
He needed to get home.  There wasn’t much more time.


Waiting at the corner for the light to change, a corner in the city of Los Angeles, California, Kenneth Oliver Drake sighed a little bit and watched the cars go by on the storied Hollywood Boulevard.  He was a good mile or so away from the rather famous intersection of Hollywood and Vine, but he wasn’t here to sightsee.  He lived here in Los Angeles, because the laws that applied to him more or less forced him to live inside a city, to be within walking distance of everything he may need.  Technically he was considered homeless because he lived in a tent, but that was by his conscious choice.  Living in that tent was how he kept his freedom.  He didn’t look homeless since his clothes were clean and well maintained, but in his case, that was never a problem.  The simple sweatpants, tee shirt, and sandals he wore combined only cost him eighteen dollars, while he did live in a tent, he had access to a washing machine and dryer as well as a place to store his clothes that was permanent.  He did own a small house, but he wasn’t allowed by law to live in it..


The reason why he got that special treatment could be summed up entirely by the cloth design pinned to the back of his tee shirt, something he was legally required to wear or otherwise prominently display at all times.  It was a pentagram inside a circle, and it was a warning to anyone and everyone around him that he was a familiar.  That piece of cloth was his own personal Star of David, and it had caused only mild outrage from the population of the United States when the law that mandated it, the Familiar Identification Act, had been passed by Congress and signed into law some ten years ago.  It was a piece of external cloth because familiars didn’t get to keep their clothes for very long, so the best and most economical means of making them identify themselves was with a piece of cheap cloth that could be pinned or affixed to their clothes.  It was a Class A felony to him to be without it.  That was the same level of crime as kidnapping, rape, and murder.  There were other laws dealing with familiars, and all of them were passed to isolate and separate familiars from the rest of proper God-fearing society as much as humanly possible.  Because he was a familiar, he was not allowed to work.  Literally.  He could not work.  He was on a special welfare program that effectively paid him far less than minimum wage, making it virtually impossible to have a normal life.  He was technically supposed to be housed by the government, but the reality was, what shelter they offered wasn’t a place that a person would kennel a dog, and not a single familiar in Los Angeles lived in that government mandated housing.  He was not allowed to enter most public buildings beyond the front lobby, required by law to never be more than 10 feet from the main entrance of any building at all times.  He was not allowed to ride on public transportation, nor ride in or on any kind of powered moving vehicle, meaning he had to either walk or ride a bicycle anywhere and everywhere he wanted to go.  The legal justification for those rules was because of the danger he posed to the public if he were deep inside a building or riding on a bus or a subway.

On one hand, he could understand why precautions needed to be taken, but as the subject of those draconian restrictions, he felt that they went way too far, particularly the law preventing him from working.  There were jobs familiars could do that was outside work that could also have the necessary accommodations to allow them to do so without their status causing any undue problems.  Idle hands were the devil’s plaything, and forbidding familiars from working, from doing anything, just made them bored and bitter. And that was a dangerous combination.

That was why the vast majority of familiars resorted to crime.  Legally prevented from working, facing legal discrimination that left them homeless, in poverty, and starving, most familiars had no choice but to steal to survive, which was what all of those laws were specifically designed to cause.  The government wanted all the familiars in custody, separating them from the rest of society.  Ken was one of the rare few familiars that had avoided being thrown in the High Sands Detention Camp, which was the combination jail and concentration camp that kept the familiars out of society and under the control of the government.


As much control as they could exert.  Most familiars could easily break out of the camp, but they opted not to because at least there, they got regular meals, they had a warm, clean place to sleep, they had TVs and access to books, the internet, computers, and game consoles, and they weren’t constantly discriminated against by the normal people and harassed by religious zealots, the worst of which were members of the Church of the New Age, or New Agers.  Familiars could enjoy at least a semblance of a decent life in the camp, and so long as the government kept the TVs and internet on and gave them three meals a day, they were content to stay there.

The reason why was simple.  The High Sands camp was a federal facility, where all the supposed familiar assistance programs were run by the state.  Even for familiars, federal incarceration standards applied, which meant they were treated like any other federal prisoner.

It was a sad state of affairs when a group of American citizens deliberately chose incarceration over freedom because they were treated better as prisoners than they were as free men and women. 


Ken was one of the few familiars that refused to kowtow to the government like that.  He valued his freedom more than his comfort, so he stubbornly remained out in the world, offending the normies with his very presence, enraging the religious zealots, thumbing his nose at the New Agers, and not allowing them to forget that familiars existed and that familiars were people too.  Besides, Ken had an advantage over most other familiars in that he had had money before he became a familiar, so he was able to get by without having to work because he had a trust fund.


It wasn’t cheap to be a familiar.  The simple fact of the matter was, at any time he could lose all of his possessions, so he’d learned how to get by on disposable things like cheap tents, cheap Wal-Mart clothes, paper plates, plastic cutlery.  He didn’t own a phone, he didn’t own anything of value outside of a parcel of residential land a few blocks away, which had a ten foot high wall built around it to conceal the fact that a tent was usually pitched within and a small two-room cottage he couldn’t legally live in that he used to store his things and provide him with a bathroom and a shower.  He was very careful to have the cottage built in a way that there was no part of the interior of the house that was more than ten feet away from the front door, the back door, or the external bathroom door.  That cottage served as his storage for anything he didn’t want to lose, the two rooms holding his clothes, a TV which was set up in a window so he could see it from the outside, and other critical possessions, which were protected by multiple locks and a hardcore security system.  As further protection, the entire cottage was built of metal and stone, even the roof, which meant that it couldn’t be burned down, and the windows were made of three inch thick armored glass that couldn’t be broken.  Money was handled by never carrying more than he absolutely needed and always carrying cash, never credit cards or bank cards, along with a special arrangement with the bank branch closest to him that allowed him to use the drive through without being in a car.  He did have credit of a sort with a local market, which allowed him to run a tab, so he didn’t need to carry money to buy groceries.

Oh, how the city hated him.  When the federal law was passed that basically left him homeless, forbidding him from sleeping inside a permanent structure, he countered by having his family home razed to the ground and turned into an empty grassy lot, upon which he pitched his tent.  The city then passed an ordinance banning the pitching of tents on private lots that had no permanent building upon it, but Ken simply had a very small cottage built on the lot, a cozy little two room house that served him as a storage facility and bathroom.  After that, the city passed an ordinance banning the pitching of tents more than two consecutive nights on private property by claiming they were a public eyesore, so Ken found the loophole in the law and built ten foot high walls around his land, which also served to hide his home from the press and religious nutbags.  They then passed a law that stated that he wasn’t allowed to live on his own land because he didn’t live in the house built upon it and instead lived in the yard, but that he got shot down in court after he sued the city.  That ordinance ran afoul of a state law that restricted what a city could and could not regulate on a lot zoned as residential.  Simply put, the city couldn’t stop him from living on land that he owned, even if he was sleeping in a tent in the back yard, because it was his land.  Their latest salvo was them trying to condemn his land and take it using eminent domain, stating that it was for the economic good of the city that his land be taken and sold to a developer.

His reply to that had been underhanded and quite devastating, because he didn’t take them to court.  What he did was turn up at the house of the city council president the morning before the vote was to be made.  He didn’t threaten him, he didn’t intimidate him, he just stood on the sidewalk across the street from it from it, in front of a house with a for sale sign staked in the front yard, with a sign that read If you take my land, I will buy THIS house.  The politician nearly crashed his car pulling out of his driveway when he saw Ken and read the sign, but Ken’s veiled threat did the job.  When the city council session began, the president pulled the proposal without explanation.

They were all gung-ho about stripping him of his land and trying to drive him out of the city, but they forgot that Ken wasn’t poor.  He was actually fairly wealthy, even by the standards of Los Angeles.  Unlike virtually every other familiar in America, Ken Drake had the money to fight them on their own level.  And that made him an eternal thorn in the city’s side.

It had to be this way.  Since he wasn’t allowed to drive, even ride in a car, he had to live within walking distance of all the services he needed to stay alive, the most important of which were places to buy food.  With his money he could live in a remote area and had what he needed delivered, but that would put him at the mercy of an outside organization that could decide to stop doing business with him if the New Agers put enough pressure on them.


The New Agers.  There were two of them about twenty feet behind him, shadowing him.  Their job was to watch him like a hawk and wait for him to break the law, any law, so they could immediately call 911.  That was now.  Back when nobody understood what familiars really were, how it worked, they would have tried to attack him if they felt they could get away with it, but that practice ended just about the first time they managed to kill a familiar.

A familiar who then resurrected a few days later, remembered who killed him because they took the time to taunt him before finishing him off, and then retaliated by murdering 37 New Agers with an assault rifle in an attack on their church the next Sunday.


And that demonstrated the rather unique challenges the world had in dealing with the familiars.  They couldn’t just kill them, because they’d just resurrect and most certainly be extremely pissed off when they came back.  They couldn’t put them in a jail, because it was a permanent structure that would eventually get destroyed.  About the only way to permanently deal with familiars was by banishing them to remote locales like islands, but not even that was guaranteed to work.  China tried that, but the familiars they exiled to an island just swam until they got exhausted and drowned, resurrected later, and continued swimming.  Lather rinse repeat until they reached the mainland.

Ken Drake was effectively immortal, because he was a familiar.  He could die, but he would just resurrect.  They couldn’t try to put him out of the picture for good by killing him and doing something with the body like burying it a mile underground because their bodies had nothing to do with their resurrection.  When he resurrected, he would come back to the same place he’d been when he was called upon by the power that made him a familiar, so it really didn’t matter what they did with a dead body because the body wouldn’t reanimate when the familiar resurrected, they would come back in an entirely new body.  So, there could be more than one Ken Drakes in the world, the living one and one or more dead bodies from when he’d been killed.  And since the resurrection or return of a familiar was accompanied by a literal thunderbolt from the sky, it made the idea of just setting up some kind of death trap where the familiar was summoned so they died immediately after returning would be very hard to pull off.  Anything and everything around the familiar tended to get blasted by the lightning bolt that heralded his return, which would destroy or incapacitate the trap.  In addition to that, the bolt came down from the open sky and struck whatever solid surface was under it, so if a familiar was inside a building when they were summoned, they would reappear on top of it when they were returned.  And that meant that the lightning bolt was going to hit the roof of the building and invariably do damage to it, not to mention blowing out everything electrical from the power surge inside of it.

Exactly what a familiar was was a bit hard to explain.  Simply put, Ken was the magical servant of a magician who happened to live in another dimension.  Thirty years ago was when it first began, when a camera caught just some random guy suddenly having a magical circle of light surround him, then his body was disintegrated, transformed into pure energy, then reformed into something else.  That something else was then drawn into a similar circle that appeared in the air above him, and he vanished into a portal formed within it.  That was a gateway into that other dimension, and the magician on the other side had reached into their world to pull a living soul into that other world.  The magical spell bound the familiar to the magician, which rendered a familiar virtually immortal.  A familiar could not die so long as the magician that bound him lived, in either the other world or the real world.  In the other world, if he died, he was simply sent back to the real world.  In the real world, if he died, he only stayed dead until he was summoned back to the magical world, because his soul was trapped in the mortal world by the magic that bound him to the magician.  And when the magician that bound him dismissed him so he could return to the real world, he returned to the real world back in a living body formed from the magic that brought him back home.  The body in which he reappeared was the same as it had been the first time the familiar was summoned, which rendered them effectively ageless and immortal.  Ken looked the same now as he had when his soul was ensnared by the magic from the other side and he became a familiar, and that was nearly twenty years ago.  Until the contract with the magician was broken, he would forever look like a seventeen year old high school student. 

