Chapter 17

The night was cloudless and brilliant, with the blue and green moon Elara casting light down upon the land, shadowing the rolling hills of windswept grass in hues of sapphire and emerald.  It was a windy night as air rushed before a storm system to the northwest, which skirted the high mountains.  Sleepy villagers below slumbered in their rude mud-brick hovels, resting in preparation for another grueling day in fields that broke the graceful symmetry of the wild grasslands with rough rectangles of crops.

A dark shadow passed over those crops, then over the village.  The villagers slept on in oblivious indifference, but the tiny Quasit that resided in the church in the center of the village quivered in terror as that shadow passed over.  It knew what it was, and it had stern orders to report immediately if that shadow passed over its territory.


It had reason to be afraid.  The shadow was cast by a titanic creature that was not natural to that world, a mighty beast with golden scales that soared effortlessly through the air high above on an arrow-straight course southeast, towards the tiny speck that might be visible on a clear day, a tiny speck which was the ever-present plume of ash that rose thousands and thousands of spans over the volcano at the ruins of Pyros.  The shadow was cast by a gold dragon, which was the borrowed form which Tarrin Kael held both to intimidate and terrorize the opposition into not getting in his way, and a means by which to carry his mentor Dolanna.

She rode between his horns, tied to them by ropes around her slender waist as more straps secured her legs and stabilized her atop his head.  In her arms was a tiny replica of the mighty dragon, a drake with golden scales that rested comfortably within the gentle arms of the small woman.  She seemed to be dozing, with her eyes closed and her head bowed, but it was more to keep the wind out of her eyes than any need to rest.


“I’d give you my visor, but that’s back in Sennadar now,” Tarrin called to her in her native language, seeming to know what bothered her without being able to see.  “So is my bow.  I should have kept that.”


“I’ll be fine, dear one,” she replied.  Since the others had left, they communicated with each other exclusively in Sharadi.  It had long been Tarrin’s custom to speak to others in their native tongue, if he knew it…and odds were, he did.  His aptitude for languages was almost legendary back home.  “It’s the wind more than anything else.”

“I know, it’s getting worse,” he said.  “Even as big as I am, I’m finding myself getting pushed by gusts.  That storm over there is going to get really nasty.”  He nudged his head a bit to his right.  “The Dura packed us a tent, didn’t they?”

She reached behind herself, where a large pack was tied behind her, which she partially used as a backrest.  She patted it a couple of times.  “I’m sure they did,” she answered.  “They were quite thorough.”  She chuckled.  “They packed a flint and steel.”


Tarrin chuckled lightly, a deep, rasping sound.  “That was a bit compulsive,” he agreed.  “Did they pack the food I asked for?”


“Yes, a month’s worth of dry rations,” she answered.  “I don’t understand why you asked for it, dear one.  You yourself said it will only take us two days to get to Pyros.”


“It’s for afterward,” he told her.  “Remember, whichever of us is trapped inside the Ward will have to live.  The food is just in case.”


“Whichever of us?  Not both?”


“No, not both of us,” he answered.  “If I live through it, there won’t be a need for you.  I’ll send you home.  If I don’t make it, then there’ll just be you.”


“Dear one, if you don’t make it, I certainly won’t,” she said simply.


“You will,” he said adamantly.


“You seem certain of that.”


“I’m absolutely positive.  Even if I die, they’ll never touch you.”


“Ah.  No doubt part of the plan that you won’t tell me about,” she said lightly.


“Who says I have one?”


“Dear one, I know you too well.  There’s something brewing underneath those ears.  I can see it on your face.”


“You’re sure?”


“My dear one, you are way too calm,” she told him.  “You only get like that when you have a plan of action.  If you were approaching this without knowing exactly what you were going to do, you’d be diving on the villages below to vent your anger.”


“You already know the plan, Dolanna.”


“Yes, I know the plan.  And I also know that if that plan was all the plan you had, there would be infernos rising into the skies behind us,” she said pointedly.

“You know me too well, Dolanna,” he admitted.


“Now, care to enlighten me?”


“Not here, not now,” he answered.  “I have no doubt that the Demon Lord can hear every word we say, and I’d rather not give him any more advantages than he has already.”

“Why the subterfuge then?”


“It’s not subterfuge, my friend.  It’s prudence.  There’s no telling where the Demon Lord has eyes, not when he has Demons that can shapeshift just as easily and completely as I can.”


“That’s true, but there were any number of times when we were alone with family and friends.”


“And fight endlessly over it?  No,” he grunted.  “Just have faith in me, Dolanna.  We’ve already won, they just don’t know it yet.  They’ll find out when we arrive, though.”


“I have faith in you, dear one.  I’ve seen you get out of too many situations like this to think you cannot do it again.”


“Thanks,” he said, adjusting his flight after a strong gust pushed him sideways.  “I hope I can get past that before it soaks us.  As big as I am, I’m sure to draw lightning if I get wet.  That’s why you never see anything but a blue flying near a thunderstorm.”


“I’ll remember that,” she chuckled.  “Are we going to land if it gets too close?”


“We can’t wait,” he answered.  “We must get to Pyros by tomorrow night.  The spells I’ve cast aren’t permanent.”


“What spells, dear one?”


“Several,” he answered.  “They’re designed to get you home, and most of them are contingency spells in case I live through this and I’m not in a position or condition to send you home myself, but they’re not permanent.  So I planned ahead.”

“You, planning ahead?” she asked lightly.  “Much unlike you, dear one.”


“We all get senile as we get older,” he answered, which caused her to laugh.



The wind turned cold quickly, which caused Tarrin to immediately alter his course, turning his tail to the approaching stormfront.  Massive wings thrust heavily against the air, which caused Dolanna to pull against her ropes as the dragon form suddenly accelerated.  “Now we race,” Tarrin called.


Dolanna grabbed the ropes and pulled against them, taking the strain from her waist.  “I am ready,” she called in reply.


“Burrow in, Fireflash,” Tarrin ordered as his wings tripled their beat, causing him to race before the stormfront, using the windwall as a tailwind to assist in propelling him forward.  Fireflash secured himself in front of the Sorceress and held on with his claws gripping Tarrin’s scales as the dragon slowly but steadily pulled ahead of the advancing storm, using its own wind to help push him before it.  Once he got enough distance, he angled gently away from the storm, and slowly started drifting back on course even as he continued to push further and further from the stormfront.  He would still be under the front, but the storm that was coming was an isolated storm along the front, not a line of storms that ran the entire length of it.

Tarrin’s maneuvers got them away from the storm, but did not let them totally escape from the weather.  The front overtook them from the northwest, moving southeast as they moved southwest, and Tarrin could not evade every storm along the line.  He did his best to stay clear of the thunderstorms, but that required him to fly directly through several showers which thoroughly soaked his rider.


They flew through the afternoon, running in and out of rain showers, and then finally landed near sunset on the large grassy plain northeast of Pyros, and the plume of smoke rising from the volcano was now clearly visible in the clearing skies.  Tarrin alighted in a flat area that was lower than the surrounding terrain, which had a small brook bubbling through it, and was a good five longspans from the nearest human settlement, a small village of rude mud huts to the southwest.  Dolanna slid down to the ground, her dress clinging to her and her hair plastered to her head, and she quickly moved away from Tarrin so he could shapeshift back into his normal form.

“Ugh, I hate being wet,” she complained.  “Start a fire, dear one, I need to dry out.”


Tarrin did so with but a thought, creating a ball of fire that hovered over the ground.  Fireflash dropped to the ground and sat before it, letting the heat dry the dampness lingering on his scales as Dolanna rooted through the large pack that the Dura had made for them.  She produced two collapsible tent poles, which she drove into the ground close to the fire, then tied a slender rope between them.  That done, she boldly removed her dress and undergarments and hung them on that line, which surprised Tarrin just a little bit.  Dolanna was a very modest woman in many regards, always dressing conservatively, and it had been the first time outside the baths that she had completely undressed before him in such a manner.


“That should do,” she remarked, kneeling down and pulling a blanket from the pack.  Instead of wrapping it around her, she instead spread it on the ground and sat with her legs folded under her, close enough to the fire that it cast her very pale skin with an almost reddish-orange glow.


“You’re getting my bad habits, Dolanna,” he noted absently as he pulled out a stewpot, preparing to cook.


She chuckled.  “If it were anyone but you, perhaps I would feel self conscious,” she admitted.  “I’ve been wet all day, and I just want to feel like I’m dry for a moment before I get a blanket to wrap myself in.”


“You do that in the baths too,” he recalled.  “Sit on the bench without a towel.”


She nodded.  “After bathing, I enjoy the feel of the air drying my skin, and after being wet all day, all I want is to feel dry.  Besides, you always use the excuse that once you’ve seen it, what use is it to cover it up, so I guess I could use the same defense to enjoy a few moments of nudity,” she chuckled.  “And even if you did take interest in me in that manner, you could do nothing about it.”


“Oh, I can now,” he told her.


“What?”


He came over and knelt before her.  She looked up at him curiously, and did nothing as he reached down and took her hand.  But that curious look exploded into pain and fear when he opened his mouth, exposing his fangs, and sank them into her arm.


“Tarrin!” she gasped, clutching her bleeding arm to her chest in terror.  “What have you done?”


“I bit you,” he said calmly, going back to his stewpot.  “And what do you feel?”


“I…I feel nothing,” she said, touching the twin puncture wounds with her fingers.  “Pain, yes, but none of the usual warning signs that I’ve been infected.”

“You’re not infected,” he told her.  “In fact, you’re utterly immune to Lycanthropy.  I could chew your arm off, and it wouldn’t do anything to you except maybe take off your arm.”


“How did you do this?” she asked.


“I did it a while ago,” he told her.  “There was a Wizard spell in my book, one of Phandebrass’ spells.  It allows me to do almost anything with it.  The catch is, it can only be cast once by any Wizard.  The spell is gone from my book now, and I’ll never be able to memorize it again, even if I find another copy.  It’s a spell called Wish.  I used my single casting of the spell to render you immune to Lycanthropy.”

“The Wish spell?” Dolanna gasped.  “Tarrin, are you insane?  Do you know how dangerous that spell is?”


“It’s dangerous because it’s granted by the gods, who can be opposed to the objective of the wish,” he said.  “And right now, where are the gods of this world?” he asked pointedly.  “The request to fulfill the wish came to me, because I was the divine being in control of the domain where the user of the spell was.  My domain happens to be wherever I am, and since I also cast the spell, that put the caster within my domain.  So, I granted myself the wish exactly the way I intended it to be.  You’re immune to Lycanthropy, and you will be so for as long as you want.  Your children will enjoy the same immunity, and they too will have the option to end the protection and become a Lycanthrope if that’s what they want.”


“But, but dear one, why do this?  Why didn’t you use that Wish to do something important?”


“Because you’re important to me, Dolanna, and your happiness matters to me very much,” he answered honestly, keeping his back to her as he carefully chopped up vegetables into the stewpot.  “Haley loves you, Dolanna.  He loves you deeply, and I know you have within yourself the potential to love him in return.  I’m not saying you will, but what I am saying is that I want you to have the chance to see if Haley is the man for you.  If he is, now his condition won’t stand in your way.  If he’s not, well, the gift I gave you has any number of advantages, given your ties to my family.  This way, you never have to worry about becoming infected.  In fact, you’ll find your condition to have many advantages, once you learn how to use it.”

“Dear one, this is a gift you should have given to your sister or your parents, not me!” she protested.


“Who’s to say I didn’t?” he asked with a smile.  “Carefully built into the conditions of the wish is a way for them to gain your immunity.  Your condition is infectious, Dolanna, just like Lycanthropy, but it will only infect members of my family, and only those who don’t already have it.  It will also affect Zyri and Jal, but it will only affect them if they’re in my house.  Anyone blood related to me or to you, and Zyri and Jal, can be granted that immunity.  All you have to do is introduce it into them the same way I’d pass Lycanthropy to another.  Bite and draw blood, introduce your blood into their bodies, and so on, and you pass your immunity to them.  That’s something I want you to do for me when you get home, Dolanna.  Pass it on to my parents and sister, and then go to my house in Aldreth and pass it to Zyri and Jal, so they don’t have to be careful around my daughters anymore.”


Dolanna put a hand to her stomach.  “Dear one…I, I don’t know what to say.  This gift you’ve given me, it’s a treasure beyond words.”  She looked down at her arm, and gasped.  “My wounds are gone!”


“Like I said, you’ll find your condition to be very useful, Dolanna,” he chuckled.  “I bit you, and that introduced my Were abilities into you, but only temporarily.  I didn’t bite you hard, so they’ll fade relatively quickly.  But, until they do, you have all of my powers as a Were-cat, and none of my weaknesses.  You have my strength, my regeneration, my ability to speak to cats, and if you try very hard, you could even shapeshift.  The more of my spittle or blood gets into you, the longer your borrowed powers would last.  Oh, I suggest you carry around a vial of a Were-cat’s blood for emergencies, so you have those options.  Jula saved herself by drinking my blood…you could do the same, but without the permanence of it.  I’m not sure the idea of drinking blood like a vampire is very appealing to you, but the benefits shouldn’t be overlooked in an emergency.”


“Dear one!  That is not possible!”


“Who’s to say what’s possible and what’s not?” he asked with a shrug.  “Possibility is defined by the gods, and the gods aren’t here.  That means that I can dictate the extent of possibility however I see fit when it regards a wish I tailor-made to fit you.”


Dolanna stared at his back a long moment, then broke down into tears.  Tarrin managed to turn on his knee just quickly enough to catch her as she flung herself into his arms, weeping and embracing him with her temporary impressive—very impressive—strength.  “Thank you, my dear one,” she sobbed.  “You have given me a treasure beyond words.”


“I’ve given you less than what you deserve, Dolanna,” he answered gently, putting a massive paw on her bare back.  “Now, what would you like for dinner?”

She looked up at him, then laughed.  “You’d think you’d have something more meaningful to say than that.”

“You don’t think dinner is meaningful?” he asked, which made her laugh again.  “Oh, yes, just so you know, Dolanna.  What you’ll pass to my family and the cubs, and eventually to your own children, will only be the immunity.  The ability to temporarily gain the powers of others who pass them to you is yours, and yours alone.  I think it’s important that you make that distinction before someone tries to get creative and ends up getting herself killed.”

“I will be sure to make that distinction to Jenna,” she said with an impish grin.


“The immunity is my gift to my family.  The ability to gain the powers of another, if only for a short time, is my gift only for you.  Think of it as payment for all those years you stuck with me, just a token of the esteem I have for you, Dolanna.”


“I’m touched, my dear one,” she said, reaching up and putting her hand on his cheek.  “Touched beyond words.”


He patted her bare back.  “I’m glad you like it, Dolanna,” he told her.  “Now, I have to get back to dinner, and you need to put something on before we eat.”

“Surely I don’t offend you, dear one,” she said with a slight smile.


“No, but I think this cool air is doing more than drying out your skin, going by what’s poking me in the chest.”


Dolanna looked down, then blushed rosily.  “Yes, well, it’s purely unintentional, believe me,” she said delicately, putting her hands over her breasts unconsciously.  “I guess it might be the air.”


