Chapter 2

He hadn’t really known what to expect of Miranda’s friend Kerri, but he was certainly not expecting what graced him when she and her bodyguard were brought into his study the next morning.

For one, since the only Wikuni he’d ever seen was Miranda, he expected the others to look generally like her, but they did not.  Kerri was obviously a fox, but the very tall, lanky bodyguard, Skairn, was some kind of cat with tan fur that had random black-rimmed brown spots all over.  He’d honestly thought that all Wikuni were minks, so finding out that there were different, well, tribes of Wikuni was a bit of a surprise.  He was also surprised that this vixen queen was decidedly petite.  She was nearly a head shorter than him and didn’t even come up to her bodyguard’s collarbones.  She was shorter than Jiriki, who hadn’t even come into his full height yet as a man.  She was attractive, in a fuzzy fox-like kind of way, with lucid amber eyes and an elegant, sharp muzzle that had pattern fox coloration.  She also surprised him in that she wore no jewelry at all except for a single golden ring on her hand, one that had been there for so long it had worn the fur off of her finger, and a ring that was surprisingly plain and nondescript for a monarch.  Her dress was silk and expertly tailored, but it was clearly a traveling dress, so that meant that it was fairly simple, sturdy, and designed for movement, not attracting approving eyes.


The bodyguard was an entirely different story.  He was very tall, almost surprisingly tall, and looked very lanky, wiry, and raw-boned.  He had a large double headed battle axe slung behind his back, so big that he didn’t look strong enough to wield it, and wore only a few pieces of obvious armor in a half-breastplate that ended at his mid-abdomen and metal guards on his forearms and shins, leaving the rest of his body garbed only in what looked like a military uniform.  He was some kind of cat, but his face and muzzle had a different shape from a house cat, stockier, his ears were round instead of pointed, and his eyes didn’t have vertically slitted pupils, either.  He had a nick taken out of his round left ear and an obvious scar marring the fur on the right side of his muzzle and cheek, clear signs that this very tall, lean man was a warrior.

Polin greeted her after coming around the desk, accepting her curtsy and bowing to her in return to respect her status as a fellow monarch, then he took her offered hand as Miranda filed into the office behind them.  “Polin, may I introduce Keritanima-chan Eram, queen of Wikuna,” Miranda called.  “Kerri, this is Polin Aresson, king of Volinia.”


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, your Majesty,” she said in a clear, lucid, rich voice, speaking fluent Volinian.  “Miranda’s told me a whole lot about you in the last half hour or so as she hustled us over here.”


Polin chuckled.  “I hope she didn’t overly inconvenience you, your Majesty,” he replied.  “She said that you’d enjoy coming along on our trip.”


“Oh, I will,” she said with an honest smile.  “I’ve been all but looking for an opportunity to take a vacation, and Miranda shows up out of nowhere with this off the wall but very interesting proposition.  We’re going to tour your kingdom so you can look over prospective wives from among your nobility?”


“As well as take a personal look at several projects I have going in various parts of the kingdom,” he nodded.  “And might you introduce me to your formidable-looking protector?”


“Margrave Skairn Lokello, your Majesty,” Miranda introduced.  “Officer in Her Majesty’s Royal Army and Sworn Protector of the Realm, which is a title held by those allowed to escort her Majesty as her bodyguard.”

“Your Majesty,” he said in a strong voice, bowing.


“It’s good to meet you.  My captain of the guard, Colonel Shaw, will no doubt wish to speak to you in regard to coordinating your duties as guards during this tour.”


“Miranda has extensively briefed me on the situation, sir, so I’m already well informed,” he answered professionally.  “I’ll certainly need to speak to Colonel Shaw, but at least we won’t have to go over the basics.  I’m certain that I’ll have little trouble falling in to the overall security plan.”


“You can discuss matters with him before we leave, which will be after breakfast,” he answered.


“Yes, we saw the wagon train forming up in the courtyard.  A bit lean for a king,” Kerri said.


“I’m not afraid of roughing it, your Majesty,” he replied.  “And I made it clear that I want a minimal entourage for this tour, so it doesn’t slow us down.  One of those wagons will be your quarters as we travel.  They’re used by a race of nomadic peoples known as the Ravea that are common on the continent, and the wagons we have are all of Ravea make, so they are sturdy and dependable.  The Ravea live out of their wagons, which are literally small homes on wheels.”


“I’m familiar with the concept,” she nodded.  “There are tribes of Godani and Nyrian nomads that also live out of traveling wagons.  And they look surprisingly similar to yours.”


“It sounds like if two different people on different worlds came up with the same design, it must be a very good design,” he mused.


Her eyes seemed to light up a bit.  “That’s an intriguing observation, your Majesty, I think I’m going to enjoy getting to know you better,” she said brightly.


“I think we can drop the titles, your Majesty,” he chuckled.  “I’d be just fine with you using just my name.  After all, Miranda is one of my good friends and she’s one of your friends.”


“That works for me, Polin.  I’ve never been all that fond of long, silly titles among friends,” she said in a relaxed voice.


They turned when the door opened, and Rex strode in with Jiriki and Telven, who was again in his armor.  Kerri gave a little squeal of delight and threw herself into Rex’s arms, giving him a strong hug.  “You look silly like that!” she accused.

“I attract much less attention,” he returned.  “How are you, deshaida?”


“Fine, and quite intrigued by this trip,” she answered.  “I must admit, I all but fell over myself saying yes when Miranda came and offered me the chance to come along.  I’ve been cooped up in the palace for far too long!”


“She said you were getting a little stir crazy,” he answered.  “Did Faalken throw a tantrum over not coming?”

She laughed.  “Just a little bit, but he can’t just leave the Tower during the Initiate,” she replied.  “At least this time you’re not sneaking off on one of your crazy missions without me!  I’m your sister, you silly boy, you were supposed to invite me before Miranda!  She’s just the maid, after all!”


Polin had to laugh when Miranda swatted the petite fox-person on the butt, making her tail jerk to the side.  “Ow!  Miranda!” she protested.


“Brats get spanked,” Miranda returned shamelessly.


“Are you ready to handle this problem child, Skairn?” Rex asked the cat-like Wikuni.


“I’m always ready to serve her Majesty, your Highness,” he replied strongly.


“Highness?” Polin asked.


“Rex is a prince, Polin, for two separate kingdoms,” Miranda said lightly.  “His grandfather was a king among the Ungardt, and he’s an officially adopted brother to Kerri, so that makes him a prince under Wikuni law.”


“Rex.  Ah,” Skairn said.


“That’s how I’m known here, Skairn.  Arterrus Rex, Captain in the Volinian army and special officer in service to King Polin,” Rex told him directly.


“I’ll remember that.  Hello, Telven.  You’ve grown fully into your armor,” he greeted.

“Thanks, Skairn,” he chuckled.  “How have you been?”


“Busy,” he replied.  “I’ll have a lot of work to do when we get back.”


“Oh?  Why?” Telven asked.


“He earned a promotion to Major and will be commanding a special operations unit, so he’s returning to the field,” Kerri answered for him.  “He’s been commanding a training unit for new recruits and was going to finish out his tour with his current training class before transferring, but now he’ll be moving as soon as we get back.”


“Really?  Congratulations!” Telven said earnestly.  “You certainly weren’t a Captain for very long!” he added with a laugh.


“Competence is rewarded in my army,” Kerri said easily.  “And Skairn is one of my best officers.”


“I am but a humble servant to my Queen,” he replied, a tiny bit awkwardly.


“He turned out pretty well after we ground off his rough edges,” Rex said casually, which made Skairn look at him and smile a little.


“Well, now that we’re all here, would you like some breakfast?” Polin offered.  “We’ll be leaving right afterward.”


“It would be dinner for us, but I’m hungry, so it works out for me,” Kerri declared.  “It’s late afternoon back home.”


“Well, I hope my chefs meet with your approval, Kerri,” he said easily, making a motion with his arm.  “If you’d follow me?”


After a large, filling breakfast to fuel them for the day of travel to come, the guards organized the wagon train and prepared to move out.  Telven retrieved his horse from a nearby stable, riding in on a truly monstrous black steed that had a few small pieces of armor attached to its saddle, and there were buckles and straps that made it clear that there was even more barding that could be attached to it.  The horse was tall, but it was also wide-chested and burly, which meant that it was a horse far more suited for stamina than speed.  This was clearly a war horse, bred to be powerful and trained to not panic in battle.  Rex took a few steps to the side and put his fingers to the corner of his mouth, the let out a nearly painfully loud keening whistle that made Polin nearly smile in eagerness. That was how he called Fury.  As Kerri and Skairn inspected the mounts the Royal stable brought out for them, the huge black winged horse appeared over the castle wall in the distance, then swooped down and landed at a gallop.  She folded her wings and trotted over to them, and Polin couldn’t resist meeting her at the edge of the group, holding his hand out to her.  “Fury, it’s so good to see you again!” he said in a happy voice.  She trotted right up to him and nearly knocked him down with her snout, which made him laugh as he steadied against her bullying push and stroked her chin and cheek.  “I’m not so easy to push around now, you big meanie,” he said teasingly.  In answer, she stomped a hoof almost dangerously close to his foot, as if to warn him that there were many ways she could bully him.

“I see you’ve met her before,” Kerri noted from her white stallion, after Skairn lifted her up into the saddle.


“I learned how to ride a flying horse with her help,” he replied as he stroked her muzzle and nose.  “Much as I love Sungold, Fury holds a special place in my heart because she helped me so much.”


“Fury likes him,” Rex noted from the side as he set down her saddle, pulled seemingly from nowhere.


“I’m not sure that’s a good sign,” Kerri said lightly, which caused the black horse to snort a bit of smoke and turn her head towards the petite queen.  “What, you like me, so that just proves that you’re a bad judge of character,” she told the horse with a grin.


“That’s the truth,” Miranda teased.  “She taught me everything I know about being a spy, thief, assassin, and general all around scoundrel,” she told Polin with a wink.


“Even queens need hobbies,” she replied playfully.


“You’re much more earthy than most of the monarchs here, Kerri.  None of them would even joke about something like that. They pretend to be perfect paragons, which really just annoys me.  I mean, we’re all still just people.”


“She’s not joking,” Rex said as Fury came over to him and opened a wing to let him saddle her.  “Wikuni politics were an absolute cesspool of intrigue, murder, and deceit before she took the throne.  They made Glavia look like a monastic order by comparison.  She’s done a great deal to scour that out of them, but it required her to beat them all at their own game in order to get where she is now.”


“Now that sounds like quite the story,” he said.


“We’ll have plenty of time for me to tell it to you,” she replied with a smile on her muzzle.


They started out not long after Rex finished saddling Fury, riding through the city with an army escort, and then starting out without them once they were outside the walls.  The host had fifteen wagons, a hundred guards, and several court functionaries like the Baroness, men and women that needed to stay close to him to do their jobs in service to the kingdom.  Shaw and Jerrik rode to each side of Polin, Kerri, and Skarin, Polin riding beside her to get to know her better…and wow.  She was as intelligent as Tarrin said!  After just an hour of conversation as they traveled to the northwest, it was abundantly clear to him that this Keritanima-chan Eram was, by far, one of the smartest people he’d ever met.  While some people could conceal their lack of education or even dull wit behind carefully practiced words, the fluency of her mind was as apparent as the noontime sun.  After just the most basic conversation about his kingdom, learning about it in the most basic generalities, she was able to home in on its strengths and weaknesses, its economics and its defensive situation, almost effortlessly.  And the more pieces of the puzzle she was supplied, the more specific and correct her observations.  He gave Rex something of a surprised look well into their conversation, and the white-haired man just gave him the slightest of smiles and an expression that said I told you so.

After barely an hour of talking to her, Polin could say that he really liked her.  She was a queen, but she was also a person, not afraid to laugh at herself a little bit, with a rich sense of humor and an easygoing way about her that was a result of her unshakeable confidence and competence.  This was a woman comfortable wearing her crown, comfortable in her own skin, and smart enough to handle any problem thrown at her.  Gods above, her kingdom was lucky to have her sitting on its throne.


They began with the basic overview of the kingdom, and before he even knew it, he and the Baroness were deeply involved with her in the discussion of trade commodities and trade routes to their neighboring kingdoms.  They then started more or less chatting about anything that crossed their minds, and Polin took that opportunity to do a little digging for some information he’d been curious about since he met Tarrin.  But before he could guide the conversation in that direction, Selvea asked something that was clearly on her own mind.  “How many different tribes of Wikuni are there?” she asked.  “Did your various tribes fight before you were unified?”

“Tribes?  Oh, the fact we’re different,” Kerri noted easily.  “We don’t have tribes, Selvea.  Even though we all look different, we’re all a single people, with a single origin.  We look different because of magic, not because of bloodlines or ancestry.  My husband is a badger, and our son is a tiger,” she supplied.


“We look like we do because our gods made us like this,” Miranda expanded.  “The reason why is a very long story, but the very short of it is that our gods changed us a long time ago into what we are now.”


“Why would they?” Selvea asked.


“To visibly separate us from our cousin races,” Kerri answered.  “They wanted us to start over, start fresh, so they changed how we look to sever us completely from our past.”

“Goodness.  That seems…extreme,” she mused.


“They were extreme times,” Rex said from the side.  “It was the end of a period known as the Blood War, a war that left our world in ruins and took our ancestors centuries to recover.  The ancestors of the Wikuni were changed by their gods to help them forget the trauma of the war, the horrors of the past, to allow them to start over with hope in their hearts instead of despair over what they lost.”


“That seems, well, more reasonable, but still, it seems a drastic thing to do to completely change an entire people.  The shock must have taken them years to get over.”


“Drastic was commonplace at that time in our world’s history,” Kerri supplied.  “Nearly four fifths of all sentient beings in our world were dead, entire continents were nothing but smoldering ruins, and the survivors were all traumatized by the devastation they’d just endured,” she said soberly.  “In the face of such extreme conditions, our gods made extreme decisions.”