When they were sent back to this world, a magical circle formed over where they had been when they were pulled into the other world, and they reappeared in an extremely powerful bolt of lightning that struck that location…or the roof above it if the familiar had been inside when he was summoned.  If the familiar was dead when he was summoned, then the summoning circle appeared at the location where he was summoned for the first time, because his soul was locked to that location by the magic that bound him to the magician.

Needless to say, quite a few religious people considered familiars to be demons, literal demons from hell, and there had been abject panic as the phenomenon began to spread.  It was why the laws were passed that so restricted and confined them, to the point where the law was passed mandating that all familiars had to wear the pentagram to publicly denote their status, to warn the public of who they were.  The fervor turned to violence, but that didn’t last long.  When the people found out that lynching and murdering familiars just ended them up with some seriously pissed off familiars when their immortal souls were summoned to the other world and subsequently resurrected back to the living when they were sent back, the violence against them quickly subsided.  The world dealt with familiars by doing their best to pretend that they don’t exist, and forcing the familiars to live in self-imposed exile far from normal folk.

Why it began, no one knew.  The best guess was that some magician over in that other world invented the magical process to summon familiars, and as that spell grew in popularity among the magicians, more and more people from their world were summoned into that other world and bound as familiars.  But they did know all about that other world because familiars remembered what happened to them when they were over in that other world.  They couldn’t remember anything about this world while they were there, but when they were sent back, they remembered everything.  That allowed familiars to begin as blank slates on the other side, beings without personality or will that could easily be controlled, but they remembered what happened to them in the other world while in the other world.  They didn’t “reset” back to the blank slate with subsequent summonings, they remembered what happened in the past.  So, over time, familiars developed personalities based on those experiences, ones that could be very different from the person that became the familiar.  For the real world person behind that familiar, all the memories they formed while summoned to the other world came back with them when they were sent back home, and the familiar they became in the other world retained those memories when they were summoned back into that world.

Ken was the perfect example of how the human being could be very different from the familiar he became when summoned into the other world.  Ken’s familiar form on the other side was the creation of his magician master, and in his case, his master had been a 13 year old girl when she first summoned him.  So, instead of being some big bad-ass monster or armored magical knight summoned to protect and fight for their magician master, Ken Drake inhabited the body of an overly cute teenage girl with fox ears and a long, ridiculously fluffy fox tail, who was also the size of a small child despite having a teenage girl’s body.  His magician mistress had wanted something small, cutesy, and utterly adorable for her familiar, a pet and companion more than a protector, and since she was a girl, she wanted her familiar to also be a girl.  So, despite being a boy in reality, over in the other world, he was a girl.  And since he retained none of his personality or memories while over there, he was completely unaware of the fact that he wasn’t a girl in the real world, so he acted like a girl when he was over there.  The body he inhabited was the same every time, set in the instance of his first summoning, so just as he was trapped in the eternal body of a seventeen year old boy on this side, he was trapped in the body of a child-sized teenage girl with animal ears and a tail on the other side.

In the real world, he was Ken Drake, eternal thorn in the side of the city of Los Angeles.  On the other side, he was Kiyo, magical familiar to Lady Ellia von Claress, daughter of Baron Harren von Claress and Baroness Semvi von Claress.  In the real world, he was just another guy, had no powers or abilities stemming from the fact that he was a familiar outside of the fact that he couldn’t be permanently killed.  Over in the other world, he had magical powers that were the manifestation of his soul’s affinity for specific types of magic, over which the magician had no control.  The powers a familiar had were dependent on the familiar, not the magician, and it was just pure random luck as to what kind of familiar the magician was going to get.  And whatever they got, they were stuck with it, because a magician could only summon one familiar, or more to the point, could only have one familiar at a time.  There was a way for a magician to break the contract and free himself up to summon a different familiar, but it was a nasty process that disrupted the magician’s magical powers and left them unable to use any magic at all for around three months.  So magicians did not end a contract without either a really good reason or without taking extensive precautions and preparations before hand.

In the real world, the only real supernatural power Ken had was that he couldn’t really be killed permanently.  Killing him left him dead only until he was summoned to the other world once again, because his soul was ensnared by the magic that made him a familiar and trapped it in the real world so it was available to be summoned.  In the other world, Kiyo had several magical powers that, while not making her a total badass, did make her quite formidable in her own way.  Kiyo had the power to levitate, but not the power to fly, able to move in any direction up to the speed of a steady walk.  She had the power to turn invisible at will, and it was an exceptionally powerful form of invisibility that left her utterly undetectable, even by magical detection spells.  Only those able to detect her presence physically, primarily through smell, could detect her through her power.  She also had the ability to reorient her personal gravity to a chosen surface, which allowed her to walk on walls or the ceiling.  That may not seem all that useful to someone that could levitate, but it was actually extremely useful because it affected everything she wore and held in addition to her own body.   But her most impressive power was that she had the ability to assume a noncorporeal form of pure magic that left her looking like a semi-transparent ghostly version of herself, which made her unable to interact with the physical world, a power she called her wraith form.  While in wraith form, she couldn’t be harmed by physical weapons or effects, and she couldn’t be seen by the physical eye, but could be harmed by and seen using magic.  She only used it in emergencies, however, because it took a tremendous amount of magic to use it, and she could only stay in that state for maybe a minute before she completely exhausted her magical reserves and had to change back.  Offensively, she had the power to manifest a special type of fire called foxfire, which could either be cold or hot as she chose.  Cold foxfire acted just like regular fire, including consuming fuel to “burn,” but it radiated intense cold instead of intense heat.  Hot foxfire was bluish-white in color, but cold foxfire was a pale violet.  However, while she could utilize a magical attack, it wasn’t all that powerful.  At its strongest, Kiyo could at best manifest a ball of fire the size of a small melon and hurl it at a target.  Kiyo couldn’t be hurt by her own foxfire, but could be harmed by any other kind of fire or cold, magical or mundane.  Her immunity was only to her own magic, not even to the conventional fires that her magic could start.

That was the magical side.  On the physical side, Kiyo was a creation of magic, not a flesh and blood living thing, so her body was not constrained by physical limits.  She was stronger, faster, and tougher than a flesh and blood creature, because she wasn’t made of flesh and blood.  Kiyo did not breathe, so she couldn’t be drowned, though she did have lungs and had to take in air in order to talk, and so she breathed as an autonomic process.  However, she didn’t have to breathe, it was purely for show and so she could talk.  She didn’t bleed, so she couldn’t be weakened by an injury due to blood loss.  She wasn’t flesh and blood, so she was immune to poisons and couldn’t contract any diseases.  She was indifferent to hot or cold, so long as it wasn’t magical in origin.  She didn’t eat or drink, was sustained purely by the magical energy supplied to her by her mistress, so she couldn’t be weakened by hunger or thirst.  Kiyo’s body could be damaged by nonmagical weapons, but the damage done by mundane weapons could be repaired by the expenditure of the familiar’s magical power, which made them exceptionally formidable when facing off against mundane foes.  Only magic, in the form of magic spells or magically enchanted weapons or items could deal damage that Kiyo could not repair with her magical reserves.  Even if one could damage her, “killing” her merely disrupted her magical body and made it disappear and sent Ken’s soul back to the real world, and he could simply just be summoned again.  And again.  And again.  And since she was a magical construct animated by a soul rather than a living thing, Kiyo needed neither rest nor sleep.  It was magic that sustained Kiyo’s body, not food, water, or rest, and she could only get tired if she exhausted her magical reserves faster than the connection between herself and Ellia could supply it.  The one thing that Ken could appreciate was that when Ellia first summoned Kiyo and envisioned the body she would inhabit, she made sure to build it with superhuman strength and speed so she could serve as protection for her mistress if it was needful.  For such a young girl, that was a very smart thing to do, and as a result, Kiyo was a formidable protector for her magician mistress despite being so small and adorable. 

So, Kiyo had some impressive magical powers on top of superhuman physical qualities, but they were much more suited to surveillance and skullduggery than they were to combat.  And in a way, that made her an excellent familiar for a precocious and mischievous teenage girl, much more worried about parties and gossip than she was combat.  Ellia was very fond of her familiar, treated her like a pet more than a magical servant, and her fondness for Kiyo was why Ken got summoned into that world a lot.  Ellia would summon Kiyo just for someone to keep her company after a long day of the lessons that a young lady of noble station was expected to undertake.  She wasn’t allowed to summon Kiyo during her lessons, because Kiyo proved to be far too much of a distraction for her young mistress, but Kiyo was there virtually every evening after dinner to keep her mistress company until it was time to go to bed.  And since that created something of a predictable schedule, Ken was able to effectively plan his routine around it, knowing what time in the real world equated to the time in the other world that Ellia would be summoning Kiyo.  For Ellia, that was a daily schedule, but for Ken that was a monthly schedule, due to the fact that time worked differently between the two worlds.  Roughly every two weeks, Ken was summoned into the other world by Ellia, and he stayed there for four to five days on the average before returning back to the real world. 

The two worlds were very, very different physically as well as magically.  The biggest way was the aforementioned fact that time flowed at different speeds for the two worlds.  An hour over in the other world was about 20 hours in the real world, so any familiar summoned to the other world for any length of time may be gone for days, even weeks in the real world.  The scale of the worlds was also different.  When Ken was summoned and was transformed into his familiar form, which happened just before he was pulled through the portal, he was nearly eight feet tall in the real world.  But in the other world, he was the size of a small child, the equivalent of maybe three feet tall in proportional measurements.  That meant that the people over on the other world had to be fifteen feet tall on the average, true giants, and everything else about their world held that similar scale.  A little mouse on that world would be the size of a squirrel if it somehow managed to cross over into the real world.  A human from the real world would barely be two feet tall over in that other world, if measurements were scaled to proportion.

But what they did know was that there was no threat that anything from that world would cross over into the real world, because it was impossible.  Their two dimensions ran parallel to each other, and the familiars had learned from the magicians on that side that parallel dimensions couldn’t physically interact.  Nothing physical could pass from one dimension to the other, but energy could.  It was magical energy that pierced the boundary between the real world and that other world and transformed people into magical energy, gave that magical energy a different form, and then pulled it into the other world.  While in that state, a familiar was nothing but magical energy, an image without solidity that gained physical substance once pulled through.  And when sent back, they returned as pure energy without form that was then reassembled into their physical body as it existed the first time they were summoned by the magical energy that breached the dimensions.


That act defied every physical law that existed in the real world, since the magic created solid matter when it rebuilt the familiar’s body into what it was the first time the familiar had been summoned, restoring it back to its “default” after sending it back home.  The law of relativity said that such an action should have created an explosion so powerful it would have destroyed the entire planet, given how much mass the average human body possessed.  But however it worked, it did in fact work.  When Ken was sent back by Ellia, he reappeared in a bolt of lighting that struck the location where he’d been when he was summoned, and that bolt of lighting could cause considerable collateral damage to everything around him as he reappeared.

