
The night was dark, cloudy, cool and windy as the light that disturbed its umbral continuity faded, allowing the shadows to flow back into their proper places.  The low clouds were laden with unrealized rain, awaiting some mysterious trigger to begin falling to the earth below.  But the clouds were reluctant to yield their chilly bounty, leaving the stones of the city below them slightly slick with the moisture set down by the thin mist that drifted in from the river.

The city took no notice of the figure that had stepped from the light, a figure that seemed very unusual, very out of place in this city of men.  For one, the figure was unnaturally tall, nearly twice the height of the average man of the city, and was dressed not in the woolens and leather hats of the style of the city, but in a pair of undyed leather buckskin leggings and a simple black leather vest with no shirt, showing off a lean, sleek musculature on the figure’s torso and a black steel necklace hanging down between the vest’s flaps and a thick, long blond braid hanging over the figure’s shoulder, hanging all the way down to the figure’s knees.  The figure looked up at the heavy clouds, then turned and looked back down the street in which he appeared, a narrow, twisting thoroughfare overhung by the upper floors of the buildings that flanked it, nearly creating an oppressive passage of limiting cobblestone and wooden walls, small, dirty windows, and straw thatch.  The impossibly tall figure knelt down and put two fingers on the stones of the street, fingers that were each nearly as thick around as a woman’s wrist, and attached to hands that were oversized even for the figure’s impossibly tall body.  When the figure stood back up, a small hole in the clouds above sent a single beam of moonlight down, and as if by fate, it cascaded over the strange figure to reveal the most shocking revelation of all…that he was not human.


There was no doubt of that, despite a very human-looking face.  For one, those oversized hands were covered in fur, fur that extended up the forearms and elbows, ending not far above the elbows on the figure’s upper arms.  The figure’s left arm was covered in fur as black as pitch, with blood red claws peeking from the tips of his fingers, but the right arm was covered in fur that was white as pristine snow and with golden claws flexing out briefly before retracting back into their sheaths. Black fur also covered the figure’s oversized, unnatural feet, too wide across the ball to be human, and with each large, thick toe showing the tip of a partially recessed claw, claws so huge that not even the figure’s immense toes were big enough to house them.  A long, slender tail snaked behind the figure, slashing to and fro sinuously, almost hypnotizingly, and cat ears atop the figure’s head swivelled towards a distant sound.  The figure’s green eyes were narrowed, ominous, and chilling to behold, the eyes of a predator, not the eyes of a man.

And the figure, the man, was a predator.  He was the apex predator, the most dangerous hunter that any man on this world could ever imagine, possessed of nearly unstoppable magic and strength, agility, and stamina far beyond the mortal men that called this city home.  The men of this city would have no word for who and what he was, but the sages among them would understand that his presence here was no accident.


Where this lethal figure’s feet trod, the very earth itself shook in fear.


His name was Tarrin Kael, and he was no man that any sane man ever wanted to cross.  His very name was enough to srike fear into the bravest of men.  His very presence could part seas, move mountains, and shake the faith of the most fanatical zealot.  The most wizened sages among the men of this world would not know his name, but they would know the title that had been bestowed upon him by ally and enemy alike.


The Destroyer.


He wasn’t human, which was abundantly clear to any who looked at him, but they would not understand just how deep those differences were.  Tarrin Kael was a creature known as a Were-cat, a lycanthrope, a human infused with the very essence of the animal with which he was bonded to form a whole that was a mixture of man and animal.  In his case, that was the common housecat…but it by no means made the tall figure any less dangerous than if he were bonded to something more fearsome.  Cats were deceptively powerful creatures, quick, agile, nimble, and Tarrin Kael possessed the proportional strength and all the grace of his feline cousins.  The tall man could pick up a loaded wagon over his head, and then throw it a goodly distance.  He could leap from the ground to the roofs above in a single bound.  He was capable of feats of agility and dexterity that would leave those watching him dumbfounded.  While he enjoyed the physical advantages of his bonded animal cousins, he also was affectected by their instincts, which could and did influence his behavior.  In Tarrin’s case, the Cat in him made him impatient, impulsive, demanding, unforgiving, and downright violent to those that challenged his might and superiority.  The Cat only cared about self, mate, and offspring.  The Cat had no compassion for others, and would inflict harm on those for whom it did not care with no regard.  In many ways, the Cat was a selfish, arrogant, and evil creature, but it also had a powerful impulse to protect the young, even the young that were not its own offspring, was incredibly caring and tender to those it loved, and never struck out against others unless they provoked it.  The Cat was content to leave others be, so long as others left it be.  But when it was annoyed, harassed, or attacked, it struck without mercy.