“The Blood War was not a war of any scale you can comprehend, Baroness,” Skairn told her.  “It’s better described as a cataclysm, a catastrophe, than as a war.  Imagine your entire world embroiled in a war for its very survival, with your opponents being literal demons from hell that have breached your world and have swarmed into it seeking to exterminate every living thing within it.  Hundreds of thousands dying every single day.  Battles between armies that number in the millions raging for days and days on tortured fields.  Continents devastated to the point where they’re no longer able to support life.  Entire races of peoples exterminated, and now nothing but memory.  Scars in the world itself so deep that to this day, there are places in our world that are cursed, twisted by the immense magicks unleashed there.  Imagine lush forests turned to barren deserts, the smoke of the fires blotting out the sun for years, leading to famine, of fields so carpeted with bones that they’re deeper than you are tall.  That is what the Blood War was, and even to this day, some five thousand years since, the peoples of our world remember it as if it were yesterday.”


“Mercy of Tarvis,” Jerrik breathed.


“It took centuries for our ancestors to recover,” Kerri repeated.  “Of what few survived the war, over half of them died in the famines and plagues caused by the uncountable numbers of unburied dead that ravaged the world after they beat back the Demons and saved the world.  We won the war, but it came at a cost I don’t think you can really understand.  The world that rose from the ashes was nothing like the world that was consumed by the fire.”


“So, in the face of that kind of world-altering trauma, the idea that our gods would change us to keep us from falling into despair isn’t all that much of a shock,” Miranda said.  “Besides, I rather like myself this way, so I’m not complaining.  I look silly as a human,” she said lightly, breaking the suddenly somber mood.

“Can you imagine not having a tail?  Bizarre,” Kerri agreed with a smile.  “How do you untailed people not constantly fall over without your tail balancing you?”


“Practice,” Polin said dryly, which elicited some chuckles.


“How many peoples are in your world, your Majesty?” Shaw asked.  “We’ve met your people and the tiny blue ones, the fairies.”


“More than I can easily say, Colonel,” she replied.  “There are dozens.  Maybe hundreds.  But among the most populous, there are three.  Humans are the most populous, followed by us Wikuni, and then the Vendari.  But there are so many kinds of humans that many of them are peoples unto themselves, vastly different from other humans.  An Ungardt and an Arakite are both humans, but they look so different from one another that you’d almost think they were different peoples.  Ungardt are shockingly tall people with very pale skin and hair, where Arakites are slim, short, willowy people with brown skin and black hair.  They look absolutely nothing alike, but both are humans.”

“The Ravea are swarthy of skin and have dark hair, but are just as human as we,” Selvea said.  “So disparity among humans isn’t a phenomenon restricted to your own world, your Majesty.”


“And who are they?”


“They’re vagabonds, nomads, they live in traveling troupes using wagons like that one as homes on wheels,” she answered, pointing behind them.  “They’re skilled craftsmen and traders, coming into a town or village and selling their wares or doing repairs of homes and buildings, but they’re also well known for their skills in music and dancing and often entertain the towns and villages or teach the musical arts to the interested they visit with their performances while their craftsmen do their work.  Most any Volinian gladly welcomes a Ravea band coming into town, for their goods are always of highest quality and they bargain most fairly for both their goods and their offered services, from making clothes to teaching villagers to sing, dance, or play instruments.  They are among the best tailors, weavers, and leatherworkers on the continent, as well as having some of the most skilled masons and carpenters.  They use the time not moving to produce their textiles and leather wares to sell to their hosts as their masons and carpenters complete projects for the residents of the towns they visit, they bring lively music and dancing to the villages they visit, then they move on to the next town when the work is done.”


“It’s a bit of an irony that the Ravea are masters of building buildings they don’t use,” Polin chuckled.  “History says they began as journeyman masons from the northern continent that moved from town to town, building buildings and walls, and that the nomadic way became their lifestyle over time.  They are always welcome when they visit Volinia.  Ravea masons are the best in the business, hands down.”  He paused.  “Ungardt.  You’ve mentioned them before,” he realized.


“Rex is Ungardt, at least the real him is,” Kerri told him with a smile.  “I’m sure you know that how Rex looks isn’t who he really is.”


“Yes, I knew that,” Polin said as both Jerrik and Baroness Selvea gave Rex an appraising look.


“You’ve already seen how I look as an Ungardt, cub,” Rex told him.  “Remember when I brought you your swords?  That’s more or less how I really look.”


“You mean that long braid is real?”  Polin asked.


“My real one is longer, since in reality I’m much taller than that.  I shorten myself to make it easier for me to get under doorframes,” he replied evenly.

“Braids are a cultural tradition among the Ungardt,” Kerri told him.  “Most Ungardt have incredibly thick hair because they’re from a subarctic climate, so they keep it long to help keep their heads warm.  The braid keeps their hair from causing them any problems, plus they use it as a sort of intimidation tactic,” she chuckled.  “Since you look like a man trained in fighting, what does someone with hair that long tell you?”

“They’re not afraid of someone trying to grab it,” he replied immediately.


“Exactly,” Skairn said.  “The Ungardt are renowned on our world for their fighting ability.  Nobody in their right mind picks a fight with the Ungardt.”


“Didn’t you take lessons in the axe from Rex’s mother?” Miranda asked.


He nodded.  “I’ve never seen anyone more skilled with an axe,” he said glowingly.  “I just had to learn from her.  Thankfully, her Majesty convinced Mistress Elke to help me improve my technique.”


“Mother?  Women fight among the Ungardt?” Selvea asked.


“There’s no difference between men and women in Ungardt society,” Rex said.  “Our women are just as skilled in fighting as our men, and do all the same jobs.  Any man that treated a woman like an inferior would get his face smashed in short order.”


“Their women and men are the same size, and are just as strong,” Skairn added.  “So they stand as equals in their society.  Mistress Elke is just as tall as I am.”


Selvea whistled lightly.  “I’ve never heard of a woman that size,” she mused.

“That’s why Ungardt are so different from other humans on our world,” Kerri chuckled.  “And also why nobody messes with them.”


“You seem a bit distracted, Rex,” Miranda noted, looking over at him.


“We’re being followed,” he replied without looking around.


“There are Larks shadowing our party,” Polin said.


“They aren’t Larks.  I pegged them before we left Volin,” he answered, turning his head very slightly, looking out of the corner of his eye.  He raised an arm, hand out and fingers spread, then he closed his fist in a sudden motion and made a yanking motion.  There was a blur and a flash of light, and a figure just seemed to appear out of nowhere and land on the ground to the side of them, dropping down onto its backside on the ground.  Polin blinked, and then laughed brightly when he saw Phandebrass sitting on the grass, his conical hat askew and covering one eye.


“I say, that was uncalled for, Captain!” he complained, putting his hat back to rights.  There was a strange disc of light, and Lady Kyrienna stepped through it.


“You should know better than to try that, Phandebrass,” Rex told him as Kyrienna reached down to help her husband stand.  “What are you doing here?”

“We’re following up on some of our research, Captain,” Kyrienna answered.  “We honestly had no idea you were here.  We were going to stop by and say hello to Polin, but he wasn’t in the castle.  So we were using the border ethereal to see if he was out on a ride.”

“I say, Kerri!  What are you doing here, my dear?” Phandebrass asked.


“Polin invited us on a tour of his kingdom,” she replied with a toothy smile.


“Ah, you’ll enjoy it, you will, Volinia is a lovely country!” he said as he brushed any possible dirt off the seat of his dark brown robe.  “Did Polin invite you as well, Rex?”

“I’m here on business, Phandebrass,” he replied.  “Polin asked my help vetting potential wives.”


“Ah.  Wise thinking, your Majesty,” he smiled.


“Now, what are you doing here?  Did someone talk you into coming looking for me?”


“I say, we had no idea you were here, we didn’t,” he answered.  “We came to do some follow up research on the vortex, as well as experiment with a new spell we designed that harnesses positive energy and reshapes it to mimic spell effects.  It’s much safer to do it near the vortex than go to the positive plane.”


“Just slightly,” Rex grunted.


“We haven’t been back to Sennadar in rides,” Kyrienna told them.  “We’ve been doing some research in the inner planes, studying the magical energy currents that cross through the ethereal between inner planes that aren’t directly touching.  It was for the new spell we want to test.”


“That does sound like you’ve been busy,” Rex said.


“Well, if you’re not terribly busy, perhaps you’d like to come along with us?” Polin asked.  “We haven’t talked in over a year, Phandebrass.”


“I say, capital idea!” he replied.  “And if they’re looking for him, I dare say Captain Rex would rather have us here so we can’t bring anyone back with us!”


“Mist decided to part ways before they reached the violent stage,” Miranda told him.


“Ah.  I see why the Captain would prefer to be left alone,” he replied, which made Kyrienna chuckle softly.  “I could see one of them trying to threaten us into bringing her here.  You know how the females get when Rex is unclaimed.”


“Yes, I think us staying here would be best, if only to avoid being constantly harassed,” Kyrienna agreed with a smile.  “Right now they’re probably hunting anyone they know can travel off world.”


“Why do you think I’m here, Kyri?” Miranda said with a cheeky grin.  “Besides, we’re on an important mission here.  We’re helping Polin look for a suitable woman to be his queen.”


“I thought you’d have married by now, Polin,” Kyrienna said.


“I was going about it the wrong way,” he answered her.  “I’m certain that between Rex, Miranda, and her Majesty here, we can find me a wife that will be both good for me and good for Volinia.”


“Of that I have no doubt,” she said calmly.  “I’m surprised to see you here, Keritanima, but it’s a pleasant one.  We haven’t had the chance to catch up in some time.”


“That’s your fault, Kyri, you’re always running around out here in the multiverse.”


“That’s my specialty as a mage, Keritanima,” she smiled.  “I can’t learn more about other worlds if I’m not visiting them, can I?”

“I think she has you there, Kerri,” Telven noted lightly.


“Oh hush, Tel,” she retorted shortly.


“Shaw, can you have them bring up spare mounts for Master Phandebrass and Lady Kyrienna?” Polin asked.


“That’s quite alright, Captain, we have our own,” she said mildly.


“Nothing exotic, Kyri,” Rex warned.


“They’re quite mundane, Captain, don’t worry,” Phandebrass said.  “We’ve picked up some tricks in space magic from a world we visited some time ago.  We keep horses in a spatial pocket that we use when we need to blend in.”

“They don’t die?” Polin asked.

“No, Polin, the space inside is life-sustaining.  It even has grass and water,” Kyrienna answered.  “We learned a variety of space spells from a world we visited two years ago.  They specialized in the field.”


“Yes, it was very much worth our time to study their advances in space magic,” Phandebrass agreed.  “We’ve even moved into a permanent extradimensional pocket that we can access anywhere we go.  I say, it’s made things much more convenient, our home is always a spell away no matter where we are.”

Kyrienna chanted in the language of magic and then threw some kind of dust in the air.  The dust swirled into a circle, then ignited into magical light, forming a portal into what looked like a flat prairie grassland.  Phandebrass entered it, then a moment later, he led out two chestnut horses, one solid and one with white socks on its front hooves.  “And here we are,” he declared amiably.  “Give me a moment, our saddles are in another storage spell.”  After a few moments, he retrieved the saddles from a circle of magic, saddled them, and they were again on their way, now with two more members of the retinue.  Polin spent quite a bit of time catching up with the two mages since they’d finished the school project, learning what they’d been up to since the last time they visited, which was a little over a year ago.  They stopped for lunch still catching up, then were on the move again as clouds moved in from the west, but didn’t threaten rain.

Once Phandebrass and Kyrienna were engaged with Kerri, Polin made a point of riding beside Rex, who was at the head of the formation with Jiriki.  Rex gave him a glance, but his expression didn’t change.  “So, which question about the secrets of the universe did you have on your mind?” he asked without preamble.


Polin laughed.  “Only the biggest one there is,” he replied.  “Back when you came to talk to me, you said that the thing you call the Balance exists to advance the purpose of the universe.  So, what is the purpose of the universe?  If the Balance advances it, then you must know it.”


He looked at him again, then chuckled.  “You certainly waste little time, cub,” he said as Jiriki and Telven looked at Rex.  “Most people ask me what the meaning of life is.  Those who know who I really am, anyway,” he added lightly.


“They’re not the same?”


“They’re related, but not the same,” he replied.  “The meaning of life, simply put, is for life to have meaning.  That’s all there is to it.  As to the universe, well, that’s a little more complicated, but also just as simple at the same time.”


“Which is?”


He smiled as he glanced over at him.  “The universe, or the multiverse if you want to get technical, exists for one reason and one reason only, cub.  So you can touch the stars,” he answered.  “Everything exists for one purpose, cub, and that’s for mortals to discover their ultimate potential.  The one that created all of reality wants to see how far you can go, what heights you can attain, without His direct help.  In short, cub, He wants us to be the absolute best that we can be, but to do it on our own, to show Him how far we can go.  The Balance exists to foster the proper environment for us mortals to learn and grow, to motivate us to improve.  He watches, observes, puts in a gentle hand here and there in order to ensure that our environment to grow is optimal, like a farmer tending his fields, but doesn’t directly interfere.  After all, that would defeat the purpose for which the universe exists, which is us reaching our ultimate potential on our own, without His help.”

“That’s it?  We exist so this creator can…watch what we do?”


“Not entirely.  He does watch, but what He wants most of all is for mortals to show Him how those with unlimited potential can express that potential, what heights they can achieve.  Mortals have truly unlimited potential, cub.  I told you once that nothing is impossible.  That’s not a metaphor.  Cub, nothing is impossible,” he said strongly.  “Not for you mortals.  There is no limit to what you can do, what you can achieve, if you work hard enough, if you want it bad enough.  That is what He is doing.  He wants to see what you do with the gift of limitless potential He has given you.  What you build.  What you become.  What heights you achieve.  Like any good father, He wants His children to become the best they can be, to exceed His expectations and surprise Him with what they achieve.”

Polin was quiet a long moment, digesting that.  “Why do you say you instead of us?”


