much milk,” he said after thinking a moment, then he pointed at a ladle he had put out with two bags and a large skin.  “I must make it before the milk spoils.”


“Can you teach me?  I love to cook.”


He looked at her with those black, expressionless eyes.  “I can teach.  But you have to finish your work.  Work always comes first.”


“This won’t take us long,” she told the Vendari with a smile.


After they finished getting the deer ready to be roasted, Rina knelt by Szath and listened quite attentively as he methodically explained how he was making his bread.  She didn’t seem to mind when she found out that it was made with rough oat flour and bone meal, but that combination made Ianelle give a slightly disgusted face.  She glanced over at Myn when the Elara seated herself by the fire with her spellbook in her lap, studying it, but she didn’t engage the reclusive woman, instead giving Szath all of her attention.  The Vendari showed her how to mix the dough the ingredients created, then knead it and shape it into small oval loaves that were spitted on small metal rods and placed over the fire to bake.  The Vendari stayed right there, watching the ten loaves with absolute attention, as if looking away would cause him to forget to turn them when the underside became brown.  Tara and Rina helped Mist spit the deer and set it over the fire to be roasted, then Kimmie seated herself beside Myn with her spellbook in her lap.  “Alright, girl, it’s about time we did some crosschecking,” she told the Elara firmly.  “I’m sure that you have quite a few spells created by your people I don’t have, and I know that I have quite a few you don’t.  My master is anything if not prolific when it comes to designing new spells.”

“Assuming they don’t blow up,” Sevren said mildly, then he cleared his throat and offered Ianelle a small cushion to sit upon when Kimmie gave him an ugly glare.


“I’ll have you know that Phandebrass is the best Wizard of this generation,” Kimmie said defensively.


“I have never doubted his ability.  It is his sanity that I find questionable,” Ianelle said calmly as she placed the cushion on the ground, then seated herself.  “Truth be told, I am quite fond of him.  If you can hold his attention, he is a wonderful conversationalist, and he is quite engaging.  And his ability astounds me.  I have never known of any other Wizard who has successfully managed to study Necromancy without losing his soul.”


Myn gasped, then flushed and lowered her eyes.


“What is it, Myn?  You can speak your mind here.”

“N-Necromancy,” she said in a quiet tone.  “Your master studied Necromancy?”

“He didn’t master it, no, but he has studied it, as much as a Wizard can study Necromancy without permanent harm,” she answered seriously.  “I see your people know of Necromancy.”


“Mother, what is Necromancy?” Tara asked.  “I’ve never heard anyone talk about it.”


“It’s a good thing you haven’t, or I’d flay someone,” Kimmie snorted.  “Necromancy is a very specific branch of Wizard magic that deals with death and the dead.  I’m not talking about just killing someone, either, cub.  Necromancy spells directly tap into the negative energy of death, decay, and pain.  Just using it twists your soul and makes you evil, because you’re opening your soul to that negative energy.  No spell in Necromancy can ever have a beneficial effect, cub, not even indirectly.  The entire school of Magic is about spreading death, decay, and misery.”


Tara paled slightly.  “It sounds scary.”


“It’s very scary,” Kimmie told her daughter.  “If anyone ever told you about Necromancy, even your own father, I’d skin them.”


“How did Phandebrass do it without it hurting himself?”


“Because he knew where to stop,” she answered.  “He knew where the line was, and he knew not to cross it.  How much of Necromancy do your people know about?” Kimmie asked Myn.

“Very little,” she answered.  “It is a field of study only recently discovered and brought back by the Worldwalkers, but what they have brought back is incomplete.”


“I’d imagine so,” Kimmie said with a frown.  “Any of your Worldwalkers that mastered Necromancy would abandon his mission and be consumed by the evil of the magic.”


Myn nodded.  “I could see that truth when I was given the first book.”


Kimmie stared at her a long moment.  “They made you learn Necromancy?” she said with sudden heat.


“They care nothing for me, mistress Kimmie,” she said wanly.  “They only care about the magic I can use.  But I could see the truth of Necromancy when I started my studies, and like your master, I understood where the line was.  I would not cross that line.  And since it was a field of magic that they would dare not undertake, they didn’t know that I was holding back.”

“Clever girl,” Sevren said with a nod.


“I don’t see why you stay with them,” Tara snorted, crossing her arms.


“Where else would I go, Mistress Tara?” Myn asked in a small voice.  “This is the first time I have ever been off Elara.  I was trapped there.  They also wouldn’t let me learn Gatekeeper magic, to keep me there.  They knew the first thing I would do would be to escape this world if I could master a spell that would let me escape them.  What else can I do?”


Tara was silent, but the dark scowl on her face betrayed her emotions.


“Well, we’ll just have to take care of that,” Kimmie said calmly.  “I have that very spell in this book, the Gate spell your Worldwalkers use.  They gave it to my master, and my master copied it in my spellbook.  I can’t cast it, but I think you could.  So, let me find it, and let’s get it copied into your book.  Oh, and I suggest you always keep it memorized.  Just in case, you know,” she said with a wink.


“You would do this for me?” Myn asked, incredulous.


“Of course we would,” Kimmie said with a bright smile.  “We like you, Myn, and we don’t like what your people did to you.  We had to swear to return you to the Elara, but we never said we wouldn’t arm you with everything you need to get away from them once we do,” she finished with a wink.

The act of arming Myn with a spell that would allow her to escape from her people had had a noticeable effect on her.  In the two days since she was given a copy of the spell, and what was more important, was able to understand and memorize it, she became less timid.  Though still quiet and withdrawn, she would engage in brief conversation with the others from time to time, and started asking small questions to Kimmie when she thought no one else was paying any attention to her.  The only time she came anywhere close to shedding her shy demeanor was when she was teaching.  Kimmie had absently noted, after helping Myn copy the Gate spell into her spellbook, that Myn’s book had quite a few spells that Kimmie’s didn’t.  And Myn, sensing the hidden question behind those words, offered to teach Kimmie, acting as her mentor in Phandebrass’ stead while student was separated from teacher.

And it was during that first exchange that Kimmie understood why the Elara kept her alive.  Myn wasn’t just a great Wizard.  That would be an insult to her.  Myn was unique in that she understood the texture of magic on a level Kimmie had never seen before.  Myn was not a magician, she was an artist, where every spell had textures, colors, and meanings that Kimmie had never noticed before.  In just that first broaching conversation about Arcane magic, Kimmie had to completely redraw basic conclusions about the fundamental nature of magic.  Phandebrass saw things in the magic that Kimmie could not, and probably never would, but his approach was from one of science and logic, trying to compartmentalize and rationalize to the smallest detail.  Myn’s approach was the artist’s approach, where it was the beauty of the spell that mattered, not the exacting mechanics of the process.  Phandebrass tried to analyze magic under a magnifying glass, but Myn stepped back and observed it as a whole.  This different viewpoint and different approach shocked Kimmie at first, but after just one evening of conversation, she began to understand at least some of what made Myn’s approach effective.  Phandebrass had taught her to understand a spell in minutae, analyzing every syllable and inflection, but Myn’s approach to spellcasting was much looser, almost dangerously loose…at least that was how it seemed at first.  Myn’s casting was loose, almost sounded slapdash, where not even the same spell was cast the same way twice.  The words were the same, but the inflection, the intonation, the texture of the words varied, which went against almost everything that Phandebrass had taught her.  But there was no arguing with the fact that though Myn’s approach to magic was dramatically different than how Kimmie was trained, it was just as effective.  She could induce more power into every spell she cast than any Wizard Kimmie had ever seen, except for her own master.  Though Myn and Phandebrass had different approaches to Arcane magic, both of them could achieve a similar result, and it was then that Kimmie realized that she had the rare blessing to be tutored by two of the most powerful and learned Wizards alive.

In that first evening, Kimmie learned that the power of Arcane magic was not as exacting and demandingly precise as she had always been taught, but on the other hand, one had to sense the mood of the spell to be able to cast it without using those exacting formulas taught to her by Phandebrass.  Myn’s approach was much like what Kimmie understood of Sorcery, since she breathed life into every spell by putting a tiny bit of herself into them, by giving them more than exacting formulas…she gave them emotion.  It was a radically different approach, because Myn considered Arcane magic to be a living thing, possessed of emotions, moods, and desires, where Phandebrass simply saw it as a natural force, like the weather.

The second evening of instruction was a more involved discussion about the nature of Arcane magic, as Myn taught Kimmie about the mood of the spell, a sense of the hidden emotion of the magic even as the words shaped it, a sense of understanding of how to change tone and inflection to enhance the spell by feeling the heart of the magic she was shaping.  They had stopped on a grassy plain by a large stream that had worn down into its streambed, and Kimmie was taking advantage of some private time with Myn as Kord and Orin were off doing the evening dishes, Mist and the cubs were bathing in the stream, and Ianelle and Sevren were out of the camp, studying an old ruin very close to the camp, with Szath accompanying them for their protection.  Kimmie tried many times to cast a simple cantip using Myn’s method of casting, but only managed fizzle after fizzle.


“I don’t think I’ll ever get this right,” Kimmie fretted as her Dust cantrip fizzled out without accomplishing the task of sweeping the dust off a rock placed before the fire for the exercise.


“There is no right way, Mistress Kimmie,” Myn said in a curious singsong voice, sitting demurely across the fire from Kimmie with her hands in her lap and her eyes closed.  “Try again.  Remember, try to feel the magic.”

“But I always feel the magic.”


“No, you feel it build around you, or flow through you.  You do not feel the magic.  When you can feel the mood of the magic, then you can adjust your casting to attune to the mood of the magic, and make it stronger.”


“I guess that’s why I’m having so much trouble,” Kimmie stated.  “It just seems to me that magic can’t have emotions.  It’s just energy, after all, nothing more.”


“Then that is your first task, Mistress Kimmie.”

“What?”


“To find the soul of the magic, of course,” she answered.  “When you can detect the mood of the magic as you cast it, then you’ll be ready to learn how to change your casting to match that mood, which makes it stronger.”


“I’d rather just learn the spells I don’t have,” Kimmie laughed ruefully.


“I don’t think you’re being entirely serious with me, Mistress Kimmie,” Myn said with a shy smile, her eyes still closed.


“It’s just so different.  It’s nothing like how Phandebrass taught me, or anything I’ve ever studied.”


“I know,” she nodded.  “It took me a long time to understand it.”


“Is this what the Elara teach?”


“Some, depending on the master who apprentices you,” she answered.  “My master is the one that taught me.  He was very old and very kind.  He died the day after I earned my robe.  Sometimes,” she said, bowing her head, “sometimes I think he knew the truth of me.  He was so wise, I don’t think anything escaped him.  I think he knew what I was, but he didn’t care.  He was like a father to me.”


“Maybe he did, Myn.  Maybe he saw what I see in you, and couldn’t let such a jewel go without being polished.”


“Mistress Kimmie?”


“Yes?”


“Is your mother really as dangerous as you say?”


“Usually she is,” she said, looking at the pale Elara.  “Why?”


“Um, because Master Kord and Master Orin are about to make her very angry.”


“What?  How?” she asked, standing up quickly.


Almost in answer to that question, there was an indignant yowl that erupted from near the stream, followed by the sound of running feet.  Kimmie rushed towards that sound, and intercepted Kord and Orin, wearing nothing but leather trousers, running from a nearby large stream.  Kimmie grabbed each one by the arm and yanked, surprising them and making them gasp, then pulled them towards the fire.  “And just what are the two of you doing out there?” she demanded.

“Nothing, Mistress Kimmie, nothing at all,” Kord said easily.


“Nothing?” Kimmie asked archly as she got them to the fire.


“Nothing serous,” Orin told her with a slight smile.  “Just settling a score.”


“What?”


From the far side of the fire, Mist appeared.  She was naked from the waist up, and behind her stood an indignant Tara and Rina, both nude, and both with the wastewater from the supper dishes spattered all over them.  Both of them had bits of bean and flecks of potato sticking to their hair, skin, and fur, and Rina looked especially outraged.  Mist’s eyes were glowing in the darkness, two narrow green slits of evil that bored towards them like a beacon of death.


“Oh dear,” Kimmie gulped.


“You two,” she hissed, pointing at the smaller brothers.  “Would you like to explain why you did that before I kill you?”


“Well, we weren’t aiming at you, Mistress Mist,” Kord told her in a surprisingly candid manner, seemingly oblivious to the fact that Mist meant it.  “We got who we were after.”


“What?” Rina demanded.  “Why would you throw that stuff at me for?”