If his physical gifts weren’t enough, Tarrin Kael also happened to be one of the most singularly powerful wielders of magic in the entire multiverse.  Born from a world of powerful magic known as a Prime, the Were-cat could wield the mighty power of Sorcery, the arcane arts of Wizardry, the raw, primal magical forces of Druidic magic, and could directly invoke the power of the gods themselves through Priest magic.  There was almost no form of magic that the Were-cat could not employ in one way or another, and given that he was a special kind of Sorcerer known as a sui’kun, he could wield, by himself, sufficient magical might to lay waste to cities, wipe out entire armies, even tumble down mountains.  Connected to the power of his Prime world through a pair of magical constructs attached to his back, a pair of wings of living fire that he kept hidden most of the time, he could draw the unbridled might of the power of Sorcery from his Prime dimension and bring it into whichever world he currently visited, and it was usually a magical might against which none who faced him could stand.  The power of the Prime plane of Sennadar was a power that men of other dimensions could not even imagine was real, and that power was at his command.

 Tarrin Kael was a mi’shara, a being born outside of the realm of mortal restriction, who had been spun from Entropy to perform a task.  The task upon which was placed on his shoulders was to destroy a mighty and dangerous artifact known as the Firestaff, and when that task was done, the creature had entered into the service of the Overgod, He Who Is Above All, to do his dirty work for him.  When the Balance was threatened, and it took a heavy hand to restore order, the God of Gods sent Tarrin Kael to fix it.  And if he had to level a city, or lay waste to a few kingdoms in the pursuit of his task…so be it.  The consequences should he not perform his mission were far more dire than the destruction he often left in his wake.  Like fire renewing the soil for a new generation of trees and plants, sometimes one had to destroy in order to create.

Mercy towards the undeserving was not in the nature of the Destroyer.  Compassion was not why he was summoned to a place to set right that which had gone wrong.  When Tarrin Kael was summoned to a world to restore the Balance, it was usually because those that threatened it had become too great a threat and had to be destroyed, utterly and without mercy or quarter.

Usually.


This was not one of those missions.  There was no dire threat stalking this land that was such a danger to the Balance that he was dispatched to deal with the situation.  In truth, this was one of those missions that Tarrin often found nearly insufferably irritating, for not every act that threatened the Balance could shift the course of history for an entire world.  Sometimes, the smallest, most innocuous actions were just as much a threat to the Balance as a Demon Lord invading a plane of existence.  The death of a lowly mouse in the basement of one of the buildings surrounding him could have as much dire portent as an artifact like the Firestaff being activated within this mortal dimension.  After all, for there to be balance, then the small things had to have as much importance as the large ones…at least certain small things.  Not every small thing mattered to the Balance, just as not every earth-shaking thing mattered.  But when a small thing mattered, the force it could exert to disrupt the Balance was just as strong as one of those titanic events that bards would sing about for five thousand years afterward.

Usually, he was not the one sent on a mission like this.  A mission like this was the specialty of Sashi, who had the charm, patience, compassion, and gentle demeanor best suited for what had to be done here.  But Sashi was currently on a different mission, as were Wynn and Ch’Belle, so it fell to him to come here.  When careful words were needed to avert a disaster, He sent Sashi.  When someone needed to die, He sent Tarrin.


The Balance was not about goodness or kindness or compassion.  It was about balance, an equality of opposing forces that combined to cause intelligent life to grow and evolve, and often in the pursuit of Balance, those who maintained it were called upon to do evil as much as they were called upon to do good.  When the forces were out of balance, then whoever was sent to fix it had to exert sufficient opposite force to restore balance, no matter what that force was.  So, those who did this kind of work had to have the right mentality, and had to be capable of both good and evil to do their jobs.