“That or you’re just really excited about my gift,” he noted with an ever-so-slight smile, which made her blush deeper.


“You could have been a gentleman and politely ignored it,” she accused.  “I would say nothing if certain parts of you were, ah, poking.”

“Me?  A gentleman?  We have to get you back home before you completely lose your senses, woman,” he scoffed, patting her deliberately on the backside as if to reinforce his statement, then letting go of her and wisely getting out of reach before she could react.


Not that it mattered.  She got up, stalked over to where he left the stewpot, and slapped him quite deliberately on the back of the head.  “Ow!” he complained, putting a paw over the stuck region.

“Why, I don’t know what came over me,” she said with utter insincerity.  “I guess I must have lost my senses for a moment.”  She then put her hands on his shoulder, leaned down over his shoulder, and kissed him on the cheek.  “I love you, my dear one,” she said playfully, “even if you are a crude, unmannered, lascivious boar.”


“I love you too, Dolanna,” he returned, reaching up over his head and patting her shoulder.  “I think it’s time to turn your dress around.  The cotton is starting to smell a little scorched.”

“Ah, thank you, dear one,” she said, rushing over to turn her dress so the other side faced the fire.  She dug into the packs and produced a long, thick robe, then pulled it on.  It was a little too large for her, the sleeves dropping down over her hands, but it would serve its purpose.  “Is that better, dear one?  Goddess forbid I offend you with my nudity.”

Tarrin laughed.  “More like shock the eyes on high with your beauty,” he told her.  “You’re a very well-proportioned female.  Short, but we all have our flaws.”

She laughed.  “I’ll take that as the compliment it was meant to be,” she told him, sitting back down on the blanket.  “When do you see us arriving at Pyros?”


“Tomorrow afternoon,” he answered.  “And we won’t waste any time.  Before we even land, we’ll probably have to fight our way to where the One is holding his icon.”

“I thought you said that they wouldn’t interfere,” she said.


“The Demon Lord won’t, but there’s no doubt that he’ll throw some of his army at us as a token towards the One.  But when I get there, he’ll step aside and give me a clear shot.  After all, he has to keep up appearances until the last minute.”


“Or what?”


“Or the One will try to banish him.  I seriously doubt he could do it—after all, Val couldn’t banish the Demon Lord he summoned that started the Blood War, and he wasn’t injured—but he’ll try.  And that attempt would force the Demon Lord to take attention away from everything else and focus on the One.  It could get ugly.”


“Explain it to me, dear one.”


“The One summoned the Demon Lord here by using his name,” Tarrin said pointedly.  “It’s the only way to summon a Demon Lord into the mortal plane.”


“Ohhh, I understand.  The One would attempt to use the Demon Lord’s name as a weapon.”


“Exactly.  There are lots of really nasty things you can do to a Demon if you know its name, and being a Demon Lord wouldn’t make it any different.  The Demon Lord can’t directly attack the One because of the pact that was made when he was summoned here, but his minions have no such restriction.  So it would be a battle between the One and the Demons, to try to stop him from using the name of their master against him.  It all hinges on the Demon Lord,” he said intently.  “He’s the keystone of the arch.  Kill him, and every Demon he’s summoned to this world is banished back to the Abyss.”

“But that’s impossible.  You admitted as much, dear one.”


“You’re right.  No god on this world has the power to destroy the Demon Lord.  That wouldn’t banish all of them anyway, because they’ve been using human Priests to summon more Demons.  Killing the Demon Lord would get rid of most of them, but not all.  Anyway, if the One turns on the Demon Lord, he’ll have to risk a good piece of his army against him.  Even injured, the One can do massive damage to the Demon Lord’s forces.”

“Banishment,” Dolanna realized.


Tarrin nodded.  “Any god has the power to banish Demons,” he affirmed.  “That’s why Priests can do it.  They’re just invoking the power of the god they serve.  But unlike a Priest, the One could banish a large swath of Demons in one blow, not singling out a Demon and banishing them one by one.  The One could do what Miranda did back in the battle,” he elaborated.  “Use his very presence as a weapon, the way she did.  He could wipe out over three quarters of the Demon Lord’s forces if he has them all at Pyros…which he probably does.  He’ll need them to kill the One when he’s ready to remove him from his path.”

“Could you banish Demons, dear one?” she asked pointedly.


“Yes and no,” he answered, wavering a paw before him.  “I can cast the spell and banish one at a time, but I couldn’t banish a large group the way Miranda and the One could.  I don’t have that kind of power.  It’s way beyond me.”

“And that is why you are so certain that the Demon Lord will not oppose you,” she said, snapping her fingers.


He nodded.  “Why risk his entire army killing the One when I can do it for him?  And after the One is dead, he has very little to fear from me, because I can’t do what the One can do.  The worst I can do is pin his forces inside a magical prison, and he’ll have plenty of time to find a way to break out of it if he doesn’t kill me before I can pull it off.  Demon Lords are actually very patient and very smart.  Letting me kill the One is in his best interest, and afterwards, well, I’m really not enough of a threat to take seriously.  I’m strong enough to beat the One, but not strong enough to be a threat to him.  In the big picture, in the Demon Lord’s eyes, I’m the best thing that could have come along.  A rogue abomination so consumed by hatred that I’ll ignore the bigger threat just to settle a personal grudge.  Someone strong enough to destroy the icon of the god that summoned him, too weak to be a direct threat, and too angry to do what’s right.”

“Which is nothing but a feint.”


“Not entirely,” Tarrin said.  “The One hurt Kimmie.  He will pay,” he seethed suddenly.  “I will hurt him the only way that matters to him.  I’ll take away his power.  By the time he’s in a position to reform his icon, he’ll have no empire to return to.  Bragg and Lorak will make sure of that, by destroying the One’s entire civilization, and hopefully introducing better, more gentle and compassionate gods to take the One’s place.  He’ll be a forgotten god of a forgotten time, nothing but a cult, forever raging against what he is and remembering what he once was, how close he was to conquering this world, only to fall short and lose everything.  And all because he dared put his hands on Kimmie,” he ended with an evil hiss.

“I, I see you have lost none of your sense of poetic justice,” she said carefully.  “But will he not be able to simply summon the Demon Lord again?”


He shook his head.  “Only a god of a certain stature has the power to summon a Demon Lord the way this one has been.  A mortal could summon a Demon Lord, but it would just be a shadow.  The One summoned the real thing.”


“I understand,” she nodded.  “Well?”

“Well what?”


“Where is this dinner you promised me?” she asked with a smile.


“At once, your Majesty,” he said dryly.  “Tomorrow you’re going to be riding someone else, Dolanna.  I can’t be trapped in dragon form.”


“Who?”


Tarrin pointed at Fireflash.


Dolanna laughed wryly.  “I think he might find me just a bit too large, dear one,” she protested.


“Not when I’m done.  Fireflash knows what’s going to happen.  He’s already agreed to it.”


“Agreed to what?”


“To take my place as your mount,” he answered.  “Tomorrow morning, I’m going to make him my size—well, my size as a dragon.  He’ll literally be a dragon too.  After all, the only real difference between him and a gold dragon is size.“


“Well, there are a few differences, dear one,” she protested mildly.


“True, but I can’t Transmute him into a dragon without destroying what he is and replacing it with what he’d become.  That would alter his personality, change the very foundation of who and what he is.  I won’t do that to him, and I wouldn’t do it even if he agreed to it.  Fireflash is quite smart, as smart as any human, so he should do just fine.”


“I’m sure he will,” Dolanna agreed with a smile at the drake.  “Will his breath weapons be intact?”


Tarrin nodded.  “And dragon strength,” he added.  “The only difference between him and me in that form will be the magic I can wield, but he can’t.”

“Ah.  That should be more than enough, then.”


Fireflash pulled himself up into a sit.  “Sssssssssaaaathe,” he hissed.


“He says you’ll be safe,” Tarrin translated.


“I understood him, dear one, and I have every confidence in him.  I’m sure you’ll do quite well, my friend.”  She looked to Tarrin.  “When did you teach him Sharadi?”


“A while ago, when I realized that he’d need to understand it.”


“Clever.”


“Thank you.”


It didn’t take Tarrin long to finish cooking the simple stew, and they shared a quiet meal together, sitting on the blanket by the hovering ball of flame that he had created.  “Thank you for cooking, dear one,” she said, setting her bowl aside.


“You’re more than welcome,” he replied, pouring more into the bowl he’d set on the blanket for Fireflash.  “I don’t get to cook much anymore.  Mist thinks it’s some kind of scandal.  She won’t let me cook if she’s not busy.  She’ll let me help, but she won’t let me do it myself.”


Dolanna laughed.  “That’s not like her.”


“Actually, it is.  She’s a better cook, so she can’t fathom why I’d be doing the cooking when she’s better at it.  Standard Were-cat mentality, just applied in a different manner, that’s all.”


“Ah, she’s asserting her cooking dominance,” Dolanna said with a slight smile.


“Something like that.  I’ve learned quite a bit watching her.  She’s good.”


“Yes, she is at that,” Dolanna agreed.  “I wonder what she’s doing right now.”


“Odds are, she’s still at the Tower, introducing the cubs around, and giving them a chance to meet a few people before she takes them home,” he answered.  “She’ll take them back home tomorrow, most likely.”


“I would think she’d immediately go home.”


“No, Zyri has to go back to the Tower, so Mist will use this as a chance for her to take a good impression of it back to Aldreth with her,” he answered.  “Besides, Jenna’s there, and the cubs need to get to know my family.  After she introduces them to family at the Tower, she’ll take them back to Aldreth to meet my parents, and settle them into the house.”

“I, wonder what Haley is doing,” she sighed.


Tarrin smiled inwardly.  “Right now, probably going over the books, with his hands all over the city of Suld,” he answered.  “You know Haley, Dolanna.”


She chuckled.  “Yes, he has been out of the loop for a while.  He must catch up with the goings-on, and get his networks back into proper order.  He must get back on track to knowing more about the happenings of Suld than Jenna,” she chuckled.


“That’s a lofty goal,” Tarrin smiled.


“True.  But a man has to have a goal to reach for, doesn’t he?” she asked.


“You know, you’re going to have to suspend some of those high-laced Sharadi morals if you’re going to work with Haley,” Tarrin said with a sly smile.  “The man owns more brothels than theaters.”

“I have very few of those morals left, thanks to you and your sister,” she answered.  “Besides, Sharadi aren’t quite as moralistic as you believe.  It’s just that we’ve managed to bring dignity even to occupations such as prostitution,” she said loftily.


Tarrin chuckled.  “Yes, yes, all that rigid tradition,” he said with a wave of his paw.


“Tradition is a good thing.”


“It is, but not when it blinds you to the changing nature of the world,” he answered.  “That’s always been my biggest worry for the Sharadi, that they would wrap themselves so deeply in their customs and traditions that the world would change, and they’d be smothered by their refusal to change with it.”


“Alexis is a very progressive woman, dear one,” she assured him.  “She’s made mention of that very thing, and she works to keep it from happening.  She’s raising her successor by hand, so you can be sure that the next queen will be just as progressive as she.”


“Good.”


Dolanna pushed the sleeves of her robe up to her elbows.  “Well, you cooked, so allow me to clean,” she offered.


“Knock yourself out, Dolanna,” he said, handing her his bowl.


Dolanna cleaned the dishes and the stewpot with water drawn from the brook. Dolanna washed the stewpot first, then used it to wash the bowls.  She then put them away after drying.  While she did that, Tarrin erected a single tent, finishing the last stake and rope as she finished the dishes.  “Your palace, my Lady,” he said grandly, motioning towards it.  “I put your bedroll inside.”


“My thanks, dear one,” she said with a smile.  “Aren’t you putting up yours?”


“No, I’m going to sleep by the fire tonight,” he answered.  “Let me put up a few Wards to make sure we can sleep safely, and then I think I’m going to go to sleep.  I suggest you do the same.  We’re leaving before dawn, and things should be settled by sunset tomorrow.  One way or another.”

“As you wish, dear one.  I will see you tomorrow.  Sleep well.”


“Sleep well.”


Tarrin erected those Wards with a quick and almost absent efficiency, removed his clothes, then shapeshifted into his cat form and curled up beside Fireflash.  The drake nuzzled his neck fondly, and then they laid down together, closed their eyes, and immediately went to sleep.


Dawn.

The dawn of the last day of the age of the One.


The wind was strong.  The clouds raced across the sky with such speed that it would not normally be possible, as the low deck of clouds boiled and tore apart, only to be pushed back together again.  The air was warm, unnaturally warm for so much cloud cover, and it was so charged with energy that it was heavy to breathe.


Tarrin stood against that strong wind like a mountain, unmoving, unmovable, his face into the wind as his braid whipped in the breeze behind him.  The only parts of him that moved were the braid on his head and the flickering of the colors of his wings, which was but an illusion of the dancing of flame given that the wings themselves did not move at all.  He wore his usual clothing, except that he had cast aside his shirt and wore only his black vest, leaving his arms and torso bare.  The wind billowed out his vest, but he did not notice it.  The wind pulled tightly on his braid, but he did not notice it.  The wind caught his wings and threatened to blow him into the air, but he did not notice it.  It was as if the wind did not exist, the sky did not exist, that the entire world did not exist.  There was only Tarrin, the One, and the fact that by the setting of the sun, only one of them would be left on Pyrosia.

And, Goddess, would the Demon Lord have a major shock.


Today would reshape the face of this world, and this world knew it.  That was why the weather was so bizarre.  The potential, the mere possibility of what was coming was starting to directly affect the physical world, because both Tarrin and the One were actively preparing for it…as was the Demon Lord.  Without the guiding force of an Elder God to maintain the Balance and keep the forces of nature working smoothly, those forces were much more sensitive to such supernatural forces as two beings with divine powers preparing to do battle.  They were directly upsetting nature, and it was starting to show.

Today would change everything.  Today would reshape the balance of power on this world.  Today…today this world would be freed of the taint that was the One.


With but a gesture, he called his sword to him.  It was warm in his paw, it tingled slightly…it knew what was coming.  It knew everything.  After all, it was a part of him.  It was separate from him, with its own will, its own sentience, but it was still a part of him.  It knew what was coming, and it knew what had to be done.  It was…excited about it.  It looked forward to this confrontation in a way Tarrin had thought almost a bit crazy. It wanted this confrontation.  It wanted this fight.  And it wanted to change the world by curing it of the dark infection that was the One.

Today…it would get that chance.


There was no fear in it, which surprised him a little bit.  He had no fear at all, not of the One, not of the Demon Lord, not of his entire army.  He had not been joking when he told Dolanna that they’d already won.  They had.  Their victory was an inevitability, an outcome so certain that it would be screaming in Kikkalli’s ears if she were here.  What was coming was not a struggle, but a culmination of events that could not be stopped, which would end with the same conclusion no matter what the One or the Demon Lord tried to do.  They were trapped, ensnared in a trap so cunning, so subtle, so complete that they were pinned into a series of choices that were not choices, which would lead to their downfall.  They had no choice in the matter, or Tarrin would claim total victory much faster.  They would make all those choices to prolong the inevitable, to buy time to try to find a way out of that trap, but it would be for naught.  He had them right where he wanted them, and they would do exactly as he knew they would do because they had no other choice…and it wouldn’t be enough.  Even if they killed him, it would not stop their defeat.