“Because I’m no longer a part of that system,” he answered.  “When I accepted my mission to serve the Balance, I was taken out of it.  I’m no god, cub, but I’m also no longer a mortal, at least as you would define it.  I exist outside of that system now.  My job now isn’t to achieve my own ultimate potential, it’s to ensure that others have the proper environment and tools they need in order to achieve theirs.  I am a farmhand on the farm, to use the same metaphor.  I do that both by maintaining the Balance and by teaching mortals some of the things I’ve learned.  I’m allowed to do that,” he said with a slight smile, looking over at Polin.  “It’s not considered cheating, or a threat to the Balance.  Mortals are allowed to learn anything they want to learn, can learn, even if it’s someone like me teaching them that exists outside the Balance.  After all, to not teach you means that I am violating your free will, and I’m not allowed to do that.”


“That’s why you teach Jula,” he realized.  “Because she asked you to.”


“No more, no less,” he confirmed.  “I’m not allowed to tell others what they can or can’t do, cub, it threatens the Balance.  They must be free to make their own decisions, their own choices, or the entire reason that the universe exists becomes moot.  Jula is a bit of a gray area because she’s my daughter and I can command her as her father, but I won’t use that position of authority to go against her free will, not when it comes down to her achieving her ultimate potential.  When it comes to that, my own feelings can’t get in the way of the job I do.  The ideal that I serve is bigger than I am, and it must always take precedence.”


“Kind of a heavy thing to learn, isn’t it?” Telven asked lightly.  “Sometimes I wish I didn’t ask that question myself.”


“Indeed, but it’s also quite…inspiring, knowing that the totality of reality exists so that we may become better, so we may improve in any way we wish,” Jiriki agreed.  “It motivates me even more in my daily lessons, knowing that I can achieve anything so long as I work hard enough.  That nothing is beyond my grasp,” he said, reaching a hand out as if to grab that ultimate prize.  “It certainly inspired Father,” he added with a chuckle.  “When Lord Rex explained that truth to him, he became even more committed to improving his fighting arts.”


“Tsukatta is more or less the perfect example of why the universe exists,” Rex agreed mildly.  “He has gone beyond the usual restrictions of mortal man and has entered the realm of the superhuman, and that is exactly why the universe was made.  So mortals can demonstrate what they can do with the gift of limitless potential.”


“And that’s why there’s no such thing as the future, as fate or destiny,” Polin blurted.  “It would…if there was a future, then there would be no potential for unlimited growth.  Mortals would forever be, be restricted by the chains placed on them by their pre-ordained destiny.”


“I’ve told you before that you’re a very smart cub, Polin, and you just proved it,” Rex told him approvingly.  “That is exactly why fate cannot be allowed to come to be, because it would corrupt the very purpose of the universe.  But since nothing is impossible, that means that the potential for fate coming into existence is always there.  And that’s why Entropy exists.  It serves as a counter to the potential for fate, ensuring that the universe is not locked down a single path and thus removing the ability of mortals to grow beyond defined boundaries.”


“So, this potential for fate is almost like it’s part of the Balance?” Polin asked.


“It is,” he affirmed.  “The Balance represents all primal forces in the multiverse, cub, even those that would see the Balance be completely destroyed in favor of something else.”

“That’s like a cosmic irony, a force trying to destroy the Balance being a part of it.”


“You’re not the first person to say that,” Rex chuckled.


“Soooo, if you can’t tell me no if I want to learn something,” Polin drawled lightly.  “That means you’ll teach me how you do that trick where you change the flow of time?”


Telven burst out laughing.  “Sure, cub, I’ll teach you,” he said as Telven continued to laugh.  “It’s actually very easy.  So easy, in fact, Jula still hasn’t figured it out.”


“That doesn’t make any sense.”


“The simplest of things are often the hardest to understand, cub, because you’ll deny so much that it’s really just that easy that you overly complicate things in your own mind, which makes you fail,” he replied.  “The trick to changing time is asking time to change.  That’s it.  That’s all there is to it,” he explained.  “All you have to do is figure out how to ask time for a favor, at least in a way that time will understand.  Once you figure that out, you’ve learned how to do it.”


“Get ready for years of frustration,” Telven snickered.  “I asked Rex to explain how he shapeshifts outside of his usual ability, and I had a headache for like a month afterward.”


“Outside—oh yes,” Polin said.  “Lady Yuki said you’re a shapeshifter.”


He nodded.  “So learning how to do it the other way wasn’t all that hard for me, since it’s already a part of my very nature,” he agreed.  “Telven can’t get over the idea that what he is can be changed by something as simple as deciding to be something else.”

“You mean that’s all there is to it?  Decide to be something else?”


“More or less,” he nodded.  “It’s actually about shedding the concept of self that the universe places on you and adopting one of your own choosing.  But at the very heart of it, when I change shape that way, it’s as simple as envisioning what I want to be and deciding that that’s what I want to be.  It’s something anyone can do.”


“Guess my own version of unlimited potential is actually kinda limited by my dumb brain,” Telven laughed ruefully.  “I just don’t get it.”


“Just keep working on it, cub, you’ll get it eventually,” Rex told him.


“Huh.  I was thinking of asking Phandebrass to teach me magic, but this sounds much more interesting.”


“No reason you can’t learn both,” Rex told him.  “There’s no such thing as useless knowledge, cub, and Arcane magic can be very useful.”

“That is why I started a magic school in Volin, Rex,” he chuckled.


“Just remember that you can learn too,” he said.  “I think you’d be a very good Arcane mage, cub.”

“Just how many kinds of magic are there?” he asked.  “Miranda uses a different kind of magic than Phandebrass, and so does Telven.”


“There are literally millions of different kinds of magic, cub, if we’re talking about all magic.  But at its most basic, there are three major forms of magic.  Arcane magic, which Phandebrass and Kimmie practice, Priest magic, which Miranda practices, and Druidic magic, which is a specialized form of magic that works very different from the other two.  Most other kinds of magic are actually just specialized versions of those three kinds of magic.  There are some other forms of magic, but they’re specialized or they’re restricted in one way or another.  Telven’s magic is one of them.  His magic is an evolved form of a restricted form of magic known as Sorcery, which only works on certain worlds.  Telven’s magic is usable anywhere, but the price he pays for that ability is that his magic is aligned to only one aspect of Sorcery.”


“And what is Sorcery?”


“A restricted form of magic that only works in two worlds in the mulitiverse,” he replied.  “Telven’s ancestors hail from one of those worlds, so the spark of Sorcery evolved and adapted when his ancestors left that world and settled in his home world.  Since Sorcery didn’t work there, the power of Sorcery in them changed into something that could.”


“So, what is Druidic magic?”


“Druidic magic taps directly into the power of the Elder God that echoes within the material plane, the power of the Elder God that resides within the physical world,” he replied.  “Elder Gods have a physical presence within the material plane they control, cub, and that presence means their power exists in the world as an ambient, background magical energy.  That is the power that Druids tap.  In a way they’re like Priests, but their magic works much differently because they can tap that power without the Elder God’s direct consent or knowledge.  Priests enter into service with gods and serve them in exchange for the ability to use their Priest magic, who grant them their magic, where Druids tap directly into that power without having to enter into the formal service of the Elder God.  Druids are considered indirect agents of the Elder God of a world, and the Elder God can command them to do his bidding when necessary, but they don’t necessarily worship him.  They just have the innate ability to tap into the power he brings into the material plane.  Druids are the most powerful magicians in the multiverse, cub, but that power comes with a huge price.  In Druidic magic, if you make a mistake, you die.  Period.  No matter how small or insignificant the mistake may be, it doesn’t matter.  If you screw up Druidic magic, it kills you.”


“And people willingly practice that magic?”


“Quite a few do.  Sarraya is a Druid, cub.  Haley is also a Druid.  I am a Druid,” he answered.  “The magic is worth the risk so long as you always keep that risk at the front of your mind when you use it.”

“It sounds way too dangerous to use,” Polin said.


“Then it’s a good thing you don’t have the innate aptitude to use it,” Rex answered evenly.  “Because of how dangerous it is, few worlds have organized orders of Druids, despite the fact that Druids can exist on any world.  Most who have the ability kill themselves learning how to use it and don’t live long enough to pass on their knowledge,” he said dryly.  “Sennadar is an exception to that rule.  We have a large and established order of Druids who train newcomers so they don’t kill themselves, an order with a history that goes back thousands of years.  So they’ve had a lot of time to learn how the magic works and not die using it.”

“You’re a Druid, eh?”


“Yup,” he nodded.  “But given the work I do, I’ve also learned other forms of magic.  Knowledge is power, cub, and no knowledge should ever be ignored.  Phandebrass is one of the wizards that taught me Arcane magic,” he told him, looking at him.  “If you want to learn, cub, you should ask him and Kyrienna.  Both of them are outstanding teachers, and they’d probably be overjoyed to teach you.”

“I say, just say the word, Polin my boy,” Phandebrass said as he rode up to join them.  “I am always happy to teach friends and family the Arcane arts.  You’ve been explaining the orders to him, Captain?”


“Some of it,” he replied.  “I think he has the potential to be quite a good wizard.”


“I say, I know he does,” Phandebrass nodded in agreement.  “I considered offering to teach him, but his Royal duties have kept him so busy I didn’t want to add to his workload.”


“I appreciate that, Phandebrass,” Polin laughed.  “I’ve been so busy since Rex helped put down the rebellion that I’ve barely had time to do much of anything.”


“I’ve studied the unique properties of this world, so I’m sure I could help him achieve his maximum potential.”

“What makes my world unique, my friend?”


“Arcane magic, wizardry, is powered by energy from the energy planes, which are outside the boundaries of this plane,” he answered, looking at him, his voice becoming more focused and professorial.  “A mage casts spells by channeling that energy from the energy planes and into the physical world, shaping it into the desired effect, and then releasing it to manifest the spell.  This world has direct connections to those energy planes, so that power comes through those direct connections into this world, and not through the magician.  That means that mages on this world can cast many, many more spells before they get exhausted, because they’re only expending energy to shape magic that’s already here, not using up energy to channel the magic they need to shape into the spell.  Also, since they’re not channeling the spell directly through their own bodies, they have the potential to cast spells far stronger than they would otherwise be able to use.  Doing it in the way that maximizes the unique properties of your world requires a different technique than standard Arcane magic, but I’ve learned how to do it, so I can teach you how it’s done to make you more efficient.  I say, my research into the phenomenon has advanced spellcasting techniques back on Sennadar by directly harnessing the power of the Weave!” he said with growing excitement.


“You’re getting too exotic,” Rex warned.


“True, true, it would take us days to explain the Weave to him,” he nodded.


“We’ll have days, gentlemen, and I want to learn everything you can teach me about everything you can teach me,” Polin said.


“Quite the admirable attitude, Polin,” Kyrienna said as she, Kerri, and Miranda rode up to join them.  “So you wish to learn Arcane magic?”


“I think I do, at least when I have time to devote to studying,” he chuckled.  “It may be a while before I do.”

“I think I may have to put my hand in here, to prevent Wizard superiority,” Miranda said lightly.  “How’d you like to become ordained in my order and become a Wavemaster, Polin?  It comes with lots of perks,” she said enticingly.


“Miranda.  Don’t even joke about that,” Rex said in a neutral tone.  “Let’s not rile up the Elder God of this plane.  I don’t think he’d appreciate you going behind his back and giving Kikkalli a foothold in this world.  You  know how most Elder Gods respond to Prime Youngers.”


“What does that mean?” Polin asked.


“Kikkalli is a Younger God, but since she’s from a Prime, it means she’s far, far more powerful than regular Younger Gods,” he answered.  “Younger Gods can spread their influence into multiple material planes, which is how they’re different from Elder Gods.  But an Elder God of a normal plane usually doesn’t like such an immensely powerful Younger worming her way into his pantheon and upsetting the balance of power among the other Younger Gods.”


“Okay…and what’s the difference between and Elder and Younger God?” Polin asked.


“Elder Gods are the caretakers of a material plane,” Miranda told him.  “Every material plane has an Elder God, and that world is their personal domain, but also their primary responsibility.  You know, they make sure the world turns, the sun rises, the wind blows, fire burns, time flows smoothly, the stars shine, those kinds of things.  So Elder Gods are the gods of the physical world, of the physical aspects and natural processes of the world that make it work, where Younger Gods represent the interests of the mortals that inhabit it.  Younger Gods can represent physical aspects of a world, like how Kikkalli is a goddess of the oceans and the night sky, but they represent the interests of mortals, not gods.  Kikkalli also represents the concepts of navigation and trade.  Those are big concerns for the Wikuni, since we’re primarily a naval power that makes most of our money through trade and commerce.  So, since the sea and what you do on it are very important to us, the most important god among my people represents those things, both the physical place and the mortal concerns that happen there.  Elder Gods are more interested in making sure the world runs smoothly, where Younger Gods are more interested in the aspects of the world or of the mortal condition that they represent.  There’s no Elder God of love, for example, since that’s not an aspect of how a world works.  That’s a purely mortal concern, so it’s a Younger God that represents it.  The patron god of Rex’s home kingdom is Karas, the god of law and duty, which is a mortal concept, not a part of how the world works.”

“I get it,” Polin nodded.  “Do Elder Gods have priests like you?”


“On our world, yes.  On this world, I’m not sure,” she replied.  “The patron god of your kingdom isn’t the Elder God, and I haven’t explored your world enough to know if he has an official order somewhere.”


“Okay, and what is a Prime god?”


“He does ask all the important questions,” Kerri chuckled.


“The multiverse has structure cub, and there’s a definite center to everything,” Rex told him.  “There are seven material planes that are closest to this center, planes known as Primes.  Because they’re so close to the center of all things, they have powerful magical saturating them, basking in the magic that radiates from the center of all things.  The seven Primes have magic an order of magnitude stronger than magic in any other material plane.  As you may have guessed, Sennadar is a Prime.”


“I remember you saying something about that years ago, Rex.  That your world is closed off to visitors because it’s a Prime.”


“Good memory, cub,” he nodded.  “The plane used to be open to visitors, but after the Blood War, the Elder Gods sealed off Sennadar to make sure something like that never happened again.”

“After hearing about the Blood War, can’t say I blame them,” Polin said soberly.