It was that return that caused all the laws.  If he was summoned while inside a building, that building was going to be damaged by the lightning bolt when he was returned.  It was why he wasn’t allowed be in vehicles or be too deep inside a building, why he wasn’t allowed to live inside a house, since the house would just get holes blasted in its roof by the lightning bolt when he was sent back.  It was why he had a special sand pit like a child’s oversized sand box on his property that he did his best to be upon when he knew he was going to be summoned, since the sand pit was effectively an earth ground and safely shunted the bolt’s power to ground when he came back.  The bolt represented a very real danger to bystanders when they were returned, capable of killing anyone too close.


That was why surveillance cameras constantly followed his movements, and if he were summoned while walking down the street, a rapid response team would arrive at the location and cordon it off to protect everyone from the lightning bolt that would herald his return.  It was why the city council wanted him out of the city, why people were so afraid of familiars, because once they were summoned, their summoning disrupted the daily life of others and posed a risk to them when they returned.

And he was sure his neighbors didn’t much appreciate the loud thunderclap that shook the neighborhood every three weeks or so.


The light changed, and he started across the street.  It was nearly time for Ellia to summon Kiyo, so he needed to get back home.  Not only did it protect the populace from his return, it prevented any streets from being closed or businesses forced to shut down until he came back.  Besides, he didn’t like being summoned in an open public area, because there was no telling what would be waiting for him when he came back.  At least when he was summoned from his own property, there were at least some semblance of laws protecting it and him while he was gone, the biggest of which were the cameras that covered every inch of his property that uploaded to a crowd server, and arrayed in a way that nobody could destroy a camera without another camera catching it.  More than one group of New Agers or random yahoos were currently sitting in jail because of those cameras.

Not that the DA really wanted to prosecute, but there was just enough press coverage about him having video evidence yet refusing to file charges that the governor threatened to oust him if he didn’t do his job.

It was a six block walk from Hollywood to his home, a ten foot tall tan wall built of heavy stone with a formidable steel door inset into it.  The door had a two stage lock where a steel-buttoned combination keypad opened a cubby that held a second combination pad that opened the door, and each one had a different ten digit combination that he changed every two months.  The door was heavily reinforced, to the point where it would take a tank to batter it down.  The heavy sound of bolts sliding heralded the combination being entered, and he opened the door, closed it behind him, then hit the large button to the side that caused the mechanical bolts to slide back into place.  He entered a roughly square grassy lot with a series of flower beds to the left and rows of tended garden plots to the right, where he practiced one of his few hobbies.  He enjoyed gardening, both raising flowers and raising food plants, as it was something he could do outside without his familiar status getting in the way.  Slightly off center on the plot was the tiny cottage he’d had built, which was two storage rooms and a bathroom, each room with a door to the outside.  To the right of it was the tent where he slept and the sand pit he used for being summoned, and on a series of wooden shelves near the garden plots were a series of irregular clumps of glass.  It was a record of sorts of just how many times he’d been summoned in the twenty years he’d been a familiar.  Each clump of glass was a return.  He was summoned once a month on the average, and over twenty years, those clumps of glass had added up.

And soon, another one would be added to the shelves.  If he was right, then he could be summoned at any time, Ellia should be finishing her lessons any minute now over in the other world, and the first thing she always did was summon Kiyo.  Kiyo wasn’t just her familiar, she was one of Ellia’s best friends, and the two of them would chat and all but gossip in the time before dinner, then hang out and talk after dinner up until Ellia went to bed.  Keeping a familiar summoned required conscious will, so Kiyo was sent back when Ellia fell asleep.

He put away the money from the bank and canned food he’d bought for his return in the cottage, turned on the TV and put it on a five hour timer so it would automatically turn off if he was summoned, then removed his clothes and sat down in the sand pit, leaning back on his hands and waiting.  There was nothing else he could do, he could be summoned at literally any time, so he couldn’t risk doing anything.  Any objects he had with him would get destroyed when he returned.  So, all he could do was sit there and watch TV while he waited.  He may be summoned in another minute, it may be another day, time flowed differently over there and a ten minute drift in when she summoned him was well over an hour over here.  If she was delayed even more, it may be a day or more.  All he could do was wait and pass the time as best he could until it happened.

But today, he didn’t have to wait long.  About an hour after settling in, he felt the first stirrings of the magic inside him.  Around him, on the sand, a faint glimmer wavered into existence, then formed into a solid point of magical light.  That light then started to extend, expand, as if some giant invisible brush was painting on the sand using magical paint, as the process began.  On her side, it was a spell that didn’t take long at all, with the magic circle appearing almost instantly, but the time lag caused the circle on this side to slowly draw itself upon the ground.  When it completed, a second would be drawn in the air over him, the second phase of the spell.  The circle on the ground would change him into his familiar form, and when the circle above him completed, it would form the portal and pull him into Ellia’s world.  He got up and stood, staying in the center of the sand pit as the magical circle slowly drew around him.  The circle would be first, then the pentagram, and then the runes along the inside edge that defined the function of the spell.  Ken knew quite a bit about magic because of his many talks with Ellia, so he knew how the spell worked.

He had a couple of minutes.  He breathed deeply, preparing…not for anything physical, the process was actually painless, but for Ken Drake to cease to exist.  There was a moment in between when Ken’s personality was put to sleep and before Kiyo’s personality took control, a moment of nothingness that was almost like death, and it was not a sensation that any familiar enjoyed.  Kiyo had no idea just who she really was, she was an entirely separate personality that had evolved from the blank slate that Ellia had created when she was summoned from the first time, a personality shaped by her experiences in the other world and her relationship with her magician mistress.  Kiyo had no memory of Ken, but Ken retained all of Kiyo’s memories, though he had no true awareness of being Kiyo.  To him, he would black out and wake up days later after he returned, and it would take him a while to sort out the memories of Kiyo’s time in the other world.  So, while he retained Kiyo’s memories, he wasn’t Kiyo.  While both Kiyo and Ken were him, they were separate and distinct personalities, two beings sharing a single soul.


All in all, he rather liked Kiyo.  She was a clever, conniving, occasionally naughty little scamp that was very much a product of the friendship of Lady Ellia Claress.  Her memories never failed to entertain him as he sorted them out after returning home, almost like watching a movie in his head of her misadventures with her mistress, the two of them getting into and out of trouble with disturbing regularity.  In that respect, he was fairly lucky that he had a mistress that didn’t just summon him to fight for her, or perform menial tasks.  Ellia saw Kiyo as both a friend and as a pet, and she had always been very kind to her.

It was nearly time.  The circle was fully formed and the pentagram was drawing in.  He closed his eyes and raised his head to the sky as he felt the magic start to resonate inside him, like a heartbeat that shivered his entire body, getting stronger and stronger with each beat.  It was a feeling that he knew intimately, and he knew how much time he had just by the feel of it flowing through him.  The magic filled him, coursed through him as the runes began to form, and just as the last one wavered into being, he knew it was time.


Time for Ken Drake to cease to exist.


The video cameras on the property, as well as several observing the lot from a nearby cell tower, were witness to the transformation.  The body of Ken Drake dissolved into pure light and rose up off the sand.  It began to expand, grow, lengthen, change its proportions.  The hips widened, limbs narrowed, waist contracted, and the chest expanded as the male silhouette changed to a female one, one that was two feet taller than the original male silhouette of intense white light.  Atop the head, two long triangles extended out from the top and sides of the head, as a long tendril of magic snaked out from behind the figure, expanded, widened.  The light then shuddered and vanished, leaving the ghostly image of a shapely woman with an insufferably cute, child-like face, a head full of unruly bluish-white hair that had a pair of fox-like ears poking out of the tousled mane, and a long, ridiculously poofy fox tail growing out from the cleft of her buttocks.  The nude form was then enshrouded in magic that formed clothing, an eastern-style garment that resembled a Japanese yukata, complete with the wide sash, but one that only reached her mid-thighs.  The garment was a silvery color that matched well with her hair that had pink flowers embroidered upon it.  the legs were covered by sheer black silk stockings that came up to the thighs, the feet covered in soft slippers.  Two slender single-edged eastern short swords were stuffed into the sash behind her, crossed above the tail, the sheaths simple unadorned wood.

She was Kiyo, familiar of Lady Ellia von Claress, a nearly doll-like image of ultimate cuteness dressed in the silken garb of the Ku Empire, of which Ellia had been very fond since the first time she’d seen it.  The personality of Kiyo stirred within the image, awakening from the slumber of hibernation by the call of her mistress.  She was unaware of exactly where she was, unable to see, unable to hear, unable to smell, but aware of the magic of her mistress surging through her, calling to her, beckoning her to come forth and manifest in the material world.


The magic circle above the figure completed its formation, and when it did so, a blue swirl of energy formed within the center. It pulled at the image of Kiyo, calling her, summoning her, and her image rose up into it.  She was awake again, she was alive again, and she was being called by her mistress.

She would eagerly answer that call.


“Kiyo!”


Kiyo opened her eyes as she shook off the final aftereffects of being summoned, which was a sense of disorientation.  Her vision settled from unfathomable nothingness to familiar surroundings, which was Ellia’s room in her family’s manor.  It was a large, well-furnished room holding a large bed, writing desk, two armoires, dressing table, sitting couch, and a gilded trunk at the foot of the bed.  Ellia was standing in front of the trunk, her hands raised and with magic circles in front of them as she cast the spell that summoned her familiar, her power forming a large circle on the floor that served as the gateway.  Her senses settled to normal, her mind seemed to engage and take control of her magical body, and she yawned and stretched languidly as the circle wavered and vanished around her, then rose up off the floor as she enacted her levitation.

“Hrrrwwwaaaaaaaa, gooooooood mooooooorniiiiiinng,” Kiyo drawled as she shivered her long, super-fluffy tail, its coloration the same bluish-white of her hair but with a pure white tip.  “So, how did it go?”


“It wasn’t bad at all!” she replied, taking Kiyo’s small hands and giving her a bright smile.  “I was nervous at first, but it was much easier than I expected!  I guess all that practice really did pay off!”

“Was it just the violin, or did she have you demonstrate your magic too?”


“Both!” she said.  “And I did good!  I did all the spells right!”


“I’m disappointed you didn’t summon me as your grand finale,” Kiyo grinned.


“Mom said she’d beat me senseless if I did.  She didn’t want you doing anything crazy,” Ellia grinned impishly at her.


“I would not!  Well, not where your mom could see it,” she amended in a voice that made Ellia burst out laughing.  “So, the luncheon was a success?”


“I think so!  The Countess was very impressed, and she seemed to be very interested in what Mom had to say.  I think Mom may have actually won her over.”

“Yeah, but do you want her to?” Kiyo said lightly.  “Why do you want them to start a school?  Don’t you have enough lessons as it is?  Do you really want to go somewhere else and take even more?”


“It’s a school purely for magic,” Ellia reminded her.  “I think it’s a good idea, actually.  As it is now, I have three magicians tutoring me, and my parents have to pay for each of them.  If I was in a school, I’d have a whole group of them that could teach me, and there would only be one price for it. Think of all the spells I could learn!”