“Well, we were aiming at Tara.  She put mud in our boots this morning,” Orin told her.  “We were just paying her back.”


“You were playing a joke?” Mist hissed dangerously, looking back at Tara, whose angry face suddenly became nervous.


“Well, yes,” Kord answered easily.  “But not on you.  We like you and all, but we don’t know you well enough to prank you, Mistress Mist.”


“At least not yet,” Orin added dryly.


It hung there for a long moment, as Kimmie tensed up, waiting for her bond-mother to charge through that fire and rip the life out of the two Ungardt…but it never happened.  “Did it occur to you that you could have thrown it at Tara when she was alone?” Mist told them gratingly.


Kimmie blinked.  Mist wasn’t going to kill them!


“Well, we didn’t get you at all, Mistress Mist.  But we’re sorry, Rina.  We didn’t mean to hit you.  You moved the wrong way at the wrong time.”


Mist clenched her fists.


“We apologize, Mistress Mist.  We’ll be more careful the next time we’re throwing dishwater at Tara and you’re nearby, we promise,” Orin said honestly.


The absurdity of that statement struck through the tension of the moment and caused Kimmie to try to contain a giggle, which turned into a sputtering high-pitched snort.


But that statement had a strange effect on Mist.  Instead of making her angry, it caused her to assume a less rigid posture.  “Go get the kettle before I skin both of you,” Mist growled at them, snapping her paw out and pointing back the way she came.


“Yes’m,” Kord said with a bob of his head, scurrying off to do her bidding.  She fixed each of them with an unholy glare as they passed by her, but Orin slowed down and rather brazenly stared right at her bare breasts as he went by, the winked at her as he rushed after his brother.


Kimmie had to exhale a relieved sigh and put her paw on her chest.  By the trees, she thought the Ungardt were dead men!


Mist looked at her bond-daughter, then turned on Tara and Rina.  “And just why were you putting mud in their boots, cub?” she demanded.

“Because one of them stuck a snake in our tent last night,” she answered.


“And why would they do that?”


“Well, maybe because I, um, magentized their armor yesterday morning,” Rina admitted with a flush.  “They couldn’t pull it apart to put it on.”

“That’s why they weren’t wearing it,” Kimmie mused aloud.  “I thought it was because it was so hot yesterday.”

“So, you’re playing tricks on each other,” Mist grunted, giving them a narrow-eyed stare.  “Fair enough.  But keep me out of it.”


“And you will fix their armor right now, young lady,” Kimmie ordered, pointing at Rina.  “They need that armor if we get into a fight.”


“Yes, mother,” Rina said with a nod, then she padded towards the tents to perform her assigned task.


“Go clean up,” Mist ordered Tara.


“Yes, grandmother,” she acknowledged, and went back the way she came.


“Mother, I’m surprised,” Kimmie said honestly as Mist came over to her.  “I thought you were going to kill them.”


“Over that?” Mist snorted, crossing her arms beneath her bare breasts.  “It’s not my concern, cub.  If Tara and Rina want to play pranks on the humans, that’s their business.  But I don’t think they’re going to like the box they’ve opened.  Those two humans are devious.  They’re going to give your cubs gray hair.”


Kimmie laughed, putting a fond paw on her bond-mother’s shoulder.  “I’m just happy to see you’re not angry.”


“I was a little angry at first, but I have to admit, what they did took guts.  I can respect that.  And they won’t let this trip get boring, that’s for sure.”


“That’s the truth,” Kimmie laughed in agreement.  “How did they get close enough to do that, anyway?”

“I knew they were coming, but I thought you told them to empty the dishwater, so I didn’t pay them much mind,” she answered.  “I think your cubs need more training, though.  They had no idea those two were there.”


“What is this I hear, mother?  You dropping your guard around strangers?” Kimmie teased with a brilliant smile.


Mist actually looked uncomfortable.  “Well, I’m not all that worried about those two,” she told her.  “Two unarmed boys can’t do much to me.”


Kimmie just smiled at her, then hugged her so suddenly that Mist seemed taken aback.  “I love you, mother!” she exclaimed.


Mist awkwardly patted her on the shoulder.  “Well, I love you too, cub.”


Seeing Mist being so…unlike herself was a wonderful thing to Kimmie.


It wasn’t that she didn’t love her bond-mother, but the wounding that had turned her feral had always been the dominating aspect of her entire personality.  The time she’d been with Tarrin had done much to soften that part of herself, but recent events had caused her to regress back into her feral tendancies.  It was so shockingly wonderful to see her starting to at least relax a little around strangers…even if it was two overly brash Ungardt Knights.  She certainly wasn’t quite so calm and relaxed around Sevren, Ianelle, and Szath.


Kimmie pondered on that most of the next day, as they continued moving south.  Tara and Rina had been shoulder to shoulder all day, riding far from Kord and Orin, no doubt planning their revenge for the dishwater episode.  The two Ungardt knights were riding at the front of the column that day because they had passed into grass covered, low, rolling hill country, and Mist could only range out so far.  So the Knights were riding point with Kimmie just behind to direct them, and Szath rode in the rear to defend the back and the pack animals from any attacks from behind.


Kord and Orin were also something to ponder.  Kimmie thought they were irreverent, but it went way beyond mere youthful bravado.  Those two were absolutely fearless.  They had looked Mist in the eyes when she was angry, and they didn’t even flinch.  And oh, they knew that she was angry, and that she very well might lash out at them.  They admitted as much to Kimmie that morning, but they simply shrugged it off like it was nothing.  “Dolanna told us what to expect,” Kord had told her nonchalantly.  “If we get Miss Mist that mad, it’s not like we can’t handle it.”

Kimmie almost gave Kord a tirade on the spot, but Orin cut her off.  “Just let us deal with it, Miss Kimmie,” he told her.  “Oh, and we’re sorry in advance.”


“For what?”


“For what we’re gonna do to your daughters,” he answered immediately and with an absolutely straight face.


Kimmie could only laugh at that.  “You have my blessing,” she grinned.  “Those two need to learn that they’re not quite as invincible as they think they are.”


So many things to ponder, both the absurd and the serious.  There still had been no word from Dolanna or any of the Sorcerers about what was going on back at Pyros.  When they left, Kang had been rebuilding parts of the city to house the army, and they’d also been working on fortifications that basicly ringed the southern side of the volcano, enclosing the bluff where Dolanna was located on the volcano’s slope and the parts of the city being rebuilt.  Dolanna had to be defended, and since an enemy could come from any direction, Kang took steps to make sure that even trying to come along the steep slopes of the volcano’s upper cone would be steps taken while trying to penetrate fortifications manned by defenders.  Kang had designed a three layer scheme of defense around Dolanna, one ring around the city they rebuilt, and one ring around the bluff, and one ring around Dolanna.


And still no word about Tarrin.  The last any had heard of him had been from Jula, who had arrived a while back with Tsukatta and related her meeting him in that alien dimension known as Crossroads.  She had little to say, really, only that he was well and was working on some kind of plan to return to Pyrosia to drive away the Demon Lord, a plan he didn’t relate to his daughter.  They’d started to get worried if he was alright, but then that fire-winged horse simply showed up, with a note around her neck telling everyone who she was and why she was there.  That Tarrin would send that beast back here told them that he was still out there, still working on his plan, and it had reassured everyone.


That darn male and his need to collect exotic animals as pets.  As if the house didn’t have enough, with a drake and a Hellhound, now they were going to have a Gehennan Pegasus in the stable.  Next thing Kimmie knew, he was going to bring a Roc home.


And Azur, was Fireflash jealous of Fury!  Gods above, he about had a fit when he found out that Fury was Tarrin’s personal horse!


Fury had rejected every single person’s attempt to befriend her to the point where they could ride her, even Jasana…and that had shocked the young Were-cat female to no end.  She was more friendly with the Were-cats than she was with anyone else, probably because of Tarrin, and probably by now she was following Jula around, since Jula was the only Were-cat left in Pyros.


“Mother?  What’s wrong?” Tara asked as the twins rode up to the front.


“What?  Nothing, just thinking about your father,” she answered.  “I wish someone would tell us how he is.”


“I don’t think anyone knows.  Dolanna wouldn’t hold something like that back,” Rina said from her other side.


“What are you two doing up here?” Kimmie asked them, looking at one, then the other, fully aware that they were withing spitting distance of the Ungardt Knights.

“We wanted to know when we were stopping to eat,” Tara answered.


Kimmie looked up at the sky to see where the sun was, and again felt distinctly uncomfortable with not seeing the Skybands.  She’d never get used to that!  “I’m not sure, cub.  Soon, I think.”

Mist appeared over the hill ahead, and she was moving in a way that immediately put Kimmie on edge.  She was running at top speed, straight towards them, and there was a stiffness in her motions that told Kimmie that she was angry or afraid.  “Hold on,” she told her children as the Were-cat raced towards them, then literally slid to a halt before the Knights.


“Stop!” she hissed in a low tone, “and be quiet!”


“What is it, Miss Mist?” Kord asked in a professional tone, reaching down to grab the shield slung from his saddle.


“There’s a bloody army about ten longspans ahead of us,” she answered in a low tone, motioning behind her, at a thin smudge visible just over the hill, that looked like a dim cloud.  “It’s moving this way.”


“An army?  Is it the Dwarves?” Kimmie asked.


“They wouldn’t be this far south,” Sevren noted.


She shook her head.  “Humans, and I thought I saw something bigger than a human among them, so that means that they’re the Demon’s human forces.  It’s huge.”

“How huge?”


“The column has to be a longspan wide,” she answered.  “I have no idea how many are coming up behind, but there has to be tens of thousands.”  She motioned to her right.  “We need to move.  Fast.  Their scouts aren’t much but five minutes behind me.”


“Is there any chance of getting around them?” Sevren asked.


“Allow me,” Ianelle said confidently, spreading her arms out in a peculiar manner.  Kimmie had noted that though Sorcery required no movements, some Sorcerers seemed the need to gesture when performing their magic.  Ianelle certainly wasn’t one of those that did this habitually, but sometimes she did tend to gesture.  She closed her eyes as she obviously wove together a spell, and was silent a moment as they all watched her.


“There are scouts arrayed in a staggered manner before us,” she said absently, turning her head slightly.  “Several hundred of them, ranging several longspans to each side of the main host.  There is—well, there’s more than I can count in that host.  They go on to the range of my spell.  There has to be several thousand within my range.”


“Any chance we can pull back and go around?” Kimmie asked.


“If we angle off, we might have to kill a few,” Mist grunted.  “They’re going to be coming at us while we’re trying to circle them.”

“That would tell them we’re here,” Szath said slowly.  “We must pull back without engaging their scouts and give ourselves enough space to execute a flanking maneuver.”


“Just backtracking might not be enough, if one of their scouts sees us from a distance,” Ianelle called.  “I will Teleport us back to our campsite last night, Kimmie.  We will lose some time, but it will give us enough space to go around them safely.”


“That’s a good idea,” Kimmie said as Mist nodded in agreement.  “Szath, please pull the pack animals in.  Everyone needs to be as close together as possible.”


“Yes, Miss Kimmie,” Szath answered.


“Circle with me please, Sevren,” Ianelle said to the thin Sorcerer.


“I was about to suggest the very thing,” he told her.


“We should warn Pyros,” Orin said.  “They need to know there’s another army coming from the south.”


Kimmie nodded.  “That’s a given, Orin.”


Szath brought in the pack animals, and everyone crowded on their horses around Sevren and Ianelle.  Kimmie watched as Tara and Rina stared intently at the two Sorcerers as they Circled, and then, once they were all as close together as possible, Teleported them quickly and safely back to the campsite near the riverbank, back in the safety of the small grove of trees that would hide them from scouting eyes.  Ianelle immediately put her hand to her amulet.  “Dolanna,” she called.

“I am here, Ianelle.  What is it?” came Dolanna’s tinny-pitched response.


“Dolanna, there is a very large army coming towards Pyros from the south,” she said.  “I did not get an accurate count, but it is in the tens of thousands, minimum.”


“Did you have any problems?”

“No, Mist scouted them out before their scouts found us, and we have Teleported back to our last campsite so that we may go around them safely.”

“Hold on.”  Almost immediately, a swirling light appeared before Ianelle, then it coalesced and solidified into a highly detailed illusion of Dolanna.  She looked haggard and drawn, with dark circles under her eyes, the burden of carrying the weight of the Weave.  “There, that is much better,” she said absently.  “I have just recently managed to master this trick.”


“You are progressing quite admirably in learning to master this Weave,” Ianelle said with an approving nod.