“A Prime god is a god from one of those seven Prime planes, and can be Elder or Younger,” Rex continued.  “And just like the plane they inhabit, they are an order of magnitude stronger than equivalent gods on non-Prime worlds.  The magic that affects Sennadar also affects them.  So, if a Younger God of a Prime were to establish in a non-Prime plane, that means that they’re far stronger than the other Younger Gods of that world, and that can cause chaos.  That’s why Elder Gods are very wary of Prime Youngers spreading to their material planes.  Elder Gods lead the gods of their world, and a Prime Younger can completely upend everything.”

“Well, that makes sense,” Polin mused, then he laughed.  “I once thought to myself that you live in an entirely different world than the rest of us, Rex.  I had no idea how right I was.”

“I know, right?” Telven laughed.  “I had no idea what I was getting into when we came under his care, me and my brother and sister.  It’s like you’re just a normal person, then wham, here you are in the middle of all this crazy stuff that involves gods.  Sometimes I wonder how I got into this,” he laughed.


“Telven is one of my adopted children,” Rex told him calmly.


“Sort of.  I did something really dumb when I was a kid and made his mate at the time really mad, so I didn’t live with him like my brother and sister did,” he replied ruefully.  “I stayed with the Knights, and they became my family.  I started in the stables, and here I am, one of them,” he finished proudly.

“Still my cub, cub.  I didn’t haul your butt off of Pyrosia for no reason,” Rex told him.  “I just had Azakar look out for you when you couldn’t stay with me anymore, because of Mist.”


“So, what are your brother and sister like?”


“Jal is a water adept, and Zyri is a Sorcerer,” he answered.  “Jal has magic like mine, but his is based on water instead of earth.  Rex explained that our powers evolved from Sorcery, so Zyri carried that ability in her unevolved.  When Rex took us back to Sennadar with him, she became able to use her magic.  She’s a katzh-dashi, a member of the order of Sorcerers on Sennadar, and she lives in their Tower in Suld, which is the headquarters of their order.  Jal teaches other water adepts in their school there, so he also lives at the Tower.  Me, I was put with the Knights after we got back, so I went down a different path,” he smiled.


“A good path, cub,” Rex told him.  “The Knights are the best of men, and it’s an honor to be among them.”


“Why would you not stay with the others?”


“That gets complicated, but the short of it is, I sorta betrayed Rex and Mist not long after they took me in,” he said ruefully.  “Mist is not the forgiving kind, so so long as she was in his house, I couldn’t be there.  She would have killed me.  Literally.”


“Before you say it, cub, remember that I’m not human,” Rex warned.  “My kind are not forgiving to betrayal, because we consider a lie to be the ultimate sin.  You do not lie to us, if you do we will hate you forever.  Think about the language of cats, how it can contain no lies.  That is the foundation of our entire society, cub.”


“Well, I can see why you couldn’t stay there then,” Polin said diplomatically.  “And at least Rex forgave you.”


“Not immediately,” Telven laughed.  “But after a few years, he finally did.”


“You worked hard and you changed, cub.  That made you worthy of forgiveness,” Rex told him.


“You’ll learn more about that, Polin.  You’re more or less one of us now, so we’ll have to take you in and teach you properly,” Kerri smiled at him.  “Rex doesn’t reveal those kinds of secrets to people he doesn’t consider to be in his inner circle.  That makes you part of our little family.”


“I won’t complain about that.  He’s been one of my role models since the day we met,” Polin said honestly.  “So, how did you two meet?”


“That is a very, very long story,” she grinned toothily.  “But to answer that question at the most basic level, we met in the Tower that Telven mentioned.  We were both students in the school there.”

“Oh, you’re a magician too?”


“Sorcerer,” she nodded.  “I can’t use my magic here, though, so I feel a little naked,” she added with a chuckle.


“That may be a good thing, since Kerri’s a bit…loose with her magic,” Miranda teased.  “She finds any excuse at all to use it.  Having to actually get up and fetch her teacup instead of using magic to fetch it might be good for her for a while.”

“I’m a queen, Miranda, I’ll just order one of you peasants to get it for me,” she said snootily, in a voice that was intentionally, melodramatically arrogant, which made Polin chuckle.  Kerri didn’t take herself too seriously as a monarch, he reasoned, which was just another reason to like her.


“Deshaida,” Rex said mellowly.


“Yes, deshida?”


“Bite me.”


That caused quite a bit of laughter.

The conversation drifted to much less weighty topics, as they simply chatted and enjoyed each other’s company.  But as they talked, Polin considered the huge revelations that he’d learned.  It was a bit of a shock to find out that the entire universe existed just for people to improve themselves, to show this ultimate god what they did with the gift they were given, the gift of unlimited potential.  That they were all…just ants in a glass case.  But, in a way, he could see a truth in there.  This ultimate god, he wasn’t acting like some sadistic child that exerted his will against the ants in a glass case, doing to them whatever whim had taken him.  He was acting more, more like a parent.  He was nurturing the children, encouraging them to grow and become better.  Tarrin said he did all of this without directly interfering, and that seemed to be very important to him, important enough to find men like Tarrin to do the work for him instead of putting a direct hand in himself.


Tarrin worked for this ultimate god.  He was a direct agent of this god.  Now that was a sobering thought, and made his respect for Tarrin go even higher.  If he was a man so capable and dependable that the ultimate god trusted him to do work so important that the entire balance of the universe was at stake, then Tarrin Kael had to be one of the most dependable men alive.

Polin wouldn’t doubt that one bit.  It was just another reason to emulate him and aspire to be more like him.


They stopped for the night about halfway to Serallin, and the wagons were circled around a firepit as the retinue and guards set up the camp.  Their attending cook provided them a surprisingly sumptuous meal for one cooked over an open fire.  Polin spent a little time with each of his guests in turn, chatting with Telven, talking swords with Jiriki, catching up with Phandebrass and Kyrienna and then Miranda since the last time they visited, then going for walk about camp with Kerri—with Skairn escorting her—as they talked about the ins and outs of the monarch business.  Kerri was learning what he knew and how he preferred to do things, he could tell, and in turn he found that her own governing style wasn’t that far off from his.  She had a much larger kingdom, but they both believed that their primary focus was providing economic opportunity for their subjects, which would improve their lives and make them feel like they could always move upwards.  The foundation of any stable kingdom was a stable economy, something that Tsukatta had drilled into him over those months they were in the bubble of altered time.  They then talked purely of personal matters, as he learned about her husband and son, then hearing the rather long and sad story about how she had met Rallix and the circumstances that led up to it, how her family had all but been at war with itself because of their father’s paranoia and madness. 

The more he talked to the petite fox-person, the more he liked her.


Sungold joined them near the end of their walk, as did Fury, who made Polin laugh by nearly knocking him down butting him with her muzzle.  “She really does like you,” Kerri noted lightly.  “Luckily she likes me too.  Scoundrels appreciate scoundrels,” she added playfully, patting the huge black winged horse on the neck.

“We went on an adventure together when I first met her, so we had a chance to bond,” he chuckled.  “She helped me learn how to ride a flying mount so I was ready when Sungold came to me, and she took me on a grand tour of the mountains near Rex’s home.  It was breathtaking.  I’ll never forget that day,” he said musingly.

“Oh, he’s brought you to Sennadar?”


“We visited it in one of the dreams,” he answered.  “But he told me that everything I saw was exactly like the real thing.  It was so beautiful.”


“Yeah, northeastern Sulasia is gorgeous,” she agreed.  “You can see the Skydancers from his back porch, rising up over the trees at the edge of the meadow, so visiting his house is like being in an artist’s landscape portrait.  It’s nice to unofficially meet you, Sungold.  Don’t worry, Rex told me the truth about you, so you don’t have to hide from me,” she smiled at the alicorn.


Thank the gods, sometimes it’s boring only being able to talk to Polin, she replied, casting out her thought, which made Polin laugh.


“Be nice, my friend,” he grinned.  “How many of the others know?”


“Oh, all of them,” she replied.  “But they won’t talk to you in mixed company because they know you’re kept a secret from Polin’s staff.”


“Yeah, not sure how they’d react to her,” Polin said.  “We hope to reveal her someday, but we both agree that the kingdom isn’t entirely ready for that yet.  Your people seem a lot more, well, hardy when it comes to the unusual.”


“Our world is filled with magic, what’s fantastic to you is commonplace for us,” she grinned.  “A telepathic horse isn’t all that unusual when it comes to our world.”


“I’d love to see it for myself, someday,” Polin chuckled.  “But I do have to say, the people in the palace did adjust to the idea that Miranda’s not human well enough.”


“That’s more Miranda than anything else.  If you didn’t notice, she’s very likable,” Kerri said lightly.  “That’s been her most potent weapon nearly her entire career in spycraft.  She can get people to tell her most anything she wants to know.”


“She is adorable,” Polin admitted wryly.


She’s a dangerous, formidable woman, and you should be very glad she’s on your side, Sungold injected.

“No argument there,” he agreed.  “You’re very lucky to have had her as a best friend most of your life, Kerri.  I’m almost jealous.”


“I’d be dead if not for her,” she said emphatically.  “She’s not just my best friend, Polin, she was my strongest ally when it came to surviving the merciless arena of Wikuni politics.  I always felt much safer knowing she was there to watch my back.”


“I find it a bit strange that she went from being a spy to being a priestess.”


“That…is a bit hard to explain,” Kerri said ruefully.  “Let’s just say that she has a special connection to her goddess, Kikkalli, that drew her into the priesthood once I was queen and she didn’t have to spend all her time watching over me.  I admit that I pushed her away a little bit,” she sighed.  “I was still a newlywed and I was still fairly new on the throne, and I kinda…lost her in all the hustle and bustle.  I hurt her feelings because I wasn’t as attentive as I should have been, and she left my service because it hurt her to be pushed to the side like that.  That path led her to the priesthood.  But I’m very happy for her, Polin.  She’s still my best friend in the whole world and always will be, and I’m happy that she found her own path, her own way, one that didn’t require her to watch over me anymore.  She spent most of her life watching out for me, being there for me, and I’m overjoyed that she’s found her own life, her own path, but one that still lets us get together every day and gossip like the little girls we used to be,” she smiled.  “She’s still a part of my life, but now she gets the joy of having one of her own too.”


“That couldn’t have been easy to admit,” he said, putting a comforting hand on her shoulder.


“It was hard to admit it to myself,” she said.  “It hurts to admit that you hurt someone you love, and it was your fault it happened.  But she forgave me, and that’s all that matters in the end.”


“That means that she’s a true friend, Kerri,” he told her.


She smiled gratefully, then laughed when Sungold nudged her gently with her muzzle.  “So, Rex said you lived in the Beastlands before coming to live with Polin.  How do you find living in a material plane?” she asked the alicorn.


Polin enjoyed his time with Kerri, but that night, after everyone went to bed, he woke up to find the familiar large black cat sitting at the foot of the bed in his wagon.  The cat’s eyes were literally glowing in the darkness, a faint emerald radiance, making it clear just who that cat was.  “Tarrin,” he said sleepily, sitting up in the bed.  “What’s wrong?”

“Get dressed, cub,” he said.  “There’s something I want you to see.”  He then stood up and turned, then just seemed to melt into the darkness the moment his glowing green eyes turned away.  He put on his tunic and breeches, struggled into his boots, then came down out of the wagon to find the black cat sitting with his back to him, on the far side of the firepit, which still had licks of flame dancing around the edges of nearly fully consumed wood.  The guards around the camp didn’t respond to him, didn’t even seem to notice him, but that was something that he’d seen before.  Tarrin was doing that, making them ignore him like he wasn’t there.  That meant that this wasn’t something he wanted others to see or hear.  Polin walked around the firepit to stand beside the hulking black housecat with the white sock on his right paw.


“Tarrin,” he said in a calm voice.  He then nearly staggered back when the cat was gone, and in its place was the real Tarrin Kael.  And dear gods!  Polin was a strapping, tall young man, but he barely came up to his ribcage!  His arms had fur on them from the elbow down, and his hands were absolutely gigantic, complete with huge, wicked-looking claws.  The white sock on the cat carried over to his true form, for his right arm was covered in white fur.  He had black fur on his legs, leading down to huge feet that were a combination of a cat’s paw and a human’s foot, with claws so big that they poked out of his toes, too big to fully retract.  He had a tail too, one so long that it would drag the ground if he let it down, one that was definitely unnaturally long even for a being his size.  His ears were a cat’s ears, above where human ears would be, on the top and sides of his head, poking out of his blond hair.  He had a braid that was longer than Polin was tall, as thick as his forearm and its end brushing against the ground, since he was looking up into the starlit sky.  He wore nothing but a simple vest that left his torso bare, almost framing a curious black medallion that looked vaguely like a spider sitting within a web, and a pair of undyed leather trousers that were tattered from the knee down…from those nasty, nasty claws on his feet, no doubt.  He had markings on his shoulder, a spear and a sword crossed within a circle.  It looked like a tattoo, but it looked…no.  It was a brand.  It didn’t look like the brands he’d seen on Ulger’s shoulders, which he knew that all Knights of Karas had.  So, this branding ritual was used by more than the Knights.

Dear gods above, what an intimidating man!


He turned his head and looked down at him, his eyes nothing but glowing pools of emerald light.  No pupil, no iris, no white, just glowing green filling everything between his eyelids.  He stared at him…through him, for long enough for Polin to feel uncomfortable, then he turned his head.  “Fury,” he called in a low, nearly stony voice.  The black pegasus trotted up to them, already wearing a saddle and tack.  “Mount up.  She’s agreed to let you ride her.  Where we’re going, cub, Sungold cannot take you.”


“Uh, alright,” he said, turning towards the large animal, patting her on the neck.  “Thank you for this favor, Fury.  I’m looking forward to riding with you again.”  She gave a soft nicker and pranced a tiny bit, then opened her wing in invitation for him to mount.  He climbed into the saddle, found that the stirrups were already sized for him—it was Sungold’s saddle Fury was wearing—and he took up her reins as she opened her other wing, flapping them slightly as if to warm them up in preparation for flight.  Sungold did the same thing, actually.  The humongous Tarrin was once again a large housecat, sitting sedately on Fury’s back just in front of the saddle, between her wingjoints.  “I’m ready.”