He was two moves from checkmate, as Keritanima would say.


The godlike intelligences of his adversaries was absolutely irrelevant.  The beauty of his plan was that every part of it that set up this ending had been completely out of their control.  They had had only one chance to stop it, and the Demon Lord had passed over that chance at the battle at Iron Mountain, when he called off Shaz’Baket and did not allow her to try to kill him.  The Demon Lord had his own reasons for leaving Tarrin alive, and now that decision was going to come back to haunt him.

Oh, Tarrin understood that motivation, and that motivation had defeated the Demon Lord before Tarrin ever got within a league of him.  That had been the event that had started the dominos, and now they would fall in a line until there were none left.


In Tarrin, the Demon Lord saw an opportunity so appealing that he could not pass it up.  And that would cause his ultimate defeat.


Dolanna came up behind him, Fireflash perched on her shoulder.  “Strange,” she said simply.  “The clouds look as if they were made of blood.”


“Are you ready?” he asked without looking at her.


“For whatever comes, yes, dear one.  I am ready.  Should we pack the tent?”


“Leave it, just pack what you’ll need for the flight there in a satchel and leave the rest.  We can get it later.”


“But, the food—“


“Don’t worry about it,” he said in a calm, serene manner, patting the blade of his sword against the palm of his paw.  “All we’ll need for today, is this.  And my staff.”

“If you say so, dear one,” she said carefully.  “Would you like some breakfast before we set out?”


“No.  But you need to eat, Dolanna.”  He gestured with his free paw, and a large table simply appeared just beside her, heavily laden with all manner of foodstuffs.”


She gasped.  “Have you managed Druidic magic, dear one?”


He shook his head.  “That’s impossible, Dolanna.  It’s just a Wizard spell I cast before you woke up.  It was just waiting for the trigger to complete it.  Arcane magic is pretty thorough, old friend.  You’d be surprised how much you can do with it.”


“Ah.  There’s, something…” she said, looking up into the air, her eyes distant and her expression neutral.


“I know,” he said, looking at her.  “The weather’s being affected by the One.  It betrays his fear,” he said with grim anticipation, the sword in his paw flaring for just a moment with reddish light before returning to normal.  “He knows I’m close.  He knows that this is the last day he’ll ever see Pyrosia.  He thinks the Demon Lord will protect him, but he knows deep in his soul that this will be his last day.  So the weather betrays that knowledge, even as he denies it to himself.”

“Then we should not keep him waiting,” she said simply, seating herself at the table.


“My thoughts exactly,” he nodded.


While Dolanna had a quick meal, Tarrin used Wizard magic to cause Fireflash to become the size of a dragon.  It only took one spell, and a relatively simple spell at that, cast upon Fireflash over and over again.  Each casting made him bigger, and bigger, and bigger, until he was finally the proper size.  From down there, Tarrin could fully appreciate the fear that he inspired in his dragon form…he felt like an insect standing beside Fireflash.  “Now remember, it’s going to be a little different,” he warned the drake.  “Flying is going to be like flying carrying extra weight, but you’re not, it’s just your size.  When you’re this big, the dynamics are different.  But it’s nothing you should have a problem with, little one, your instincts will let you figure it out.”  He collected up the straps that would be used to lash Dolanna to him, and then his feet lifted from the ground as he floated up and over the drake’s head.  He landed between his horns, and set to work tying on the straps that would keep Dolanna secure.

She was finished by the time he was done preparing Fireflash for her.  He knelt atop the drake’s head and looked down as she smoothed her skirts, and for a moment he marvelled at how lovely she was.  Hers was a beauty from within as much as it was without, the radiance of a woman who was certain of herself reinforcing very attractive features.  Dolanna was a wonderful woman, and Haley had no idea how lucky he was that she even had interest in him.  Only time would tell if Dolanna would find the same feelings for him that he had for her, but at least now…at least now she could find out.  His gift to her was the only thing he could think of to give her that chance, and not only did it do that, it also ensured that she was never turned by accident.  The wish he used was exceptionally complicated, but it worked, and it worked exactly as he meant it to work.  It was set up into the wish that Dolanna could even cancel her immunity and allow herself to be infected.  She didn’t know how yet, but in time, that knowledge would simply come to her. In fact, it would come to her in exactly one year.

She may decide never to bother, though.  Dolanna’s immunity was absolute, but it was entirely possible for her to have children with Haley, and those children would be nearly as she was.  They would be born human, immune to Lycanthropy but lack her unique ability to borrow the powers of a Were-kin that introduced the condition into her, but they would have the ability to cast aside that immunity and embrace Were…with all of the pitfalls that came with the condition.  Besides, if she gave up her immunity and became Were, she’d lose her ability to take on the powers of a Were-kin who passed on the infection in all the usual ways.

Either way, he wanted her to have that one thing that had been denied to him…a choice.


Two whip-like tendrils extended from inside the slope of his wings, stretching down to where she was.  They wrapped around her waist gently, and he waited until she took hold of them in her hands before lifting her up onto Fireflash’s head.  He put his paws on her waist once she was safely up top, and she looked up at him curiously.  “What is it, dear one?”


He drew the edge of his sword across the pad of his palm, causing blood to boil forth almost immediately.  “Here,” he told her, holding his paw towards her.  “Be ready, you probably won’t like the way it tastes.”


“What—ah.  How long do I need to do this?”


“Until I tell you to stop,” he answered.


She grimaced, then nodded.  “I understand the need for it, but it turns my stomach at the thought.  I might vomit halfway through.”


“There won’t be any blood to throw up,” he told her.  “You’ll absorb it the instant it hits your stomach.  Just be strong, old friend.  It won’t take long.”


“I certainly hope so,” she said, putting a hand on her stomach, then she blew out her breath and bent to the task before her…to drink his blood.  She grabbed hold of his paw with both hands, and began.


To her credit, she didn’t vomit, though she did make any number of revolted faces throughout the entire ordeal.  He forced her to drink his blood for well over five minutes, building up a large reserve of its power within her, which would grant her his strength and regeneration for so long as that power lasted.  There was no upper limit to the amount of power she could stockpile within herself, and he forced her to continue taking in his blood, building up that reserve, until he was satisfied that it would last well over three days.  “That’s enough,” he said, pulling his paw away from her.


She shuddered violently, wiping at the blood on her mouth and chin with the back of one hand as the other went to her stomach once more.  “I think I’m going to be sick,” she said queasily.


“Sit down,” he prompted, helping her to sit between Fireflash’s horns.  A lone tendril reached from his wing and wrapped around the handle of a mug on the table, then pulled it up to them.  He offered it to her, and she took it and drank deeply and noisily to get the taste of his blood out of her mouth.


“Ohhh, that was vile,” she complained, coughing a few times, and then pulling a kerchief from her sleeve to clean her mouth more thoroughly.  “I did not enjoy that, not one bit.”


“Sorry, but now you’re much safer,” he told her.


“How long will it last?”


“Three days, at least,” he answered.  “As long as it does, you’ll have my strength, my immunities, and all my Were powers.”


“I, I…good Goddess, do you smell like that to other Were-cats?” she asked, giving him a strange look.


“I see it’s kicking in,” he chuckled.  “So, do I smell good or bad?”


“I—you smell like—“ she laughed helplessly.  “You smell nothing like I would imagine, but exactly the way you should.  And it’s actually a rather pleasant scent.”


He nodded.  “And now you understand why I can never explain it to others.”


“I do indeed,” she nodded.  “It’s like an entirely different world that was just opened up to me.”  She breathed in the morning air.  “There are so many.”  She looked at him.  “How do you tell them apart?”

“Practice,” he told her.  “It’s all about knowing which scents belong to what.”  He started tying her down using the straps he’d already placed.  “When we get up higher, there won’t be as many.  It should help keep you from getting too confused.”

“This will take some practice, that’s for sure,” she smiled.  “I have a newfound respect for you, dear one.”


He tugged at the thongs, then knelt by her.  She looked at him, and the smile slowly drained from her face.  “It’s time to go, Dolanna,” he told her, his expression stony.  “Fireflash already knows what to do, so just ride along with him.”


“Are we staying to the plan we made?”


He shook his head.  “Not completely.  But don’t worry, this won’t be hard for you, my friend.  When we get there, Fireflash will keep himself and you well away from the One and the Demon Lord until you’re needed.  Just defend yourself and Fireflash if you’re attacked.  If you’re not, just wait until I start on the Demon Lord, and Fireflash will fly you in to do your part.  Do not help me at any time except when you’re supposed to, even if it looks like I’m about to lose.  Do you understand?”


“Then why am I there, dear one?” she asked, a little tartly.


“You are there to help me cage the Demon Lord, and for no other reason.  Do you understand?”


“Yes, I understand, dear one, though I think you’re wrong.”


“Trust me, Dolanna, I don’t want you anywhere near when I fight the One.  I can handle that without you, and I’m going to need you when it comes time to deal with the Demon Lord.  And if I die in the process of trapping the Demon Lord, you’re going to be sort of necessary to maintain the cage.  So, you getting yourself killed beforehand is going to cause problems…so just don’t do it.  Alright?”


“Very well, dear one,” she said with a slight nod.


“Good.  Are you ready to go?”


“If we don’t go soon, I’m going to start shaking,” she answered honestly, clenching a hand into a fist, and holding it close to her breast.  “We need to go before my fear takes control.  I’m terrified, my dear one.”


“There’s nothing to be afraid of, Dolanna.  We’ve won.  All we’re doing is going to claim the prize.”


“You say that just after warning me that you might die?” she asked archly.


“Even if I die, we’ve won,” he repeated in a simple tone, his expression neutral.  “It’s unstoppable, even if I dropped dead right here and now.  It would just take longer, and lots more people would die, that’s all.  What we’re going to go do is minimize that collateral damage.”


A break in the racing clouds revealed the sun, blood red and low in the sky, illuminating the field in which Fireflash lay, waiting patiently for the call to begin.  The light seemed to catch in his fiery wings, causing them to shine almost to the point where they were painfully bright.  Dolanna winced away from them, felt him put his paw on her shoulder, then pull away.  “It’s time, Fireflash,” he called.  “Let’s go.”

Dolanna looked up at him, then shielded her eyes against the light reflecting off his wings, looking down at the top of Fireflash’s head.


Something seemed…odd.  She looked up at him again, then looked down once more, just before Tarrin’s feet lifted away from the glittering golden scales, and pulled out of her line of vision.  It gnawed at her for long moments, even as Fireflash’s head lurched, and the wind pressing against her face combined with the sudden push under her that told her that the magically grown drake was airborne and climbing higher into the sky.  She puzzled over it again and again, until a glance down as Fireflash circled to catch a thermal caught her attention, and she managed to make the connection.


Below her was Fireflash’s shadow on the grassy plain, and that was what had been out of place.


Tarrin had cast no shadow.


Dolanna racked her brain, trying to think of what might have caused that phenomenon, for many long moments.  She almost resorted to pounding her forehead with her fists to somehow jar the answer loose, until she finally understood.


She gasped, looking ahead to where Tarrin was, soaring in the sky well ahead of Fireflash, his wings a beacon of light now that the clouds had closed the hole through which the sun had shone for that brief moment, light that reached the ground without casting his shadow.


“Oh, dear one,” she sighed, gripping the thongs around her waist as Fireflash turned harder into a sudden gust, using it to push him higher into the sky, then he turned his nose to the southwest and surged ahead as the wind shifted behind them, pushing them along, even as the wind everywhere else blew in the opposite direction.  She shook her head and folded her hands in her lap as Fireflash picked up speed, hurtling towards their date with destiny.

“You are right, dear one,” she whispered, closing her eyes.  “You have already won.”

Pyros.

City of Light.  Bastion of the One, capitol city and seat of the Church of the One, the hub of a grand wheel which extended its control over the majority of the known world of Pyrosia.


Pyros.


City of the Damned, a blasted wasteland of lava flows choking the shattered remains of the once grand city, upon which tread the feet and hooves of a vast seething army of Demonkind.  Not hundreds, not thousands, not tens of thousands.


Hundreds of thousands of Demons.


They formed a vast ring around a towering, steep-sloped volcano around which the city had been built, the volcano that had ultimately destroyed this once great city, entombing it and its population within a hellish flood of lava.  Upon a plateau on the volcano slope, on its western side, stood the faint outline of the foundation of a once massive structure, what had once been the awe-inspiring main cathedral of the One, the center of the god’s power, now nothing but a shadow of its former glory.  Standing on that foundation was the last piece of Pyros that remained standing, the alabaster statue of the One, shining and pristine in the ruddy light of the lava which continued to pour down the mountain on either side, a statue which was an icon of the One, the link between him and the world of Pyrosia.  Though the statue did not look it, it was still damaged, still not working as it should, limiting the ability of the One to manifest his power within the material plane.  Most of the damage had been repaired, but it was not whole.

Standing beside that statue was a creature out of the nightmares of the worst sort of evil monsters that could exist.  It was so tall that the statue on its pedestal beside it only came up to its waist, a waist covered in leprous, sickly greenish fur.  It stood on two legs that looked like a dog’s legs but ended with hooves instead of paws, and it had four arms.  One set of arms were as they should be, but ended in long, wicked, stained bone blades that came to a sharp point, and a second set of arms protruded from the creature’s chest.  The head set atop the huge body was a gruesome cross between a dog and a gorilla, with glowing red eyes and large ram’s horns protruding from its head.  Two very long, thin, whiplike tails grew from the base of its spine, each ending with a barbed spur.

This creature was a Demon Lord.  Its name was both the instrument of summoning and a weapon to use against it, but it preferred to be called Gruz, the Lord of the Glabrezu…which was a fitting title, for it resembled a four-armed, dog-headed glabrezu more than any other creature.


They stood upon that plateau with their eyes to the northeast.  They could feel him coming.  They knew he was on his way.  And they were ready for him.


Oh, Gruz knew that this upstart half god half mortal had thought that he had it all figured out.  He knew that this brash abomination thought that he’d fooled them all into thinking he had no power, that he came hurtling towards the One and Gruz himself with a towering confidence of victory so outrageous that Gruz had to be both amused and impressed by it…and perhaps just a little cautious of it.  His loyal minion Shaz’Baket had described this half-godling quite well, and stressed that it wasn’t his power that made him so dangerous, it was his cunning.  This one was a fox, sly and devious, almost as cunning as a Demon, and had a demonstrated record of being both startlingly resourceful and amazingly lucky.

Gruz had a contempt for the weak limitation of this foe, but also was forced to admit that that contempt could cost him if he let it consume him.  This half-god with his weakened power and his mortal intelligence was less than an insect to the might and mind of a Demon Lord, but Gruz was the first to realize that even an insect could have a poisonous sting that demanded respect.  Shaz’Baket had been vehement in her warnings to her Master that this was one foe not to be taken lightly.


And he would not…at least as seriously as a Demon Lord could take a half-god.  After all, no matter how cunning he was, how much power he had, he was still but a mortal, and thus could be killed with ease.