“If that I had more time,” she chuckled ruefully.  “Please, someone show me a map.  Kang wishes to know exactly where this army is located.”


“Hold on, Miss Dolanna,” Kord said, pulling up the flap of one of his saddlebags.  “I’m the one who’s been keeping tabs on our location.”  He dismounted and walked over to the projection, then knelt down and spread the map out on the ground.  The image of Dolanna knelt down as well.  “Alright, here’s Pyros,” he said, pointing at a large mark on the map.  “We’ve been moving in a straight line, more or less, to the south.  We crossed this river six days ago, and given how much ground we’ve been covering a day, that’s put us right about here.”  He pointed at an area of hills marked on the map, not far from a mark that denoted a city or large town.  “There’s a town, uh, Medos, about three days travel to the south-southwest of us.  I’d bet that all these southern cities here on the map along the coast sent their soldiers to Medos, and now they’re marching north.”


“Odd that there is no road between Pyros and Medos,” Dolanna said after looking at the map.


“Not a road, but this river here passes close to Pyros, and as you can see, Medos is built right at its mouth.  I’d bet that they just ferry everything on barges between Medos and this town here, then send it to Pyros in wagons.”


We digress,” Dolanna said.  “Exactly where is the army located now?  Ianelle mentioned that she Teleported you back some distance from the army.”


“Well, I’d say about right here,” Kord told her, pointing at the map.  “That’s about half a day’s travel south of where we are now.  Right about there is where we were when we backtracked.”


“Strange that they would not march directly from Medos in a straight line,” Dolanna mused, seeming to look past Kord and at the ground behind him.  “Why would they detour so far to the east?  I see no major landmark or obstacle on this map that would cause them to swing so far to the east.”


“I’m not sure,” Kord grunted.  “Unless they decided to run the army along this route so we’d be in their way, but that seems a bit silly to make a very large army march days out of its way just to intercept a handful of people.”


“I am sorry, Kord, I was speaking to Kang,” Dolanna told him.  “He is sitting at a table before me with a map.  I was trying to speak physically, but I think that I am too tied up in this projection to separate my physical actions from the actions my image produces.  Can you bypass this army without detection?” she asked, looking to Kimmie.

Kimmie looked at Mist, who nodded.  “We have enough room now to go wide and then swing back to the south.  But we’ll have to move without a break until we’re behind them.”


“We can’t angle back and get tangled in their supply lines either,” Orin noted.  “They’re gonna have patrols running back and forth along their supply route.”


Dolanna was silent a long moment.  “Very well,” she said.


“How are the others doing?” Kimmie asked.


“The others are already on their way,” she told them, “and they’re moving at a much faster pace.  Keritanima decided that moving on horseback would be too slow.”


“But all the Pegasi were killed,” Kimmie interrupted.


“You know Keritanima, Kimmie, that was naught but a minor inconvenience,” Dolanna chuckled.  “She had one of the flying devices from her stores in Wikuna sent through the gate, and it was Teleported here five days ago.  She affixed it to one of the riverboats in the town east of us, and they use that.  They are already very close to the fragment.  It landed in a region of rugged snowy mountains, and the geography is hindering their search.”


“That was damn clever,” Kord laughed.  “I feel like I was put in the wrong team.”


“But then we wouldn’t have the twins to play with,” Orin said with a straight face, which produced a synchronous glare from Tara and Rina.


“Sounds like horses would’ve been impossible anyway,” Kimmie said.


“The reports she’s sent to me have not been encouraging,” Dolanna said.  “The weather has been very bad, and the riverboat she used has been battered and damaged.  Soon she fears it will be unusable, and they will be forced to strike out on horseback, over extremely rugged mountain terrain.”


“Hold on,” Ianelle said.  “Dolanna, can Keritanima arrange to have another of those devices sent through the gate?”


“I—yes, that is quite clever, Ianelle,” Dolanna nodded.  “We have enough Sorcerers at hand to Circle and produce enough power to Teleport an entire boat.  Keritanima would have to instruct you on how to make it fly, and you would need a navigator.”


“We’re Ungardt, ma’am,” Kord told her with a wave of his armored hand.  “Me and Orin can navigate a ship, no problem.  We have a map, that’s all we need.  We can even take turns, so we can keep it in the air all the time.”


“Then perhaps you are on the right team after all,” Dolanna winked.  “I will have the arrangements made.  Right now, I would have you move well out of the path of the approaching army, find a small pond or river, and ground there.  I can have the device brought here in a matter of hours, but the process of attaching it to boat takes some time.  It will take a few days, at least.”


“Alright then, we’ll move off to the west and find a pond or lake, then wait there,” Kimmie told Dolanna.


Dolanna nodded.  “I will see to it immediately.”


“Well, Dolanna, why didn’t someone think of sending us a flying boat sooner?” Sevren asked curiously.


“Mayhaps because you did not report that you were having any difficulty until now,” she answered.  “And I can assure you, my friends, right now it is so busy here that we are not going out of our way to make any extra work.  Nobody is getting more than a few hours’ sleep a night.  We are trying to fortify an entire city in a matter of rides, because the Demon Lord’s army is starting to congregate in the ruins of Dengal.  We believe he might be preparing to march out and make his way to Pyros, despite Tarrin’s shadow.”

“That thing’s still alive?”Kimmie asked.


Dolanna nodded.  “I can sense it now.  It has gained much power, and seems to have digressed from its original mission of slaying Demons.  It is as if it has taken on a sentience of its own.”


“What’s it doing?”


“It is quite, bizarre,” she told them.  “The shadow seems to be hunting down only certain Demons to slay, and when not doing that, it is herding up groups of humans and forcing them to march north, towards the lands of the Dwarves.  We do not understand its behavior, and what is more unusual, we do not understand why the humans are doing as the shadow commands.  Those groups of humans continue in the direction they were set well after they are out of the shadow’s reach.  It is even more unusual that the shadow seems quite particular about which humans it collects up and then forces to march away.  I have reports of it invading Demon-held cities and wreaking havoc, but it does not hunt down and destroy Demons…it only finds these particular humans, effects their removal from the city, gathers them together, and then sends them all north.  We cannot fathom what it is doing.”


“Which Demons is it killing?” Sevren asked.


“If it has some kind of plan or methodology about it, we do not understand it,” Dolanna answered.  “It will engage a group of ten Demons, slay only one, and then flee from the rest.  And it focuses on its target in deference to all others, ignoring anything but its intended victim.  And it is not focusing on the stronger Demons, either.  It will pass a nalfeshnee or babau by in order to slay a single lowly manes or rutterkin, then flee without doing any other harm.”


“That is unusual,” Sevren noted, tapping the rim of his spectacles with a fingertip.  “Maybe it’s singling out the latent Sorcerers among the native population?”

“We considered that, but how would it know?”


“Dolanna, we’re dealing with a creation of Tarrin here.  Val’s shadow had elements of Val’s personality in it, and the same is probably true for Tarrin’s creation.  I would approach its behavior along the lines of what would Tarrin do.  It’s entirely possible that it does know, and Tarrin would seek to remove all Sorcerers from the clutches of the enemy.  They are the base of the Weave of this world…and that means that one way the Demon Lord could attack you is by slaughtering the lives the stars within the Heart of this Weave represent, attempting to weaken the support of this Weave to such an extent that it can’t support itself any longer.  That would kill you, and when you die, so does this Weave.  So, Tarrin’s shadow is doing nothing more than protecting you, Dolanna.  And that is something that Tarrin would do.

“True, Sevren,” Dolanna chuckled.


“Now I see why Mother ordered him along,” Rina remarked to Tara.


“Let me see that map again,” Dolanna said, motioning not towards Kord, but off to her left.  She bent down and looked over nothingness, and then her eyes narrowed.  “Oh dear.”


“What is it, Dolanna?” Kimmie asked.


“I have been learning how this Weave works, Kimmie, and with that practice I have continued my efforts to locate the shards of the sword, as was commanded of me by Mother.  I have improved on my ability to sense them.  From the look of this map, you are going to need that boat, my dear one.  The sense of the shard you seek is that it is a very great distance away, and from the look of this map and the distances upon it and the improved sense of direction I feel from my projection, which is closer to the shard, you are going to run out of land before you find it.  I, I think Tarrin cast it into the sea.”


“If that’s so, we’re going to need a seaworthy boat,” Orin noted.


“I agree.  I will have to find a way to enact that miracle,” she said sourly, then her eyes brightened.  “No, I know exactly what to do.  Dear ones, move out of the path of the army and ground yourself in a safe place.  I will have Alexis’ flying galleon brought here.”


“How’s it going to fit through the gate?” Rina asked.


“I will find a way to make it so,” she said.  “The galleon is seaworthy.  Should you find yourself seeking the shard over open ocean, you are going to need a ship, not a riverboat.  That ship will have to land, and you will require a ship that can handle the rough seas and unpredictable weather of the open ocean.”


“Aye, no argument from me on that,” Kord agreed.


“I will have Keritanima relay a command to board a Wikuni crew to man her,” Dolanna added.  “If you must take a ship out into unknown waters, you would do well to have a Wikuni crew manning it.”


“Or Ungardt,” Kord and Orin said in unison.


“Ungardt do not have experience with galleons, where a Wikuni crew does,” Dolanna told them with a weary smile, the effort of projecting showing on the Illusion.  “Time grows short, my dear ones, so follow my orders.  Ianelle, contact me when you have found a suitable hiding place.  Mind that your location does not require to have a body of water within it, only of sufficient open area to permit the appearance of the ship without any obstacles.  The galleon can be Teleported to your grounding area while hovering in midair.”


“I would have to lead the Circle performing that Teleportation personally, Dolanna.”


“You will,” she nodded.  “I will recall all of you before we Teleport the ship to that location, but I would have you hold fast at that location until the ship has arrived and is ready.”

“We can handle that, Dolanna,” Kimmie told her.


“Very well.  I grow weary, my dear ones, and find need to end this.  Please keep me informed.  Be careful, and good luck to you.”


“You too, Dolanna,” Kimmie said, then Dolanna’s image wavered and vanished soundlessly.


“Well, who knew we’d be using a flying ship,” Kord laughed.


“Or that we’ll be going out over the ocean.”


“I wonder,” Tara grunted.


“What, sis?” Rina asked, looking at her twin.

“Well, when we find the shard, how are we going to get it?  I mean, I don’t think we’re gonna be lucky enough to have it land on a little island.  We’re gonna have to fish it off the bottom.”


Kimmie laughed.  “I’m sure we’ll figure something out.”

“I, I think I can find a spell that might help us in that,” Myn offered meekly.


“That’s a good place to start, then,” Kimmie told her, giving her a smile.  “It’s something we can all think about while we’re moving west.  Mother?”


“Get them set to move, boys,” Mist ordered the Knights as she moved away from them.  “Give me five minutes, then start after me.”


“Aye, Miss Mist,” Kord nodded as he moved to remount his horse.


“I will rearrange the pack horses,” Szath said in his slow manner.  “They are not ready to move.”

“May, may I help, Master Szath?” Myn asked, trying to look into Szath’s eyes, but not quite able to summon up enough courage.  “I know little of horses.”


“You can help, Mistress Myn,” Szath said after a moment’s thought.  “Take these reins, please.”


Kimmie smiled as Szath and Myn started repositioning the pack train to get them ready to move.  It was good to see her at least trying to be more open.  It was a very good sign.


Emptiness.

It stretched out in every direction.  Nothing but an infinite void of featurless gray, uniform in every direction, endlessly stretching in all directions.


It was the Astral.


In the eternal vastness of the Astral, it was virtually impossible for anything, or anyone to be found, but there was one lone bit of solidity marring the perfect gray, a tiny speck of a humanoid form that floated effortlessly within the empty void.  That figure, Tarrin Kael, was absolutely depending on that fact, that in the eternal expanse of this empty place, nothing could be found.  Oh, one could go to where they wanted to go by willing to go there, but that didn’t exactly work on sentient beings.  Certainly, one could enter the Astral and will to go to Tarrin Kael, but it was a function of location.  The pursuer would certainly be pulled in the direction in which Tarrin had been located when the movement began.  It didn’t take into account that the target of that destination was also in motion.  His pursuer would get there and find nothing, because Tarrin had moved away.  That was what he was depending upon now.  The Deva could not track him, could not find, him, and even if they could, they had no way to reach him.  The Deva innate power of Teleportation also would work here, but not quite the way one would expect.  A Deva could easily teleport to any location in the plane, but since none of the Deva had any idea where he was, they had no idea where to teleport to.  The only chance they’d have is if they guessed where he was going…but none of them had the faintest idea what he intended to do.  And he’d bet that the last thing any of them would expect would be for him to seek out a mortal plane.