“You and your fixation on magic,” Kiyo teased.


“Hey now, that fixation is why you’re even here!” she reminded her tartly, which made Kiyo laugh.


“I know, I know, youngest magician in Ivalice to ever summon a familiar.  Such an overachiever,” she winked.


“I can dismiss you at any time, you know,” she threatened, which just made Kiyo laugh.


“Stop being mean to your poor little familiar, Mistress Ellia,” Kiyo complained in an insincerely piteous voice.


“The Empire uses a school system for its most promising magicians, and there’s no denying that it works for them,” Ellia continued, ignoring that statement.  “the Imperial Order of Magisters is one of the most respected organizations in all of Avalon.  Ivalice should do the same thing.  As many magicians as we have here in the kingdom, it would only be good for us.  Besides, think of it as an adventure!” she said eagerly.  “Getting to go outside the house every day, getting to spend time with my friends, learning everything there is to know about magic, it would be so much fun!”

“I dunno, it sounds like even more demands on your time,” Kiyo said, a little more seriously.


“Yeah, but if I was in a school I’d be able to summon you a lot more,” Ellia grinned.  “No Mom lurking around the house, no rule about no summoning you during lessons.”


“Well, that would be nice,” Kiyo said, pulling up her legs and “sitting” cross-legged on empty air as she drifted over to hover in front of the couch, her tail drooping down to the floor.  It almost looked like her body was being held up by the tip of her tail on the floor.  “I could help you cheat,” she added impishly.

“Not when it comes to magic you’re not!” Ellia nearly gasped in shock.  “Now if it’s history or arithmetic, that would be okay,” she added with a grin that made Kiyo giggle.


“Good, you’re not going soft on me after all,” Kiyo declared in relief, which made Ellia laugh.


“Stop trying to get me in trouble!”


“But it’s fun!” Kiyo protested with a grin.  “Besides, you’re the one that gets me into trouble!  You’re the reason why your mom hates me!”


“I only had you steal tarts from the kitchen once!”


“And she thinks I’m nothing but a shifty little thief now!”


“You are a shifty little thief!” Ellia accused.


Kiyo gasped melodramatically.  “Such a wound to my immaculate reputation!” she declared in mock outrage.  “I demand satisfaction!”

“Ha!  You’re on!  You’re no match for me and you know it!”


“Then prepare to taste ultimate defeat, and grovel before me like the losing loser you are, loser!” Kiyo declared haughtily, which made Ellia laugh.


“Then the terms are set!  Loser has to grovel before the winner!”


“I accept!”


The usual medium for them settling matters of honor was a knight’s cross board, and Ellia wasted little time going over to the small table by the writing desk where it set and sitting in her chair after turning it towards the board.  Ellia was actually quite a good knight’s cross player, had taught Kiyo, but Kiyo had learned very fast and quickly had become quite a threat to her mistress’ game superiority.  Knight’s Cross was an ancient game of strategy that involved a board with 80 squares, eight rows of ten squares, and each side having 25 pieces of five different ranks, initially set up in three rows of ten, eight, and seven on the edge of the board; 12 infantry, six knights, four magicians, two assassins (which looked just like infantry pieces but had a mark on the back that identified them as assassins to the controlling player), and the general.  The objective of the game was to capture the enemy general.  Each class of piece had rules about how it could move and what enemy pieces it could attack, and there was no standard rule for how the pieces were initially arranged; indeed, how the player initially set her pieces was a critical part of the player’s overall strategy.  The only rule was that they had to be placed on their side of the board in the first three rows in the 10/8/7 configuration.  There were alternate rules that changed that layout, even rulesets where the pieces had standard placement, but Ellia and Kiyo didn’t play by those rules.

It was a simple enough game to understand, but it had so many layers of complexity that it took a long time to fully master.  Infantry could move one square at a time, and could attack other infantry, exposed assassins, and knights, but could not attack magicians or the enemy general, at least usually.  An infantry piece could attack the general under certain conditions.  Infantry could only move forward and to the sides and could not move diagonally, but if the infantry piece had no enemy pieces on any adjacent square, it could move backwards.  Infantry could defeat opposing infantry with one attack, but were required to attack a knight piece twice in order to defeat it.  However, if an infantry attacked a knight and there was a friendly infantry or knight piece adjacent to that knight, then the knight was defeated by a single attack.  Infantry were usually used as blockers, laid out on the board in patterns that protected the general and kept the dangerous pieces away from him.  Offensively, they created lines that pushed back enemy units.  Like in real life, a single infantry piece was weak and vulnerable, but when part of a unit, they were formidable.

An infantry piece could be “carried” by a knight piece when it moved, moving along with the knight piece, but an infantry piece could be moved in such a way only once per game and could only move one square.  This was the only time that two pieces could move simultaneously in the game.


Knights could move two squares at a time, either in a straight line or changing direction, and they could attack any enemy piece except generals, again unless certain conditions were met.  Like infantry, Knights could only attack the front and flanks, but not the rear.  Unlike infantry, Knights could change their facing once without it costing them a move, so a Knight could theoretically change facing, attack, then use its two moves to change facing again and move one square.  Knights followed the same rules as infantry attacking knights when knights attacked other knights, and could only attack other knights when these conditions were met.  So, a knight could only attack an enemy knight if the enemy knight had a friendly infantry or knight piece in a square adjacent to it.  A knight could “carry” a single infantry piece, which allowed the infantry piece to move along with it, which required both pieces to move in the same direction and prevented the knight from turning.  Further, an infantry piece could only be carried by this rule once (though the knight could carry multiple different infantry pieces in successive turns) and the knight could move two squares but the infantry could only move one, which would allow the knight piece to leave its carried infantry piece behind.  Knights were primarily the pieces that trapped and killed the enemy magician pieces, as well as clearing infantry to expose routes to the enemy general.

Assassins could only move one square at a time without revealing themselves, but could move up to three squares if they were already exposed, but only in a straight line.  They could move in any direction, however, including diagonally and backwards.  A concealed assassin followed the same movement rules as infantry, but an assassin also could not reveal itself as an assassin before it moved, only if it attacked or was attacked by another piece.  Assassins could either attack conventionally using the rules of an infantry piece to maintain their cover or attack and defeat any enemy piece by assassinating it, but doing so caused them to be removed from the board, so it was always a sacrifice.  If they attacked using infantry rules, however, they didn’t have to sacrifice themselves.  They also had a defensive assassination ability that allowed them to defeat any piece that attacked them if they exposed themselves as an assassin, which made attacking opposing infantry pieces a potentially dangerous proposition.  When using their defensive assassination ability, they didn’t sacrifice themselves, staying on the board, but were exposed as an assassin.  When exposed, assassins could be attacked by any other piece, and also would be instantly defeated if they moved to an adjacent square holding any enemy piece or any piece ended its turn on an adjacent square to the assassin, which made exposed assassins extremely difficult to move around the board.  That only happened if they revealed themselves and used their assassination ability.  The primary mission of the assassin was to either stay disguised as an infantry piece and get into a position where they could attack the enemy general, or be placed in a defensive position to allow them to take out anything threatening their own general, so they had both offensive and defensive value.

Magicians could move three squares in a straight line or two squares if they changed direction, could move in any direction, and could “jump” one piece in their way that was not on a diagonal if they moved in a straight line, the only piece that could do so, but could not jump over a piece to a space if an enemy piece would be directly in front of their landing point.  Magicians could also forgo movement to initiate a ranged attack two squares away in any direction, and this attack could jump over a blocking piece, which allowed magicians to attack pieces behind a line of infantry pieces.  However, the magician couldn’t execute a ranged attack against the enemy general, that attack had to be done by moving to the general’s square.  Magicians could attack any other piece on the board, could defeat a knight piece with a single attack, and could also immobilize any piece they “jumped” for one turn, making it unable to move, but they could not attack an infantry piece that had a friendly magician piece adjacent to it, the infantry piece being “shielded” by the magician piece.  Magicians were the conventional “threat” to the general as they were the only visible piece that could attack it, but also had defensive value by shoring up infantry lines and preventing opposing magicians from breaking them.

Generals could only attack other generals and magicians, and could move up to three squares in a straight line or two squares if they changed direction.  Generals didn’t have to stop moving to attack, so they could go through an enemy magician piece’s square, defeat the magician, and continue moving.  If they could get within three squares and have direct line of sight to the other general that did not have a magician piece directly adjacent to it, they could end the game.  When that rule was invoked, then whoever had more pieces left on the board, in effect who had the bigger army, was the victor.  Generals could usually only be attacked by magicians and assassins, but if they were boxed in and unable to move, then they could be attacked by any other piece.  This made the tactic of completely surrounding the general with defending pieces potentially risky, as a general with no way to move could be defeated by any attacking piece.

Ellia and Kiyo had been battling each other over Knight’s Cross since nearly the entire time Kiyo had been her familiar.  She had taught her how to play the game to have someone to play against, and they whiled away many an evening after dinner over the cross board, chatting and scheming as they played.  Though Kiyo had only known how to play the game for perhaps a year, she had picked it up quickly and had become the equal of her mistress within two months of learning the game.  In truth, she was better than Ellia, but she had the sense not to show it.  Ellia was her friend, true, but she was also her mistress, and there were certain rules that Kiyo almost instinctively knew she had to obey.  Ellia rare treated her like a servant, but Ellia also extremely competitive and hated to lose.  So, Kiyo let Ellia win enough games to make it seem that they were evenly matched…but to be fair, Ellia beat her fair and square often enough to make Kiyo pay very close attention to the game.  If she messed around too much, Ellia would beat her, but if she was attentive to the game, she would beat Ellia most of the time if she didn’t intentionally lose.


Kiyo loved Ellia, but she also knew that Ellia was her mistress before she was her friend.  She was just lucky that her mistress was kind to her, treated her like a friend and not a thing.  Most familiars were not nearly so lucky.  Magicians treated their familiars like servants at most, as nothing but objects at worst, even though familiars were intelligent and had emotions.  Kiyo was a very uncomfortable example for many magicians of what a familiar could be, if they were given the opportunity to learn and grow by their magician master.  Then again, most familiars weren’t actively summoned nearly as often or as long as Kiyo, so she had plenty of time to learn and grow.  Ellia was actually an extremely strong magician that had the magical power to keep Kiyo summoned for very long periods of time, and that mattered.  It cost a magician their own magical energy reserves to keep a familiar summoned, the magician supplied the magic that kept the familiar manifested, and Ellia was strong enough to keep Kiyo summoned for hours at a time.  Most magicians only summoned a familiar to perform a task and kept them manifested only long enough to perform it, since it tired them to keep a familiar manifested.  Ellia’s ability to keep Kiyo out hours a day, every day, was a true testament to just how strong that little girl really was when it came to magic.

Her parents had very high hopes for her, which was why they paid three separate magicians to tutor her in the magical arts.  It was also why her mother tolerated Kiyo despite not liking her all that much, because Ellia’s tutors had told her that keeping Kiyo manifested the way she did was a good form of practice.  It strengthened her ability to channel magic over time, it increased her ability to hold magic, it improved her ability to resist the drain that came from maintaining magical spells.  The more she kept Kiyo out, the longer she could keep her summoned, the less taxing it was on her, and the greater the maximum magic she could draw and hold at once.  And Kiyo benefitted from that by having time to learn, which made her much more than most other familiars.  After all, there weren’t all that many familiars that could play Knight’s Cross, because their masters either didn’t think they were worth teaching or didn’t want to expend the energy to keep them summoned to teach them.