And when he died, that immortal, divine soul would be free of its shell, and ripe for the picking.  With a god’s soul adding to his power, Gruz could supplant Morithindaris and increase his power in the Abyss.


Yes, he would come with his plan and his assumptions, but in the end he would die on the end of one of Gruz’s bone blades.  Gruz would enjoy the challenge of this mortal who was once a god, see how clever he was, allow him to proceed with his plan and see how good it was, just for the sport of it.  And when he’d taken his measure of this mortal with a god’s soul, when he was no longer amusing, he would fall to the might of the Lord of the Glabrezu.

Then, this mortal’s divine soul, and all of the power it contained, would be his.

They flew through the entire day, and in complete silence.


Fireflash soared on his massive wings behind Tarrin, who ghosted through the air as if it was where he was born and raised in the air.  His wings shone like the sun under the thick clouds above, which were more ash than water, illuminating them in a way that made them look like blood boiling against a glass, trapped between seconds of the clock and frozen in time.  Ahead of them, within view, was the volcano that marked the ruins of Pyros.  They were within sight of their goal.

Everything was as Tarrin expected it to be.  The ruins of the city and the surrounding land were literally infested with Demons…hundreds of thousands of them.  It was the majority of the Demon Lord’s army present on Pyrosia, waiting for the command to move.  They did not have camps in the usual sense; Demons did not sleep, so there were no tents.  They needed no light, so there were no fires.  There were, however places for them to sit, and vast piles of bones and refuse that marked the remains of those that they had consumed.  Demons did not need sleep, and they really didn’t need to eat, but they enjoyed the act of it nonetheless…and those vast trash piles were filled with bones of every kind of animal that they could catch, in addition to the bones of humans.  The Demons lounged about and waited for orders, entertaining themselves with games of intrigue, games involving terrorizing their future meals, and the occasional bloody altercation amongst themselves.


Beyond the horde of Demons, on the slope of the volcano itself, were where the Demon Lord and the icon of the One were located.  He knew exactly where they were, even as they knew exactly where he was.  They could not hide from one another.  They’d felt him coming since he passed over the mountains, and he’d felt their presence as well.  That was where he was going, but he knew that it wouldn’t be as simple as flying over the mobs of Demons below and simply landing there.  No, they wouldn’t allow that, and besides, a slow, inexorable walk through the middle of his forces would set the stage for the Demon Lord to make the next decision that would more tightly cinch the noose around his neck.

For better or for worse, come what may, it was now time.  Tarrin had made all the proper preparations, had set things up exactly the way he wanted them arranged.  There was no need to worry over it; everything was going to work just fine.  There was no reason to worry, no reason to fret, and no reason to be afraid.  No matter what happened, whether he lived or died, victory was already his.


There was fear before…but not now.  And that was strangely odd.  He looked down upon the seething horde of Demonkind, felt the raw power of the Demon Lord eclipsing the One ahead of him, and despite knowing he was no match for the power of the Demon Lord, he had absolutely no fear.


“Dolanna,” he called, looking behind himself.  “Now we part.  Remember, do not help.  When the time comes, Fireflash will know, and he will carry you to me.  Until then, both of you just stay away; Fireflash, do not land.  Understand?”


Fireflash gave a deep rumble of understanding, and Dolanna just looked at him with her heart in her eyes.  “Be careful, dear one,” she finally managed to say.


“I will,” he said, suddenly dropping from the sky like a stone, as Fireflash banked away from the ruins of Pyros and started the other way.  Tarrin hurtled downward, his expression unchanging as the ground raced towards him, until he spread his wings and arrested his descent.  He slowed, then his feet gently touched the tortured earth, and he settled back to the ground.


He was nearly a half a longspan from the closest of the Demons, and they were already charging towards him.  No doubt they had all tried to teleport on top of him, but found their power blocked by a powerful Ward which prevented it…but that was something to be expected, and the Demon Lord would not be surprised by this, had probably even warned his minions that it would be probable that they wouldn’t be able to do it.  The Ward wasn’t even half that far out, but they had not even tried.

Tarrin put the blade of his sword in his left paw, looking down at the blackened blade, peering into the metal, looking into it, beyond it, through it, and seeing the truth of it.  Odd, that it had been right there before his eyes the entire time, but he had never noticed…or perhaps it had been a simple case of him not wanting to see that truth, stubbornly refusing to accept it, refuse to even acknowledge that it existed.


No longer.


Closing his eyes, he held the sword out at arm’s length.  His wings erupted in brilliant, incandescent light, brighter than the noontime sun, and then they dissolved.  His wings diffused into discordant flame, and that flame billowed out away from his back, and then was suddenly pulled around him, sucked into the metal of the blade of his sword, cascading around him to vanish into the blade, which began to glow with an angry red light.  It continued until there was nothing left of his wings at all, until all of the fire that they had been was inside the sword.

It was more than simply cosmetic.  The wings that had both graced him and cursed him for years were no more.  Their flame, and the power that they represented, was now a part of the sword in his paws.  The two long slits in his back were empty, were even now healing over.  He no longer possessed any of the powers that he had had while those wings were a part of him.  He felt strangely weak, drained, diminished, but also in a way, he felt as if he had regained a part of himself that he had lost long ago.

He was once again mortal.


But he held in his paws a weapon that held all of that sacrificed power in addition to the power it had already possessed.


Where Tarrin could never become a god because he was mortal, and thus would forever have his power divided between him and the sword, he instead united that power into the sword itself. 

He was again a mortal, but he still commanded the power that made him a god, because he commanded the sword.  And where his mortal mind was limited, and thus was limited in how it could bring that power to bear, the sword was not.

He lowered the sword, which began to glow with an ominous reddish light.  It was not fire, it was an aura of red light that emanated from the metal of the blade itself, casting an eerie pall over the scorched ground around him.  That reddish light wavered, then shimmered, and then suddenly changed to a brilliant white light that was almost blinding to look upon.  He started forward at a slow, measured, almost stately walk, even as the countless hordes of Demons charged towards him after appearing as close as his Ward would allow.  They rushed forwards, getting closer and closer, teeth gnashing and claws clacking and voices calling in chilling tones of the expectation of pleasure at rending the flesh from his bones.

Until they came close enough.


The first Demons simply evaporated into a ghastly black smoke as the light from the sword touched them, as divine power lashed out at the Demons and eradicated them.  Quite a few of them were disintegrated by the power of the sword before they could manage to skid to a halt and retreat, for the distance of Tarrin’s Ward was well past the radius of the sword’s ability to destroy Demons, cutting off their easiest means of retreat.


They all backed way off, and the Were-cat simply stood there a moment, as if to allow them to fully appreciate just what he had done, and how it would be virtually impossible for them to get close enough to do him harm.  One of them, a half-breed Alu, cast a spell at him from the distance between them.  The spell, a bolt of lightning, arced across the empty space of hundreds of spans, then the light of his sword overwhelmed the spell and caused it to simply vanish.

A foot lifted from the ground, and moved forward before coming to rest on hardened lava.  That single step started Tarrin towards the volcano, first at a slow, stately pace, but a pace that got slightly faster with each step.  A lumbering step became a walk, a walk became a gait, a gate became a stride, and that stride evolved into a run.  Head low, sword held to the side of him, Tarrin raced along the shattered land in a direct line for the plateau where the One’s icon rested, and the Demons scrambled to get out of his way.  Many did not, vanishing into puffs of black smoke when the power of the sword touched them and destroyed them, until they began to part the way well in front of him.  With unified action, many Demons began trying to create traps in his way, creating large walls of iron or steel, or using magic to excavate huge pits which were filled with spikes.  It was a clever idea, but they discovered that their efforts were fruitless.  As the Were-cat reached the traps, his body simply passed through the walls, or his feet tread across empty air as if it were solid ground, allowing him to traverse the pits.

They could not attack him directly, they could not attack him with magic, and they could not impede his progress as he charged towards the icon of the One.  They all simply retreated well out of his path, as the Demon Lord obviously ordered his minions to simply step aside, for they could do nothing to stop him anyway.

The air got hotter and hotter as Tarrin rushed into the ruined city of Pyros, and became charged with more and more energy as he got nearer and nearer the One.  He could feel the fear of the One grow moment by moment, as well as his distrust of the Demon Lord, who seemed to be doing nothing to try to stop him.  And what was more, both the One and the Demon Lord could sense the feeling of complete and utter confidence that was within him, as well as his total lack of fear.

He raced through the ruins of Pyros, of buildings half buried under hardened lava flows, along streets covered with dozens of spans of black rock, raced over what was the grandest and most heavily populated city on Pyrosia, raced through a city he had personally destroyed.  His feet tread over the unmarked, unknown graves of tens of thousands, those who had not managed to flee in time, those whom he had killed, but over which he felt no remorse.  The blame for their deaths lay wholly on the One, who had trapped Tarrin into a duel in this city so his worshippers could watch him and bask in their glory, glory that became terror when the One nearly lost, and Tarrin’s counterstroke caused the volcano to erupt.


And again, it was about to happen, but this time the onlookers would be Demons, watching a battle between man and god, a battle that would decide the fate of this world.


A battle that was utterly meaningless in that regard, whose only intent was to save as many lives as possible, on both sides.  The humans that followed the One would be needed to fight the Demons, and would also need to be here to help rebuild this world and make it a place where the One was no longer welcome.


There was no fear, only excitement, expectation, as he started bounding up the ledge that led to the plateau where his advesaries waited.  His feet touched the warm basalt for just instants as he seemed to float up the shard incline, bounding from footstep to footstep with his sword held low in his right paw and his left before him, fingers spread, even as he began to chant in the discordant language of Arcane magic, speaking the words of a spell.  It was a spell that only required words, and they were recited with perfection despite the fact that he was moving at great speed.  He rose higher and higher, closer and closer to the lip, continuing to chant his spell without interruption.


It was timed to be completed just as he crested the plateau, and his timing was utterly perfect.  He spoke the last word of the spell just as his foot pushed away from the last.  A billow of flame erupted from his left paw, even as he closed his eyes and whispered, “Very good, Tsukatta,” as the other sword that he had asked the samurai to send into the Astral appeared in his paw.

Tarrin ascended from below, directly into the line of sight of both the icon of the One and the Demon Lord, who looked oddly like a glabrezu except for the sword-like bone spurs on the ends of his outer arms instead of pincers.  As he cleared the ledge, both of them attacked him with raw, naked power, the might that beings of their kind could bring to bear.


Tarrin was inundated with magical power, a pair of coherent blasts of it at its primal state, nothing but unfocused magical power.  It surrounded him, but did not touch him, for the sword in his paws resisted that awesome might, caused it to part before him, leaving him safe.

He landed on the edge of the plateau, his face emotionless.  They both stared at him for a long moment, but what was more, they stared in shock at the sword he held in his paws.


That close to it, they could fully assence the weapon, and they finally understood that it truly was all of his power, and power he could command.  By sacrificing his power, he created something even stronger than the sum of Tarrin and Sword.  Now there was only the sword, and its might was more than enough to stand against their attack.

He threw down the sword that he had called from the Astral and gripped his black-bladed sword in both paws, holding the leather-wrapped hilt, wrenching his paws around it to get a feel for its weight and balance.  “You knew it would come to this,” Tarrin told them.  “Even summoning that monster in front of you isn’t going to save you, One.  I’m here for your head, and I won’t leave without it.”

“Brave words for a mortal who now faces two gods,” the One sneered, snapping his wings out involuntarily before folding them behind him again.


“I’m not afraid of gods,” he answered in a low, measured tone.  “A shame our first meeting won’t be for very long, Demon Lord,” he told them towering monstrosity behind which the One stood, keeping it between him and the Were-cat who had nearly destroyed his icon the last time they met.


Oh, I’m sure I’ll become quite familiar with you, once I take that sword from you and then take your soul, it answered hungrily.

“You’ll be getting a much closer look at it, once it’s rammed down your throat,” Tarrin answered.


Are you that insane, half-breed? he asked in genuine amusement.  You would fight a god and a Demon Lord with nothing but a sword that holds what little power you once possessed and a mundane weapon pulled from the ether?

“Oh, I’m not going to fight you, Demon,” Tarrin said, narrowing his eyes.  “I’ll leave that task to my shadow.  He’ll keep you busy until I’m done with the One.  Come out, shadow,” Tarrin called.  “Your sword is waiting for you.”


A spectral paw, like a Wraith’s version of a Were-cat’s paw, slowly appeared from within the rock.  The dark fingers closed around the hilt of the sword, and then the form of the shadow, misty and indistinct, rose up from the rock, taking on a humanoid form.  Two glowing green slits appeared where the head would be, forming the eyes, and that spectral image hefted the sword in both paws, holding it low and ready.  The sword in its paws then slowly expanded, grew longer, the blade turned dark, until it was a perfect replica of the weapon in Tarrin’s grip.

The Demon Lord looked at this hazy silhouette, and its glowing red eyes narrowed, then widened in shock.


“That’s right, you can’t sense it at all, can you?” Tarrin asked.  “Not even your much-venerated god-like powers can sense it, can they?  I wouldn’t think so.  After all, I made it just for you, Demon.  I even named it in your honor.  Demon Lord, meet Demon’s Bane.  I’m sure you’ll be very excited to make his acquiaintance momentarily.”

It is impossible! the Demon Lord erupted in obvious dismay.  How have you done this?  It is not possible!  You are no god, you are a mortal!

“What goes on?” the One asked suspiciously.


It is a shadow! the Demon Lord exclaimed, its face both shocked and oddly amused.

A shadow.  A magical construct, blessed with its own driving sentience, and powered by magic, the creation of a god that could actually outlive the god itself.  Tarrin had had intimate experience with one of these constructs, because one had nearly killed him, it had forced his divine powers to reveal themselves.  Tarrin understood the power that a shadow could possess…in some ways, they could be more powerful than the god who created it.  This particular shadow had been created for one purpose, and one purpose alone.


To kill Demons.


And it had specific abilities that would allow it to pursue this task with haste and efficiency.  These abilities were not overwhelmingly magical…in fact, they weren’t very powerful at all.  After all, they couldn’t be, because its creator was not a true god.  But for what this shadow was designed to do, those abilities would be absolutely devastating against the foes for which it had been created to destroy.

Tarrin wondered how Val would feel if he knew that his shadow had provided Tarrin with a tool to help save this world, by showing him how nasty they could be.

The Demon Lord smirked.  Cleverly done, half-breed.  I didn’t expect this of you, it will make my victory over you that much sweeter.  It raised one of the hands protruding from its chest and opened its palm towards them—


—and nothing happened.


Its face was a paragon of shock and dismay.  It took a step back, then raised both its sword-ending arms, and again, nothing happened.


What is this? it demanded, its glowing red eyes widening.


“All your power and all your intelligence, and you forget the basics,” Tarrin said with an evil, slight smile.  “This shadow inhibits the powers of any Demon in its proximity.  It’s part of his very nature.  You may be a Demon Lord, you may have power equal to a god, but your power is still based on your Demonic nature, and because of that, even you are subject to my shadow’s ability to block a Demon’s power.”  He pointed his sword at the Demon Lord.  “There he is, Bane.  Go get him.”