And nothing embodied the duality of that existence like Tarrin Kael.  His very body was the ultimate example of it, for his right arm was infused with the holy power of the Deva, the purity of ultimate goodness, while his left arm was tainted by the pure evil of the Demons.  Good and Evil, Law and Chaos, Light and Dark, they both existed within the body of Tarrin Kael, and also reflected the core of his personality.  Equal measures savage monster and urbane gentleman, Tarrin Kael was as violent as he was polite, an enigmatic puzzle of conflicting traits, at least to those that did not understand his nature and steer clear of the triggers that would invoke his wrath.

This was a world of men, so his lycanothrope body would attract far too much attention.  With barely a thought, the huge creature’s form seemed to shimmer and blur, retract, until a human carrying the same features as the creature had taken its place.  He was still impossibly tall, but not as tall as before.  He still had the green eyes and ruggedly handsome face and the braid of blond hair, but the feline ears, the tail, the fur on his arms and legs were gone, and his hands and feet looked entirely normal, though his feet were now covered by sturdy, well-made black leather boots.  He was still lean and lithe, looked both powerful and agile, and still carried no visible weapon.


Cracking his knuckles as he adjusted to his human form, Tarrin stepped out of the moonbeam illuminating him and started down the street, with no sound in the heavy air other than his own footsteps and the barking of a distant dog.  The heavy air muffled sound, but even without that effect, a man laying in the gutter not a pace from the stalking figure would have heard his footsteps as he padded down the street in his supple yet sturdy boots, his posture proud, his steps sure, and his every moment just oozing intimidating threat to any who looked at him.  Any burglar or cutpurse that might be about would take one look at the man and then walk the other way, or retreat deeper into the shadows of an alleyway and pray to his gods that the extremely tall man took no notice…yet knowing deep in his soul that the man noticed everything around him.  Not even the slightest shifting of a curtain or the skittering of a beetle across the flagstones was lost to him as he moved up the street.

He considered what he had to do as he walked.  Simply put, Tarrin Kael was here to stop a war.  It was a silly war being planned by silly men, who were using their positions to intimidate the child-ruler of this kingdom into doing what they wanted him to do.  Why this war was a threat to the Balance, Tarrin did not know, since it would be a war between two insignificant kingdoms, not even the large and important ones, on an insignificant world in an insignificant plane of existence…which very well may be why a war here would threaten the Balance.  He only knew that He had told him to come here and put a stop to the war, and try to do it without slaughtering half the inhabitants of the castle, and he would do as commanded.  There were people in the castle that He had plans for, and He would be rather irked at Tarrin if he killed them by accident.  And in typical fashion, He didn’t tell him which ones he couldn’t kill.  That ruined the most practical solution, which was to go in there and kill anyone that entertained ideas of starting a war.  If they wanted war, Tarrin would bring it to them, not to the men that would fight and die for their greed and ambition.

So, Tarrin was tasked to stop a war, and do it with words, not with bloodshed.  That was it, that was all there was to it, and the impulsive part of Tarrin’s mind, the part dominated by his instincts, boiled it down to those very simple terms.  The Cat did not plan, that required the recognition of the fact that there was a future.  The Cat lived in the moment, in the eternal now of being, where it might understand the concept of time of day, but the concepts of past and future had no meaning.  The past was irrelevant, forgotten.  The future didn’t exist.  There was only now.

And a being that had trouble with something as simple as the future made lousy plans.

While Tarrin himself certainly understood the concept of the future, the fact that his mind was merged with the instincts of the Cat caused the Cat’s outlook on things to flavor his rational mind.  That fact made all Were-cats impulsive and unpredictable, and it also made them more than a little bit violent and stubborn, because they did not easily learn from past mistakes.  When the past was irrelevant, the mistakes of the past were quickly forgotten, and thus Were-cats were doomed to repeat those mistakes over and over until it finally sunk in that what they were doing was a bad idea.


So, while Sashi would have carefully laid out a plan of action for her mission, Tarrin’s approach was much more lackadaisical, even slapdash.  He had a general idea of what he needed to do, and as far as he was concerned, that was all he needed.  Any complications that might arise would be dealt with on the spot.  He would enter the castle in cat form and look around, identify all the players in this game, particularly the advisors trying to start the war, then once he knew who was his enemy, he’d confront the child-king of this city and put a stop to the planned war.  That was the plan.  The entire plan.  If any complications arose, he would deal with them.  If things got too far out of hand, he’d just fall back on his usual trump card, which was to terrorize everyone into doing what he told them to do.