It wasn’t always like this.  Kiyo remembered what it was like when she was first summoned.  At first, she was…she could talk, knew how to speak Ivali, but didn’t know anything.  She was, she was…empty.  A blank slate.  It was like the only thing she knew was how to talk to her mistress.  She didn’t know what anything was, didn’t understand, and it required Ellia to all but guide her using the magical connection between familiar and master.  After all, telling her to bring her a hairbrush meant nothing if Kiyo knew the word, but didn’t know a hairbrush was.  Couldn’t connect the object to the word.  At first, she could only perform simple tasks, but as she learned, as she came to understand, she was able to do more and more without being guided.  As she learned, as she grew, she developed personality, one that was shaped and molded by Ellia but was very much her own, a true product of the guidance and education she received from her mistress.  Ellia taught her all the things she was learning herself, taught her how to read and write, taught her about magic, about history, mathematics, about art and culture and politics, which demonstrated to Ellia and her magician tutors that Kiyo was damn smart.  No other familiar in all of Ivalice demonstrated the intelligence that Kiyo did. 

She could feel it, those rare times when Ellia had Kiyo summoned when she was with her tutors.  They…they feared her.  They saw Kiyo as some kind of anathema, very different from other familiars, and they couldn’t tell if it was because of Kiyo or because of Ellia.  Kiyo had only been alive for a year, but in that year she had learned a great deal about reading people, and she could tell that Ellia’s tutors were very, very uncomfortable around her.

As usual, they chatted as they played, as Ellia caught her up on everything that had happened since the last time she was summoned, which was mainly the luncheon.  Ellia’s mother was trying to start an official school for magic in Ivalice, believing that it could advance the kingdom to create an institution that focused solely on teaching students like Ellia magic.  The Rukkian Empire had a school like that, a school where magical potential was the only requirement for entry, and it had built the formidable Imperial Order of Magisters, an organization similar to the Guild of Magisters in Ivalice, but one far superior in both the number of trained magicians and the quality of those magicians.  The Court Magicians of Ivalice were a pale imitation of the Imperial Order, and Ellia’s mother firmly believed that by starting the education process for promising mages as early as possible in an organized curriculum of study, that the Court Magicians of Ivalice could rival the Order.

But the problem was, the school that Semvi envisioned wasn’t going to turn out the way she thought it would.  Much as Ellia loved her mother, she was blind to Semvi’s prejudices, and the biggest one was that Semvi was aristocracy to the roots of her hair.  The school in the Empire was a pure meritocracy, where the best and brightest were trained in magic regardless of their social status, but Semvi believed that the school she was building would be a bastion of the nobility, that only nobles could possibly possess the magical potential to be worth being trained.  Semvi von Claress believed that the nobility was better than commoners because of breeding, pedigree, that nobles were a higher form of life than commoners, and that the school she wanted to build would turn commoners aside because no commoner could ever be good enough to stand equal to a noble.  She envisioned an academy only for the nobility, but there weren’t enough nobles to justify the expense of building and maintaining an institution capable of what she wanted it to do.  The King wasn’t going to spend tens of thousands of crowns building a school and then pay thousands a year to run it to teach magic to the couple dozen nobles with enough magical potential to attend the school.

Unfortunately, Ellia shared some of her mother’s views on commoners, but at least she didn’t have Semvi’s utter contempt for them.  She believed her station just meant that she got to boss commoners around.


Kiyo should feel the same, but…she didn’t.  She wasn’t quite sure why.  She was Ellia’s creation, she was taught how to be a living being, how to be, by her.  Ellia was, in a way, her mother, but she didn’t share her mother’s outlook.  She thought the whole nobility thing was a big joke, especially since the king could make a commoner a noble or a noble a commoner by decree, so how in Sioma’s grace could they be inherently superior?  It was a title, a word, nothing more.  A way for some people to feel better about themselves, or a way to demonstrate the human need to dominate others.

Kiyo certainly understood why the elves and dwarves would have nothing to do with humanity.  Elves considered humans to be little more than immature children, unable to even govern themselves without causing a mess, and not ready to be taken seriously.  Dwarves had an active dislike of humanity because they considered them to be savage barbarians.  Dwarves were powerful and skilled fighters, but they never fought one another.  Dwarf killing dwarf was the greatest sin one could commit in dwarven society, and the human penchant to kill one another was the ultimate savagery in their eyes.


The only two nonhuman races that interacted with humans were the beastkin and the Taruk.  Kiyo was modelled after a beastkin, they were human-like people but had the ears and tails of animals.  There were seven sub-races of beastkin, each with the ears and tail of a different animal, but they didn’t separate or segregate themselves by subrace.  Ellia had always thought that beastkin were really neat-looking, so she made her familiar look like one.  The beastkin were a pretty easy-going lot, a charismatic and gregarious people who had a penchant for song and poetry, but they were also powerful fighters because they had superhuman strength, speed, and agility…further ways Kiyo was modelled after a beastkin.  The Taruk were a cousin race to humans, like the beastkin, but what set them apart from regular humans was that they had horns.  Each Taruk had a different shape of horn, unique to the Taruk, but all of them were extremely secretive.  They were primarily merchants who lived on a series of islands off the east coast of Avalon, sailing their ships across the world and trading with all kingdoms and races.

After their epic duel over the game board, Ellia had her evening bath, which of course Kiyo attended.  They had a bathing chamber in the basement, a nearly decadent open bathing chamber that was the pride of the house and of the family.  Ellia’s grandparents had built it, her grandfather being a magician of no small ability, so magic had been involved in its creation.  He had tapped into an underground hot spring that fed the bathing pool, which was large enough for ten people to use at once.  Communal bathing wasn’t really a thing in Ivalice, but it was great for couples or small groups of friends that were comfortable bathing together.  Ellia used the baths with her girlfriends sometimes, and if she wasn’t with her friends, she was with Kiyo.  So, Kiyo participated in their nightly ritual, removing her eastern garb and taking a bath with her mistress, which involved even more chatting about the day as they took turns washing each other’s hair—and tail in Kiyo’s case—then sitting in an antechamber as their hair and fur dried, which Kiyo spent brushing Ellia’s lustrous blond hair as Ellia brushed the parts of Kiyo’s blue and white tail that she could reach.

After their bath, they relaxed in Ellia’s room, Kiyo being fussed over a bit as Ellia finished brushing out her tail, which she could admit that she always rather liked.  Not just the sensation of being brushed, but the attention.  Ellia was her mistress, her mother…in a strange way, her goddess, and her showing her affection by brushing out her tail.  Almost like a puppy, Kiyo craved the attention and love of her mistress, which was one of the ways that showed that Kiyo was very much a familiar.  After being thoroughly groomed, they read books in comfortable silence, which was how Ellia wound down before bed.

And right on time.  Just after eight bells, the maid knocked and opened the door and informed them that it was time for bed.  Ellia moved from the sitting couch to her bed, Kiyo drifting over to help tuck her in, preparing herself for what was coming.  Ellia didn’t know it, but this was the part of the day that Kiyo dreaded the most, because she knew she was going to be dismissed.  She was going back to the nothing, back to not existing, yet being aware that she no longer existed.  That was what hibernation was to her, something even worse than death, because there was nothing.  Not even silence and darkness, because silence, darkness, they were something.  There was simply nothing.  A state where she had no senses, couldn’t even think, but was aware of her state because it was the only way she could hear the call of her mistress.  To not exist, and know that you did not exist, that was something that took her a long, long time to be able to face without abject terror.  The only thing that gave her the strength to face it was knowing that it would only be for a little while.  Tomorrow, after Ellia finished her lessons, she would summon Kiyo once again, and she would spend several glorious hours existing.

At least Ellia didn’t just send her away.  She knew that Kiyo hated being dismissed, so what she did was go to sleep and allow that to dismiss her, that way it was never Ellia that did it to her.  A magician’s familiar was dismissed when they were unconscious.  That way Ellia could hold Kiyo’s hand right up until the moment she fell asleep, comfort her before she went back to the nothing.  So it was with her usual brave face that she sat on the edge of the bed and held Ellia’s hand as her mistress smiled up at her.  She reached up with her other hand and patted her on the head.  “Until tomorrow,” she said, which was both a farewell and a promise, words that never failed to comfort Kiyo.

“Until tomorrow,” Kiyo returned, leaning down and kissing her mistress on her forehead.  She then laid down beside her mistress, cuddling up to her like faithful puppy, facing down the fear as Ellia stroked her hair and ears.  She felt Ellia squeeze her hand, closed her eyes and just enjoyed being for as long as Ellia stayed awake.


But it wasn’t long.  It never was.  Barely minutes after laying down, she felt it when Ellia drifted off to slumber, because the magical bond connecting her to Ellia, supplying her with the magic to remain in the world, faded away.  Without that magic, she felt the nothing reach out for her, no longer held at bay by Ellia’s power.  It took hold of her, caused her body to dissipate, and she felt herself being pulled down, pulled away from her mistress, away from living, away from being, dragged down into the void of nothingness.  She felt it close in around her, take her senses, take her body, take her thoughts, take her being, leaving her as nothing.


Nothing.


Hearing the last of the thunderclap echo away, Ken opened his eyes and quickly stood up and took a step forward, knowing from experience that the glass under his feet was superheated from the lightning bolt.  There was a brief second where he was invulnerable after his body reformed, which protected his feet from the heat.  He took that step before his vision cleared, then knelt down to give him time for his senses to go back to normal, took in a breath that smelled like ozone, then felt the pins and needles fade from his body being restored by the magic that sent him back home.

As his eyes started working again, he saw that it was night.  Dogs were barking in the background, no doubt startled by the thunderclap, the air was warm, thick, which was normal for this time of the year.  He felt a stir of wind ghost over his naked body, carrying the smell of asphalt and dust.  He rose to a stand as the rush of memories swirled around in his brain, as Kiyo’s memories were added to his own.  The main thing he always had to digest was the fear she felt when she—he returned to the real world, because she was terrified of being “turned off” like a light because she didn’t know that when she turned off, he turned on, or that she may ever be turned on again.  It was like dying, dying every day, then being trapped in a prison of nothingness who could only wait in a state of unthinking nothingness until she was summoned again.  Ken very much pitied Kiyo because he could understand how she felt, since she didn’t have the luxury of being aware that she was just one side of a coin.  Ken sometimes felt that way just before he yielded to Kiyo, knowing that he was about to cease to exist, with only the knowledge that he would come back to the living when Kiyo was sent back home by Ellia.  He knew that he was Kiyo, but Kiyo didn’t know that she was Ken, and that was what made yielding back to him so frightening for her.  She didn’t know that she would still be, didn’t live with the constant fear that she may never be summoned back, that she might cease to exist forever.  Trapped for all eternity in a prison of nothing, unable to do anything, unable to think, only know that she would become nothing.