Tarrin said nothing, but Fury seemed to respond to some unspoken signal.  She turned and got up to a gallop, opened her wings, then pulled herself up off the ground and into the cool night air.  He didn’t know where they were going, so he kept the reins loose, taking in a deep breath and enjoying the wind in his face, the moonlit grassy plain that yielded to the forest further to the east and north.  In front of them, a circle of dark energy formed, and before he could really even take it in, they passed through it and into the Astral, a place he knew fairly well.

“If I may ask, Tarrin, where are we going?” he said in a calm voice.


“I made you a promise, five years ago,” he said in reply.  “I always keep my promises.”


Polin didn’t press it, because he wasn’t sure what promise was at play here.  He rode on in silence for a time he couldn’t really tell, since time flowed differently in the Astral.  But eventually, Fury came to a stop, and Tarrin jumped up off Fury and returned to his huge form.  “We’re at a color pool, cub,” he said.

“I don’t see anything.”


“That’s the point,” he replied.  “This color pool is hidden.”

“Sennadar!” he gasped.


“Yes,” he answered, ghosting forward through the power of his will, which was how things worked in the Astral.  “I promised that if it were possible, someday I would show you my home, cub.  I always keep my promises.”


Fury moved forward, and they were suddenly in a large chamber made of stone, featureless except for the gate into the Astral and a dais upon which it stood, with only a massive metal door on the far side.  Tarrin walked forward as a long figure wearing a featureless cloak so black that it swallowed the light advanced forward, the cloak pulled around its body and the hood up, concealing it fully within the inky blackness.  He spoke a language that Polin didn’t know to the figure, who replied with a single word and reached up, lowering the hood.  The hands were slim, elegant, with only three fingers and a thumb, and the lowered hood revealed an ethereally beautiful woman with brown skin, white hair, and a faint scar across her cheek.  “Cub, meet Spyder, the Guardian.  Never show up here uninvited,” he warned.  “She has orders to kill anything and anyone that comes through that gate without an invitation.  She will not show you mercy.”

“You are permitted to pass, Polin Aresson of Volinia,” she said in his language in a stately, concise voice, as if pronouncing each word with utter perfection before moving on to the next.  She brushed her cloak off one shoulder, revealing simple black jerkin of cloth, but she wore a similar medallion to his own.  “And heed well Tarrin’s warning should you ever have the notion to come here without invitation.”


“That’s right, I’ve been led to the pool by someone that knows the way.  I can return to it on my own,” he realized.


“Sungold taught you well, cub,” Tarrin nodded, looking over his shoulder at him.


“That’s why you didn’t want to bring Sungold, so she wouldn’t learn the way.  You’re protecting her from potential danger,” he said.  “Thank you.”


“You’re welcome,” he returned with a knowing little nod.  “Dismount.  Fury will wait here.  She and Spyder are friends, she enjoys visiting.”


“Very good friends, are we not, Fury?” Spyder agreed in a gentle voice as Polin obeyed.  Once he was free of the saddle, the huge animal pranced up to the tall woman and let her stroke her muzzle, nickering softly.  Polin followed Tarrin towards that massive metal door, excitement and trepidation both growing inside of him.  He’d been curious about this world after learning it was Tarrin’s home, and even more so because it seemed tantalizingly forbidden, being a Prime.  He could only wonder what kind of amazing wonders existed in a world so charged with magic that it was closed off from the rest of the multiverse to protect it from those that wanted that power for themselves.  He followed Tarrin through the door and into a simple stairwell landing, but the impossibly tall man turned an offered one of those immensely large hands.

“The chamber is enchanted so no one can get out except through the door,” he said.  “Take my paw, cub.  I’m going to use magic to take us the rest of the way.”  He did so, feeling like a tiny boy taking the hand of his father.  And the instant he touched the rough pad of Tarrin’s finger, they were suddenly somewhere else.  They were standing in a manicured courtyard of sorts that was surrounded by hedge walls, with arced wors of flowers and small flowering bushes separated by paved stone walkways.  It was still daytime here, showing that time didn’t flow at the same pace on this world as it did on Volinia.  Benches were resting around a fountain at the center, a fairly large one that had two tiers.  Upon the high tier a statue stood of a nude woman with her arms outreached, as if in welcome, and the detail of the sculpture was exquisite.  He could see individual strands in the statue’s long hair and eyebrows, could even seen the boundary of her pupils within her eyes.

“Welcome to Suld, cub, capital of my home kingdom of Sulasia and seat of the order of Sorcerers, the katzh-dashi.  We’re on the Tower grounds now, in a place I know is safe to bring us using magic.  Plus, in this place, I can come and go without attracting attention from most people.  The only people that know I’m here are the people I want to know that I’m here.”

Almost as if that were a prediction, a dark-haired woman simply appeared several paces away from them.  She was fairly tall, slim, and quite attractive, looking to be in her late teens, barely an adult, with lustrous dark hair that was pulled back from her face by a silver mesh tiara of sorts.  She wore a very simple blue dress, but the material looked to be silk, which was extremely expensive at home.  She called out in a single word, clearly happy, then rushed up and hugged Tarrin around his waist…because she didn’t go up much past it.  The two of them spoke very briefly, then Tarrin reached over and put a single fingertip on his forehead.  He felt a sudden hot wave roll through his mind, a jumble of chaotic thoughts swirling within it unabated, and when it was over it left him temporarily dizzy.  He staggered, then felt himself being urged to sit on one of the benches around the fountain.  “Better?” the girl asked, speaking some other language…but he understood.  “Tarrin used magic to teach you Sulasian so we can talk,” she added, giving him an adorable smile when he looked up at her woozily.

“I was not expecting that,” he said.


“Say again?  I don’t speak your language,” she replied.  “You have to want to speak mine, and it will come to you.”


He looked at her and realized that the could speak her language, and the moment he wanted to, the words came to him almost of their own volition.  “I said I wasn’t expecting that,” he repeated, which made her laugh softly.

“And the big meanie never warns people it’s coming, either,” she winked.  “Hi, I’m Jenna.  I’m Tarrin’s younger sister,” she greeted.  “And you’re Polin?”


“I am, nice to meet you,” he said, taking her hand.  “So you’re like Kerri?”


“No, I’m his sister by blood,” she corrected him.  “I know it looks a little strange, but strange is normal in our family,” she added lightly.


“I’ve noticed,” he returned.


“Better, cub?” Tarrin asked.  “The dizziness should be fading by now.”


“Yes, thank you.  Does that always happen when you teach someone a language using your magic?”


“Yes.  It used to last much longer, but we’ve advanced the spell to reduce that side effect,” he answered.  “Mother,” he said without preamble.


Polin saw someone else moving, and it was another of his kind, another Were-cat.  She was a very attractive woman just as tall as he was, with tawny fur and hair the same color, which made it a little hard to see the shape of the ears poking out of her wild, unkempt mane, and piercing green eyes the same color as Tarrin’s.  She wore a simple leather tunic that was unlaced at the top, showing a peek of cleavage, and similar undyed leather breeches to his, similarly tattered at the legs.  And like him, she was insanely tall, the tops of her ears coming up to about his eyes, marking her as only slightly shorter than him.  He wasn’t kidding when he said that his people were all very tall!  She was almost like a lion in both the color of her hair and fur and her powerful presence and demeanor.  He could sense the aura of pure intimidation that surrounded this impossibly tall woman, the steel hiding behind her nearly emotionless expression.

“I didn’t expect to see you here, cub,” she said in a strong voice.  “You always clear out when the females are hunting you.”


“I brought a visitor.  There’s something here that he needs to see,” he said.  “Cub, this is my bond-mother, Triana Du’Prae, the Were-cat that took me in as her own when I was turned, and is as much a mother to me as my own birth mother.  Mother, this is Polin Aresson.”


“Ah, the human cub king you mentioned,” she said, looking down at him.  “Serviceable.”

“Triana!” Jenna said happily, stepping over and giving her a fond hug.  “You haven’t come to visit in rides!”


“I’ve been busy, cub, Hierarch business,” she answered.  “But I’m done, so I’ll be about for a few days.”


“Then you have to spend it here!” she demanded.


“So the two sides of your family know each other.”


“We’re all one family, Polin,” Jenna chuckled, looking at him from the protection of Triana’s arm draped over her shoulder.  “Triana is as much my mom as my mom, and Triana and mother are best friends.”


“Well that’s good,” he chuckled, standing back up and feeling stable.  “I think I’m over it, Tarrin.”


“Good, because we have to get where I’m taking you before sunset, so you can properly appreciate what you’re about to see,” he answered.


“I thought you were just bringing me to see your house.”


“We’ll see it, cub, but you’re here for another reason first and foremost.  And it’s business,” he said firmly.


“Oh.  Well then, I’ll take it with the seriousness it deserves.”


“You’d best get on with that then, cub,” Triana told him.  “Work always comes first.”

“Sister, I need an Initiate’s amulet,” he said.


“Alright.  Sounds like this is business,” she said.  “Let me go get one for you.  Be right back,” she said, then she simply vanished.


“Where are you taking him that you’d need that, cub?”


“Gora Umadar,” he answered her, which made her raise an eyebrow at him.


“Why there?”


“So he can appreciate the true weight of things,” he answered.


Jenna reappeared seconds later, holding an amulet that looked like the one he was wearing.  No, it was different.  It didn’t have the spider in the center, instead it was a concave four-pointed star.  And he realized that star was also in his amulet, it just formed the body of the spider in the center.  “Here, put this on, Polin.  Make sure it’s touching your bare skin,” she instructed.


“Alright,” he said, taking the simple silver medallion and chain.  He put it on over his head then tucked it under his riding tunic and undershirt.  “I take it that it’s magical?”


“Yes,” she answered.  “And if Tarrin asked me to give you one, then you’re definitely going to need it.”


“It’s time to go,” he said, holding his giant paw out for Polin.  “We may be back, we may not.  We’ll see how things go.”


“Alright.  Well, it was nice to meet you, Polin,” Jenna said with a darling smile.


“Listen carefully to my cub, human.  Where you’re going is dangerous,” Triana warned.  “Obey him without question.”


“I will,” he promised.  He reached out and put his hand in Tarrin’s huge paw, and then they were somewhere else.


They were in hell.


He was standing at the edge of a sea of lava.  That was all he could call it.  On front of him, as far as he could see, was a vast sea of churning, bubbling lava.  Its surface had bits of blackened rock in it, and he could see currents and eddies, like the liquid rock was flowing within that ocean.  He stepped back reflexively and felt the skin of his face tighten from the heat, then turned back to see that he was standing in some kind of vast flat plain, and the ground behind him went from bare earth to green grass and moss to snow.  This place was somewhere very cold, but the heat of the sea of lava kept the area near it warm enough to melt snow.  “This is Gora Umadar, cub,” Tarrin said without preamble.  “What do you see?”

“Hell,” he replied.  “Is this in your world?  How large is this sea of lava?”


“It’s a circle some twenty six of your miles in diameter.  We stand on its southern edge.”


“Holy Tarvis and his angels of mercy,” he breathed, looking out over the angry sea of bubbling liquid rock.  “Is this a volcano?”


“No.  It’s a scar,” he replied.  “Magic was done here, cub.  Magic of such power that it did this to the land,” he answered, sweeping his hand out in front of them.  “The lava here will never cool, never solidify.  It’s being kept like this by the residual magic lingering here from the event that created it.  It will stay like this, a bubbling, festering wound in the planet itself, until the end of time.”


“What could do something like this?”


“Me.”


Polin gave him a shocked look.


“I did this, cub,” he said.  “I had a good reason to do it at the time, but I’m not proud of it.  This place is an eternal reminder of the power that I wield, and what happens when it is used without discipline or constraint.”


“Why would you have to go to this extreme?” he asked impulsively.


“Oh, I had a good reason, cub, and there really wasn’t another way.  But despite knowing that I did the right thing, this reminds me that there are consequences to my actions that I didn’t see coming, never even considered may be possible.  It reminds me to always think before I act, even when I know I’m acting in the right.  It reminds me that sometimes, the ends justifies the means does not absolve of you of the sins you commit while using that reasoning.”


Polin was quiet a long moment.  “Why show me this, Tarrin?”


“Because the potential for this to happen exists on your world,” he answered evenly.  “Phandebrass, that loudmouth, told you about the vortex.  I’m showing you this now so you understand just how dangerous that vortex can be.  The vortex has the potential to do this, cub, and even more.  It’s a direct gateway into the positive energy plane, a place of absolutely unlimited energy.  If you mess with it, if you upset the balance in which it exists, it has the potential to do this to the entirety of Volinia.  Even to your entire continent.  I felt that you needed to see this, that it would drive my point home better than any words I say to you ever could.”


“Tarvis,” he breathed again, looking out over the angry sea of boiling rock.  “You do make a good point, Tarrin.  To see this, it just boggles my mind, and I’ll bite off my own arm before I allow this to happen to my kingdom.”  He was quiet a moment.  “Is this why you watch over the kings of Volinia?  Because of that vortex?”


“No, but it does help keep your line from blowing up your kingdom, and that’s always a good thing,” he replied calmly.

“Well, I appreciate you making sure it doesn’t happen.”

“Do you understand, cub?”

He understood the question, that there were two lessons here.  The obvious one, and the real one.  The obvious one was the warning about the vortex.  The real one was that this could be the result if he misused the power he sought.  He wanted to learn from Tarrin, learn how he did the things he did.  If Tarrin was capable of something like this, and mortals had unlimited potential, there was always the possibility that someday, he may have this kind of power as well.  And if he did, then it was his most important responsibility to never allow himself to do something like…this.  “I do,” was all he said in reply, because he knew that Tarrin would understand just which question he was answering.  He always did.