Without a word, without any sound, the hazy silhouette started walking forward, directly towards the Demon Lord.


That gruesome face was amazed and shocked, and then it laughed, a hideous sound.  Well done! it complemented.  Shaz’Baket was not lying when she warned me not to underestimate you, half-breed.  You are everything she described, and more.  But you have made one fatal error.  Do you think that I’d be afraid to enter a physical fight?  You may have found a way to block my power, but I know how to use these! he proclaimed, holding out his bone-blade ended arms.


“Then you are in for the shock of your life,” Tarrin whispered under his breath as he turned towards the One.  He made no speeches, no declarations.  He simply raised his sword and narrowed his eyes, then rushed forward.

The One looked uncertain.  He had real fear of Tarrin, of his power, but his arrogance would not allow him to simply flee.  His eyes were locked on that glowing sword for a long second, as he obviously was trying to estimate how much power it had, and how the Were-cat intended to use it.  He seemed to decide, presenting his shield to Tarrin, which immediately burst forth with intense light, then released a volley of the One’s magical power.


The Were-cat didn’t bother to try to block it.  He almost instantly lunged aside, never turning away from the One, sliding aside and allowing the burst of divine power to simply scream by his right side.  The One backed away, turning his shield towards him again, desperately trying to keep the Were-cat from getting close enough to use that weapon.  The One had learned the hard way in their last encounter that god or no god, Tarrin was a better fighter than him, and it was obvious that the Were-cat fully meant to exploit that advantage by making their battle a physical confrontation.  As before, the One’s greatest advantage remained only so long as he could stay away from the Were-cat.

With a thrust of his wings, the One rose away from the ground, and then grinned with malicious glee when he realized that the Were-cat was not following, understood that when Tarrin unified his power into the sword, he had sacrificed his ability to fly.  Tarrin looked up at him with cold eyes, his expression like stone, even as the first howls of pain began to issue from the Demon Lord.


The shadow had gotten close enough, and now the Demon Lord understood the lethal nature of his advesary.


Tarrin and the One both spared a glance.  The shadow, Demon’s Bane, only came up to the Demon Lord’s thigh, but that made absolutely no difference.  It had its sword raised and was actively parrying one of the bone blades of the Demon Lord, and in that touch there was a raking, dancing arc of magical energy, erupting from the point of contact, pulling away, and then being sucked down into the darkness of the shadow itself.  The hazy nature of the shadow seemed to fall away as that magical light was drawn into it, making its form more distinct, sharper, more solid.  The shadow was feeding on the energy of the Demon Lord like a parasite, consuming it to fuel itself.  Though the shadow could never consume a being of the Demon Lord’s power, whose power was limitless, its draining touch would cause him intense pain.  And every touch made the shadow stronger and stronger.


You, you, you bastard! his mental voice screamed with outrage.  Then, for some unearthly reason, he laughed!  Clever and devious!  You are more of a worthy opponent than I thought, half-breed!

Now he understood the nature of this opponent.  It could not be touched by a Demon, because the shadow consumed Demonic energy.  Even a touch was enough, it allowed the shadow to drain away the energy that a Demon used to form a physical body within this mortal plane, and if it could keep that contact long enough, drain away all of that power and destroy the Demon’s mortal form, “killing” it.  And a Demon could not use its powers against it.  The only way to stop it was to fight it and destroy it using weapons and magic that were not Demonic in origin, things the shadow could not feed upon.

Weapons that the Demon Lord did in fact possess.


Jumping back and away from the shadow, the Demon Lord began to chant in the language of magic, preparing to cast a Wizard spell.


Tarrin fixed his attention again on the One, leaving his shadow to keep the Demon Lord busy…that was its role in this fight.  Lock the Demon Lord down, prevent him from aiding the One if in fact he did attempt to help the wounded god rather than simply let Tarrin destroy him…or simply to provide a convenient excuse for the Demon Lord not to help, by keeping all of his attention squarely on Tarrin’s shadow.  The One unleashed another volley of his power, which thundered down towards the ground-bound Were-cat, but Tarrin simply swatted the attack aside with his sword, causing it to rage off into the clouds above.  The Were-cat closed his eyes and laid the blade of his sword in his left paw, bowing his head as he entered into communion with the divine energies within his weapon.  Now was the time to strike, while the Demon Lord was engaged with the shadow, while it was either deliberately or unintentially leaving the One vulnerable.  He had to strike quickly, he had to eliminate the One as fast as possible, before the Demon Lord took measure of the situation, stepped back to look at the situation with a longer eye and understood the real reason he had made the shadow, understood the shadow’s true purpose, and tried to destroy it.

A nimbus formed around the Were-cat, a wispy aura of soft red light, a nimbus that curled away and evaporated like mist in the wind.  The blade lost its brilliant white glow, and instead burst into flame, becoming so intense that the rock beneath the Were-cat began to glow red-hot, as the clothes on the Were-cat’s body were instantly reduced to ash, leaving him nude.  The nimbus around him became painfully bright, until it was as if the sun had come down to earth and rested on the side of the volcano.

Tarrin’s form was lost in the brightness, nothing but a dark silhouette in the blazing light, until he opened his eyes.  They blazed with the same light that surrounded him, blazed with the power of his sword.

Now it was time to see where the Demon Lord’s true intentions lay.


Taking the sword in both paws, he turned on one foot, then brought it over his head, as if to cleave an imaginary foe before him in half.  He whipped it over his head, trailing an arc of fire, and levelled the tip at the One.  Fire erupted from the blade in a spiralling cone, twisting around itself, and it raced towards the One at speeds that defied imagination.  The One raised his shield to deflect the attack.

The look on the face under that helmet was one of consternation when the spiral of fire separated into a multitude of small lances of flame, splitting in every direction like petals in an opened flower.  They blossomed out, going out wide in every direction, then turned back towards the One.  There was no earthly way that the One could stop them all with his shield.

Tarrin learned from experience, and he had intimate experience with the special properties of the One’s shield.


The One was forced to race upwards, get all of the lances of flame in front of him, then he struck at them with his own power.  But the lances all veered away as a raging blast of the One’s divine power tried to inundate them, actively avoiding the One’s attempt to destroy them.  Like a horde of angry wasps, the lances of fire swarmed around the One’s power, weaving and bobbing in a dizzyingly fast flicker of motion that was intended to confuse the onlooker.  The One evaded again, this time going down, then formed a defensive barrier of power.  The lances struck the barrier of his power and were nullified, in a chain of angry washes of flame against that magical defense.

But the lances were not the attack, they were nearly the diversion, the diversion intended to cause the One to turn that shield away from Tarrin.


With a roar of fury, Tarrin levelled the tip of his sword at the One, and the sword responded.  It attacked the One with everything it had, all the power that it could muster.  The very power that the gods of Sennadar had feared was  loosed at the One, in an all-or-nothing attempt to destroy his icon, and destroy it right now.

The One turned, and saw it coming.  He struggled to get his shield around in time, knowing that the barrier of divine power he had erected to stop the lances of fire would not be enough to stop this, not in his injured condition.  “Help me!” he screamed, knowing that it was too late.


And the Demon Lord was there.  It had already been moving towards the One, and managed to get between him and the Were-cat in time to intercept the attack.  It struck the Demon Lord fully, pushed him back on his massive feet, but did him no harm.  The power of the sword was not enough to do injury to this foe.  The Demon Lord held his ground against that torrent of divine power, fixing Tarrin with a hideous grin of expectation, of anticipation.  And now you know you cannot do me harm.

“And now I know where you stand,” Tarrin answered, taking one paw off his sword, and then closing his fist and whipping his paw to the side.  “Next time, pick a better partner, One.  Yours just killed you.”

“He protects me!  He—urk!” the One gasped, as the black bladed sword of Tarrin’s shadow plunged itself into his back, directly between his wings.  The black tip of the sword erupted from the chest of the One’s armor, as dancing motes of pure energy poured from the edges of the sword.  The shadow took hold of its sword with both paws, then picked up the One by hefting the blade into the air. The One squirmed, dropping his own sword and grabbing the black blade, trying to pull himself off of it.  His wings thrashed, tried to strike at the shadow, until he realized that the weapon was not of enough divine power to do the icon true harm.  He calmed down, focused himself, gathered his divine power through his icon and prepared to destroy the shadow.

The Demon Lord looked back for an instant, and that instant was all Tarrin needed.  He charged forward with his sword held lightly in his paw, then took it up in both paws as he neared his monstrous foe.  The Demon Lord looked back to him, then raised his bone-bladed arms and prepared to meet Tarrin’s charge weapon to weapon.  Just as the Demon Lord lunged, stabbing at him with both of its bladed arms, Tarrin vaulted into the air, higher, and higher, almost as if he were flying.  He ascended over the Demon Lord’s chest, over his shoulders, until he was over its ugly head, looking down at him with his eyes blazing with the power of his sword, even as the Demon Lord continued lunging forward, carried by his own momentum.

With the lightest of touches, Tarrin’s foot came down on the back of the Demon Lord’s neck.  The touch of it made his flesh creep, as he came into contact with pure, unadulterated evil.  But that touch was only fleeting, as the Were-cat used the titanic body of the Demon Lord as nothing more than a stepping stone.  He pushed off from the Demon Lord, his braid and tail whipping behind him in the wind as he hurtled towards the One, who had been distracted by his shadow for that one brief moment that Tarrin had needed.

The One looked back at the last instant, as Tarrin streaked down towards him with his sword pulsating with a hungry light.  His eyes widened, and he brought up his shield, far faster than Tarrin expected.  The sword struck the shield with a resounding CLANG, and a blinding flash of light erupted from that contact, as the power of the sword attacked the power of the One directly, a battle of powers that Tarrin could almost sense, the power of one god in direct conflict with another, but contained within the restraints of two mortal objects.

The power of the contact knocked Tarrin backwards.  He slid across the ground on a foot and one knee, sparks flying around his sword and his right arm.  The One was knocked back as well, sliding back to his sword, which he reached down and picked up quickly, even as Tarrin’s shadow charged on silent, dark steps towards the One’s back.  The Demon Lord turned and raced back towards them, his blades glistening in the light emanating from Tarrin’s sword and the One’s shield.

So, that’s the way the Demon Lord was going to play it.  His intention was completely clear.  That was fine by Tarrin.


The Demon Lord bore down on Tarrin as the One turned to face the shadow, trading targets by some unspoken communication.  That was wise, given the shadow’s ability to inflict pain on the Demon Lord, and siphon away his energy to make itself stronger.  Tarrin turned the blade of his sword down even as he rose back on his feet, then drove it into the stone before him, sinking half the blade into the rock.  The blade flashed with fire, and then the hilt began to glow with warm, soft white light.  Tarrin spoke a single word of Arcane magic, and his staff, which rested with the pack a distance away from them, appeared in his paw.  He took it into the center grip, set his feet, and met the charge of the Demon Lord squarely.


Bone blades whistled through the air, striking with immense force, but they found in the ordinary-looking staff an obstacle through which they could not slice.  He turned aside both lightning-fast thrusts of those bladed spurs, then lunged directly forward and within the reach of the arms that grew from the Demon Lord’s chest, arms ending with hands that had wickedly long claws on the fingertips.  Those hands reached out from him, but he slid between them with the ease of a water skimmer sliding across the surface of a pond, then spun away from a strong downward stab from one of those bone blades.  The Demon Lord bulled forwards, looking to smother under his much smaller advesary.


“Mingen Doritae!” Tarrin shouted.  The tip of his staff began to glow with a bluish light, and when he struck that glowing tip against the stone, it caused a shockwave of seismic force.  The Demon Lord staggered backwards as the One vaulted into the air to avoid it, but his attempt to get into the air was met with another squeal of pain as the shadow simply manifested itself above the icon’s feathered wings, dropped onto his back, and pierced the tip of the blade into the back of the One’s head.  It again did no lasting damage, about as much damage as a mundane weapon could do to Tarrin, but there was no doubt that it had enough of a magical effect to cause considerable pain.  “Botthra Kotha Jhezeth!” Tarrin called, causing a pinpoint of light to form over his free paw, which suddenly expanded into a ball of blue fire.  He hurled that ball of fire directly at the Demon Lord, who himself chanted in the language of Arcane magic, the words of the spell that counteracted magic.

“Vosha Kemuninae Gara—“ he began, and his staff began to pulse with a crackle of electrical energy. “—Vordatathrasza Wokka Jekadi!”  He thrust the end of the staff at the Demon Lord, whose counterspell had destroyed his ball of Icefire, and a raging blast of lightning issued forth from the end of the staff.


“Vishu!” the Demon Lord snapped, holding out the two hands growing from his chest, forming a brilliant, scillinting shield of magical light.  The lightning struck the scillinting shield and was absorbed into it, causing a storm of arcing lightning to dance across its surface before dissipating.  The Demon Lord’s eyes went to Tarrin, and then to his sword, driven into the stone just behind the Were-cat, and back to him.  There was no doubt that the Demon Lord was now considering how to claim that prize for himself…all he had to do was get past the Were-cat to get it.  And the Were-cat had correctly deduced that the best way to do battle with the Demon Lord was through magic, not weapons.  He was a Demon Lord, but he was still vulnerable to the power of Wizard magic, as were all creatures, great and small.  The Demon Lord had a strong resistance to the effect of the magic, but that resistance only went so far when the spells were being cast by one such as Tarrin, one with a powerful affinity for magic and its use.  Tarrin’s advantage nullified the Demon Lord’s defense, causing them to stand on even ground, and forcing the Demon Lord to use magic to protect himself from Tarrin’s spells.

Tarrin chanted loudly and precisely in the language of Arcane magic, intoning the spell that would allow him to cast the next spell without using a material component.  That done, he dropped his staff and began chanting once again, this time making several gestures with both paws.  The Demon Lord’s eyes widened when he heard the words, when he realized what spell that the Were-cat was going to cast, which caused him to charge forward to stop the Were-cat from completing that spell.  They were the words from the Meteor Strike spell, a spell that could wreak devastation down on the battlefield, a spell so powerful that even the Demon Lord and the One would be subject to its might.


Tarrin continued his chanting surely and without hesitation, even as he watched the Demon Lord charge at him, staring down Death Himself in the face.  The bone blades flashed in the ruddy light, getting closer and closer, but the sight of them did not break Tarrin’s concentration.  The Demon Lord fixed Tarrin with a hideous grin when he counted the steps even in mid run and realized he would reach the Were-cat before the spell was completed, he would interrupt the spell and prevent its use.


And yet the Were-cat stubbornly continued to cast it.


Just before the blades reached him, Tarrin broke the spell and shouted a single word, an arcane word of such power that the word itself was the spell.  It was a Power Word, the word of blind, and Tarrin shouted it at the top of his lungs.  All those who heard the uttering of the Power Word were struck by it and affected by its might.  The Demon Lord staggered in his run as the spell struck him and caused nothing but darkness to cover his eyes, and the One too staggered backwards with his shield arm over his face, trying to use his divine power to clear the effect of the spell, and then reverting to chanting in the language of the gods to cast a spell that cured the effects of blindness and blinding spells.  Tarrin stepped aside easily as the Demon Lord ambled past, his tail hooking his staff, flipping it up into his paw, and then he reared back and smashed the staff into the Demon Lord’s ankle.  The leg shuddered and hooked into the other leg, and the Demon Lord, with a howl of surprise, slammed into the stone and skidded several spans on his side.