He did feel sorry for her.  If anyone could understand how she felt, it was him.  After all, she was him, he had all her memories, so he could see things from inside of her mind.  But despite that, he knew how he felt because he went through the same thing she did.

Taking a few more breaths, he stood up as he felt his senses and body return to normal, which for him was standing naked in a giant sandbox next to the small cottage and tent that served as his home.  Everything was the way it was when he left, and after walking over to the cottage, he saw on the monitor through the window that there were no breaches on the property, the motion sensors had detected no intruders and the cameras saw nothing but birds.  As usual, he was starving and a little weak, so the first order of business for him was always food.  He entered the combination to open the door to the cottage, went in, and went straight to the refrigerator in the main room.  He sat in a recliner in the center of the room and tore into a nutrition bar, then felt calm relief flow through him as his angry stomach was mollified.  He took a drink of sugar water, knowing from experience that he had to get glucose into his system fast or he’d faint from low blood sugar, an effect of having his body reconstituted by the magic that sent him back.  The sugar water was for fast sugar intake, the nutrition bar loaded with carbs for slow release glucose.  It came back whole, but it came back with no blood sugar in his system, nothing in his stomach, and he’d pass out in a matter of minutes from lack of glucose because his body couldn’t pull it out of his fat reserves fast enough to prevent it.  If he couldn’t get to food it wouldn’t kill him, it would just make him pass out until his body could pull enough glucose out of his fat to reinvigorate him.  It wasn’t the only way his body was out of whack due to being returned, but it was the most immediate.  It would take about 12 hours for his body to fully recover from being rebuilt by the magic that returned him.  After the blood sugar was dealt with, he’d suffer a period much akin to mild physical shock as his nervous system dealt with being rebuilt, a period where he’d have motor control issues until his body managed to completely sort itself out, which he usually spent asleep because he had vertigo issues while he suffered through it.  Once he worked through that, he’d more or less be good to go.  And in about two and a half weeks, it would all happen again.


That was the physical.  Mentally, he’d spend the next few hours trying to assimilate Kiyo’s memories, which started as a jumble in his mind and slowly seemed to sift into proper place.  Sleeping helped that process, got his conscious mind out of the way and allowed his brain to organize all his new memories.  It would take about a full day for him to fully absorb her memories, until then it would be a little hard for him to think about anything deep or complex.  His thoughts would be constantly interrupted by Kiyo’s memories as they swirled around his mind.


One thing did stand out to him.  This time, she’d been a little more afraid than usual.  He wondered what had caused it, if someone had said something to her that upset her.  He also wondered how the luncheon had gone.  He was very fond of Ellia, and it had nothing to do with Kiyo.  He knew her through Kiyo’s memories, and he found her to be a delightful young lady.  He didn’t idolize and all but worship her the way Kiyo did, but he did like her.

He stayed in the chair with his thoughts swirling and racing as he waited for the sugar to get into his system, felt the tremors in his hands and arms as the mild shock set in, leaning back with his eyes closed as the chaos of Kiyo’s memories warred with his thoughts to gain traction in his mind.  He wasn’t sure how long he was there, but eventually he felt well enough to stand up.  That was his cue to get himself into his cot and sleep.  He stood up and ambled his way outside, moving unsteadily, pausing to look up to see dawn painting the eastern sky over the wall.  He closed the door and reset the lock—old habit—and was five steps towards the tent when he felt something that honestly surprised him.  The surge.

Ellia was summoning him.  Why?  It was just minutes after she fell asleep on the other side.  Why would she be summoning him back?  Something had to be wrong.  She would never summon him within minutes of falling asleep unless something was wrong.  Something scared her, and she was summoning Kiyo to protect her.  Ellia was not cowardly, she wasn’t afraid of the dark or loud noises or anything like that.  She was also taught magic, so she was not the kind to panic.  If she woke up barely minutes after falling asleep and was summoning Kiyo, then she had a damn good reason to do so.

That made this serious.  This was not just summoning him for company.

He moved out into the sand just as the glowing lines of the circle began to draw around him, and he watched them with growing anticipation and a gnawing fear.  What was going on?  What trouble could Ellia be in over there?  She was at home in her bed.  Had someone invaded the house?  Was there a thief breaking into her room, and it startled her awake and she was summoning Kiyo to protect her?


He had cursed the slowness of being summoned from this side, but never before had it nearly infuriated him as it did now.  The lines were forming so slowly, so slowly!  Ellia was in trouble!  Ellia needed Kiyo…she needed him!  It was like time slowed to a crawl, as if he could see the magical energy before it even formed the lines of the circle.

After forever, the circle connected to itself, and the pentagram started to form.  Why couldn’t it go faster!  It was torture, waiting, not knowing what was going on!  There could be a bandit with a knife lunging at Ellia at this very moment, and here he was, trapped in this hell of being stuck midway through the summoning process, not knowing what was going on!  And here he was, powerless to do anything but wait!  He knelt down, watching the pentagram lines start to slowly cross the sand, clenching his fist and all but willing the lines to draw faster.  Faster!  Why couldn’t they go faster?  He had to resist the urge to try to grab the end of the line and yank it to speed it up, but he knew from experience not to touch the lines as they formed, it was like an electric shock.


After another eternity, the pentagram finished forming, and the magical runes that defined the spell began to draw in.  He closed his eyes and gritted his teeth, getting ready.  Kiyo, he thought, casting it deep into his mind, trying to reach her.  Kiyo, Ellia needs you.  She’s summoning you.  She may be in trouble, so be ready.  Be ready for anything!  He opened his eyes and saw the runes had nearly finished, so in just a moment he would cease to exist.  Now wake up, Kiyo!  Wake up and protect Ellia!

Wake UP! he commanded as the runes finished, and then his body dissolved into pure magic and he spiraled into the unfathomable nothingness and ceased to exist.


Something was wrong.


She was awakened, not by Ellia’s call, but by…by…something else.  But she could feel Ellia’s magic, could feel that she was being summoned.  It was usually Ellia’s call that pulled her out of the nothing, but this time she became aware before the call reached her.  She also had senses before she manifested in the material world.  She could see…something.  A grassy lawn.  A high wall.  Sand under her feet, around her.  It was just a fleeting image, an impression, it flashed before her so quickly that she barely had time to register it.  But there was something else, a voice echoing in her head, a voice calling out to her.  Kiyo, Ellia needs you.  She’s summoning you.  She may be in trouble, so be ready.  Be ready for anything!  It was a thought that wasn’t her own, but was inside her mind, as it was whispered to her while she was still nothing.

That alone put her on her guard as she felt herself inhabit the body that was created by Ellia’s magic, and then her senses settled fully.  The room came into focus, and Ellia reached out and grabbed her from behind, pulled her against her and put a hand over her mouth.  “Something’s wrong!” she whispered in a fierce voice in the darkness.  Ellia was standing by her door, against the wall behind where the door would open.  “I heard strange shouting downstairs, then Denwald screamed in pain!”


She pushed Ellia’s hand down.  “Let me go look!” she ordered.  “You need to hide, but not in this room!  Go to the attic and hide in the cubby!  Tap my senses so you can see what’s going on, and use your magic through me if you need to!”

“But—”


“Go!  I will protect you, Mistress!  That is my duty as your familiar!”


That made her blink, since that was something that Kiyo never called her.  She let go of her and allowed Kiyo to open the door, and when she did, she heard a voice downstairs.  It was a cry of pain and alarm, and then she heard something hit the floor.  She waved Ellia towards the attic stairs as she turned towards the main stairway, her form vanishing from sight as she enacted her invisibility.  Safely invisible, she dashed down the stairs, through the entry foyer, and into the parlor, and the voice was right.  There were four men with swords in there holding her parents hostage, Ellia’s father Harren was laying on the floor with Semvi kneeling beside him, her hands on his chest in concern as he bled from a gash on his forehead, and the still form of the butler laying on the floor with a growing circle of blood soaking into the carpet under his upper body.

That caused a sudden flash of rage to blast through her mind.  Denwald was a good man, a kind man!  He’s always been so nice to her!  And these men, these monsters, they’d hurt him!  And they were threatening the parents of the mistress, threatening the mistress by their very presence!  Her hand went behind her back and yanked out one of her swords, a straight bladed, single edged, chisel tipped Eastern weapon the size of a long dagger or a short sword for a grown human, and she ended her magic as she leaned forward.  It was too dangerous to use her foxfire in the parlor, she’d set the house on fire, so she had to fight the old fashioned way.  She was very small, the size of a six year old child, so they didn’t see her until it was too late.  One of the men screamed as her sword took off his leg halfway up the shin as she went by him, and she slid to a stop in a billow of her yukata and kicked the man that posed the most threat to Master Harren and Mistress Semvi in the side of his knee, shattering it.  As he fell and his vital spots came within her reach, she stabbed him through the side of the neck, a lightning-fast darting thrust that was so fast that the man’s body didn’t even flinch.  The third turned towards her with his sword leading, but he just shuddered in a horrible fashion when Kiyo took three lightning fast steps forward and attacked.  Her blade was slashed upwards in a mighty swing that went right between his legs, the blade going halfway up through his belly before the chisel tip erupted from his dark clothing at the base of his ribcage, a move that would dump most of his innards on the floor.  But before they had a chance to fall out of him, Kiyo snarled and whirled on the last man, who had just registered that the small child was no child, and was turning to run.  But Kiyo gave him no chance, leaping up and landing on his back, stabbing her short sword into his neck, wrenching it as she kicked off him, and sending his head flying off his body as she landed within reach of the first man she’d struck, the one whose leg she’d cut off.  She almost absently drove her sword through the forehead of the man to end him as she landed and slowed to a stop in a billowing of her eastern clothes and bluish hair and tail, her blade going through the brain of the last one to permanently end his thrashing.


She sheathed her bloody sword behind her back in a fast, practiced motion and darted to Denwald, starting to roll him over.  Mistress Ellia! she called through the bond that connected them, a form of telepathic communion between master and familiar that they actually almost never used.  Her Mistress far preferred to talk to her.  Mistress, Denwald needs you right now!  “Master Harren, Mistress Semvi, are you alright?” she asked as she finished rolling him over.  He’d been stabbed in the upper chest, and was still breathing, but was going to bleed out quickly if he didn’t get magical healing.  And thank the Mistress, Ellia had been trained in basic healing magic.  She couldn’t fully heal Denwald’s wound, but she could stop the bleeding and stabilize him long enough for a trained healer or apothecary to get to him.  “Did they hurt you?”

“Just a bump on the head, Kiyo,” Harren replied.  “You saved us!  Thank you!”


“Thank Mistress Ellia, she heard something that frightened her and summoned me to protect you,” she replied as she pressed her small hands down on Denwald’s wound.  Direct pressure would slow the bleeding, would stave off him going into shock—


How did she know that?


Mistress! Kiyo called again.  Mistress, come quickly!  Denwald’s hurt, he needs you!


What happened, Kiyo?  Is it okay to come down? she answered from upstairs.


It’s safe!  Denwald’s hurt, Mistress, he needs your healing magic!