Tarrin’s condition was why.  Tarrin was a soul without a body, and he was a god’s soul at that.  The body he constructed for himself was a function of the power of the Outer Planes, and would not go into a material plane.  His body would vanish like smoke the instant he stepped out of a gate and put his feet on the earth of a material plane, leaving nothing but his soul.  If he attempted to enter a mortal plane, the restrictions of that plane would tear his unprotected soul apart, and destroy him.  Because of this, he had absolutely no reason to attempt to enter any material plane…and yet, that was exactly where he was going.


His vulnerability wasn’t an issue for him.  He already knew exactly what he had to do to protect his created form and the soul it contained, which was also a part of the overall—albeit shaky—plan for dealing with Spyder.  On Sennadar, he would have no Sorcery, no Druidic power, only his Arcane magic and the fundamental aspects of his being to work with.


And that fundamental aspect was that he was a creation of the Firestaff.


That was about the entire plan.  Enter the gate, summon the Firestaff, and use it to both protect his created body from the destructive ravages of a mortal plane, and find some way to get past Spyder without fighting her or hurting her.  He really had no solid idea about how he was going to do that, but he’d think of something.  Fighting someone like Spyder wasn’t something one entered with a solid idea of what to do in the first place.  Despite the fact that she was his friend and he knew her very well, she still kept many secrets, and he had absolutely no doubt that the majority of her fighting prowess was a mystery to him.  He could only guess at her basic motivations based on what he knew of her.


That wasn’t much, but it was enough for him to at least guess at her initial actions.  She would not enter a fight with him willingly, that much he knew.  But when she did, she would come after him with everything, because she knew how dangerous he could be…probably better than anyone else on Sennadar.  She would try to either kill him or force him back through the gate with an overwhelming initial assault.

That was going to be the trick.  Once he got past that, she would pull back and consider, because Spyder was not used to failing in any task.  To be stymied in such a way would make her attempt to regroup and give him a few precious seconds to counterattack…if he intended to attack.  Instead, he would use that time to erect more defenses.  He would not fight her.  He knew better, and besides, he would take no risk that he might hurt her, or push her into revealing her true power.  When she came back after him again, then he’d just be going by the seat of his pants.


But he was good at that.


He was here.  The dull gray gate of Sennadar stood before him, so perfectly matching the color of the surrounding void that it was almost undectable for him, even when he hovered just in front of it.


There was one more thing to do.  He could not enter Sennadar the way he was now.  He had to be pure, untainted, a perfect and pristine creation of the Firestaff, and he also could carry no divine energies in with him.  Those would interfere with what he intended to do.  He had to be clean.


“Mother,” he called into the void.  “Now.”


She did not respond.  She did not need to.  She had already agreed to do this for him.


It certainly didn’t take long.  He felt it.  He felt the tenuous bond between him and Dolanna shudder, as the Goddess told her what she was doing, but in a way that didn’t leave her traumatized.  He had no doubt that Niami simply told her that she was exhibiting true faith in Tarrin, and though he had really appreciated it, it was time for her to stop, to remember that he was a man, not a god.  And as she became aware of that faith, aware that she was giving faith to someone that was not Niami, that faith would cease.  Instantly.


And it did.  In the blink of an eye, the symbiotic relationship between Tarrin and Dolanna, mortal and god, was no more.  And in that ending, all of the power that Tarrin gained through her faith ceased to be.  The wings on his back shivered, then they turned gray, and then they evaporated like so much smoke, even as he felt a small part of himself wither away and then vanish as if it had never been.


It was done.  Tarrin was now truly powerless, nothing but a shell of a god with no power, not even a body of his own.


It was time.  He was ready.


With only a short pause, Tarrin floated into the dull gray color pool that linked his home world with the Astral.  It flowed around him, surrounded him with strange tingle warmth as it touched him, then it dragged him in like a fisher reeling in a catch.


It was like no other sensation she had ever felt.


Spyder literally gasped when she felt a violent reaction in the ephemeral connection that the Elder Gods kept with her, staggering in her manor home, in her main library, putting a slender four-fingered hand on the nearby table and putting her other hand to her head.  What was that?  Even as she recovered from that painful sensation, she became aware that there was something in the gate, something coming into this world, something trapped in the subtle trap of Shellar’s timescape that caused time to slow for that being, giving Spyder ample time to go to the gate chamber and be there to confront the invader.

Spyder!  Go to the gate chamber immediately and stop him!  Do not let him past you! the frenzied call of Ayise drove through her mind, almost painful in its forceful clarity.


“Who comes through the gate?” she called aloud.


It is Tarrin! came the response.  We will not permit him to return!

“Tarrin?  But he has died!  He cannot enter the material plane, it would destroy his soul!”


He has found a way, came the heated, adamant response.  Do not dawdle, mortal!  I command you to carry out your sworn tasks!  What comes through that gate is no longer a native of this world.  Now carry out your duty and defend Sennadar from an invader!

“I’m sorry, but I can’t let you do that,” came a calm, strangely sad voice from behind her.


Spyder whirled around in absolute shock.  How could anyone penetrate her defenses and enter her manor, and do so without her knowledge!


She gasped and took a step back. She knew this invader!


It was Tarrin’s son, Eron!


She had seen him more than once, but to see him so close, it was almost…intimidating.  He was tall, so very tall, wide-shouldered and strangely stocky, yet still looked lithe.  That seemed a paradox on any being but this young Were-cat, who wore a simple undyed pair of leather breeches, a sleeveless buckskin shirt under a vest of black plaxa fiber, and carrying a simple reddish staff.


No, not a staff.  It was the Firestaff!  She recognized it as surely as she knew the back of her hand, but for some odd reason, she got no sense at all of its presence, almost as if it were hiding itself.

How did Eron come into possession of that most dangerous artifact, and how did he not go mad from the taint of its power?


“Eron!” Spyder gasped.  “What do you do here?”


“I’m afraid I’m here to stop you, Spyder,” he told her solemnly.  “I really don’t want to do it, but I don’t have much choice.  I can’t let you hurt Father, and you will if I let you fight him.  He won’t raise his paw against you, no matter what you do to him, and I’m afraid in the state he’s in now, he’d be no match for you.”  He sighed and set the Firestaff on the floor gently.  “Now, I’m going to ask you only once, Miss Spyder, and I’m going to ask nicely.  Please stand aside.  I don’t want to fight you, but I just can’t let you hurt my father.”


If he challenges your duty, remove him! Ayise commanded harshly.


“Child, you cannot fight me,” she told him evenly.  “I know you.  You are not a Sorcerer.  You cannot withstand my power.”


“I know, I’m the only Kael cub that’s not a Sorcerer,” he said with a rueful little chuckle, extending his claws and starting to walk forward.  “But that’s never stopped me before.  Now, if you’re not going to stand aside, I’m afraid I’m going to have to make you.  Please don’t be mad.  I promise I won’t hurt you any more than I absolutely have to.  You’re one of father’s best friends, and I don’t want to hurt you.”


Do not waste time on him! Ayise snapped.  Tarrin Kael is the greater danger, Guardian!  He cannot be allowed to escape from the gate chamber!

Spyder nodded to that unspoken command.  That the boy would challenge her in her own home with no defense against her Sorcery said to her that he was either utterly foolish or insanely brave.  But it was of no moment.  He was no threat to her, and so she would deal with him in a manner that would do him no harm.  She set her will against the Weave—

—and it was not there.


Spyder reeled in shock.  The sense of the Weave was gone!  She felt her cloak suddenly become heavy, and in that sensation she realized that some how, some way, all magic in the immediate area had been completely neutralized.

But there was more to it than that.  She suddenly felt…listless.  She felt as if a great weight had been placed on her mind, and she suddenly found it very hard to think, hard to reason.  She had to fight through a blanket of mulling silence that had been laid over her mind in order to rationalize what was going on.

“Don’t look so surprised, Miss Spyder,” he said in a grim manner.  “I may not be a Sorcerer, but that doesn’t mean I can’t protect myself from them.  I know this little trick that makes it so magic doesn’t work anymore.  I don’t know how I do it, but I can.  And without your magic, Miss Spyder, you’re not quite so invincible.”


Never in her entire life had she been so surprised.  The boy, was right!  Not only did her Sorcery not function, but even the great power of her ancient magical cloak, which was not Sorcery, did not function either!  Some how, some way, this child could completely neutralize all magic around him, no matter its type or source!


But that was impossible!


It was such a surprise, it was almost a palpable weight settling on her shoulders.


She had no time to consider the impossibility of her situation, for the young Were-cat was upon her.  He moved with blinding speed, with grace and agility, a perfect control and containment of his vast, awesome physical power.  Those huge clawed paws sought her out, but Spyder proved that she too was adept in the ways of fighting without magic.  Much like a Selani that she resembled, she flowed away from the larger Were-cat with sinuous grace, evading paws that sought to grapple her as the Were-cat youth tried to grab hold of her.  She slithered away from him, dancing out of his reach, then turned and kicked him in the side of the knee, a powerful downward strike that buckled his leg and sent him sprawling to one side.  His tail lashed out as he fell and struck her across both ankles, sweeping her legs out from under her.

Both combatants landed awkwardly on the polished tiled floor of Spyder’s library.  Eron landed on his side, but Spyder landed squarely on her stomach and chest, knocking the wind out of her.  She rolled aside quickly and effortlessly and regained her feet as the Were-cat did the same.  Retreat from him! Ayise commanded.  His power to stop magic has a limited range!

Getting away from Eron Kael was not as easy as that.  He was on her again in an instant, paws grabbing, feet and tail seeking to strike her legs out from under her.  She evaded like any Selani warrior, proving that she too knew the Dance despite not being Selani, and found that any time she tried to open a cushion between them, the Were-cat would instantly close it.  He continuously tried to grapple or overwhelm her, did not try to strike her in the face or head or chest, seeking to defeat her without doing her any permanent injury. He was obviously well trained, impeccably trained, but he did not have her thousands of years of experience.  The only real threat he posed was his strange ability to stop magic from functioning around him.  Truly, a fearsome and formidable power in a magic-rich world like Sennadar, but he did not have the training or skill to capitalize on his singularly most dangerous aspect.


Eron Kael would never best her in a physical fight.


She knew what he was trying to do, and that allowed her to predict his actions, and thereby engineer the means by which to defeat him.  She continued to give ground to him, evaded his paws and feet and tail, kept from getting so close he could get a grip on her, until he made only one tiny mistake, reached just a fraction of a finger too far, spent a fraction of a second too much time recovering from his overextension.  Spyder struck like a viper, grabbing hold of his wrist in a powerful grip, then pulling herself directly towards him.  Eron tried to slide to the side, but Spyder’s elbow slammed into the side of his cheek with stunning force, snapping his head to the side.  Eron may know how to fight, but Spyder knew Were-cats, and knew how to fight one even without magic.  She could do him no true harm with her hands and feet, but Eron Kael was just as vulnerable as any Were-cat was to a stunning blow to the head, one of the few things against which their Were regeneration and immunities could not protect.  She spun around his side even as his body recoiled from her blow, kicked him hard in the back of the knee to collapse the joint, then spun around and delivered a savage spinning kick to the side of his head as he collapsed around his leg.  He sprawled forward, falling into her table and breaking it under his weight, tumbling to the floor in a loud cacophony of breaking, splintering wood and stone.

He stayed down less than a heartbeat.  He rolled right up from the ground without even slowing down, and regained his feet.  He turned to face her, but instead of a furious expression, he was grinning.  He grabbed his jaw in a paw and rotated it back and forth.  “I shoulda known you’d be Selani trained,” he chuckled.

But that one heartbeat of inactivity had the most curious effect on her.  She felt even more listless, lethargic, and she had to shake herself to regain her center and her focus.  She realized that she those last acts on her part had been slower than what was normal for her.  She was slowing down, losing her concentration, and found it harder and harder to think with each passing moment.

“Stand aside,” she told him in a calm, deadly voice, but it was a voice that was curiously heavy, had lost the usual exacting perfection of her intonation.  “The next time I strike, it will be to kill.  I know how to kill your kind, even without magic.”


I’m sure you do,” he said evenly.  “But see, I don’t have to beat you, Miss Spyder.  I just have to keep you here.  You can’t magic yourself away, you know better than to turn your back on me, and you can’t outrun me.  As long as I hold you here, my father can come and go safely.  And that’s all I’m here to do.”