“Good enough, cub,” he said, then turned and walked away from the edge.  Polin looked out over the angry sea of lava a second longer, then turned and hurried to catch up to him.  He swished his tail a few times, then moved it towards him and pressed it against his side.  When he did so, the world seemed to blur for the blink of an eye, then they were standing in a vast ocean of sand, pebbles, rocks, and small wiry scrub brushes.  They were in a desert, and the sunset of Gora Umadar had yielded to a cold, brisk starry night.  He looked up and gasped, because there were bands of bright color stretching across the sky, from horizon to horizon, and there were three moons floating in the sky above them!  A large bright white one and two small moons that were very close to each other.  “Gods, is that normal?” he asked, his head still up.


Tarrin glanced up.  “Those are the Skybands, cub, and yes they’re normal.  Our world has rings, which are an uncountable number of small pieces of ice that orbit around the planet in a gigantic disc, grouped up together and close enough together to appear solid, but they’re not.  They’re tinged with materials that make them reflect different colors of light, which produces the colors that you see.  In the daytime, they’re still visible, but they appear dull white.  The closer you are to the equator, they smaller they appear.  I’m surprised you didn’t notice them at Gora Umadar, since they take up the entire southern half of the sky.  But I suppose something else had your attention,” he noted dryly.

“So those aren’t solid?  They’re little pieces of ice?”


“Correct, cub,” he affirmed.  “We’re just so far away that they look solid from this distance.”


“Huh.  How do they stay up there?  What is an orbit?”


“The world is round, cub, and they’re very, very, very high up, circling around the world much as your moon does back home,” he replied.  “An orbit is the path those very high objects take as they travel around a larger body, like the moons and ice bits in the Skybands traveling around Sennadar.  The reason it’s night here and not night in Gora Umadar is because we’re on the side of the world facing away from sun right now.”


“There are two theories about that for our world.  Some men say it’s flat, some say it’s round, and each has evidence they say proves their claim.”


“Your world is round,” Tarrin told him.  “Not all worlds are, but yours is.  Our world revolves around the sun, but in some material planes, the sun revolves around the world.  Some worlds have no sun at all.”


“What about our world?”


“Your world revolves around your sun,” he answered, then he pointed up into the sky.  “That’s Domammon, and those are the twin moons, Duva and Kava.  The red moon Vala hasn’t risen yet.  Actually, there it is, and it’s behind the rings, so you can see that they’re not solid,” he said, pointing to the horizon.  He looked that way and saw a red disc rising behind the Skybands, and he could see the moon through them, like the thin paper of a paper lantern set in front of a candle flame.

“Amazing,” Polin breathed.  “When I go to Tsukatta’s world, it’s so much like Volinia I never notice the differences.  Sure, their moon is a little bigger and doesn’t look exactly the same, but they only have one, same as we do.  Coming here, it reminds me just how different things can be,” he mused.


“My world is magical in more than just its magic, cub,” he said with a soft amusement to his voice.  “It’s a beautiful, beautiful world, with many wonders just as gorgeous and amazing as what you see in the sky right now.”


“I hope to see some of it.  Where are we now?”


“The Desert of Swirling Sands, a large desert that separates the western kingdoms from the Old Empires, which sit in the middle of the northern supercontinent of Sennadar,” he answered.  “But we’re done here.”


“We didn’t do anything.”


“What we were here for wasn’t for you,” he replied, looking down at him.  “Fara’Nae couldn’t take proper measure of you unless you were in her domain.  She’s seen what she wants to see, so we can move on.”


“Who is that?”


“Fara’Nae is a goddess, cub,” he said directly.  “She’s intimately connected to me and my family on a personal level, so she wanted to get a good look at you.”


“You’re friends with a god?”


“Gods are people too, cub,” he said simply.  “They have the same emotions that we do.  They’re far more in both power and intelligence than us, but those similar emotions allow them to relate to us lesser beings on that level,” he explained.  “You can be friends with a god and still honor their status and give them the respect that they’re due…just not every god,” he warned lightly.  “Most of them are too arrogant to seek friendships with us mere mortals, so I don’t suggest you try to ask Tarvis to come down and have dinner with you.  But some gods appreciate us mortals enough to interact with us on a personal level.”

Polin looked up at him.  “And what hidden lesson are you trying to teach?  That I may end up befriending a god someday?”


Tarrin didn’t look at him.  “Who’s to say that you haven’t already?” he asked evenly.  “If you want to see some sights, there’s one close by.  And Ariana and Andos are still awake,” he noted.  He put one of his massive hand-paws on the medallion hanging around his neck.  “Ariana.”


“Hello Tarrin!” a voice came from the medallion.  “What’s up?”

“I’m in the neighborhood and want to show someone Amyr Dimeon.  Mind if I hop over?”


“Of course not!  We’ll meet you at the palace.”

Before Polin could say anything, Tarrin’s tail brushed against him, the world blurred, and they were suddenly standing in front of the gates of a small but well built mansion.  The air was noticeably thinner and colder, he noticed, looking around to see they were standing at the edge of a large plaza or square, and that they were standing on…on a large tier of rock that had many similar mansions and estates.  He turned and saw that there were other tiers, each one with buildings on it, going for miles.  He turned back around and nearly gasped, because two armored guards came  out of a small guard house, and they were humans with wings!  White feathered wings! They wore what looked like ceremonial armor and had crossbows slung at their waists using clever loops around their shoulders that looked to let them pull them into a firing position easily.  They spoke in a language he didn’t know, and Tarrin answered them.  “We’re waiting for Queen Ariana,” he answered.  “She said she’d come out to meet us.”

A female voice called, and Polin saw a very lovely woman with hair that all but glowed in the moonlight land just in front of the gate.  When he got a closer look at her, he saw that her hair had a blue color!  “Ariana, mind speaking Sulasian for our guest?” Tarrin asked.

“Of course not!” she replied with a smile, then she gave Tarrin a fond embrace.  “It’s good to see you, my friend!  You haven’t come over in so long!”


“I’ve been busy,” he replied.  “Ariana, this is Polin Aresson, a visitor from a distant realm,” he introduced.  “Polin, this is Ariana, Queen of the Aeradalla.”


“Ah, so this is the boy king.  Though not quite the boy any longer,” Ariana smiled, giving him an appraising look.


“Telven warned you that news travels fast among us, cub,” Tarrin told Polin lightly.  “Ariana is one of my close friends.”


“I should hope so!” she declared with a laugh.  “Andos will be along in a moment.  He was checking on Alyra.  You know how he is,” she said easily.


“It took you two nearly fifteen years to produce an heir, his obsession over checking on her is understandable.  I’m surprised you’re not in there with him having a panic attack over every little fussy sound she makes,” Tarrin answered, which made her blush, then laugh ruefully.


“I would be,” she admitted.  “But I think he can handle it while I’m out here greeting you.”


“Ariana is an Aeradalla, cub, known by many as the Winged Folk,” Tarrin told him.  “This city is called Amyr Dimeon.  Loosely translated, it means city in the clouds.  This city sits on a spire of rock rising about two of your miles over the desert, and it has a permanent cloud around its base, so it looks like the city is floating in the sky,” he explained.  “If you want to see the wonders of Sennadar, this city is pretty much at the top of that list.”

“I’d be happy to show you the beauty of our city, Polin, which will be easy with all four moons risen.  That’s more than enough light for us to fly safely,” Ariana smiled.  “We are very proud of it, and rarely have visitors!”


“Why don’t you?” he asked curiously.


“Because the desert below is the domain of the Selani, and they are not welcoming to outsiders,” she replied.  “To the point where it’s common knowledge that setting one foot into their lands is all but certain death.”


“Wow, really?  Why would they be so hostile?”


“They have their reasons, cub,” he answered.  “They’ve fought a running war for so long with greedy humans seeking to sneak in and steal the gold that litters the desert floor, they more or less just kill anyone that doesn’t belong here now.  Only select human merchants that have been approved for entry by one of the clans may travel the desert unmolested.”


“Gold?” he asked with sudden interest.


“Gold is holy to their goddess, so they don’t touch it,” Ariana warned.  “You can find gold nuggets the size of a child’s fist just laying on the desert floor, but they just step around it.  They won’t even touch it.  If they do touch or move a piece of gold, they carefully put it right back the way it was.  So they see humans coming in and trying to steal gold to be an dreadful affront to their goddess.”

“Just about,” Tarrin nodded.  “The Selani take a dim view of anyone trying to take the desert’s gold.  So I suggest that if you see any, cub, you do not touch it.  That’s a very fast way to die in this desert.”


“Then it’s good we’re up here.”


“That applies here, too,” Ariana warned.  “You may see a gold nugget or coin laying on a street, with the street paved around it and a small piece of stone or wood laid over it.  Do not touch it,” she said strongly.  “We may not worship the goddess of the Selani, but we live within the bounds of her domain, so our own god Shaervan had decreed that we honor her claim to the desert’s gold.”


“So you don’t use gold as currency?”


“No.  Any trading we do with the outside is always in silver or platinum,” she affirmed.  “If we do accidentally bring gold coinage or trade bars into the desert, it becomes hers, and we drop it right then and there once we realize we have it.  And there it stays.  So you may see gold coins or bars here and there about the city.  If you see them, leave them alone.  They are not to be touched or moved.”

“Ouch.  That would be an expensive lesson in being more observant next time,” Polin mused.


“It is indeed,” she agreed.


“What about something like a gold statuette, or jewelry?  You know, art made out of gold?”


“We usually don’t just drop it, for jewelry we remove any gemstones or other metals it may have and then give the gold to the Selani during the Gathering so they can deal with it.  Some Selani shaman, their priests, are allowed to wear gold rings or chains as a symbol of their devotion to their goddess, and what they do is reforge gold worked into jewelry by others to resanctify it to Fara’Nae, then give it to a priest.  As to something like a statuette, something that’s clearly art, we’ll instead build a little shrine of sorts and put the piece inside it to honor its artistic beauty.  You’ll find those little shrines scattered across the desert, usually in places that we find very beautiful.  The gold statuette still belongs to their goddess, but we do want her to appreciate that we care about the gold she considers holy.”

“She does appreciate that,” Tarrin told her absently.  “She finds the shrines to be very thoughtful, especially given you’re not her children.”


“Good to know that we’re doing the right thing,” she smiled as a blond-haired winged man landed beside them.  “There you are, Andy.  Is Alyra asleep?”


“Finally,” he chuckled in reply.


“Cub, this is Andos, king of the Aeradalla.  Andos, Polin Aresson.”


“I remember hearing about you,” he smiled as he took Polin’s hand in greeting.  “Welcome to Amyr Dimeon, your Majesty.”


“I’d prefer to drop the titles, your Majesty,” Polin told him warmly.


“Then you’ll fit in well among us,” Andos chuckled.  “Ari said you’d like a tour of the city?”


“Yes I would,” he replied eagerly.  “A city like this is utterly magical to me.”


“It is to us too, which is why we love to live here,” he grinned in reply.  “We can arrange a flying palanquin for you, Polin, because the only way to get around this city is to fly.”


“That would be nice.  And I can’t believe it’s so bright out.  Is this a normal night here?”


“When all four moons are risen, yes,” Tarrin answered.  “It is rarely truly dark on Sennadar, cub.  Even on a moonless night, the Skybands provide enough light for most people to be able to see well enough not to bump into things while outside.”


“We don’t fly unless there’s enough light to easily see,” Andos told him.  “But with Domammon being full, that makes it light enough for us to safely fly.”


The flying palanquin turned out to be a chair on a little platform that could fly through the air by itself.  It came with a strap to tie himself in, and it had a lead that allowed someone to pull it, since the device couldn’t steer itself.  Tarrin assumed his cat form and rode in Polin’s lap as Ariana and Andos took him on a flying tour of the city, and Tarvis was it amazing!  It was built in tiers, with each tier a flat place that was lower than the tier above, and those tiers got wider and wider as they went down.  It was clear that the wealthier an Aeradalla was, the higher they lived on the tiers, for the top tiers were large, impressive manors and buildings, and the lower on the tiers one went, the smaller and more modest the buildings were.  The lowest tier had to be a mile across, and it was dominated by farms, which demonstrated how they fed themselves up here. The edge of the city was a stone lip, and they flew under it to show him that the city’s underside was like a gigantic stone bowl whose lower central area was lost in the cloud that rested under the city.  That cloud extended out past the city’s edge by a considerable distance, which meant that the city probably wasn’t very easy to see from the ground.


He could have never believed that anything like this could be real.  A city built on a giant platform balanced on a rock spire that was two miles off the ground!  And it was populated by people that Volinians would call angels, because the servants of Tarvis were the souls of heroes that earned a place in his service through their piety and dedication, and were given wings as a reward for their duty and devotion.  But these weren’t angels, and besides, he rather liked both of them.  Ariana was friendly and charismatic, and Andos was intelligent and keen, but also polite and personable.


Once they landed, Tarrin again resumed his giant form, then turned away from them without a word, looking off in the distance.  “This just got complicated, cub,” he said.  “Sapphire knows I’m in the desert.  She’s summoned me.”


“Who is that?” he asked.


“She’s a dragon, cub.  She and I are very old and dear friends.”


“Oh, you mean like that form you took when you took me to the void pocket?”


“Yes, but she’s a true dragon,” he said as Andos chuckled.


“I doubt Tarrin was the same size as her when you saw him in her form, Polin,” Andos warned.  “True dragons are gigantic beyond imagination.”


“How big?”


“Sapphire can’t fit in this courtyard in her normal form,” Ariana answered.  “She would knock over buildings or the palace fence trying to squeeze in here.”

Polin looked around the large, spacious grassy lawn just outside their palace gates, then gawked a bit at her as he started to understand just how big that was.


“I know, it boggled my mind the first time I saw her up close,” Andos agreed with a chuckle.  “We’ve seen dragons in the desert before, but always from a distance.  We give them a very wide berth because we don’t enter their claimed territory.  So, we only see them from a distance, and that distance in no way prepares you for how big they are up close.”

“They’re hostile?”


“No, just territorial,” Ariana replied.  “They treat their claimed territory with the same sanctity you would your private residence, and take the same offense if someone barges into it uninvited.  As long as you don’t invade their personal space, they are very friendly and helpful neighbors.  Sapphire and her clan of blue dragons are friends to Amyr Dimeon and they visit often.  She often sends her children to the city for official functions because they’re much smaller than she is.”