Ellia rushed down the steps as safely as she could go in her nightshirt, and stopped suddenly and put both hands over her mouth, stifling a scream when she saw the dead bodies.  But she staggered forward and dropped to her knees by the aged butler, gawking a bit as Kiyo ripped his waistcoat and shirt as she pulled them aside to expose the wound.  Ellia swallowed and put her hands on his exposed chest, a magic circle forming around them as she began casting the spell of healing she’d been taught by her tutor.  Kiyo pulled back as Ellia did as she’d been taught, hurrying over and leaning down to check the bleeding gash on Harren’s head.  The man looked up at her with approval and relief as she checked his injury.  “Your handkerchief, Mistress Semvi,” she prompted.  “We need to stop the bleeding until Mistress Ellia can tend this.  Right now Master Denwald needs her more.  Can you press it against the wound to staunch the bleeding?”

“Of-of course,” Semvi said, reaching into her sleeve.  She withdrew a lacy handkerchief, and Kiyo stepped back to allow her to apply it to her husband’s forehead.  Semvi could use magic, but she wasn’t capable of using healing magic.  She looked at Kiyo as if she’d never seen her before, a look that Kiyo wasn’t sure was good or bad.


“Thank you, Mistress Semvi,” Kiyo said, then she stood up and hurried back to Ellia, back to her mistress.  She put her hand on her shoulder as she used her magic.  “Is there anything I can do to help?”


“No, I can do this, Kiyo.  Thank you.  Thank you so much!” she said with a grateful smile.  “You saved us!”


“I will protect you, Mistress Ellia,” she said with gentle ferocity.  She stood silent vigil beside the teenage girl as she spent long minutes using her healing magic on Denwald, eventually stopping the bleeding and stabilizing him.  As she went to tend her father, and get swallowed up into a huge hug by them as Kiyo picked up one of the swords the men had wielded.  It was as standard narrow-bladed short sword, a common weapon in Ivalice because it was easy to conceal in a waistcoat, but this one was exceptionally well crafted.  It was high quality steel, and there were etchings along the blade.  This was no common footpad’s weapon.  She stepped over and picked up another weapon, a long-bladed dirk that was used to stab Denwald, and again, she noticed that the weapon was not something a street ruffian would use.


This was not a robbery.  This was an attempted assassination.

But that made little sense.  Baron Harren von Claress was a minor noble, whose lands encompassed barely a square league of farmland about a day’s ride south of the capital, which included a small hamlet known as Brookington.  It was a small farming village, with a population of less than a hundred.  The Baron’s income came primarily from his work in the King’s court, where he worked as a pubic works official.  The Baron’s job was to organize and carry out the infrastructure and civil engineering projects the king ordered, from paving streets to building walls around cities to constructing aqueducts and sewer systems, a job at which he excelled.  Baron Harren von Claress was a highly educated man when it came to public works, and he was a very good organizer, able to manage every aspect of such a project. 

Why would anyone want to kill the father of the Mistress?  He wasn’t important.  He wasn’t involved in crime.  He was a straight-laced by the rules man that was good at his job, but that job was admittedly a fairly important one.  Unless, maybe that was why he was targeted?  Was this someone trying to get a stickler for the rules out of the way?  That was possible.  This could be an attempt on the Baron by a criminal element because he wouldn’t take a bribe, or someone in the government making sure that someone that couldn’t be bribed also couldn’t tell anyone about someone that would.


This…this was something that could threaten the Mistress, so that meant that it was something she had to investigate.  And she had the feeling that she was going to have the time to do it. 

The maid Lewina returned with members of the city watch after being sent to get them, and they quickly took command of the situation.  They cleaned up the bodies and took statements from the family, then called in trained healers to tend Denwald, taking over from Ellia.  She sat on the sofa with Kiyo in her lap, hugging her tightly around the middle and often tucking her face into her blue hair, which betrayed how shaken she really was.  Kiyo tried to soothe her by holding the hands that were gripping her, sliding her tail up and down Ellia’s side almost like she was petting her, being the emotional support that a young teenage girl needed after she went through a traumatic experience.

Ellia was a talented magician, but she was still just a fourteen year old girl, and she’d never been in a situation like this.  So all things considered, it was entirely understandable that she was massively freaked out right now.  And if Kiyo could best serve her mistress by being her teddy bear, then that was exactly what she would be.


Ellia was her friend.  Ellia was her mistress.  Ellia was her mother.  Ellia was her goddess.  Kiyo belonged to her, heart, body, mind, and soul.  And never before had she felt that more keenly than at this moment, after facing a moment where she had to protect her mistress from harm.  She leaned back a little more against her, reveling in her attention and hoping that giving it soothed her.

After a while, after the bodies were cleaned up and the magicians that healed Denwald attended the rather gruesome job of using magic to remove all the bloodstains from the carpet and furniture, the late hour and the adrenalin crash finally got the best of Ellia.  Her head kept drooping and Kiyo felt the bond between them grow unstable as she got drowsy, so she patted her hands sharply enough to get her attention.  “Mistress Semvi, I think Mistress Ellia needs to go to bed,” she called.  “She’s about to fall over.”


Semvi was there in a flash, her hand on Ellia’s forehead.  “She used so much magic, and she’s using even more to keep Kiyo summoned.  She needs to rest,” she declared.


“I’m okay, Mom, really,” Ellia said in a weary voice.  “I don’t want to go to bed.”


“No, pumpkin.  Bed.  Now,” she ordered.  “I’ll sit with you, my baby girl.  I’ll be there while you sleep, to make sure you’re okay.”


“You don’t have to.”


“I want to.  Now come along.”


Kiyo followed along as Semvi walked with Ellia back up to her bedroom, then helped her into bed—while ignoring Ellia’s objections—and sat on the edge as Kiyo drifted up and then settled down, sitting demurely on the bed beside her.  She took Ellia’s hand as Semvi leaned over with a gentle, warm smile, brushing Ellia’s hair away from her face.  “You saved our lives, my beautiful girl,” she said in a soft voice.  “You saved us by sending Kiyo to protect us, and you saved Denwald with your magic.  You, my sweet girl, are a hero,” she smiled, tapping her on the nose.


“I didn’t mean to be,” she said.


“Heroes never look for chances to be heroes, love.  That’s what makes them heroes.”  She looked over to Kiyo, then gave her a strange look and put her hand on her head, pushing her ears down and to the sides.  “And you, Kiyo, have our eternal gratitude.  You protected us.”


“It was my honor, Mistress Semvi,” she replied modestly.

“Maybe now you’ll be nicer to her, Mom.  Kiyo is my best girl,” Ellia said with gentle warmth, reaching out and ruffling her hair.  Kiyo closed her eyes and leaned into her hand, eager for her attention.  “I’m so happy I have you, Kiyo.”


“I am your faithful familiar, Mistress,” she replied.  “Now you need to go to sleep.  I’ll be just a summon away when you wake up.”


“And I’ll be here to watch over you while you sleep,” Semvi added.

“I don’t think I can.”


“Close your eyes, my sweet girl, and you’ll be very surprised,” Semvi smiled down at her.


Ellia yawned, then held her hand out to Kiyo.  She took it and leaned down, snuggling against her.  “I’ve always wondered why you do that,” Semvi mused.


“Kiyo doesn’t like being dismissed,” Ellia answered.  “She’s always been afraid of it.  I wish I could keep her with me all the time, but it doesn’t work that way.  That’s why I never dismiss her, I always just fall asleep.”


“Why would that frighten you, Kiyo?  Don’t you just blink your eyes and you’re back here?”


“No,” she replied, closing her eyes and letting Ellia put her arm around her.  “When I’m dismissed, it’s like I don’t exist anymore.  But I know I don’t exist anymore.  I can’t move, I can’t see, I can’t hear, I can’t even think, but I’m aware.  All I can do is wait, wait for the Mistress to call me.  That place…it’s like an endless nothing.  And when I’m there, it makes me nothing.”

Semvi look at Kiyo with a bit of surprise, sitting fully upright.  “That’s not how it’s supposed to work,” she declared.  “You should be completely unaware of the time when you’re not summoned.  After all, you’re nothing but a magical construct.  You have the most developed personality I’ve ever seen in a construct, but the simple fact of the matter is, Kiyo, you’re not truly alive.  Because you’re not alive, you shouldn’t be aware of when you’re not actively summoned.  When you’re not summoned, as you put it, you don’t exist.  And since you simply don’t exist when not summoned, you should have no awareness of it.”

“Well, that’s not how it works with Kiyo,” Ellia said in a sleepy but sober voice.


“I think I’d like to discuss that with you tomorrow, Kiyo,” she said.  “I’m a little curious.  What you describe is nothing like how it works with my familiar.  Then again, my familiar has never exhibited any sort of unique personality.  It may related to why you’re different from every other familiar.”


Ellia yawned again, then pulled Kiyo a little tighter against her.  “I am sleepy,” she finally admitted.  “I promise I’ll summon you as soon as I wake up, Kiyo.  I won’t—it’ll be scary if you’re not here with me.”

“I will protect you, Mistress.”


“So formal,” she teased sleepily.


“I…it was the first time I ever had to protect you, Ellia.  It made me realize what you mean to me,” Kiyo told her earnestly, squeezing her hand.  “You are my friend, but you are my mistress.  And I am your faithful familiar.”


“I know you are. You are my best girl,” she replied in a dropping tone.  Kiyo pushed her face a tiny bit more against her side, then looked up in surprise when Semvi put a comforting hand on her back.  Semvi gave her a gentle, loving smile.


“It will be okay, Kiyo.  Rest.  Sleep.  I’ll take good care of her.  If you are aware in that place you go when you’re not summoned, take that with you.  May it comfort you as you wait to return.”

Kiyo gave her a grateful smile, then closed her eyes and rested her head on Ellia’s chest, feeling her breath lift and lower her head, hearing the beating of her heart through the covers and the nightshirt.  She was afraid, afraid of the nothing…but Mistress Semvi gave her hope.  She hoped that when she ceased to exist, the knowledge that Ellia, her Ellia, her Mistress, was alright would stay with her.

She felt the bond begin to waver.  Ellia was asleep, and the magic that kept her in this world had been cut off.  She gripped the blanket in her free hand as she began to feel cold, lethargic, and then the magic ceased.  It was time.

She felt herself tumble away from the world, tumble down into the unfathomable nothing.  And Mistress Semvi was right.  Knowing that Ellia was going to be alright, it made becoming nothing…tolerable.  Her Mistress was alright.  She was safe, and she was happy.  And that was all that mattered.


She took that with her as her body evaporated, and she ceased to exist.


Opening his eyes, taking a quick step forward as the echoes of the thunderclap reverberated off the walls, Ken felt a nearly indescribable relief as the biggest impression of what happened swirled around in his brain…Ellia had indeed been in trouble, and Kiyo had protected her.  Kiyo had saved her and her parents, and Ellia had saved Denwald’s life with her healing magic.