Spyder could not deny the simple logic of his statement.  She couldn’t disengage herself from him without either putting him down or forcing him to back off, and if she tried to flee him, she’d be leaving herself open.  That meant that she had to either kill him or knock him out, and do it quickly.  Very quickly.  She suspected that Eron had some other ability, for she was having the hardest time trying to think…as if her thoughts were covered by wool. Something was wrong with her, something very wrong, and the more time passed, the worse it became.

Stop being a fool!  Escape from him!  He is more dangerous than you realize, and besides, he is not your primary concern, Tarrin is!

“Then perhaps you would assist me here,” Spyder hissed in reply to that unspoken command, her words even more imperfect.  “I cannot simply turn my back on one such as this without paying a heavy price.”


We cannot directly interfere.  Eron is a mortal, we cannot interfere between you and him.

“Then be silent!” she snapped as she rushed forward once more, finding her focus sharp and precise once more.


Eron was much more cautious now, since he was the one trying to stall.  He continued to seek to grab hold of her, try to immobilize her and give his father all the time he needed, but he also did not fall into the same trap and give her an opening to exploit.  He fought with no singular style or method, his was an amalgamation of many different fighting styles and training from many different teachers, melded together into a singularly unique style all his own that maximized his strengths and covered his weaknesses.  But Spyder had thousands of years of fighting experience over this child, and was able to quickly penetrate his more cautious defenses despite the fact that his technique was unknown to her.  He was strong, and he was fast, but he was by no long shadow even close to being as fast as she, even with her strange lethargy, and it was her speed that would bring her victory.


Spyder’s Urzani heritage showed the world just where the Selani had earned their fighting traits.


For precious moments Spyder remained tied up by Tarrin Kael’s surprising son, as she worked him with her blinding speed, probing, testing, searching, teasing, seeking out the gaps in his defenses she could use against him…which were, admittedly, very few.  But as every moment passed, she found herself moving slower and slower, took longer and longer to analyze his technique, wasting precious time.  He was being completely defensive now, not even trying to counter her, seeming to understand that she was preparing to come at him, and readying himself for it.  He was covering his every weakness as best he could to force her to continue to study him, to waste precious time keeping her tied up with him and give Tarrin Kael a chance to enter Sennadar unchallenged.  The air between them blew against their faces as lightning-fast hands and paws traded blocking blows between them, as feet and knees sought out vulnerable areas, as Spyder analyzed Eron’s defensive movements and finally detected the weakness that would give her victory.


She struck immediately, not wasting any more time.  She executed a dizzying series of feints with both hands, seeking out then pulling back at the last instant, throwing the larger but less experienced Were-cat out of balance as he struggled to protect himself against blows that did not come.  The blazing speed of it confused him, as he tried to fathom if she was attacking or not, and that confusion caused a faint yet final lapse in his defense.  She weaved around his paws, leaned back to avoid his paw as he tried to present it to her confusing hands to block her, then turned, rotated her hips, and then thrust her foot up towards his exposed side, aiming right at the base of his ribcage, seeking to shatter bone and leave him incapacitated and unable to continue combat.


The surprise was hers when he drove his elbow down even as her foot found its mark, seeking to defend his vulnerability, but he was too late.  Bone shattered as Spyder’s foot crushed the base of his ribs, but Eron’s elbow  hooked Spyder’s ankle and twisted it awkwardly as he fell away, spraining her ankle.  Both combatants fell to the rubble-strewn floor simultaneously, Eron hunched around his broken ribs as Spyder rolled to her feet and immediately staggered, feeling the pain of the twisted ankle taking her weight.  Eron rolled over onto his paws and knees, then expelled a shocking amount of blood from his mouth.  A fragment of bone must have punctured his lung.  He heaved, his chest violently expanding and contracting, until he coughed, choked, gagged, then coughed once more, expelling a small pinkish object from his mouth.

A piece of his own rib.


He coughed out a large volume of blood, then struggled to his feet.  He wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his black-furred paw, then faced her.  “I’m sorry,” he told her contritely.  “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“You force me to kill you, boy, and I do not wish to,” she told him, her words very nearly slurred.

“No, you’re not going to kill me,” he told her.  “I figure you don’t have much longer.  You’re already moving slower, and you’d never have gotten your foot caught if you weren’t so far gone.”


“What are you about?”


“I remember the stories father told us, Miss Spyder.  I’ve taken away your magic.  I know what that means.  I figure right now, it’s just the adrenalin.  But when that peters out, all those months and years you’ve been awake are going to crash into you like a tidal wave, the same way they did with father when you took over again.  He slept for days after he took off the charm.  I don’t have to fight you, or even beat you.  I just have to keep magic away from you long enough that you fall asleep.”


Spyder’s eyes widened as that stark truth hit her like a hammer.  That was why she felt heavy, that was why she found it hard to think!  It was the charm’s effect stripped from her, and now the weight of all the time she had not slept was pressing down on her!


Goddess, the boy was right!  If he could hold her without her magic long enough, she would succumb to the overwhelming desire to sleep!  If he got hold of her and held her immobile, she would literally pass out!

She was much less stable now, with a sprained ankle.  She favored that leg heavily as the Were-cat again rushed in with his paws open, knowing he now had an advantage with her hobbled, but even with a lame leg she was more than a match for the young Were-cat.  She continued to evade his grasp, staying close to him but outside of his reach, avoiding his paws and his tail.  But the moments were ticking away, and every second that passed made her feel heavier and heavier, every second was another second that Tarrin Kael had to come through the gate, find her not there, and escape the inner chamber and get out to where magic would function normally for him.  She could predict Eron’s movements, but her reactions were more and more sluggish, and she found it more and more difficult to focus herself on the fight.  She had to finish this, deal with Eron immediately, or he was going to defeat her.  She slithered backwards and blocked an attempt to grab her by the shoulder, then kicked up a piece of the table, a shard of one of the legs, a fragment that was long and sharp at one end.  She snapped it from the air with her right hand, weaved herself around Eron’s tail, then twisted and drove it towards his unprotected neck, seeking to separate his spine.

But too much time had gone by.  She was just an instant too slow, too sluggish.  The young Were-cat blocked the attack with his forearm, slapping the dagger of wood to the side with his paw, and his other paw grabbed hold of the hem of her cloak.


In an instant, she was smothered in powerful arms.  They enveloped him even as she was pulled down, pulled into the Were-cat’s lap as he plopped down right in the middle of the floor, holding the Urzani in his powerful arms in a firm yet gentle grip, allowing her to squirm and writhe all she wanted, but not allowing her to break free of his grasp.


“You must release me!” she said in a strangled tone when she found she could not escape.  “You do not know what will happen!”


“I know enough to know that the Elder Gods are wrong about my father,” he answered pleasantly.  “He’s not here to fight with them.  He’s actually trying to fix things.”


“That is not the point, Eron!  Your father has broken the most sacred of laws!  The Deva will come for him!  He cannot be here, or the Deva will pour into Sennadar and take this world apart stone by stone to find him!”


“That?  Well, they’ll get over it.”


“They will not get over it!” she shouted.  “Now release me!”


“No,” he said calmly, pulling her head against his chest.  “I trust my father, Spyder.  He knows what he’s doing.  Now calm down.  When this is over, you can come find me and tan my hide for interfering, but until then I’m going to keep you here.”


The inactivity was like a hammer.  In an instant, she was almost overwhelmingly tired, and found that she could barely hold a coherent thought together.  “You do not understand!” she said, her voice heavy.  “We cannot let Tarrin into Sennadar.  He will die!”

“I’m sure he’s already thought of that,” he said dismissively.  “Just relax, Miss Spyder.  I’ll keep you nice and safe, don’t you worry.  It’s not your problem anymore, just close your eyes and relax, and when you wake up, all of this will be over.”

“I cannot allow this,” she said unevenly, trying one more time to free herself, but her movements were weak and disjointed, and she literally felt herself spiralling down into the sweet oblivion that for millenia had been denied her.  “You…do…not…understand….”


And she moved no more.  Spyder had been conquered by the only thing on Sennadar that could defeat her…herself.

Eron Kael cradled her in his arms, a strange little smile on his face.  “Don’t you worry about a thing, Miss Spyder,” he told the sleeping Urzani.  “You just watch.  Everything’s gonna be just fine.”


It was exactly as he remembered it…at least up to a point.


Tarrin exited the gate and put a paw down on the gray featureless stone of the floor of the gate chamber…a foot that immediately began to hiss and smoke, sending jagged pain through it.  The room was large and without decoration or adornment, just heavy stone enclosing a glowing gateway and a single door leading out.


The room was empty.


Where was Spyder?  He expected to see her standing there, standing between himself and the doorway, acting as the final barrier blocking his return to Sennadar, but she was nowhere to be seen.  There was little scent of her in the room; all of her scent here was very old, as if she had not been here in some time.

The pain finally registered all up and down his leg as his fur began to smolder, as the mortal air and the matter which made it up began attacking the integrity of his very body, seeking to consume what had no defense against it in this mortal realm.  He stepped completely out of the gateway and, careful not to take in a breath and intake that acidic air into his lungs, he reached out a paw and beckoned to the Firestaff.


It would not appear.


Tarrin blinked in surprise.  It was resisting!  It didn’t want to come to him!  Frowning, narrowing his eyes, he didn’t beckon, he demanded, forcing his will against the artifact and commanding it to come to him.


And it appeared.


That hold on it told him everything.  The Firestaff knew what he intended, and it was resisting him with every ounce of power it contained.  Tarrin was the Firestaff’s creation, but he was also its one and only weakness.  Only a child of the Firestaff could compel the Firestaff to surrender its power in ways it was not originally intended to give.  Just as Val’s shadow had used the Firestaff to power its divine abilities, Tarrin now drew from the power of the Firestaff to protect himself from the destructive nature of the mortal plane on his outer-planar body.  A nimbus of soft light surrounded the Were-cat’s body, a barrier of protection that isolated him from the ravages of the material plane, and the smoking and burning away of his body instantly stopped.

Where was Spyder?  She should be here!  He was certain that the Elder Gods were not going to just let him waltz into Sennadar uncontested.  They would have sent her.  Why wasn’t she here?


Was she alright?  Concern for her overwhelmed his confusion, even as he moved for the door, then chuckled and stopped, remembering that only someone wearing the charm could make the door open from the inside.


Not a problem.


Raising the Firestaff before him, he commanded it to reproduce an effect of Druidic magic, instructing the device, step by step, on how to go about accomplishing this task.  It was exactly like using Druidic magic, but instead of sending his images and intent to the All, he instead sent them to the Firestaff.  The Firestaff wasn’t as powerful as the All, not by a long shot, but it had sufficient power to accomplish the task he had forced upon it.


Tarrin stepped through the door as if it did not exist, using Triana’s most clever trick of walking through solid objects.


Out in the hallway beyond, he knew that the last major obstacle had been overcome.  Out here, he could use magic, not rely on the power of the Firestaff…a power, he realized, he could not rely upon.  The Firestaff continued to resist, to rebel, and the artifact would try to kill him if it even saw the slightest of openings.  But it would never get a chance, for in just a moment, he wouldn’t need it anymore.


He rushed through the manor quickly, hurrying towards the wing where Niami had been keeping his mortal body, still worried and concerned.  All in all, he was very glad that Spyder had not been there to try to stop him.  He did not relish the idea of fighting his sui’kun sister, and he’d known before coming here that there were no guarantees he was going to get past her.  Even as a mortal he would not want to fight her, but the way he was now, all she really would have to do would be to separate him from the Firestaff, and he would either die or be forced to retreat back into the gate, back into the Astral.  But there was little choice in the matter.  To get the Demon Lord off of Pyrosia, he had to return here.

He came into the main library, and the most unusual of sights appeared before him.  Across the room, sitting around the remains of a broken table, was Eron!  He held someone in his arms, cradled against his chest gently.  Eron turned his head and looked at him, and he smiled.  “Father!” he called.  “You’re alright!”


“Eron?” he called in surprise.  “What are you doing here, cub?”


“No!” he said, holding up a paw as Tarrin started towards him.  “You can’t come near me right now, Father.  Stay over there.”


“What’s wrong?  Are you alright?”


“I’m fine, but if you come close to me, you’re going to get caught up in what I’m doing to keep Miss Spyder asleep.”


“Spyder?  That’s  Spyder?”


He nodded.  “I took away her magic, and you know what happens when you lose the magic of the charm.  She tried to fight it, but she couldn’t stay awake for very long.”


Tarrin gave Eron a wild look.  Eron had taken away Spyder’s magic?  How did he do such a thing?  It was impossible!