“By relative terms.  Sandwing, her youngest adult offspring, is the size of a sailing ship,” Andos said dryly.


“Dragons never stop growing their entire lives, cub, and Sapphire is over two thousand years old.  So she’s had a very, very long time to get big,” Tarrin said evenly.


“Wow,” Polin breathed.


“Sapphire,” Tarrin called, his huge hand on his amulet once again.


“Hello, my little one.  You weren’t going to come into the desert without seeing me again,” her voice called from the amulet impishly.


“I’m not alone.  Will you allow my guest into your den?” he asked.


“I know you’re not alone, and half the reason I summoned you was to get a look at this boy king of yours,” she answered.  “So bring him with you.”

“You’ve attracted attention, Polin,” Ariana chuckled, but her tone turned more serious.  “Tarrin rarely takes such an interest in someone as he has in you, so now everyone is curious about you.  I have no doubt that Sapphire isn’t the only one that wants to meet you.  You may well be dragged all over Sennadar being introduced to some very interesting people.”


“That’s starting to sound more and more like it’s a mixed blessing,” Polin observed, which made both of them laugh.


“Sapphire only looks terrifying, my friend,” Andos told him.  “Just remember that she is an intelligent being, and a very intelligent one at that, when you meet her.  She’s actually a very engaging and interesting dragon.  Once you get past her size, she’s quite relatable.”


“I’ll remember that,” Polin said as Tarrin reached out one of those gigantic hand-paws to him.


“Sorry to cut it short, Ari, Andos, but it’s Sapphire,” he apologized.


“I’m fully aware, my friend,” Andos chuckled.  “Never keep her waiting.”


“Exactly.”


“It was nice meeting both of you, and I enjoyed the tour,” Polin told them.


“It was nice meeting you as well, Polin,” Andos said.


“Just stay calm and you’ll be okay,” Ariana smiled as Polin put his hand on Tarrin’s palm.


And in a sudden blur, they were somewhere else.  A vast cavern lit with orange-yellow orbs, one with a ceiling so high that it seemed impossible for the cavern to not collapse on itself.  It was also so large that a good quarter of Volinia could fit within it.  There was a pile of coins in the center of the massive cavern so high that it rose higher than most buildings in his city, and atop it sat something so indescribably large that it looked impossible to exist.  The warnings he got about something being that large…they in no way prepared him for the absolute enormity of this creature.  She had to be the size of four or five city blocks in Volinia, and she looked to stand higher than the palace.  Higher than any building in the city.  She would be able to sit outside the wall and see over the entire city.  He gaped at her in incredulity as Tarrin took a few steps forward, to the edge of a pile of coins that probably outnumbered every coin that existed on the entire continent.  She craned her head down towards them, and she moved so fast that it honestly shocked him.  When her head stopped moving, a gust of wind blew over them.  “Sapphire,” Tarrin said in a calm, warm voice.

“Hello, my little one,” she replied in an incredibly deep voice.  With her head closer, he could tell that not only could she swallow him whole, that he was about the size of one of her fanged canines!  He wasn’t even a mouthful!  “So, this is the boy king,” she said, her massive amber eyes turning just slightly towards him.


“Polin, this is Sapphire, ruler of her clan of blue dragons that live here in the desert.  Sapphire, Polin Aresson, king of Volinia.”


“M-My Lady Dragon,” he said with a slight stammer, bowing to her.


One of her scaly lips lifted slightly, showing a peek of those monstrous teeth.


“He’s certainly resilient,” she noted lightly.


“He’s been exposed to me enough to be able to roll with shocks,” Tarrin replied dryly, which made her chuckle, which was an extremely deep and ominous sound.  “Mind using your human form so he can form coherent sentences?”


“Of course.  I was curious to see how he’d react to the real me.  Better than most,” she noted lightly.  “He was able to answer in a rational manner.”


“In other words, cub, she was testing you, and it seems you passed,” Tarrin told him as that titanic monstrosity simply vanished, and the sudden loss of her caused a rush of air into the space she’d occupied.  A tall, austere, handsome woman with dark blue hair walked up to them from the size of the gigantic pile of coins, wearing a form-fitting blue dress that complemented her slim form quite nicely.  She reached them and held out a hand, and Tarrin took it, looking down at her with that same warm expression.  “Polin, this is also Sapphire.  She knows magic that allows her to take a human form,” he said.


“You are no less majestic, my Lady Dragon,” Polin managed to say, taking the hand she offered him.


“Yes, he’s quite steady, a good trait in a king,” she noted to Tarrin.  “My little one.”


“Yes?”


“Have you tampered with him?” she asked directly.

“No, that’s all him,” he replied cryptically.


“Would I be remiss to ask what that means?” Polin asked.


“No, young king.  I sense something unusual about you.”


“He solved the riddle of the mirror,” Tarrin told her.


“Ah.  Yes, that would be it,” she replied, patting the back of Polin’s hand fondly.  “That means you are a biped worthy of respect, young king.  You have solved one of the riddles of truth, and that means you are quite the formidable being.”


“Well, thank you, my Lady,” he said gracefully.  “I certainly didn’t do it for power, though.  I was so curious about it after Tarrin explained it, I just had to understand it.”


“And that what makes you formidable, because you succeeded.  A rare few do,” she smiled, patting his hand again, then releasing it.  “Now then, walk with me, my little one, young king.  I would learn more of you.”


It was easier to not be terrified of her when she was his size, so he found himself able to engage with her.  He also found her highly intelligent and perceptive, asking all kinds of insightful questions about his kingdom, his crown, and his governing philosophy.  But then she delved into his personal life, and chided him for devoting himself so much to work that he barely did anything for himself, outside of flights around the countryside on Sungold.  “You are limiting yourself, my young king,” she told him as they walked around the city-sized cavern, dimly lit by those globes.  “You need to make a few friends within your palace, ones that won’t be so afraid of your crown that they won’t tell you the truth.  Preferably near to your own age.  You need social connections to help steady you, which you will find to be a strong web of support for you in times of strife.  We blues are deeply grounded in the tenets of clan, which means we work together and support each other.  You understand working together, but you must learn more about seeking support from others that you trust, beyond the official duties of your crown.  So, my young king, my order to you is, when you return home, to make friends,” she said strongly.  “You may be a king, but you are also a young man, and young humans need social connections among those of their own age.  Even kings.”


“That may not be easy, there aren’t many nobles around my age in Volin,” he replied.


“Noble?  Is your entire world filled only with those who carry a title?” she challenged.


“Well, not really, but the entire aristocracy would go up in flames if I had a friendship with a commoner,” he said ruefully.  “Unfortunately, they’re not nearly as progressive as I am, and they’re in a position to do real damage if they get mad enough.”


She seemed to sniff disdainfully.  “I’ve never understood this biped need to place yourselves over each other.  The clan stands equally amongst itself,” she said.


“Then why do you lead it if everyone’s equal?” Polin asked almost impulsively.


She gave him a slight look and smile.  “Because I am the oldest, and that is our tradition,” she answered.  “But among us, even the youngest that has earned their adulthood speaks with an equal voice in council.  There is no separation among us into tiers, ranks, because that breeds contempt from the higher to the lower.”


“I can’t argue with that,” Polin grunted.  “Most of the gentry seems to think that I should rule as if the commoner doesn’t exist, or only exists to enrich them.  It didn’t help that a lot of the reforms I instituted focused mainly on improving the life of the commoner, particularly my public library program.  That really offended a lot of the gentry, that I’m spending the kingdom’s funds on teaching commoners and peasants to read and write,” he said sourly.  “I honestly don’t understand why it made them so mad.”


“Two reasons,” Tarrin said.  “First, many nobles see educated commoners as a threat to the system.  They rely on commoners being ignorant to the possibility that things could be better.  Second, many humans, be them noble or commoner, place more importance on hurting others than advancing themselves.  It’s a personality flaw of your kind,” he said, looking at Polin.  “Humans like that, if offered five gold crowns if others get one gold crown or only get two gold crowns if others get nothing, they’ll take the two gold crowns to deny others anything.  Sadly, many humans measure their happiness by the misery of others.”


Polin was silent a long moment.  “I know a few people who act just like that,” he admitted.  “I’m glad I was taught better, by both my father and you and Tsukatta, Tarrin.”

“A king is responsible for the welfare of all of his people,” Tarrin declared.  “If you don’t mind, Sapphire, I need to take him to one more place, and time is starting to grow short,” he said.  “You’re free to tag along if you wish.”


“I do so wish.  Where do you go?”


“Home,” he replied.  “He asked to see my house.”


“I will leave you to it, my small one.  There’s another matter that needs my attention.  It was nice to meet you, young king.”


“And it was good to meet you, my Lady.  I’ll do my best to follow your advice.”


“Naturally,” she said with a slight smile.


“It was good to see you, Sapphire,” he said, looking over at her, offering his monstrous hand-paw to Polin.  “Let’s be off.”


“Sure!” he said eagerly, taking it.  There was a blur, and the three of them were standing in a library of some kind, one without any windows.  Bookshelves going from floor to ceiling were arranged in rows that went quite a ways, with them standing by a large table sized for him, so it came up to Polin’s upper chest.  He saw various objects, items, keepsakes, and obvious relics sitting on stands or on tables, hanging on the stone walls.  Polin looked at them in turn as Tarrin stepped away from him.  A huge slightly curved sword in a scabbard, resting on a wall.  A two handed battleaxe hanging beside it.  A spear below them, resting on pegs.  Some kind of silver medallion hanging by a chain on the wall.  A shield holding the standard he remembered seeing on Telven’s shield, which meant it was the shield of a Knight of Karas.  A tapestry holding the same sword and spear symbol branded on his shoulder.  A massive tome of some sort that had to have a thousand pages, sitting on a stand below the sword.  Maps of various places hanging on the walls, several very old relics of some kind sitting on a long table.  He stepped up to a large tapestry map that looked to be centuries old, with writing that was strangely all straight lines and sharp corners.  “Where is this?” he asked, looking up at it.


“A map of the world as it was before the Blood War,” he answered, stepping up to him and touching a spot on the map in the middle of what the map seemed to denote as a vast forest.  “Amyr Dimeon is right here.  This is Suld.  Gora Umadar is up here,” he finished, tapping the top edge.

“What are these symbols?”


“The original towers of the Sorcerers, like the one you saw in Suld.  That’s the only original one left, built by the Ancients,” he answered.  “The others were destroyed.  Two new ones have been built since then, one in Abrodar, the other in Dala Yar Arak.  That one was completed just two years ago.  There were original towers in both cities.  Here is Abrodar, and here is Dala Yar Arak, the largest city in the world.”


“So, the desert was a forest before the Blood War?”


“Yes.  Just one of the many scars left from the war,” he replied.  “Wait here, cub, let me check to see if anyone’s upstairs.  We’re in my private library, in a basement underneath it.  No one comes in here without my permission,” he said flintily.  “A warning, cub.  Don’t touch anything,” he said intensely.  “You may look, but do not touch.  There are things in this library that can kill you instantly with a single touch.  I don’t hide them away, because my children and those who come down here know better.  Don’t be the first mistake.”


“Yes sir,” he replied immediately, putting his hands behind his back almost reflexively.

“Be back in a moment,” he said, then he walked to the far side of the vast chamber, where there was a stairwell going up, then he mounted the stairs and swiftly disappeared up them.  Polin decided to wander around a little in this area between the shelves, what looked like a large study area that also served as a showcase of sorts for things that Tarrin felt were important, things he put on display down here primarily for his own appreciation.  If nobody came down here without his permission, then this was his private sanctum, thus everything down here had significance to him in one way or another.  And there were quite a few things down here, some quite recognizable and some complete mysteries.  Weapons, maps, tapestries, portraits, they sat out along with odder things like a broken mirror, what looked like a broken piece of masonry, a chipped clay pot, a single arrow mounted on a small wooden stand, a tiny silver statuette of a cat with tiny green gems for eyes, sitting with its tail wrapped around its front legs in that pose that Polin had seen Tarrin assume so many times, a crystal ball of some sort, there were both oddities and antiquities down here, and Polin had no idea what some of them meant.


He turned and looked at a long table holding a variety of very old things, looking to have been dug up out of the ground, and he turned around and flinched, backing into the table.  That was because one of the weapons that had been on the wall was now floating in the air right in front of him, a weapon that looked vaguely like the one Tsukatta carried, a katana, but it was well over twice the size of the ones Tsukatta used.  This was a two-handed version of one of those slim-bladed, single edged weapons.  “Uhh, Tarrin!” he shouted.  “Tarrin!” he called again when the sword got closer and closer, crowding him, and he reflectively raised a hand to protect his face when the hilt of it rushed towards his nose.  The hilt of the weapon slapped against his palm, and he felt this strange rush of energy flow through him, something not from himself that swept through his body, almost as if it were, were inspecting him.

“Cub.  Let it go,” Tarrin called in an even voice of unmistakable command.


“I didn’t—”


“I know.  That sword has a mind of its own, cub,” he said.  “Let it go.”


He did so, and the sword then floated back across the library and returned to its pegs on the wall, sliding back into the scabbard by itself.


“What was that about, Tarrin?”


“It’s a long story, cub, and a bit hard to explain.  Let’s just say that that sword is connected to another divine being, and he wanted to have a look at you.”


“I felt something…strange.”


“That was him getting a look at you,” he replied evenly.  “I should have expected something like that.  I’m sorry I didn’t think to warn you.”


“Who was it?  It felt…familiar.”

Tarrin looked at him for a long moment.  “I’ll explain it to you later, when you have time to understand it without freaking out,” he answered.  “For now, just know that that sword is the divine artifact of a god, and he wanted to get a better look at you.  Since this god isn’t native to Sennadar, he had to use the sword.  I doubt he meant to frighten you, cub.”


“You have something like this in your house?” Polin blurted.


“I warned you that there are things in here that can kill you with a touch, cub.  That sword is just one of them.  Had you touched the sword instead of it coming to you, it would have killed you.”

“Why do you have it instead of the god’s priests?”