Tarrin quickly chanted the spell that allowed him to cast the next spell without a material component, before the Demon Lord and the One cleared the effects of the Power Word.  He made a single motion to his shadow, who then disengaged and rushed past him, then started running down the side of the volcano, quickly becoming hard to see in the growing haze and ruddy red light that infused the air.  It raced out of sight, and in moments, the Demon Lord was beyond the shadow’s ability to block its power.

Foolish move, the Demon Lord taunted.  Now you are mine.

“No, now my shadow gets to eat your army, one Demon at a time,” Tarrin retorted as the monstrous Demon Lord regained his hoofed feet.  “They can’t sense him, and they’ll never see him coming.  One by one, your army will fall, until he’s eaten all of them.”


I have already warned them of your shadow.

“Warned?” Tarrin said, then he laughed scornfully as the One turned to face him, clearing himself of Tarrin’s spell.  “Care to do a headcount, Demon?  You’ve already lost a few.”  He spread his feet and raised his staff in the center grip.  “As long as I hold you here, he will chew your army up, until he’s killed enough to make you being here pointless.  After all, after you recover from destroying the One, you won’t have enough Demons left to finish taking over this world, will you?”

You will not last long enough for it to matter.

“Even if you kill me, you can’t stop my shadow.  It knows which Demons to avoid until it’s strong enough to kill them, and you can’t protect all of them forever.  It will remain here, slowly eating away your army, until there’s nothing left.  You may destroy me, kill the One, and destroy all life on this world, but my shadow will make sure that you will never own this world.  Every Demon it consumes makes it stronger, and after it’s killed enough, it will be strong enough to destroy even you.  In the end, you will have accomplished nothing but your own humbling return to the Abyss with only the souls of the mortals of this world.  The true prize, the power of this plane, will be denied to you.  I’ve already made sure of it.  So go ahead, strike me down,” he said, throwing his staff down spitefully.  “You have already lost.  All that’s left for you now is venting your rage.”


You fail to see the second option, he almost purred.  I send enough Demons back to the Abyss to deny your shadow the chance to get that strong, and then I hunt it down and destroy it.  Then I simply summon my army back.

“And you lose time.  And time’s an issue, isn’t it?” he asked, carefully gauging the distance to the One, who was now listening to this exchange with rapt attention.  “And if I’m dead, the One has no reason to keep you here, does he?  It would look a little odd to him if you refused to return to the Abyss after I’m gone.”


The Demon Lord’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.


Tarrin gestured, and his sword simply appeared in his paw.  “After all, the only reason you’re here is to protect the One from me, and from my power.  Without the threat of me, he has no reason to keep you here.  Your entire plan for this world hinges on the threat I pose to the One.  Everything that keeps you here is right here in my paw,” he said, holding his sword out for them to see.  “Without this, you have no reason to be here.”


Tarrin took the sword’s blade in his left paw, and fixed the Demon Lord with a cold, brutal stare.  “Alright then, Demon, start explaining.”


Tarrin took the blade in a firm grip, raised the sword to a level with his chest, and then struck it over his knee.


The sweet chiming tang echoed across the volcano’s plateau, as two sets of eyes stared in muted shock as Tarrin took his precious sword, containing all of his power that was his as a god, and broke it.


The blackened blade chimed like a bell as it snapped in two, and both pieces of it flared with sudden intense light, brighter than the sun, light that attracted every eye for longspans in every direction, light that lingered for a long, mute moment, as even the sound of the wind died away and left nothing but a bright, warm light that cast its brilliance over the combatants, the Demons, and the ruins that had once been Pyros.  That light then began to wane, and then slowly faded away to darkness.  There was no great explosion of force, no earthquake, no titanic release of endless power.  There was only light, and that light waned like the setting of the sun, until there was nothing left.


The two pieces of Tarrin’s sword were dark and dull and no longer had any sense of the power that they had contained.


He cast them aside absently, and stood there, naked as the day he was born, defiantly glaring into the eyes of the Demon Lord.  The two pieces of Tarrin’s sword, the hilt and base of the blade, and the remainder of the blade, clattered across the rock of the volcano and then came to a halt, now nothing more than pieces of metal.  The power that it contained was gone, faded away to nothing with the light that had illuminated the ruins of Pyros.

“Alright, Demon.  Start talking, and you’d better talk very fast.”


NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! the Demon Lord raged in absolute fury, his eyes blasting forth with an unholy blaze of red light, light that wisped from his eye sockets as he understood what the Were-cat had done.  With one act, with the breaking of that sword, he had forced the Demon Lord’s hand, and who could not now complete his plan to his satisfaction.  If he sent his Demons away to protect them from Tarrin’s shadow, he wouldn’t have the force on hand to defeat the One, and would have no viable reason to bring them back.  If he attacked the One here and now, he would lose many of those Demons, and that shadow would still be out there to whittle away what force remained.  Either way, the utter certainty of his conquest of this world was no longer guaranteed.  He might still win whichever way he tried to play it, but now the outcome was not a given.


The Demon Lord knew at that moment that Tarrin Kael may die here and now, but it no longer mattered in the grand scheme of things.


He had won.


Damn you, half-breed!  I will rip the soul from your body and torment it for all eternity! his thought thundered across the ruins, a pale shadow of the true fury and outrage that burned in the Demon Lord’s being.  He summoned his power, all of it, his hatred and fury fueling his desire to annihilate the Were-cat so thoroughly that nothing would remain.  Tarrin put a single foot behind himself, as if to brace himself, and crouched down, his eyes narrow and his tail twitching as he watched the aura of power surround the Demon Lord.  The hate was a tangible thing surrounding the hideous beast before him, pure hatred, pure malevolence, and it was all focused on him.  It raised those bone-bladed arms, preparing to unleash its final blow as its power focused and prepared, and Tarrin quickly called out but four words in the language of Arcane magic.

“Kormarathan orichamalsi bete sinthoriacaritoridae!”


A blast of power raged from the Demon Lord, more power than Tarrin or the One combined could unleash, even if both were completely whole, an unimaginable release of pure power, Demonic in nature, but no less potent than that which could be unleashed by a god.  It was as much power as the mortal world could bear without tearing the very fabric of reality, and its passage through the space between them caused that fabric to warp, to threaten to tear.  It rampaged in a direct line towards the naked and exposed Were-cat, who had nothing to protect himself against that unimaginable attack.

The Were-cat made a single gesture with his left paw, then knelt and presented his forearm to that unadulterated blast.  The air before him shimmered, wavered, then that wavering took on color and form, becoming silvery in appearance, and then bright, and then it was nothing but a reflection of what was before it.


It was the One’s shield.


Though Tarrin and that shield could never withstand that kind of power, the One’s shield had its own special ability, and that was the ability to reflect magic and power.  The One had used it against him, and now he would use it against them.


Within the raging torrent of the Demon Lord’s power, Tarrin knelt behind the shield, braced by the ground, teeth gritted and tail sticking straight out as he struggled to hold the shield the way he was supposed to, the words of Azakar drifting through his mind.


Shield use is a game of angles, Tarrin.  If you present a good angle to the attack, it glances off your shield and overextends your opponent, which lets you strike back before he can recover.  A bad angle will push you out of position and give your opponent a free shot at you..

Tarrin kept his body rigid, presenting that good angle towards the attack of the Demon Lord, which sent it right back at him.

The Demon Lord didn’t understand what had happened at first, because it couldn’t see because of its own attack.  It only knew that Tarrin had not been vaporized by his attack, because he could still sense him.

His eyes widened when he saw what was coming, when he realized that somehow, some way, the Were-cat had somehow turned that attack back on him, but it came so fast that he had no time to react.


The Demon Lord’s form vanished within an avalanche of power, a portion of his own attack sent back at him.  There was an audible roar, a roar of pain, and then the Demon Lord was picked up off his hooves and sent catapulting through the air, soaring out over the steep side of the volcano, somersaulting through the air limply as he tumbled towards the hellish landscape hundreds of spans below.


He had been right.  Tarrin could not hurt the Demon Lord, not with the power he possessed…but the Demon Lord could hurt himself.


Far below, the Demon Lord landed with a thundering crash into the rock-choked ruins of Pyros.  He tumbled limply as he continued down the gentle slope at the base of the volcano, shattering half-buried buildings in his rolling crash, until he came to a stop up against the remains of a large warehouse.  His eyes were closed, and he did not move.  He was not dead, but being subjected to his own attack had done serious damage to him.

The One stood there, eyes goggled, mouth agape, staring in mute shock at the shield that was now in his opponent’s grasp, a shield that, so long as he held it, insured that the One would not try a similar attack.  “H—H—How?” he stammered weakly.  He was so surprised that he didn’t even think to attack when the Were-cat threw aside the shield and squared off against him with nothing but his bare paws.

“Magic,” he said as his eyes slowly drained of color, and the wispy nimbus of Magelight surrounded his paws.  Tarrin no longer had the sword, no longer had that link back to Sennadar…but he no longer needed them.


The power to reach back into Sennadar had never been a part of the sword in the first place, it had been his all along, because of what he was.  The sword merely served as a focus, as an amplifier that allowed him to use that ability more clearly.  But now that he understood, now that he knew the truth, he no longer needed its help to do something that he had been born to do.


“Y—You would still fight?” the One asked incredulously.  “I see the truth of the Demon now, outworlder.  You have shown me my error in calling him here.  I am no longer your enemy.  We should unite and destroy him together.”


“There are no second chances,” Tarrin said as his entire body slowly limned over with Magelight, as Tarrin reached back, reached through to the Weave, and called to its power.  “And I was never one to be merciful.  I came here to kill you, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do. The Demon Lord was nothing but an obstacle in my path.  You are and always were my primary objective.  I’ll deal with him after I destroy you.”


The One gasped, staring at him, then the eyes behind that visor hardened.  He made a gesture towards Tarrin, and his shield floated up off the ground and rushed towards him.  “Very well, fool,” he spat.  “I was willing to join you against him, but if you wish to die here by my hand, so be it.  Without your sword you are nothing but a mortal trickster.”


“You’re right, I’m mortal,” Tarrin said as his entire body shimmered with power, so much power that even the One took notice.  The Magelight around him coalesced even as it pulled him off the ground, shimmering into the concave star which marked a sui’kun at the height of his power.  United in a common interest with the Goddess, he was now her direct instrument, and the power of Sorcery poured into him across the dimensions, faster than it ever had when he had the sword, with utter clarity and motion, because he finally understood.  “But I’m also something else, One.  Something you should fear.”

“I fear no mortal!” he screamed, raising his sword.


“I am a Mi’Shara,” Tarrin hissed.  “Now find out what that means for yourself!”


The rushing sound of huge wings preceded a blast of wind, just as a monstrous gold dragon soared into view as it flew around the cone of the volcano, flying into view.  “Fireflash, NOW!” Tarrin screamed, and the drake-turned-dragon roared a mighty cry of understanding, and flew directly over the plateau.  Tarrin reached up with both paws and unleashed a portion of his power straight up, aiming at the dragon itself.  The One did not understand what he was doing, because he had no experierence with the magic that Tarrin was using.


That outreach of power rose up, climbed into the sky, aimed directly at the dragon.  But the dragon was not its target.  It pierced the monstrous animal through the head, but did no harm, passing through its body to make contact with its intended target.


Dolanna.


The power struck her, and like a nail struck into a board by a hammer, it instantly stopped her in the air, capturing her within its light.  The straps holding her to Fireflash snapped like threads, and the enlarged drake dove to keep clear of her, to make sure his spines and tail did not strike her as he continued on.


The power struck Dolanna, it ensnared her, and in a moment of clarity, a moment of unity, it joined her to him within the confines of a Circle.

Tarrin’s power joined with Dolanna’s, merged with it, even as her mind was touched by him, and his was touched in return.  The Cat did not object to this intimate union with a mind not of its own type, accepting the connection to the petite Sharadi completely and without reservation, because it had been specifically conditioned by means of the divine power Tarrin had once possessed to make this exception, and only this exception, forcing the Cat to submit to the will of the Human and accept the touch of his oldest and one of his dearest friends, whose mind was human but whose blood sang the song of the Cat, making her seem just familiar enough for the Cat to accept her.

The earth literally shook as the influx of power that Tarrin had been drawing suddenly increased by an exponential degree.  Tarrin and Dolanna were now more powerful than both of them combined, forming a whole greater than the sum of its parts, as Dolanna’s power and her mind amplified the already impressive powers of the Were-cat to staggering degrees.  When Tarrin was Circled with his daughters, he sometimes felt that there was nothing that they could not accomplish.  That feeling was no less when he was joined to his human friend.  Tarrin felt Dolanna’s mind take up a connection to him, and thoughts passed as easily between them as either of them could breathe.  In an instant, everything within Tarrin’s mind was open to her, and she looked into them and understood what was about to happen, and what role she would play within it.


With the Demon Lord temporarily knocked out of the fight, Tarrin seized this chance to finish it.


The One gaped at the unified power before him, feeling it in the core of his being…and fearing it.


“It is OVER, One!” both Tarrin and Dolanna shouted in voices amplified by their power to such a degree that the very air vibrated with the power of it, their minds joined into one entity that spoke with two voices.  Both Were-cat and human raised their arms to point their hands and paws at the One, who cried out in terror and raised his shield to fend off the oncoming attack.  Blinding magical power lashed out from them, from both the ground and the air, but those waves of magical power were not aimed at the One.  They went over his head, streaking off into the air.

This confused the One, lowering his shield as he looked at both of them, who looked at him as if were already dead.  He was about to retaliate with his own power, but then something darkened the ground beneath him.  He turned to look, and then his eyes widened even as he screamed in shock and terror.


Fireflash, his fangs glowing with magical power, infused with magical might by Tarrin and Dolanna, had circled the mountain, and was now diving at the One’s icon with that maw wide open.  He glanced back, and saw that Tarrin and Dolanna had their hands levelled at him, power building and ready to be released, creating a pinsir attack from both directions.  Even with his shield, the One could not stop them both.

He had but an instant to act, and he managed to speak a word that would recall him to the altar of his church.  It was a Priest spell, one of the stronger ones, and one that would indeed have worked…had the One not forgotten in his moment of panic that he was standing on the ground where that cathedral had once stood.  The spell triggered and worked exactly as it was designed to work. The One’s form vanished from view, just as the spell was designed.


And it reappeared not thirty spans to his left, causing him to appear at the point where the foot of his altar had once stood, just as the spell was designed.