“I can do a trick, Father,” he said with a shy smile, scrubbing the back of his head with his claws, in exactly the same manner Tarrin did so.  “I learned a while ago that I can make magic around me stop.  I don’t know how I do it, but I can.  As long as I keep Miss Spyder close to me, she’s going to sleep.  I’ll keep her asleep until you do whatever it is you’re here to do.  I don’t want the two of you fighting, you’re in no condition to face Miss Spyder.”


“I can’t argue with that, cub,” Tarrin laughed.  So that was why she wasn’t there!  Eron had intercepted her!  “How did you know to be here?”


“I don’t know,” he shrugged.  “It’s like I just knew where I had to be, you know?  I’ve known for a while that you’d need my help getting back in.  I’ve just been waiting for when you needed me.  A few days ago, I knew it was time, so I came here.”

“How did you get here so fast?”


“Well, after you left for Pyrosia, the Firestaff appeared,” he said.  “I think the gods decided I should take care of it while you were in the other world.  If I ask it the right way, it’ll do magic for me.  It doesn’t like doing it, but it also can’t say no when I ask that certain way.  It brought me down here.”


Eron could compel the Firestaff?  That was impossible!  Only a child of the Firestaff could command its power in that way, and Eron was most certainly not a child of the Firestaff!


It hit him like a Giant’s fist.  Goddess!  Eron was a Mi’Shara!


All this time, Tarrin thought that Jasana had to be the strongest of his cubs…how could he have been so blind?  How could he be so wrong?  It wasn’t Jasana that was the most powerful of his cubs, it was Eron…because Eron could do the impossible!

And it made complete sense to him now…what better power for a cub when that cub’s father and sisters were all powerful magicians.  Eron existed in Sennadar as a natural balance against his own family, there to stop them if something terrible happened and they went out of control.  In this world of magicians that could change the face of the planet single-handedly, there needed to be someone there to put a stop to it, and do it without laying waste to vast tracts of geography..  And that someone was Eron.


“My cub,” he said with exploding pride.  “Is Spyder alright?  Are you?  I see some blood.”


“We’re fine,” he said.  “She sprained her ankle.  All the blood is mine.  By the trees, Father, this woman can fight, even without her magic.  I don’t think I could ever beat her if I hadn’t have cheated and took away her magic.  Aunt Allia’s gonna tan my hide for getting so beat up by a single opponent.  She almost killed me.”


Tarrin laughed.  “She’s had a few thousand years to practice, cub.”


“Don’t I know it,” he said with a sour face.  “She kicked me in the ribs so hard I thought I was turned inside out.  I’d hate to see her when she’s not fighting to stay awake even as she’s fighting me.”


“Well, I’m very glad that you fixed it so I wouldn’t have to either,” he said.


“Just doing what I can, Father,” he said with a gentle smile.  “Now you need to go.  I can keep Miss Spyder out of your hair.  Go do what you need to do.”

Tarrin nodded.  “Keep Spyder asleep for at least an hour,” he told his son.  “After that hour, let her wake up, and I suggest you get away from her very quickly.  I’ll try to convince Mother to keep her from coming after you, but I might not be able to do it.”


“I’m not worried about it,” he said, waving a paw negligently, a paw holding Spyder’s amulet by its elegant chain.  “If she isn’t wearing this, she won’t wake up when I leave.” 


Tarrin laughed.  “You’re something else, cub.”


“I just listened when you told the stories about being Guardian,” he smiled.  “I knew her one and only weakness.”

“We’re going to have a long talk when I can, cub,” he told him.  “Until then, be careful.  I’ll see you soon.”


“Good luck.  I love you, Father.”


“I love you too, cub.”


Tarrin left Eron and Spyder behind, silent impressed by his carefree, good-natured cub.  Eron…what a treasure.  The gods had truly blessed him when Mist brought that boy into their lives.  But he had something to do, and couldn’t dwell on Eron anymore.  He hurried up the stairs and down the passageway, until he found himself before the door holding what Niami had been keeping a secret.  He opened it and found it just as it was when he peeked in here years ago.  The replica of himself floating in a soft column of light, with his black cat statuette standing on a pedestal beside it.


Both of them were going to be vital to him now.


He advanced in quickly and picked up the statuette, then took the statuette and thrust it into the light and touched it to the mortal shell beyond.  The statuette was a Soultrap, and was attuned to his soul, which allowed him to reach through it, reach through that contact and into the mortal form on the other side, acting as a bridge that was allowing the disembodied soul to access the powers and abilities lurking within the soulless shell.


In a sudden motion, the eyes of the shell opened, eyes that were blank and oblivious, eyes that did not see.  But Tarrin could sense those eyes through the connection, even as he reached through the Soultrap and into that mortal form, touching on its innate abilities, the primary among them being the power of Sorcery.


By proxy, Tarrin wove a spell through his mortal form’s power, snapped it down, and released it.


And Tarrin, body, Firestaff, and statuette vanished.


They appeared directly within the Heart of the Goddess, directly within the major Conduit that rose up from the floor at the center of the tallest tower in the Tower of Six Spires, and they wasted not an instant of time.  It was in this moment that he would be most vulnerable, when the gods very well might decide to strike at him while he was busy, where they wouldn’t fear him retaliating with the Firestaff.


He knew what had to be done.  Reaching through the statuette and his mortal form, Tarrin caused his mortal form to open itself not to the Weave, but to the All.  What Tarrin needed to do was something far beyond what Sorcery could accomplish.  What he needed was a form of power that had no limits, no boundaries, and Druidic magic was the only force on Sennadar capable of such a thing.  It had to be done here, in the Heart, within the major conduit, because he would need Sorcery to perform a portion of the task, and this was where Sorcery was strongest.

The All came into connection with that mortal shell, and found no will, no image, no intent within it.  It was almost confused for a moment, but then sensed another will, another intent, another image, coming to it from outside the body, but part of the body nonetheless.  The All turned to this strange, alien presence for its instruction.  It saw a series of images and felt the intent behind them, each one building on the last, until the All understood what the will was trying to accomplish.


But the All did not begin the task.  It seized the mortal body in contact with it and struck through the connection between body and soul, and then invaded the soul driving the body.  It rushed into that soul with the intent to destroy it, but that soul surrendered to the All immediately, offering up its memories, its plans, its desires, its intent.  The All looked into the mind behind the soul behind the body, and comprehended everything.


Ayise finally understood, for the first time.  For the first time, Tarrin Kael had surrendered unto Ayise the totality of himself and allowed her to look inside him, to understand him, to know him, even as he did so to the All.  Just as Niami knew her child, knew that despite his actions, he always had a noble intent, Ayise too knew.  And in so knowing, she could find it in herself to look the other way this one time, not interfere, and allow the Mortal God to proceed as he saw fit.

After all, the All was naught by the physical extension of the power of Ayise in the mortal world.  All Druids tapped into her power.  In that surrender to the All, Tarrin Kael had also surrendered to Ayise.  She knew what Tarrin had done, what he was doing, and what he intended to do in the future.  And, finding solace and comfort in what he intended to do, she relented to allow it to come to pass, not blocking or hindering the All in any way.


It would be worth the risk of not trying to stop him if he succeeded.


The Druidic spell triggered.  If Tarrin wasn’t so busy, he would have sighed in relief.  Getting past Ayise had been the last major obstacle, but as he suspected, she deigned to not interfere once she understood things the same way Niami did.  It had required him to submit to her completely, allow her the opportunity to strike and kill him without resistance…but it had been worth that risk.

Druidic magic infused the Conduit, causing it to shimmer into visibility, as the Druidic spell literally attacked Tarrin’s created form.  It drove lances of power into every fiber of his soul, infusing it, filling him with the boundless power of the All itself.  It was not pleasant.  A ragged scream erupted from the soul as the power of the All saturated it with its own power, a power that no mortal could have channelled…at least no mortal who was not a Mi’Shara.

By using his mortal form and the boundless power it could handle, Tarrin attempted to do something that was impossible…become mortal.

And when that saturation was complete, when the All was completely mingled with the soul it touched, it began.  It struck at the soul’s alien nature, struck at what made it divine, and sought to transform it back into what it once was.  The power tried to scour away the divine nature of Tarrin’s soul and leave what remained behind mortal.


But it could not.


In that moment, Tarrin understood a fundamental truth.  What Tarrin had done, what he had become, could never be undone.  He had now, and forever would have, the soul of a god.


Unable to accomplish that feat, the soul and power instead sought to divide rather than transform.  It swept through the entirety of himself, finding all things that were mortal, and separating it from all things divine.  And this, he found, was possible.  Though Tarrin had the soul of a god, that soul had been changed from the soul of a mortal, and the echoes of that mortal soul still resounded within him.  The All seized on those echoes and the bits and pieces of his divine soul that were not entirely divine, and then separated them.


One soul shuddered, then a fissure appeared within it. That fissure spread across the soul, and then completely severed it.  The two halves drifted apart, sundered from one another.


One soul became two.


The part of him which was mortal was pulled inexorably into the Soultrap.  That which remained, the power of the All attacked once again, enacting change.  Though the divine soul could not be changed into a mortal soul, that divine soul could itself be transformed into something similar to itself.  The taint of the Firestaff was stripped from it, forever destroying the link between Tarrin and that artifact.

Tarrin was no longer a child of the Firestaff.  Instead, the power of Ayise seared through him, transforming him into one of her children.  And being one of her children, Ayise and the Elder Gods had no reason to oppose him.


If only for a fleeting moment.  The Soultrap passed on the mortal soul of Tarrin Kael into his mortal body at the behest of the All, and those empty eyes suddenly gained a spark of comprehension.  They blinked, then focused through the bright light surrounding them, pupils contracting to slits, and then they focused on the divine half that had once been a part of him.


That divine half, stripped of its protection afforded by the Firestaff, exposed to the ravages of the mortal plane, dissolved away like smoke, and was gone.


But it was done.  The parts of Tarrin Kael that had made him mortal were once again bound within a mortal body.  Though his soul was but half a soul, it was still Tarrin Kael, and he was mortal once more.


The light vanished.  All that remained was the nude form of Tarrin Kael kneeling within the conduit of the Heart, panting heavily to recover from the intense pain of the process.  Beside him lay the Firestaff, glowing an angry red, a glob of melted, twisted black metal that smoked angrily on the cold stone floor, and a simple leather belt holding a belt pouch, the only non-divine garments that the former incarnation of Tarrin Kael had worn.  Tarrin Kael stood up slowly, looking down at his arms, flexing his hands, and feeling the normality of it.  He looked inside himself and found an emptiness there, a lack of the senses and powers that he had enjoyed as a divine being, and he knew they were gone.  He felt the Cat again within his mind, that other half of himself that was both alien and not, was a fundamental aspect of his being that was as much a part of him as his arms and legs, and just as vital to him.  He was once more a mortal, a true Were-cat, with all the advantages and limitations that the mortal form offered, and the limitations of a mortal mind and soul that would forever deny him the wonders of the multiverse that only a god could comprehend and appreciate.

But it was what he wanted.


Unable to change himself back into a mortal, Tarrin sacrificed half of himself to reclaim what was taken from him, his mortal soul, and his mortal life.


The wings were gone.  They had been part of his divine form, and he had lost them.  He felt…crippled without them, somehow.  They had been divine, but he’d had them for so long, they had become a part of him, and he found that he truly missed them.  He looked down at the black fur of his right arm, and then gasped as that black fur shimmered, and then all color drained from it, leaving it white as pristine snow.


So, the scar of reaching into the place that did not exist carried over even into his mortal form.  An eternal reminder of what he had touched, though the memory of it wasn’t exactly sharp.  Because Tarrin was now a mortal, and those things had happened when he was a god, the memory of them wasn’t exact.  It was “dumbed down” into a manner in which he could understand.  He remembered the events that had taken place while he was out in the Outer Planes, but not the exact details of it.  He remembered the Sages, and Szizass, and Fury, and remembered what he had done, but not with the usual clarity of his other memories.  Those memories had belonged to that other half of himself, and he and that other half were now completely separate from one another.  What he had of it were almost like half-formed recollections, as if they were part of a story that was told to him, with important facts but not extraneous details.


A good thing too, else he would have died when that other half of him dissolved away.


Blowing out his breath, he stood fully erect, and without much thought, Conjured new clothes for himself.  He stepped from the Conduit, feeling the stone beneath his feet, letting the sweet smells of the Tower flow through his nose, and sensing it through the Weave an instant before Jenna appeared before him, Teleporting directly to his location.