“Because I keep it safe for him when he doesn’t need it.  He knows I’m not tempted by the allure of power that artifacts like that one radiate,” he replied, turning around.  “Nobody’s here but Kimmie and her apprentices, cub, so it’s safe to come upstairs.  She lives in the tower you saw beside the house.”

“Alright.  I think I’d rather be someplace much less dangerous,” he chuckled.


“Smart,” Tarrin said mildly as Polin followed him towards the stairs.


The stairs opened into a closet of all things, and beyond that was a bedroom.  It was simple, with well built but very plain furniture and a bed so big that six people could fit in it, its length clear that it was Tarrin’s personal bed.  Someone his size would need a huge bed to be comfortable.  Tarrin didn’t let him linger in what was clearly his personal bedchamber, bringing him out to a very large, modestly furnished living room holding multiple couches, sofas, and chairs, all of them arranged around a hearth, with several small tables here and there holding lamps or other knick knacks.  The walls were adorned with old tapestries, shields, and a few weapons, some looking old and some new, and one of the larger tapestries had that same design that was on Tarrin’s amulet, the web-like lines in the circle with the spider with a star body in the center, but this one was colored.  The lines were triangles, arranged flat side in towards the center, their points touching the circle surrounding them, and the white star in the center was white.  “That’s the symbol of your Sorcerers, right?” Polin asked, pointing.


“Yes.  That banner is six thousand years old, it once hung in the office of the Speaker of the Tower that once stood in Mala Menn, which was destroyed during the Blood War,” Tarrin said absently.  “The woman you met at the gate gave it to me as a present.”

“So you’re also a Sorcerer.”


“I’m an everything, cub.  I practice multiple disciplines of magic.  It’s something of a job requirement for what I do.”


“I can believe that,” he chuckled.  “That’s right, I’m still wearing that amulet you gave me.”


“Keep it,” he said absently.  “You may find it very useful.”


“Why is that?”


“Because it renders you invulnerable to fire, so long as the amulet is touching your bare skin,” he answered.  “You needed it to get that close to the sea of lava at Gora Umadar, without it you would have been dead within seconds.  Elder Sorcerers, what we call da’shar, are immune to fire, cub, it’s required for them to use their magic.  Without it, their magic would fry them to ash.  The amulets are for lesser experienced Sorcerers so they’re not injured around the Tower by the da’shar going about their daily business.  People who are immune to fire, for example, tend to forget that what they consider an invigorating dip in a bathing pool is actually boiling water.”

Polin laughed.  “It didn’t feel all that hot,” he remembered.


“It was.  The amulet doesn’t let you feel the real heat, which can itself be a bit of a danger.  Your sleeve could be on fire and you’d just feel a warm feeling.  Also keep in mind that it only works on any part of you meant to be exposed to the air, like your lungs, so don’t drink a mug of boiling oil or stick yourself with a red hot needle.  And also, cub, any heat your body generates, the amulet doesn’t protect you from that, so you can get heat stroke just like anyone else if you overexert yourself on a hot day, or you spend too long in a superheated environment, like in boiling water or inside a house that’s on fire.  Your body can’t shed its internal heat, can’t cool off, so it slowly builds up in you to the point where you suffer heat stroke.  They only work on heat from the outside, not the inside, so any external heat that gets past your skin can burn you.  They’re designed that way on purpose because younger Sorcerers need to not be immune to fire on the inside in order to properly learn how to control their magic.  So keep that in mind,” he warned.


“I will.  Thank you for the gift, Tarrin, it’s a treasure beyond words to have such a powerful magical device.  But…doesn’t that mean that your Tower has lots of them if you hand them out so easily?”


“And now you start to understand why Sennadar is a Prime, cub.  Here, those are commonplace,” Tarrin told him.  “All of the Initiates and younger katzh-dashi wear them, until they no longer need them.”


“I noticed mine is different from yours.”


“I’m an elder Sorcerer, more or less a da’shar.  My title is a little different for reasons a little hard to explain, but you can think of me as a da’shar.  If you see a Sorcerer wearing an amulet looking like that, you’re dealing with a highly skilled and powerful magician, cub,” he said, pointing at the banner.  “The amulet is a symbol of our station.”

“Kerri’s is like that. So she’s a da’shar?”


“Yes.  Kerri is one of the most powerful Sorcerers alive, cub.  Not because of her raw power, but because she may be the most skilled of the katzh-dashi.  I told you she’s one of the smartest people alive, and that extends to her ability to use her magic.  She understands Sorcery on a level that maybe only a handful of other Sorcerers may ever reach,” he said respectfully.

“That leads me to a basic question.  What’s the difference between Sorcery and arcane magic?”


“Arcane magic draws power from somewhere else, and it’s a learned skill,” he answered.  “Sorcery draws magic that already exists in the world, and it’s a natural ability.  Anyone can learn Arcane magic, but only someone with the inherent ability can use Sorcery.  So it’s not something that just anyone can learn, outside of the simple fact that nothing is truly impossible.  So it’s more accurate to say that the vast majority of the time, it’s not something that just anyone can learn.”

“So I could learn Sorcery?”


“Theoretically,” he replied.  “If you want it bad enough, are willing to work for it hard enough, you can make it happen.  It certainly wouldn’t be easy.  There are countless mortals here on Sennadar that have dreamed of being Sorcerers, but none of them have ever managed to become one without a little help. But someday, one of them just might.”


“Who are the ones that did it with help?”


“Just one, and her name is Janette,” he answered.  “The Goddess of the Sorcerers tinkered with her a little bit, because she wanted to be a Sorcerer so badly, and many of her friends and family are Sorcerers, so it made it even more important to her.  So while Janette wasn’t born a Sorcerer, she is one now because the Goddess of the Sorcerers blessed her with the ability after she was born.”


“That’s a lovely story,” Polin said.  “It’s so nice to hear about things like that, people being given something they treasure.  Does she like it?  Is being a Sorcerer everything she hoped it would be?”

“Oh yes,” Tarrin chuckled.  “She is very happy being a Sorcerer, cub.”


“Well, that just makes the story better,” Polin said with a smile, then tapped his chin.  “Wait, Phandebrass said our magic draws energy from what’s already there,” he said.


“Yes, which makes Arcane magic on your world more akin to Sorcery than standard Arcane magic,” Tarrin nodded.  “Your people have learned how to draw on the energy flowing into your world through the nexuses rather than trying to tap that energy directly from the energy plane, which is what most other Arcane mages do.  So, in a way, cub, the people of your world are more like Sorcerers than Arcane mages, they just use Arcane magic to cast spells where Sorcerers have their own unique process for using magic.  That’s one reason why Phandebrass spent so long in your world studying your magical techniques.  He found them quite intriguing.”


“And from the sound of it, mages from other worlds can learn how to do it our way,” Polin said.


“Only very skilled ones,” Tarrin told him.  “Cub, Phandebrass and Kyrienna are on an entirely different level than any mage in your world.  This one too, for that matter.”


“Oh believe me, I noticed,” Polin chuckled.  “When they helped set up our school for magic, it was beyond apparent that they were far more skilled in magic than the instructors they brought in to staff the school.”

“And that’s why, if you want to learn magic, cub, you go to them.  You won’t find anyone that can teach you better.”


“I’m getting more and more convinced I should do it.  What I’ve seen, how magic changes the basic elements of the lives of people here on Sennadar, I’d be a fool to not learn it.  For the convenience if anything else.”


Three people entered the room through the front door, and Polin had to gawk a little bit, because all of them were exotic.  The first was a Were-cat like Tarrin, but she was much, much shorter, even shorter than Polin.  She had orange tabby fur and dark hair, and was wearing a simple woolen dress.  The woman behind her was by far the most exotic of them, since she had leathery, bat-like wings, darker skin, black eyes with an exotic tilt much like Tsukatta’s, and pure black hair that was straight as straw.  She was wearing a neckless black leather bustier of sorts that laced up the front to reveal the inside slopes of her breasts and her navel, that kept her shoulders bare—no doubt her wings made it impossible to wear anything else—and wore fairly tight black trousers tucked into black knee boots.  The third was a woman with pointed ears like Kyrienna, but shorter than her, with pale hair and some kind of blue paint or dye spread over the upper part of her face, forming a mask over her eyes, wearing a severely plain dark gray robe.  “So, you have to be Polin,” the Were-cat woman said with a smile, coming over and taking his hand.  “Hi, I’m Kimmie.  I live in the tower beside the house.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” he replied, then took the hand of the winged woman.  “And you, madam?”


“Anayi, one of Mistress Kimmie’s apprentices,” she replied.


Kimmie had to urge the third woman to take his hand, and she looked very uncomfortable.  “Myn,” she said in a soft voice, almost timid.  “Mistress Kimmie’s apprentice.”


“It’s nice to meet all of you.  Are you an artisan, Miss Kimmie?”


“Mage,” she smiled.  “And these two need to stop calling me their mistress, they’re both as good at magic as I am by now.”


“So long as we live in your tower, Kimmie, you are the mistress and we are the apprentices,” Anayi said simply.


“I’ll tell you what I told everyone else, Kimmie.  You don’t tell anyone where I am,” he said.  “The last thing I need is someone else showing up that Polin can’t easily explain.”


“I was wondering why you brought me here when you said you wanted to hide out a little,” Polin chuckled.


“The people who have seen you know how to keep their mouths shut,” he replied.  “I’m surprised there wasn’t anyone in the house when we arrived.”


“I’ve been…warning them away from coming inside,” she said lightly.  “I’ve made it clear I’m not playing for you, but I also told them that you’d be furious beyond measure if any of them damaged the house.  They remember what happened after Mist and Jesmind trashed the house.  But, I suggest you don’t go outside.  There are nine females camped within two longspans of the house, and there have already been a few fights.  If they catch your scent on the wind, they will come.”

“Ridiculous,” Tarrin sighed, which made Anayi chuckle.


“You Were-cats certainly are entertaining, Tarrin,” she grinned.


“Don’t include me in their silliness, Anayi,” he retorted.

They sat down to chat—except Anayi, she stood behind Kimmie’s couch—and he found Kimmie to be a charming, affable young lady with a sly sense of humor and a great deal of both intelligence and common sense.  Myn was militantly silent, but he didn’t push her because he could see that she was almost painfully shy.   Anayi was also fairly smart, but she was much more blunt and direct, and not very ladylike as Polin would measure such things.

He finally worked the conversation around to something he was curious about.  “Are you also an Aeradalla, Anayi?” he asked.


“Nope,” she replied.  “I’m not sure you’re ready to hear about what I am, Polin.”


“I think I can handle it.”


“Alright, then, you asked for it.  I’m a half-Demon.”


“A what?”


“Half-Demon.  You know, creatures of evil incarnate, chaos personified?  A Demon Demon,” she grinned.  “My mother is a Succubus and my father was a human.  Halfbreeds like me are called Alu, or Alu-Demons.”


“We don’t hold that against her,” Kimmie said easily.  “Anayi’s a good girl despite her mother’s questionable ancestry.”


“I warned you that Sennadar is an exotic place, cub,” Tarrin told him.  “Anayi is indeed the daughter of a Demon.  Her family aren’t like the Demons you’ve read about in your books.  The Elder Gods allow them to live here in exchange for working for them.  So while Anayi is a Demon, she actually works for the gods.  And on top of that, she’s an accepted member of society in this world.  Her mother is the Empress of Yar Arak, and everyone knows that she’s a Demon.  But they don’t care.  She’s been the best ruler Yar Arak’s had for over a thousand years, and her people love her despite the fact that she’s a Demon.”


“Yup.  Our family doesn’t believe in the same things that the other Demons do, so living here is as much asylum as it is sanctuary.  The other Demons would tear us to shreds if they could get their hands on us.  In exchange for the protection of the Elder Gods, our family does their dirty work for them.  We may be Demons, but we work for the gods.”

“Even Demons can be decent people, cub, because nothing is impossible,” Tarrin said strongly.  “What did I teach you about first impressions?”


“That the truth is usually hidden behind it,” he replied.  “So I should never allow a first impression to make up my mind for me.”

“That applies to people as well a situations,” Tarrin told him.  Polin looked to him and nodded.  “And you have personal experience in that, cub.  Think of the leader of the Larks.  Few would think him little more than a thug and a thief, but you know the truth of him.”


“I can’t argue with that,” he nodded.

They spoke for a while longer, Polin starting to really like Kimmie and Anayi, then Tarrin declared they were done and wasted almost no time, not even really giving him the chance to properly say goodbye to the ladies.  He had Polin stand up, and then a hand on his shoulder caused the world to blur.  But instead of being back at the gate, they were instead floating in the endless gray void of the Astral.  Clearly, Tarrin only needed the gate to get in, not out.  “It’s time to go, cub.  It’s coming on sunrise in Volinia and I kept you out most of the night.  So I’m going to give you a chance to get some sleep.  Given time moves differently here, you can get in nearly a night’s sleep before we get back to Volinia before dawn, if I take a roundabout route.”


“I’m not sure I can sleep, that visit has my mind whirling.  I learned so much,” he said.


“I’ll take care of that, cub,” Tarrin said.  “But you have to be a willing target of the spell.  So, would you like to get some sleep before we get back?”


“Well, sure,” he replied.  “That’ll keep tomorrow from being a long slog.”


“Alright.  So, what did you learn?”


“More than I can easily say, but the main thing I learned is that if I want to learn the secrets of the universe from you, that I’d damn well better be just as responsible as you in how I use that power.  I don’t want to cause my own Gora Umadar,” he said seriously.


“Then you learned the right lesson, cub.  Now just relax.  The spell I’m about to cast will cause you to sleep, and you’ll wake up refreshed and ready for the day to come.”

“Alright.  Thank you, Tarrin.  I enjoyed the visit.”


“So did I.  And I dare say you’ve made some new friends, cub,” he replied with a slight smile.  He held out a paw and fine white sand appeared in it, then he chanted in the discordant language of magic, proving that he did indeed know Arcane magic.  He tossed the sand in Polin’s general direction with a flick of his giant hand, and Polin almost immediately slipped into a deep, restful slumber.