The One looked around quickly to reorient himself, but he looked up just in time to look directly down Fireflash’s throat, even as the drake’s mouth filled with greenish gas.  He was one of the first people in the history of either Sennadar or Pyrosia to see the tiny flicker of flame appear in the back of the enlarged drake’s mouth that ignited the gas, and then the massive flex of muscle in the lungs that compressed the gas sacs with amazing force, creating a blasting wave of pressurized gas to travel up the neck, out of the throat, through the mouth to be ignited by that biochemical flame, and then erupt from the maw as a hellish inferno of concentrated fire.  That fire touched the glowing fangs of the drake’s maw, which caused the fire to change color from red to silver, as the power of the spell of the Sorcerers interacted with the fire of the drake’s breath weapon to produce a magical attack that could do harm to the One’s icon.

From the other direction, Tarrin’s power reached a crescendo, and he unleashed it against the One with everything he had.  The totality of his combined power with Dolanna raged outward, and it was combined with all of Tarrin’s magical aptitude in Wizardry.  Everything that Tarrin was as a magician, all of his power, every bit of it was focused into a singular expression of utmost potential that far exceeded the boundaries of mortal magic. Tarrin was a Mi’Shara, a being blessed with the capacity, when the need was great enough, to exceed the limitations of his mortal form and utilize magic of such magnitude that usually only a god or other upper being was capable of wielding it.  Tarrin drew on that part of himself, focusing all of his power into a single assault of raw, naked, unrefined magical power, an attack that drew on and used more magic than any mortal was ever meant to wield.  An incandescent bolt of pure magic was unleashed upon the One’s unprotected back, as he stood and looked down the throat of Death Himself.

The One’s scream managed to overwhelm the blasting WHOOSH of the magically infused fire roaring from Fireflash’s maw, but only for the briefest of moments.  The armored, winged body of the One was engulfed in silver flame, vanishing from view behind a hellstorm of mercury-colored fire, his scream drowned out by the thundering roar of the breath weapon.  The incandescent blast of magic unleashed by Tarrin and Dolanna plunged into the silver fire of the breath weapon, assaulting the One from behind, as the two attacks merged into a singular blast of unmitigated power that threatened to unravel the very fabric of reality.   Combined, the three of them managed to unleash a power so great that not even a god could stand against it.


Fireflash’s jaws locked as he expelled the entire contents of his gas sacs onto the One’s icon, turning his head as he passed by to keep it on him, unleashing such hellish fury upon him that the hardened lava beneath the icon’s feet literally exploded from the intense, overwhelming heat and magical onslaught that infused it.  From the other side, the magical blast from Tarrin and Dolanna maintained its ferocity, becoming a vortex of magical power that caught up the silver fire from Fireflash within it, a vortex that attacked the icon of the One with such power that he could not stop the inevitable.

Within that spiralling, combined cascading torrent of silver fire and pure magic, the One’s icon shuddered convusively, and then the wings simply melted away.  The form was frozen in place, locked in a posture of agonized shrieking as the fire and magic attacked the stone of the icon, burned it, melted it away, destroyed it.  The form of the One’s icon wavered within that vortex of lethal silver fire and pure magic, then its borders became indistinct even as it began to shrink, getting smaller and smaller, until it broke apart and vanished within the raging inferno.


Fireflash’s fire ended when his gas sacs were depleted, and he continued to soar over the ledge and around the volcano again, flying out of sight, even as Tarrin and Dolanna ceased their magical assault.  What he left behind was nothing more than a bubbling pool of liquified rock, upon the surface of which bobbed the sword and shield of the One.  Those two items seemed to shudder reflexively, then their metal dimmed, and the sank slowly into the lava.

The One’s icon was destroyed.


The very land itself seemed to shiver, and then the earth shook, earth that was no longer held under the dominion of the One.  It shook as the shadow of the One was pulled away from the land, as his power and dominion were stripped away, even as the last vestiges of the One’s scream of denial seemed to spiral away into some unfathomable abyss.


The One’s power in this world was gone.


Far to the east, across the straits, illuminated with a ghostly radiance by the light of the moon and the stars, there was a barren wasteland that was known as Auromar.  It was a desolate mire of earth and rock, a gloomy, depressing place of mud-crusted hills, utter silence, and a cold, clinging mist that never burned away no matter how hot the sun was.  It was a place where not even algae covered the muddy ground.  Nothing grew here, nothing lived here, because of the curse of the One upon the land, a curse that trapped within the boundaries of the land the souls of those who had been condemned to exile there, cursed to an eternity of wandering the mortal plane with no rest, no release, earthbound spirits denied the opportunity to move on, and tormented by the one who had trapped them by denying them release from the pain and hollow emptiness of undeath.  Those spirits roamed the land tirelessly, endlessly, seeking in vain an escape from the prison into which they had been placed.  They were the souls of the original katzh-dashi who had come here thousands of years ago, the souls of their descendents, the souls of those Dwarves that had been captured, and the souls of all those whom the Priests of the One had branded as witches.  They wandered endlessly, their touch killing anything that tried to grow or live on the continent, keeping it a desolate wasteland of earth, rock, and mud.

They were souls in torment, souls seeking release from this mortal plane, but trapped from finding their way by the curse of the One, forever trapped by a hand that blocked the doorway to the next world.


The souls all continued to roam, misty apparitions that blended with the thin fog so well that one would not see one until it was too late, searching, searching, searching for a way to circumvent the block that the One had placed over them that prevented them from escaping this world and finding their peace.


And then the earth shook.


The spirits of the dead felt the shaking of the earth in their souls, felt the power that kept them bound to the lands of Auromar shiver, then convulse, and then melt away like ice before the summer sun.  They all felt the power of the One shrivel away, and then become no more.


With unearthly voices that could not be heard by mortal ears, the spirits trapped on the lands of Auromar rejoiced, even as they saw the hand of the One fall away from the passage to the next world.  They did not know how, they did not know why, they only knew that the curse of the One was lifted, and there was nothing standing in their way anymore.


As one, every soul trapped on Auromar looked upwards, and used their innate ability to pass on into the next realm of existence.  As one, every soul trapped on Auromar vanished, leaving behind nothing but the thin mist that eternally shrouded the continent.

Mist that began to evaporate with the warm night air.


It was done.


The icon of the One was destroyed, Tarrin’s shadow was even now terrorizing the Demons, and through a stroke of luck, he had managed to temporarily knock the Demon Lord out of action.


There was only one thing left to do.


Tarrin looked out over the ruins of Pyros, looked to where the Demon Lord lay, who was even now in the act of getting up. Being struck by his own attack had taken it right out of him, and Tarrin knew that he was in no position to interfere in what was coming.


The destruction of the One was done.  He could no longer interfere, and his presence had been scoured from the land.  His Priests had lost all their power, and now there was only the Demons to worry about, but they were about to be removed from the chessboard.


There was only one thing left to do.


Tarrin looked up at the darkening sky.  The sun had fully set now, and there was only the light of the magma in the volcano reflecting off the low deck of ash and clouds, still being whipped away by the wind.  But the wind felt…different, somehow.  The air smelled…different.  He knew that what he was feeling, what he was sensing, was a land freed of the oppressive hand of a maniacal, xenophobic god.  This land was again cleansed, was purified of the taint of the One which had darkened it.  The land felt…inviting again, not ominous or threatening.  It was a good start, but there was one task that remained to ensure that this world didn’t become the bastion of the Demons.


There was only one thing left to do.  And it was not what Dolanna thought they were going to do.

They were joined, and her mind was open to him, just as his was open to her.  But their communion went deeper than the usual Circle, for neither of them bothered to hide anything from the other.  Everything that Tarrin knew, everything he remembered, everything that he was, was left open to Dolanna to peruse at her leisure, exposing the entirety of himself to her.  When she saw this complete access to him, she had reciprocated in an act of good faith, daring to lower the barriers to her deepmost private self and allow him to know all of her, just as he had offered up all of himself.


He knew that she had looked into him and saw what their final task would entail.  He could feel her surprise, her dismay, her fear, but he could also see that the logical part of her mind understood his planned course of action, and agreed that it would achieve the desired results.


Both immediate and long-term.


I do not wish it to be this way, my dear one, her thoughts mingled with his own.


It’s the way it has to be, he answered.  It’s the only real way to neutralize the Demons, and you know it.  I’ve lost the sword, Dolanna.  I had to break it to force the Demon Lord to reveal his true intentions.  The power it once had is still there, it’s just locked inside the pieces, and it can’t be used until the sword is repaired.  We needed the sword’s power to pull this off, but it’s gone.  We have to change the plan, and this is the only way I can think of to do it.  We have to eliminate the threat they pose more than the Demons themselves.  Take that away from them, and they’re nothing but glorified, overly ugly soldiers that the mortals can actually fight.


I understand the need for it, but I don’t have to like it, my dear one.

I understand completely, Dolanna.  I don’t like it either.  I shouldn’t have broken the sword, but I saw a chance, I gambled, and I took it.  It’s coming back to haunt me now, but we can’t change the past.  At least we can use the chance that breaking the sword gave us to try to finish what we started, and this is the only way.  Are you ready?


Ever one to grasp at straws, my dear one, she thought wanly, giving him a wry smile.  But you’re right, this could be the only way, so let us not dawdle and squander this opportunity.  Let us do this.  And let us pray that it works.

He looked down at her, saw the fear in her eyes.  He reached out and put his paw on her cheek, then closed his eyes.  He gently broke the connection with her, breaking the Circle, then waved her back.  She nodded, tears in her eyes, turned and ran towards the slope of the volcano, getting clear of him.

There was only one thing left to do.


Breathing deeply, in and out, he prepared himself.  He absently spoke a single word of Arcane magic that called his staff back to his paw, and he held onto it tightly with both paws, paws that were trembling with concentration and anxiety.  He found his center, tuned out the world, became aware only of his own breathing and the dwindling footsteps of his friend and mentor, listening for them to take on the change of sound that heralded her arrival at the slope, which would give her enough space.  She had to be close to him for this to work, but she couldn’t be so close that she got caught up in it and got herself killed.  Haley would never forgive him for that.


Stray thoughts drifted through his conscious.  He wondered how Jesmind was doing, and how Jasana was doing in her training.  He wondered how many hearts Eron had broken since earning his adulthood, and how Tara and Rina were progressing in their education in Sorcery.  He wondered how much his nephews had grown in his absence, and how his sisters Allia and Keritanima were doing.  He could almost smell the bread baking in his parent’s house back in Aldreth, could almost hear their voices telling him to get in before he let all the heat out, could hear his father’s laughter and his mother’s commanding voice.  He felt the deep pangs of homesickness, a home he had left to seek out the lost children of the Goddess and the last traces of the Dwarves, only to have the door shut in his face while he was gone and to be denied returning to where he belonged.

Oh, how he missed his home.


Dolanna’s footsteps changed.  It was time to begin.


Tarrin opened his eyes and looked down at his staff.  It wasn’t the orginal, but it had served him well since he had replaced the one that Shiika had destroyed, had served him faithfully even after it had been supplanted by the sword.  He had never really liked that sword, a sword that was now broken, its two pieces laying on the plateau.  This was the weapon for him, a weapon of elegance, a weapon that looked simple but was in fact deceptively powerful, a weapon that only killed when the wielder wished it to do so.

It was time for it to strike one more foe.


Tarrin shifted the staff into the end-grip, raised it over his head slowly, then reversed his momentum and drove the staff downward, plunging the tip into the hardened lava before his feet.  It was a physical act that was but a metaphor for what Tarrin truly did.


Tarrin used that contact to feel the earth beneath him through the staff, to feel the power of this world, to feel the lurking energy that existed at the core of this plane of existence, the boundless, untamed, undirected energy that he would call the All.  This was the energy that the Demon Lord was here to claim, to possess, the boundless energy of the All.  This was the prize he sought.


He reached for that power without fear, without hesitation, for only through contact with that limitless power could Tarrin complete his task and ensure that the Demons could not conquer this world.


He formed his image and intent in his mind, and, mindful of the lack of sentience in the power of this world, he prepared a tightly ordered sequence of instructions to direct the power in its task, a step by step guide to help it perform this task efficiently.


Tarrin reached deep into himself, deep through his connection to the staff, deep into the core of this world, and he touched the All.


Nothing he had ever experienced prepared him for what he found there.  The power of this world reacted to him with a haste and eagerness he did not expect, almost a craving to finally be used.  It had no awareness, no sentience, no driving force, it was power in search of purpose, and in Tarrin it seized on the opportunity to serve a purpose, any purpose.  The power of this world’s All flooded into him, all of it, as the entirety of this world’s energy sought to infuse Tarrin in one blinding instant of need.


In that touch, that initial touch, the truth of what happened on this world became apparent.  It was all there, in the memory of the All.


The Elder God of this world was no more.  He abandoned this world long ago, long before the One, long before the peoples of this world had left caves and harnessed the power of fire.  He grew tired of the endless loneliness, but was too proud, too selfish to do what Ayise had done and create other gods to help, and to share company.  He was a vain and petty entity, and when he saw no hope of anything better, he abandoned the sacred task placed upon him by the God of Gods, had abandoned his duty to watch over this world and help it grow.  An Elder God was tied to his world by bonds that could not be broken, but this Elder God did find a way to escape the task set upon him.  And when he did, he left this world behind, left it to fend for itself, left it to random chance and the workings of nature.  The Elder God had been forced to abandon his power in order to escape his duty, and he had done so, leaving it behind, leaving it behind in the All.  It had rested there, a power without sentience, power without purpose, without need, for thousands and thousands of years.  And now, finally, someone had touched upon that power and gave it purpose, gave it direction.  For the first time since the original Elder God abandoned this world, the power of the All, the power that the Elder God had left behind, was needed once again.

There was, no pain.  The power flowing into him was absolutely indescribable, rising beyond the sensation of mere pain so quickly that there never was that sensation of pain.  Tarrin was almost struck helpless by the power that raged through him, power that infused his mind, saw his image and his intent, but looking beyond that, digging into his mind to seek out more and more, raging through his memories, burning into his consciousness, seeking out all that he was in addition to the task laid out before it in his mind.  In an instant, he was infused with more power than even the Demon Lord could bring to bear in this world, for he was directly in contact with the power that had created this universe, and that power obeyed his command.  It obeyed because through him, it could see the dire straits this world was now in, and in his solution it saw hope.

And so, it carried out his command.


The earth shuddered.  The wind stopped. The clouds of ash above them froze in mid-boil.  All sound became muted, and there was the briefest of moments of nothing but pure, pristine silence.


And then there was a scream.  It was a scream of effort, and of pain, as the Were-cat cried out and raised his paws to the sky.  His body suddenly began to glow with an incandescent light, and that light raced up into the sky, piercing the clouds of fine ash and smoke and causing them to flinch away.  The light also went down, down into the earth, extending through the earth and rock and into the molten core of the world, reaching down as it reached up to the very edges of the atmosphere.


Bits of earth and rock and debris were carried up into the light as a vortex of swirling wind formed around the Were-cat and the shaft of light, a powerful vacuum of wind that pulled everything small into it, so powerful that Dolanna had to grab hold of an irregular rocky outcropping to avoid being pulled into the light and blown high into the air.  The base of the light was a tornado of blowing wind and ash and debris, debris that was pulled into the light and sent hurtling into the heavens.