“Tarrin!” she squealed.  “How did you get here!  What happened?” she asked even as she charged headlong into him and wrapping her arms around his middle, hugging him fiercely.


“Jenna,” he said thickly.  “I’m home, sister.”


“But the Elder Gods—“


“Won’t interfere with him ever again,” the audible voice of the Goddess emanated from behind them.  They turned and looked, and saw her standing within the Conduit, appearing as she always did, with her seven-striped hair, glowing amber eyes, and the gown of woven starlight clinging to her handsome form.  She stepped out of the Conduit and wormed her way into their embrace, hugging both of them tenderly, gently.  “You have done so well, my kitten,” she told him proudly.  “I’m going to kiss you.”


And she did so, kissing him soundly on the cheek, causing his cheek to burn as the power of her seeped into him through that contact.


“Mother, what happened?” Jenna asked.


“Tarrin reclaimed his mortality,” she answered before Tarrin could reply.  “He’s no longer a god.  He is a mortal again.  And since he’s a mortal, the Elder Gods have no reason to oppose him now, do they?”


Jenna gave him a wild look.  “That was you doing that? I felt something—it was like nothing I’d ever felt before!”


“I had to use Druidic magic, but I had to do it here,” he told her.  “Things didn’t work exactly the way I thought they would, though.”


No, kitten.  How you did it is not something you should tell anyone.  You used Druidic magic to become mortal again.  Simply leave it at that.


Why, Mother?


Because they wouldn’t understand, and that’s not something that any mortal should know.


I don’t understand, but I’ll do as you want, Mother.


If only you obeyed me so quickly all the time, she told his mind with a rueful little chuckle.


“What do you mean?”


“It didn’t work quite as easily as I thought,” he hedged.  “I had to improvise a little.”


“But it worked,” the Goddess said, taking Jenna’s hand and Tarrin’s white paw.  “I see you look a little different,” she teased, holding up his white-furred arm.


“It’s a scar, a scar that even carried over from what I did,” he said absently, looking down at it.  “I’m going to miss my wings, though,” he sighed.


“Dear kitten, if you want wings, well,” she said, suddenly grabbing hold of his paw in a vicelike grip.  Her power flooded into him, and he felt it coalesce into him, focusing on his back.  He felt her power alter him, Transmute him, rearranging the very structure of his being, doing it painlessly and quickly.


Wings of reddish fire erupted from his back and filled out to their full glory, then spread out majestically.


“There.  You do look so much better with them,” she said, giving him a glorious smile.  “You’ll find that they work just like your old ones, but all they can do is let you fly, though,” she grinned roguishly.  “They won’t let you shapeshift or use the other powers they once gave you, but you can control their size, shape, and appearance like you could your old ones.  But I think that’s enough,” she told him with a wink. 
Jenna gasped.  “Why didn’t you tell me you could do that?” Jenna accused.


“To stop the petty request I’m about to get from a certain sister of Tarrin,” she answered with a mysterious smile.  “If you want wings, Jenna, you must earn them.  You haven’t quite managed it yet.  But when you do, and if you want them, then I’ll happily give them to you.”


“Really?” she asked, almost girlishly.


“Really,” the Goddess told her, squeezing her hand gently.


Tarrin felt the wings, felt that they seemed to feel like his old ones…but not quite.  There wasn’t that eagerness, that sense of presence that had been in his old ones.  His old ones were like a second part of himself that was a little bit separate from him, but these wings…they were just there.  They were limbs, like his arms and legs and tail, not semi-sentient extensions of a part of himself that could not be expressed in mortal terms.  But, they did feel right.  The Goddess had been right, so long ago, when she told him that in time, he’d feel right as rain to have his wings.  And he did.  The wings…they were a part of him, and to not have them, even for those few moments, felt like someone had cut off an arm.  It was why he’d given them to himself in the Outer Planes, when he could have just given himself the power of flight without needing them…because they were a part of him, a part that even the Cat, which was now again one with him, fully understood and accepted.  Though they were unknown and alien to the Cat, they were still a fundamental part of him, and the Cat felt whole with the wings there.

“Now, why don’t you get dressed, kitten?” the Goddess told him, but then let go of Jenna and waved her hand.  The clothes that had been hung over his arm were now on him, a simple black leather vest and a pair of undyed leather breeches, clothes that he favored.  “And I think you need to keep this close to you,” she said with another gesture.  The leather belt and pouch appeared around his waist, in which was the Portable Hole that held what would make the Deva hunt him down.  “There.  That’s better,” she told him with a glorious smile.


“Thank you, Mother,” Tarrin told her.  “I’m afraid I can’t stay long.  I have some things I need to do.”  He turned and held out his paw, and Summoned the Firestaff using Druidic magic.  It resisted, resisted with every fiber of its being, but it could not prevent it.  Where before it was held thrall by a child of the Firestaff, now it was overwhelmed by the power of a Mi’Shara, who could exert such will against other objects that they could not resist his commands.  Despite knowing what Tarrin intended to do, the Firestaff could not resist.  “I have a promise to keep.”

“What promise?” Jenna asked.


“I promised Ayise to get rid of this in exchange for her not interfering with me,” he told his sister, holding up the Firestaff.  “She could have stopped me any time, because Ayise controls the All.  When I offered to get this thing out of the hair of the Elder Gods, she allowed me to do what I did.  I’m going to take it out of Sennadar, and finally take that thorn out of their sides.  It won’t bother Sennadar ever again.”


“Yes, that’s about the only thing that Tarrin could have used to bargain with my mother,” Niami laughed.


“That’s the price I have to pay for getting my life back, but it’s something that has to be done anyway,” he shrugged.  “There’s also the matter of the Deva.  I can’t stay here long, or they’ll know where I am and come after me.  I don’t want to put that kind of stress on Spyder or the Elder Gods, so I have to do what I need to do here fast and then move on.  So, let’s get down to business.  I need to see my human cubs, sister.  I need my things back from them.”


“You have to go already?  But you just got here, and you haven’t told me what’s going on!”


“It’ll have to wait, sister,” he told her gently.  “Have Zyri and Jal summoned to your office,” he ordered, even as he effortlessly wove a spell of Teleportatation, snapped it down, and released it.  The two of them appeared in Jenna’s office, near her desk, and the Goddess simply appeared beside them instantaneously, so seamlessly that she still held Tarrin’s paw in her own.  Tarrin didn’t have the power to affect Niami with his magic, but she had moved herself along with them, making it appear as if she was subject to Tarrin’s spell.

Jenna put a hand to her amulet.  “Zyri, are you alone?”


“I’m with Mistress Lula, aunt Jenna,” she answered.


“Step away from her please,” she ordered.


“Okay.  Alright, I’m by myself.”

Jenna wove a spell of Teleportation in a reversed manner.  Instead of taking herself somewhere else, she instead brought something else to her.  In this case, it was Zyrilin.  The girl looked absolutely radiant.  She was a bit taller than he remembered, and had started to fill out more noticably…which was normal for a thirteen year old girl.  She was wearing a Novitiate dress, and her dark hair had been done up in a single ponytail that shined with her health and vitality.  Zyrilin blinked and looked around, then her eyes locked on Tarrin.  “Father!” she squealed, and rushed towards him with her arms held out.


He knelt down and collected her up in his arms, taking in his scent, and feeling his love for this little girl blossom in him once more.  She may not be one of his cubs, but she was one of his children, as much as Jasana or Eron or the twins.  “Oh Father, you’re home!” she cried, starting to weep immediately.


“Only for a little while,” he told her, “but it’s so good to see you, little bit!  You look good!  I see your aunt’s been taking care of you.”


“She’s been very good to us, Father,” she sniffled, hugging him even tighter.


“Jal,” Jenna called.  “Please do me a favor and stand away from everyone else.  When you’re ready, put your hand on your amulet.”  She looked at Tarrin.  “Since he won’t talk, I worked this out with him.”


“Where have you been, Father?” Zyri demanded as Jenna repeated the spell, and Jal appeared.  He was wearing a simple livery doublet with a shaeram emblazened on the front and a pair of sturdy leather trousers.  Jal’s eyes lit up when he saw Tarrin, and rushed forward to embrace him.  Tarrin collected the boy up in his other arm and then stood up, putting his cheek against Jal’s sandy hair as the boy hugged him about the neck.


“It’s good to see you, Jal,” he told the boy.  “Have they been treating you well?”


Jal looked up at him and smiled radiantly.


“Good.  Now I’m afraid I’m not home to stay yet, and I don’t have time to visit.  I have to leave very quickly.  I’m here because I need what I gave you two back.  So, I need you to go back to your rooms and get my amulet and the Cat’s Claws and bring them back here, okay?  I’m going to need them now.”


“I have your amulet right here, Father,” Zyri told him, pulling it out from under her dress.  “I haven’t taken it off since you gave it to me.”


Jal pushed against him slightly.  Tarrin knelt down and set him gently on the floor, and he waved his hand excitedly at Tarrin, then turned and rushed from the room.  “I think he has to go get them,” Tarrin chuckled.


Zyri pulled the chain of his amulet over her head, then offered it to him. “Here, Father.  I took good care of it.  I even kept it polished for you.”


Tarrin looked at it, and saw that it was indeed highly polished, almost glossy.  He chuckled and lowered his head to let her put it on him. “I see you did, little bit,” he affirmed as she put his amuet on him.  It fell down around his neck and settled over his chest, and immediately felt both warm and cold, heavy and light, as the original magic that kept it from being taken from him re-established itself.


“And I think you need a replacement,” the Goddess told the girl easily, holding out her hand.  A glittering crystal shaeram that looked to be made of perfectly cut diamond was in her hand, scillinting and refracting the light to produce dazzling rainbows of color whenever it moved, supported by a chain made not of metal, but of crystal.  “I think this would suit you just fine, little one.”


“This is for me?” she gasped, looking at it.  “It’s beautiful!”


“It’s your very own shaeram,” the Goddess told her with a nod.


Zyri looked up at the Goddess in the face, and then she turned absolutely white, gaping at Niami in utter awe.  Clearly, she realized just who was in the room, so consumed she’d been with the fact that Tarrin was there.


“Don’t be like that, little bit,” Niami chided.  “Here, let me put it on you.”  She pulled the crystal chain from the girl’s hands and then settled it over her head, then patted it when it fell over her bodice.  “There we are, right where it should be.”


“Th-Tha-Thank you, Mistress Goddess,” she said, clutching at Tarrin.


“There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Niami asked with an absolutely radiant, disarming smile at the girl.  “You don’t have to be afraid of me, Zyri.  You’re one of my own children, and I’d love it if you would call me Mother.”


“Y-Yes, Mother,” she said meekly.


“That makes me very happy,” she beamed at the girl, flicking her gently on the tip of her nose just as Tarrin tended to do, which invariably made the girl giggle.  “How has the Novitiate been?”


“I touched the Weave, Father!” she told Tarrin excitedly.  “Mistress Lula and Aunt Jenna have been teaching me how to make magic!”


“Lula’s always good for teaching things that shouldn’t be taught,” the Goddess laughed.


“That’s why I put her with Lula when I’m busy,” Jenna chuckled.


“That’s wonderful news, little bit,” Tarrin told her, bouncing her a little in his arm.  “How’s Jal been?”


“Much better now that he has a Water Adept training him,” Jenna answered.  “He has complete control of his power now.  They’re telling me that he’s a very strong Elementalist.”


“He’s still not talking?”


Jenna shook her head.  “He can, he just won’t.  There’s not much we can do but wait for him to talk on his own.”


“I know.  How many of them are here?”


“Just Shara and Tem,” she answered.  “It’s very hard to get people here.  Shara’s been studying with us since Tem took her place.  We’re trying to understand how their power works, and she’s been training to see if she can use Sorcery.”


“She does have the gift, kitten,” Niami told him.  “All of them do, even Jal.  It’s just that they’ve learned how to use it differently than you, and it’s changed a little in them, but not so much that it makes them completely separate.  It’s entirely possible that Sorcerers could learn to use at least some of their Elemental abilities, and they might be able to learn some Sorcery.”


“Interesting.  I thought it might be possible, but I wasn’t sure.”


“You were right.  Sorcery and Elementalism are related, like Wizardry and Necromancy,” Niami told him.  “Wizards can learn Necromancy, and Necromancers can use Wizard magic, since Necromancy is just a branch of Wizardry.  What Shara’s trying to do is get in touch with the entirety of her power, while the Sorcerers working with her are trying to learn how she uses her power the way she does.  A Sorcerer could never use full Elemental magic, and Elementalists could never be full Sorcerers because there are some differences, but there’s potential there that the two branches can learn to use each other’s magic.”