He knelt down and waited out the initial shock of return, breathing deeply to flush oxygen into his blood as he waited for his nerves to settle down enough to gain control over his body, then hurried to the house to get some glucose into his system before he passed out.  He flopped down into his recovery recliner—no danger of being summoned back anytime soon—and just rode the wave of the chaotic jumble of Kiyo’s memories, trying to piece together what happened.  It took him a little while, but eventually he managed to construct a timeline.  Ellia had summoned Kiyo after hearing something that frightened her, and it turned out that she was very, very right to do so.  Invaders had breached the house, stabbed Denwald, were threatening Ellia’s parents.  Kiyo attacked them, killed them all, saving Ellia’s parents.  She’d done it herself, Ellia had not used Kiyo as a conduit to use her magic remotely, which was something that magicians could do.  That was what made familiars so exceedingly dangerous in her world, since a familiar was usually summoned with the ability to fight physically, and while that was happening, the magician could cast spells through his familiar from a safe distance.  Using magic through a familiar was a highly advanced application, but it was something that Ellia could do; Ellia was young, but she was a very good magician, so she was more than capable of using that advanced technique.  Magicians could also tap into the senses of their familiar, see through their eyes and so on, and could communicate with them on a telepathic level.  Those are things that Ellia almost never did, because she didn’t think of Kiyo as a familiar.  Kiyo was her friend, her pet, and treating her like a magical servant, like an extension of herself instead of a separate being, seemed to go against that image Ellia held of her familiar.  She certainly knew how to do it, but she never did it unless she had a really good reason.

God, that was such a relief.  He knew Ellia through Kiyo’s memories, and he considered to be quite a lovely young lady…almost like a friend.  Kiyo did nothing that Ken would not have done himself were their positions reversed.  Kiyo had saved the day with her quick and decisive action, and Ellia had saved the day by having the presence of mind to summon Kiyo the instant she felt something was wrong.

He stayed up to continue piecing together the memories when he would usually go to sleep, so he sat in his chair trembling and spasming as he went through the mild neural shock of returning.  He got a better and better picture of the details of what happened, to the point where he felt he’d learned enough and could rest.  He ambled his way out of the house and into the tent, then laid down on his air mattress and took a cleansing breath as he scrubbed his hands over his face.  Ellia was going to summon Kiyo as soon as she woke up, which would be in about three or four days in his time, so he had a good couple of days to get things done.  He had the feeling that after this, he was going to be over there almost all the time, Ellia would keep Kiyo summoned as much as she possibly could for the comfort of the security that Kiyo offered.  She would feel safe with Kiyo there, and that was something that Semvi wasn’t going to argue about.  That would give Kiyo a chance to look into what happened, in a way that only a familiar could.  Ken caught the memory Kiyo had of the weapons, her suspicion that it was a directed attack and not some random home invasion and attempted robbery, and Ken was inclined to agree with her.  Kiyo’s powers were almost tailor made for skulking around and spying, so she could go hunt down who attacked her family while Ellia was doing her daily lessons.  She didn’t have to stay close to Ellia, so she’d have the freedom to go investigate. 

He wished he could help her.  Kiyo was smart, but she was inexperienced about that kind of thing, where Ken had had some twenty-odd years of dealing with spies, tailers, shadowy organizations targeting him, government interference, and even assassins.  He knew a lot about the cloak and dagger aspect of things, where Kiyo had only read books.

If he had Kiyo’s magical powers in the real world…God, the secrets he could unearth.  Just her invisibility alone would let him get into so many places, but her wraith form ability would mean that there would be no such thing as a locked door for him.  And if that wasn’t enough, her levitation meant that there was nothing he wouldn’t be able to reach.  There would be no shelf too high or no elevator shaft too deep that he wouldn’t be able to access.

He chased away Kiyo’s memories enough to consider something he hadn’t really considered before.  Magic didn’t work in this world, it had to come from the other world…but the bond between familiar and magician went both ways.  Was there some way he could tap that bond in order to access Ellia’s magic in the real world?  If he could tap into Ellia’s magic and pull it into the real world, he might be able to access Kiyo’s magical powers.  Ellia fueled them when Kiyo was over there…could she fuel them when he was over here?


It would be theoretically possible, he supposed.  Him being a familiar was all the proof he needed that magic could breach the real world, so all he’d need to figure out is how to access it.


Actually…there may be a way.  A magic circle.  What if he drew a magic circle?  He actually knew quite a bit about magic because of Kiyo, Ellia taught her all about it during their evening chat sessions and she’d absorbed a lot of it helping Ellia study.  He knew how circles worked, and knew that spells could be invoked by drawing the circle instead of forming it using magical potential.  In fact, the use of magic circles was common in high-order magic, since a magician could use a circle to cast a spell they may otherwise be unable to cast because it required more magic than they could channel at once.  It was called ritual magic, the use of inscribed magic circles to cast powerful spells.  There was one of them in Ellia’s manor, in a special room in the basement.  The magic circle was etched into the floor, and the spell being cast was drawn along the inside edge using the magical runes.  The circle invoked the magic, but the runes defined what that magic did.  A magician could literally write down a spell and cast it by using a circle, provided he could describe the function of the spell in the space available on the inside edge of the circle.  That description came in the form of the runes that were the language of magic, where every rune represented a concept rather than a word or letter, and by arranging the right runes in the right order, it instructed the circle on how to use the magic channeled.

That wasn’t how magic worked when it was cast by a magician.  In reality, there weren’t any real “spells” as most people would define them.  Magic was much more free-wheeling and versatile when cast by a magician since it depended on the magician’s imagination, not their ability to chant arcane words.  A magician envisioned what he wanted the spell to do, then channeled the magic to make it happen.  If their imagination was sharp enough and they had the strength to channel enough magic to make the spell go off, then it went off.  The big difference was, when a spell was cast using ritual magic, the creativity that allowed a magician to alter or influence how the spell worked was taken away.  A spell cast using a magic circle was the same every time, where a spell cast by a magician could be altered on the fly to suit the magician’s needs. So, ritual magic was standardized, where spellcasting was dynamic.  When it came to ritual magic, magicians had to learn the meanings of the 2,183 different and unique runes that represented ideas, concepts, processes, which had to be chained together into a “sentence” in an exacting order to create a magical effect.

Some magicians used the runes themselves as part of their spellcasting, just picturing the runes in their minds in the required order in order to produce a consistent effect, but those were the magicians that didn’t have the imagination to be able to envision the processes themselves.

Why couldn’t he do that?  He knew the runes that formed on the inside of the magic circle that summoned him, he’d seen them often enough on top of the fact that he had Kiyo’s memory of the runes from reading about them in Ellia’s books on magic.  He could at that moment get a piece of paper and draw the circle with the runes.  What he’d need to figure out, though, is how to make the circle access Ellia’s magical potential and draw her power into the real world, into him, which would empower his familiar powers.  And given the vast time difference, invoking Ellia’s magic for just a second on her world would empower his familiar magic here for twenty seconds.


What would he need to do it?  Blood.  His blood.  The medium used to inscribe the circle and runes had to be magically charged or formed by magic, and since the only things that were magical in the real world were familiars, then it would take a familiar’s blood to draw the circle.  Over there it was easy to make permanent circles because they could just use magically enchanted tools to inscribe them or etch them, but over here, his only real option would be using his own blood to draw a circle on a solid surface, and it would have to be big enough for him to stand within the central pentagon formed by the pentagram at the center, since he would be the recipient of the spell.  The spell’s recipient or target had to be within the center of the pentagram for it to be affected. That was why, when a magician cast a spell over on the other side, their hands or body were within the center of the pentagram formed around them, because it placed them within the center of the circle and thus granted them the ability to use and control the spell they cast.  Even if the spell’s effect manifested somewhere else, the spell had to originate from the magician, so the circle formed around them, not the target.  But for ritual magic, it worked differently, which was why the target had to be within the center of the circle drawn to enact the magic.

The tricky part was going to be activating it.  Just drawing the circle wouldn’t do anything, he had to find a way to activate it.  Exactly how he would activate it, he wasn’t sure, but there had to be a way.  He was connected to Ellia through the familiar bond, he just needed to find a way to touch Ellia’s magic through it and use it to empower the spell he inscribed using a circle.


It was something worth pursuing, but he’d have to be really damn careful.  If the general population found out that familiars could use magic in the real world, it may cause a complete panic.  They may just murder any familiar instantly once they were sent back, keep them dead as much as possible, since the weakness of a familiar was that if they were dead when they were summoned, they returned to the original place where they were first summoned when they were dismissed by their masters.  If they found out exactly where that was, they could build a death trap at that location that more or less instantly killed the familiar when they returned to the real world.

For Ken, that location was actually the sand pit.  He’d been mowing the lawn the first time he’d been summoned, so his “home point” to use a term was right here.  It was why he was so anal about keeping his property, because his initial summoning location was on the property, and that gave him control over it.  If the New Agers discovered where his home point was, they could just put a few guys with guns here to mow him down when he was sent back, over and over and over, for however many centuries he would be Ellia’s familiar.

It was something to study and consider.  If anything, it gave him something to do, given he was going to be around for a long, long, long time.  He was effectively immortal so long as Ellia lived, and between the fact that she was only fourteen and how time moved much slower in the real world, that meant that he could very well still be around in the year 3020…hell, maybe even 4020.  Magicians in Ellia’s world had very long life spans, as they could use magic to extend their lives or slow or even reverse their aging.  It wasn’t a stretch to think that she may live for another hundred years, which was two thousand years for Ken.


So, if anything, he had time to figure it out.  And unlike virtually every other familiar, he knew enough about magic from his time with Ellia that he could come up with something that might actually work.


There was one other thing that he noticed.  The warning he tried so desperately to pass on to Kiyo just before the change began had reached her.  She had been summoned with a feeling that something was wrong and was on her guard, which was one reason why she acted so decisively when confronted with Ellia’s uncertain fear.  Ken had focused every iota of his attention and strength into “shouting” that warning to Kiyo just before he surrendered to her, and it had worked.  It hadn’t passed on the message with clarity, but enough of the meaning behind the warning had passed to Kiyo that she benefitted from it.  That was a little strange, since he and Kiyo were separate personalities, and in those who suffered from dissociation, or multiple personalities, the personalities couldn’t communicate with each other.  But then again, he wasn’t suffering from a mental condition, his dissociation was caused by magic, so perhaps he and Kiyo weren’t as separate as he’d always believed.  Maybe there was some way to communicate with her, and if so, then he could help her unravel the mystery before her about who attacked her family and why.  Ken was convinced that it was an assassination attempt, and given his own life would be impacted by what was going on over there, he very much wanted to help.  Besides, he’d very much like to be able to talk to Kiyo, if only to explain to her what happened when she went into hibernation, when she surrendered to Ken when he came back from the other world.  Maybe if she knew what was really going on, she wouldn’t be so afraid of being dismissed.  Outside of that, he’d like to talk to her just to talk to her.  He was very fond of Kiyo, just as he was very fond of Ellia.  Kiyo wasn’t him, but he and her shared a very special bond as two individuals sharing the same life, the same soul.  They were two sides of the same coin, and he had long thought it was a bit of a raw deal for her that he was aware of Kiyo, but Kiyo was not aware of him.  Kiyo didn’ t have the comfort of knowing that when she was dismissed, she didn’t simply cease to exist.  She just went to sleep for a while and allowed Ken to take over once they were returned home.

Maybe if she was aware of Ken, she wouldn’t be so afraid of being dismissed.  She’d know that she didn’t simply cease to exist, and that she wasn’t just a magical creation.  It may bring her peace and comfort, and since Ken very much cared about Kiyo, that was important to him.