That light, that power, should have killed him instantly, for it was a power far beyond that which any mortal would be able to wield.  But Tarrin was more than an ordinary mortal.  He was a Mi’Shara, a Chosen One, a mortal who had within him the unique ability to exceed his mortal restrictions when the need was great enough, reach beyond his own mortal limitation and wield power far beyond that which would be usable by a mere mortal.  Many years ago, for the briefest of moments, the mundane, mortal Tarrin had been the match of a god.


And now, for the briefest of moments, Tarrin performed an act that only a god would have been able to perform…because the need was great enough.

That light, brilliant and bright, then broke apart, creating a column of multicolored light that extended from the top of the sky to the center of the world and beyond, a rotating column of the seven colors of the rainbow.  It twisted and writhed, expanded and contracted, and then it burst forth with a multitude of tiny lines that races off in every direction.  The lines racing off were seven individual strands of light, one for each of the seven colors, which braided and intertwined with themselves as they dwindled off into the distance.

Dolanna looked up with utter awe.  She knew what he intended to do, but to see it, to see and know that he was doing it, she was dumbfounded.


Tarrin was building a Weave.  And this was not a Weave that would occupy only the area within a prison designed to trap the Demon Lord and his minions.  No, this was a Weave that would encompass the entirety of this world.


All over the world, the lines appeared.  Soldiers of the One, villagers, Priests, the Dura, from one side of Pyrosia to the other, even peoples on distant lands who had never heard of the One, all of them looked up into the sky and wondered at the mystical event transpiring.  They saw the rainbows of light race across the sky with such speed that it defied imagination, extending from horizon to horizon in the span of only a few heartbeats.  Then more lines reached out from those first, going off in every direction, up, down, left, right, some descending into the earth, some going only a short distance to intersect with an existing line and join them together, growing more and more numberous with every passing moment.  They began to fill the sky, they began to pepper the land as they descended into the earth, crisscrossing through the air in seemingly random patterns.  They caused a panic wherever they penetrated the ground, causing people to flee from them, to escape this strange and unheard of event.


And then there were the witches.


All over Pyrosia, auras of light erupted into being around certain people.  There was no plan, no logic to them, they seemed to appear around people at random, from homeless street urchins to the Priests of the One to the soldiers to craftsmen to nobles.  They did not understand what was happening, even as a rainbow streamer of light would erupt from the nearest of those rainbow lines and strike them, causing them to freeze in place and their expressions to take on something approaching a perfect balance of fear and ecstacy.  They did not know that they were the descendants of the original katzh-dashi, they did not know that the one thing that tied them all together was their shared blood, and the fact that the power of Sorcery lurked deep within them.


They did not know that it was by the beating of their hearts that they would support the creation that was forming around them.


A Weave could not exist without Sorcerers.


It only took a moment, a moment that was both brief and eternal.  One moment.  In one moment, the rainbow lines of light had managed to stretch across the entire world, until this Weave was a large as it could be and still be supported by the lives of the Sorcerers that existed in this world.  It could be no larger than this, but it was large enough.


The Were-cat within the heart of the origin of this titanic magical creation jerked his paws down, snapping the major column of power in which he was located, which created a shuddering shockwave in it.   the rainbow of light blazed with sudden white light as the seven flows were snapped into strands, as the Weavespinner within the center of this magical web performed the task that was both his duty and his responsibility.  He was sui’kun, Weavespinner, a Sorcerer with the power to create new strands…and create them he did.


The massive column of light around him blazed with white radiance, and that radiance raced away in every direction, traveling up and down the rainbow lines, transforming them into feeders, strands, junctures, nodes, feathers, and Conduits.  The major Conduit which formed the center of this vast web shimmered, and then began to pulse with the unified beating of the hearts that supported it.  The guiding mind within that main Conduit then reached back, reached through the aether, reached across the dimensions to touch on another Weave, another power, another guiding force.  It touched that other power, touched on a goddess that was immediately awestruck at what was reaching for her, but she did not reject that attempt to reach out.  She reached back with her own hand, and those hands clasped somewhere between the boundaries of reality and oblivion, a place that even the gods could not completely comprehend, a place that did not actually exist, but existed despite its lack or existence.

It became the Heart, the center of power, and this new Weave immediately supplanted all other magicks and enforced a new set of rules and laws that governed the use of magic within this world.  The power of the Goddess of Magic, the power of Niami, the creator of the laws of magic that existed on Sennadar were suddenly supplanted into Pyrosia, and the Weave of Pyrosia altered the very fabric of reality to change the rules by which magic would function within this dimension of existence.

All over the world of Pyrosia, the new creation that now enveloped the world glowed with a brilliant light, heralding for all to see the arrival of a new age, the beginning of a new time.  For this was the Weave, this was the power of magic, and this was the new law by which magic would function within the world of Pyrosia.  It was a new rule of magical law that immediately denied the Demons access to any of their powers, rendering them powerless, with only the training that they had received in Arcane magic to fall back upon, as the stern hand of Niami reached from one world into another, and then closed the door of access between the Demons and the nefarious source of their power.  It glowed and shimmered, and then that light slowly faded away, leaving behind the impression that it was gone…but it was still there, hidden from the eyes of the mundane, visible to those who had the special gift to sense it.

It was still there, and it would remain so until the end of all things.


From within the Heart, Niami had felt Tarrin reach out to her, reach out in a way that she did not think possible.  She had reacted instantly to his plea, had reached out to him and touched him across the dimensions, had joined with him in a moment of unity, almost as if she had Circled with him.  She could feel his pain, but even her godly mind was awed at what he was doing, at what he had done.  He was creating an entire Weave by himself!  She had given to him everything he needed, then felt him join his creation to her own in a way that allowed her to reach back through that connection, to establish the rules and laws of magic and Sorcery that existed on Sennadar, and to specifically deny the Demons on that world the ability to use their innate magical powers, as was her ability and right as the goddess that commanded the use of magic.


It had seemed so, so easy.  Something on the other side of that connection was fueling this staggering power, and that was when Niami realized that Tarrin was using the power of the Elder God of that world, touching the All of Pyrosia and using it in a way that would be utterly impossible for any mortal to accomplish.


The connection flared, and for the briefest of moments, she was again in intimate communion with the mind of Tarrin Kael, with her kitten.  All of his thoughts, his memories, his feelings, everything was open to her, and she absorbed the totality of him with the speed of thought that a god could manage.


And then the hand he had reached across existence pulled out of hers, and fell away into the dark oblivion of that place that existed but did not exist, falling back into the mortal reality of the plane of existence in which he currently resided.  Niami’s hand reached out, reached as deeply into that oblivion as it could reach, but it was not far enough to regain a hold on him.

Within the center of the hedge maze, blanketed with freshly fallen snow from a late spring snowstorm, there was a pristine fountain, atop which was a remarkably beautiful statue of a nude woman.  That statue suddenly moved from its usual pose of arms out in welcome.


The statue fell to its knees atop its pedestal and buried its face in its hands.


And it wept.


The light faded.  The blazing column of light which had been the Conduit of the new Weave of Pyrosia faded into invisibility for those eyes who did not have the gift to see it.  Dolanna looked back towards the Conduit, could feel it shuddering, and in a moment of awful clarity, she realized that it was growing unstable.  It was threatening to unravel, to tear itself apart, and it was creating a Weavequake that shook the entirety of this fragile new creation, threatened to tear it apart.  She looked to her friend, her dear friend Tarrin, and saw that he laid crumpled on the harsh rock, and that he was not moving.


She understood what was happening.  She got up and ran to him, plunging into the Conduit and falling to her knees beside him, and the instant she came within the boundaries of the Conduit, its shaking, its degeneration stopped.


There was no Goddess here.  The Weave was stable, and would remain stable, only so long as there was a conscious guiding force present to keep its integrity.  The instant Dolanna entered the Conduit, she became that guiding force, and it was by her will that the entire Weave remained stable.  It took almost all of her concentration to keep the newborn Weave coherent, but she could spare enough attention to pull Tarrin around and onto his back and look down upon him.


His face was ashen, and his eye were closed, but there was the oddest expression on his face, an expression of satisfaction, and a slim, slight smile graced lips that were bluish in color.  She touched his face, and found that his flesh was cold, unnaturally cold.  She put two fingers to his neck, her heart twisting in her breast, dreading doing so because she already knew, deep in her heart, what she would find.


There was no pulse.


It had been too much for him to bear.  Tarrin had succeeded in creating this new Weave, of rewriting the entire laws of magic that governed this world by creating a Weave, and then reaching out to Niami to have her breathe life into it, to have her enact her rules of magic into it that would alter the way magic worked on this world.  This Weave had been created by Tarrin, but since his mind was mortal and could not comprehend the truth of magic, he had reached out to his goddess and had her perform that final task.

But for him, it had been too much, even for the power of a sui’kun, of a Mi’Shara.  The task he had tried to perform using the All had been too great, and there was only one penalty in Druidic magic when a Druid tried to perform magic beyond his ability.


The All of Pyrosia had done as he asked, but it had taken everything that Tarrin could give, and more.  It was a testament to him that he had managed to complete the spell, to create this Weave, but the All had taken everything from him in order to complete the spell.  Absolutely everything.


Tarrin Kael, her dear friend, was dead.


She began to weep, but there was a fierce pride within her as well.  No one else could have accomplished what he had done here today.  Not a god, not any other mortal.  Tarrin had reached into the very fabric of this world and had altered it, and he had created a new Weave, a Weave that Dolanna could feel, could touch, could use, only so long as she remained within the Heart and provided the guiding force that kept it stable.  And so long as the Weave remanied, the Demons were denied their magic, as well as the Sorcerers regaining access to their own power.  The Weave was hers to command, answering her call for its power, and she understood.


Tarrin was dead, and that was why the new Weave had threatened to unravel into nothingness.  The sword was broken, and Tarrin had passed away.  The plan had depended on either of them, but now both of them were gone, and there was no longer any link back to the Weave of Sennadar, no way for the Elder Gods of Sennadar to reach into this world and maintain the Weave, and no way for them to protect her from the Demon Lord.  There was nothing to hold the Weave together, no guiding sentience that would keep it from unravelling, except for Dolanna.

This was why he had needed her.  He needed her take his place as the living will of this new Weave, should he fall during its creation, and remain so until some way was found to link this Weave back to the Weave of Sennadar, and allow the Goddess to reach into this world and take control of its Weave.  

There was much to do.  She wiped her cheek with the back of her hand, and then gently laid Tarrin’s head on the harsh, unforgiving stone.  She placed his arms upon his chest in peaceful repose, and then stood up.  She called upon the power of this new Weave to lift her into the air within it, bringing her higher and higher, and then she touched the Weave and felt it respond to her call.  For now, she was its guiding force.  She was the power within the Weave, she was the living extension of its power.  She was the closest she would ever get, at that moment, to ever being a god.


Tarrin’s shadow, the last remnant of him, was out there right now killing Demons.  She had to help it in that task.


“I WILL NOT FAIL YOU, DEAR ONE!” her voice thundered across the ruins of Pyros.  The Demons all looked towards where her voice had orginated, and they could feel the entire magical creation around them began to become saturated with power, as the sentient force that now guided it prepared to strike.  The Demon Lord looked to where the human was, and understood what the Were-cat had done almost immediately.  He knew that staying at Pyros would be utter suicide, for the Sorcerer could annihilate his forces.   It only took a fleeting test of this world to understand what he had done, and how he had changed things, by getting a god from another world to help him redefine the laws of magic in this realm.  And so long as this Weave remained in existence, those laws would remain in effect, denying the Demons their innate magical abilities.


The Demon Lord knew that now it was time to flee, to save as many of his minions as possible.  Things were not completely lost, not yet.  The One was dead, removed from the field, as was the damned half-god.  Both were dead.  But this alteration of his world’s magic had complicated issues, removing the ability of an easy victory.  He could still conquer this world, but it would take much longer, and would require his Demons to slowly march across the land and capture it piece by piece.


And it would require the destruction of this new Weave, which meant that he would have to return here when he had a plan, when he was healed of the wounds he had inflicted upon himself because of that damned half-god’s cunning trickery, and kill that lone female human that seemed to be holding it all together.  He just knew that at the moment, with him wounded and with his forces denied their magical abilities, with that shadow out there biting away his army one Demon at a time and with that lone female that seemed to have complete control of this new magical matrix girding it and preparing to unleash it upon them, it was time to retreat.  With the Demon Lord wounded by his own attack, he was in no condition to turn and try to destroy that mortal whose presence within the center of this magical creation kept the whole thing together.  The power that he could feel the mortal gathering was awesome, and with the rules of magic rewritten, she now had the power to do him real harm.  His invulnerabilities were wiped away when the rules were changed, because the body he had created in this realm had been made before that change, and thus had no innate defense against this change in the order of magic.  Her magical power, her Sorcery, it could kill him.  And with him injured, he was not about to engage her in battle, because she was fully well and preparing to fight, and he was wounded and weakened.

There would be ample opportunity to fight another day.  And that mortal had no protection against his might, even if she could command magic that could do him harm.  All he had to do was pull back, heal, and then return and destroy her at his leisure.

The Demon Lord, Gruz, had to chuckle ruefully, however, as he used his telepathic ability to order a full retreat.  By the Demon King, Shaz’Baket had not been lying.  That half-god, half-mortal had been one dangerous, dangerous enemy.  He could only thank the chaos that he was now dead, and no longer remained to continue making the Demon Lord’s plans unravel like so much bad knitting.


The Demons turned and began to flee, but they did not get away cleanly.  The righteous fury of Dolanna raged at them from the volcano, as she used the newborn Weave to lash out at the army.  Sizzling, cascading bolts of lightning suddenly erupted from the clouds of ash above, causing savage explosions in whatever they touched.  Rock, ruins, and Demons all detonated at the raking touches of those bolts of lightning, and they did not stop, they did not relent.  They rained down upon the fleeing Demons with ferocious consistency, killing Demon after Demon, chasing them away from the slopes of the volcano and well out into the plains beyond.


Dolanna rained lightning down on them as long as she had the strength to do so, and then she dropped to her hands and knees beside the body of her friend, panting heavily.  Fireflash landed not far from them, his huge body blocking the light of the volcano.  His head descended down to sniff at Tarrin, and then he reared his head back and bellowed an ear-splitting keen, a howl of mourning and of loss.


“Do not leave me, Fireflash,” Dolanna said weakly, in a small voice.  “I do not wish to be alone.  Please, do not leave me alone.”


“Doranna,” his voice called, a voice filled with sadness.  “Ssstay.  Prrroteeehtht.  Thharrih wannnted sssstay.  Me ssstay, arrrwayths.”


He lowered his head down to her, and she buried her face in the side of his jaw, weeping uncontrollably.  Fireflash closed his eyes and allowed her to find comfort against him.  He knew what his master would have wanted.


He would stay with Dolanna.  He would hunt for her, bring her water, bring her anything she needed.   He would be there for her, he would keep her company, he would entertain her, he would comfort her and help her in any way he could.  He would defend her, and he would protect her for as long as she was forced to remain trapped within the prison that was the Heart, a prison without walls, without bars, without guards, and without boundaries, but a prison nonetheless.


He would not leave her.  He would not abandon the friend of his master.  Not ever.


It was what Tarrin would have wanted him to do.