“Mother, while we’re waiting for Jal, tell me what’s going on over in Pyrosia,” he asked.


She nodded and briefly summarized what was going on. The fortification of Pyros, the dispatch of most of Tarrin’s family as units that were searching for the shards of his sword, and the known locations of the enemy armies.  “Oh, since you’re here, explain why your shadow isn’t doing what you told it to do anymore,” she added, going over the behavior of his shadow.


Tarrin bowed his head, rubbing his lips with a white-furred finger.  “I’m not really sure,” he said.  “It’s in its nature to grow and expand on the limited abilities I gave it…it’s part of how I created it.  Maybe it’s gotten smart enough to understand that there’s more ways to hurt the Demons than just killing them.”


“That’s entirely possible.  I guess I should have Dolanna recall everyone to Pyros.  With you a mortal, the sword’s more or less pointless now.”


“No, Mother, the sword still has power.”


“But you’re not a god anymore, kitten,” she protested.


“Right.  But now it’s getting its power from this,” he said, holding up the Firestaff.  “The Firestaff created that part of me, I created the sword, and now that that part of me is gone, the sword instead will become an outlet for the Firestaff.  It’s still an artifact, it’s just changed who’s going to give it power.  And since it’s unattached, it’s still going to give its power to whoever reassembles it.  It’s still vital that we find it, to keep it out of the hands of anyone who would misuse that power.  If anything, it’s even more dangerous now, because now I won’t even have a thread of connection to the sword or shred of control over it.  I won’t know if it’s put back together, and I won’t be able to influence it if someone tries to use it.”


“That’s not a very pleasant thought,” the Goddess grunted.


“It does sound like I need to get things done in fifteen days, though,” he said.  “From the sounds of those army locations, they’re going to try to converge on Pyros from the south and the east in about eighteen days.”

“Give or take, if this Demon Lord does this conventionally.  He might have some kind of plan, though.”


“Or Shaz’Baket does,” Tarrin said with a slight snarl at that hated name.


“Or her.  Oh, I should have Sapphire and some of her brood in Pyrosia  in a few days.  Sarraya’s made about nine amulets that will let them go over there.”


“Huh, I would have though that with that Weave I built over there, they could go there without any protection.”


“No, the Weave is just a part of the total magic of our plane, kitten.  It would probably allow them to survive longer, but it would still be a deadly place for them.”


“Alright then.  How is she?”


“Impatient.  I’d better tell her you visited. She’ll strangle you when you get back since you didn’t stop to talk to her, though.”

“She’ll understand.  This is important.”


Jal ran back into the room as fast as his little legs would carry him, holding Tarrin’s black metal bracers in his arms.  He skidded to a halt before Tarrin, and then held out the objects to Tarrin with a broad grin.


“That’s my boy,” Tarrin said with a smile, kneeling down, setting down Zyri gently, then taking the two black metal bracers.  He put a foot on the Firestaff and pushed it to the floor, keeping it contact with it at all times, and then put the two bracers on his wrists, one at a time.  “I see you took good care of them,” he said, extending the claws on both bracers, then retracting them.


Jal beamed.


He stood up after taking the Firestaff into his paw again, keeping it in contact with him at all times.  If he let it go, even for an instant, it would seek to escape from him, and he couldn’t allow that.  “Now I’m afraid I have to go, cubs.  My presence here is putting everyone in danger.  I have to go and finish what I started, and I have to keep my promise to Ayise.  But I’ll be home very soon, I promise.”

“How soon?”


“If all goes well, twenty days,” he told her.  “Give or take a day.  I think you can wait that long.”


Zyri smiled, and hugged him around the waist.  He patted her on the back, then ruffled Jal’s hair.  “Step back now, cubs,” he told them.


“You’re not leaving without giving me a hug!” Jenna called, wrapping her arms around.  He hugged her as best he could with one arm, then reached out and took the hand of the Goddess fondly.


“Tell Dolanna that I’ll be in Pyrosia in a few days, if all goes well.”


“We will.  Where are you going now, brother?” Jenna asked.


“Acheron,” he answered, his face turning grim.  “I have an appointment with the One.”


“I told you not to try that kitten,” the Goddess told him.


“I’m not going to kill him, Mother,” he said calmly, causing his wings to retract fully into his back, leaving only two long slits of living fire, and those quickly vanished under a layer of skin that grew over them…just as it had worked for his old wings. Mother certainly didn’t miss anything.  “I just have to deal with him.”

“Deal with him?  And just how will you deal with him?” she asked.


“The One has his own responsibility for this, Mother.  I’m not going to let him just slide out of it.  He’s going to help fix it.”


“Then why did you destroy his icon on Pyrosia if you want his help now?  It’s not going to make him very amenable.”


“Oh, he’s going to be very amenable, at least after we get the ugly fighting out of the way,” Tarrin told her, flexing his claws in an unwholesome manner.  “The One’s going to do what I tell him to do.  He’d fall all over himself to fix things and kick the Demons off Pyrosia before they kill all his worshippers and that kills him, but he’s going to play by my rules.  That’s what I’m going to Acheron for, to discuss that with him.  The hard way, if necessary.”


“And that doesn’t answer my question.”


“He had to be punished for what he did to Kimmie,” he said flatly.  “That, and I didn’t want him to have his full power.  He would have been too arrogant and too strong to work with safely.  I’m sure he would have turned on me the instant the Demon Lord was dead.  This way, he’s going to be working for us, not with us, because I’m going to make sure he has no cards to put on the table.  He’s going to be a big help to us, and Pyrosia will need him after the Demons are gone.  But he’s never going to have the same position he had before.  If he wants to survive, he’s going to do things my way.”


The Goddess gave him a long look, then laughed richly.  “My, you sound like a god,” she teased.


“I’m worse than a god, Mother,” Tarrin said in an ugly tone.  “I’m a Were-cat.”


Niami burst into helpless laughter.  “So well said,” she said with a glorious smile.  “So, how are you going to stare down a god in his home plane?”


“With this,” he said, brandishing the Firestaff.  “I’m not going to be there to fight, Mother.  I’ll just need to protect myself until the One finally stops venting and starts listening to me.  I’m sure he’ll want to take a piece out of me for what I did on Pyrosia, but in the end he’s going to listen to me.”

Niami smiled knowingly.  “Good plan.”

“Thank you.”


“And what about….” she said, waving her hand meaningfully.


“Oh, I’m saving that,” he said.  “I’ll use it if I have to, but I’d rather keep it where I have it.  I think that they might be able to track me down if I take it out.”


“They probably can.”


He nodded.  “I have to go now.  Just keep things going for me until I can rejoin the others.”


“We will, I promise, brother,” Jenna told him.


“Be careful out there, Father,” Zyri said, hugging Jal absently.  “Come home soon.”


“I will, little bit.  Take care of each other, and when I see Mist, I’ll tell her you’re doing fine.”  He looked to Niami.  “Could you make sure Spyder isn’t on a warpath when she wakes up?”

Niami laughed.  “I’ll take care of it.”


Tarrin nodded to her, and without another word, he wove a spell of Teleportation around himself, snapped it down, and released it. In the blink of an eye, he went from Jenna’s office to the little paved walkway just outside the Ward of Spyder’s mansion.  He passed through it without hesitation and entered her manor, and sensed that Spyder was now up in the west wing, up in one of the bedrooms.  Unable to resist checking on her and Eron, he went up to see them.  He found them in one of the small guest chambers, with Eron sitting on a stool by a large bed, in which Spyder lay sleeping, the covers pulled up and tucked in around her thoughtfully.  Eron stood up and turned to the door when Tarrin entered, and then he embraced his father in a fierce hug.  “You look different, Father.  What did you do?”

“I reclaimed my mortality, son,” he answered.  “That’s why I had to come back, because this was the only place I could do it.  I’m not a god anymore.  I’m just a mortal again.”


“That’s good to hear,” he said with a grin.  “So you’re off again?”


He nodded.  “I have a few more things to take care of, and then I’ll return to Pyrosia and deal with the Demon Lord.  How is she?”


“Sleeping,” he answered.  “Could you heal her ankle please?  She sprained it when we fought.”


“No problem, cub,” he said, stepping up and pulling back the quilt covering her.  He put his white furred paw on her leather-clad leg and wove a spell of Healing, soothing strained ligaments and tendons and reparing the muscles in her ankle.  “There we are.  I suggest you make yourself scarce.  You do not want to be here when she wakes up.  Mother told me she’d warn Spyder off, but Spyder’s not the kind that takes defeat easily.  She won’t be very happy with you, cub.”


“I’ll leave as soon as you do.  It’s going to be a long, hard climb back over into Sharadar though.”


“That’s right, you can’t get out of here.  Stand up, cub, I’ll Teleport you to Suld.”


“Thanks, Father,” he said with relief.  “I’ll see you soon?”


“I hope to be back in about a month, if all goes well.”


“I’ll see you sooner than that, Father.  Now that you’re done here, I’m going to go to Pyrosia and help over there.  So I’ll see you when you get there.”


“I’ll see you in a few days then, cub,” he said, weaving the spell and releasing it.  Eron’s form wavered and vanished silently, leaving Tarrin alone with the sleeping Spyder.


Who immediately opened her eyes.


“I am glad you decided to come see me before you left,” she said flintily, sitting up and looking at him with a cool expression.

“Don’t be mad at Eron, sister,” Tarrin told her.  “It’s his way.”


“I am not angry.  A little disappointed in myself, but not angry.  Your son it quite clever, and more than I ever believed him to be.”


“I’m proud of him,” Tarrin said grandly.  “Are you alright?”

“I am quite fine.  Only my pride was wounded,” she said with a rueful chuckle.  “How the mighty fall, in the most unexpected ways.  I see you have again become mortal.  I did not think that possible.”


“It almost wasn’t,” he admitted.  “But it worked, and that’s what counts.  I’m just glad I didn’t have to fight you,” he said with utter sincerity and a sigh of relief.


“Your son ensured that,” she said with a little smile.  “I have never faced such a polite enemy, more worried about me than himself.”


“Like I said, it’s his way,” Tarrin chuckled.  “Eron is very gentle.  He’s nothing like his parents.”


“There was more.  He seemed to know more than he should.  He told me straightly that if I were to face you in the gate chamber, that you would lose to me, and you would die.  And he knew exactly when you would be here.”

“Eron’s got his ways,” Tarrin said evasively.


“Very well, I will not press the issue.  You are leaving?”


He nodded.  “I have to finish what I started.  And I have to keep a promise I made to Ayise in return for her looking the other way.”


“The Firestaff?”


“I’m taking it from Sennadar, so it never bothers the Elder Gods again,” he told her.


“That is something she would consider a fair trade, if she would forgive me for presuming to know her mind.”


“Mother said much the same thing.”


“How will you accomplish this task, brother?  It has foiled every attempt to remove it from here.”


“It can’t resist me,” Tarrin told her.  “I’m a Mi’Shara, sister.  This is one aspect of who I am.  The Firestaff can’t escape from me, not anymore.  When I leave here, it will go with me, and there’s nothing it can do about it.”


The Firestaff suddenly pulsed with angry red light.


“As you can see, it knows,” Tarrin said.  “I’m afraid I have to go, Spyder.  I just wanted to make sure you were alright before I left.”


“I am quite fine, my brother,” she assured him, taking her amulet from the table by the bed.  “But I believe that you owe me one battle, to find out what would have happened within the chamber of the gate.”


“When all this is said and done, sister, I’ll take you on anywhere you want,” he said with a bright smile.


“I look forward to it, Tarrin.  Goddess keep you safe, and safe journey to you.”


“Be good,” he told her, turning towards the door.


He had accomplished a major step towards his ultimate goal.  He was mortal once more, and again had the powers of a Mi’Shara.  The Firestaff could resist anyone but someone like him, who could reach outside the rules of the universe.  And that power would let him take it from Sennadar, do what no one else could do, and finally remove the threat it posed to his home.  Once and for all, the Firestaff, and the danger it posed, would no longer be Ayise’s problem.


It would be his.


And soon it would be Pyrosia’s.


But that was an issue for another time.  Thanks to Eron, Tarrin had managed to sneak out of the most dangerous part of his plan, facing Spyder.  His surprising son had removed the threat she posed to him without him ever having to even look at her.  Now he had to rush to Acheron to beat some sense into the One and get him ready for his part of what was coming, and it all had to be ready before the armies of the Demon Lord reached Pyros.


But there was plenty of time.  For the first time in a while, Tarrin felt that there was light at the end of a very long, very dark tunnel.