Tarrin Kael brooked no foolishness.


This world did look and feel familiar, though.  He had seen many worlds in the centuries that he had served Him, some as unbelievable as this one was nondescript.  Tarrin had walked worlds where science had advanced to the point where men sailed ships of metal hrough the vast void of space and traveled from world to world, and wielded weapons of such terrible power that made his own magic look pitiful by comparison.  He had walked worlds much like his own, so charged with magical energy that even the lowest mouse had magical potential.  He had walked worlds of horror, worlds of dreams, worlds of joy, and worlds of sorrow.  He had braved the deepest pit of the Ninth Hell, had stood atop the highest pinnacle of the tallest mountain the the Seventh Heaven.  He had walked among the Lost in Hades, and had marched with the Eirheilar in Elysium.  He had battled the endless armies of Acheron and had feasted with the bravest warriors of Valhalla.  This world was almost the pinnacle of average, what mediocrity strove to produce.  The magic of this world was not strong, nor was it weak.  The world mainly had humans in it, with only a few other sentient races who were very small in number and mostly dwelled on another continent, but those humans were no smarter or dumber than the humans of other worlds, no stronger or weaker, no faster or slower.  They, like most worlds, had achieved the technical skill to work in iron and steel, but had not learned the advanced techniques of science that produced things like Wikini gunpowder.  The architecture here vaguely reminded him of Darrigon, the kingdom south of Sharadar back home, though Darrigon was located in a much warmer climate.  But the mountains he saw lurking over the buildings to his left, whose peaks were covered in snow, could be the Spine Mountains running through central Darrigon, and this fairly large city could be Darris, or maybe even Southport.

He pondered a moment why a kingdom in a world so average was a threat to the Balance…but he was sure that he wouldn’t understand the explanation.  He tended to be exhaustive in the technical details of his diatraibe from time to time, particuarly when Tarrin was dealing with his Wikuni alter-ego, Cassiter.


And here he was, daring to critique the idiosyncracies of the most powerful being in the multiverse.  But, that was what made Tarrin Kael Tarrin Kael.  Tarrin Kael feared no one, not even the God of Gods.  He respected Him, revered Him, and gave Him his unswerving loyalty and performed his duties to Him to the absolute best of his ability at all times, but he was not afraid of Him.  And he was not afraid to admit truth to power.  Truth is truth, and no being, no matter how powerful or mighty, should ever be insulted by it.  When Tarrin felt that He was making a mistake, he said so.  It never failed to make the others look at him like his brain just erupted out of his ears, but that was who he was.


He never made mistakes, of course, but Tarrin often failed to see the truth of things until after everything was over,and Tarrin suspected that He rather enjoyed proving Tarrin wrong.  But that was why He was the God of Gods, and Tarrin was just a mortal who couldn’t see the whole picture until it was laid out for him.  And in typical Were-cat fashion, Tarrin had to learn that lesson over and over, since his mind quickly discounted what had happened in the past.


It took him nearly two hours to traverse the city and reach the castle, which was the seat of the King and the capitol of this completely average and unassuming little kingdom, whose name Tarrin didn’t even know.  In those two hours, the sun rose behind the clouds, transitioning the city from a dark, shadowy, forboding maze of narrow, crooked streets to a murky, dim place that felt slightly oppressive.  The townsfolk had started appearing on the streets right around dawn, as the people went about their daily routines, and many of them took notice of Tarrin Kael’s passing due to his height.  Even in his human form, he was well over a head taller than the tallest man he encountered on the streets.


Tarrin did take notice when he reached the castle, however, for it was not what he expected.  The castle was very impressive, not for its size, but for its architecture.  It was surrounded by a low wall, which was clearly decorative more than protective, and the castle’s keep walls were made of a different kind of stone, a reddish-brown stone, and those walls were lined with elaborate and beautiful stained glass windows, the kind one might find in a cathredral rather than a castle.  Each window depicted a past monarch, so the windows were a history lesson of the kings and queens that had ruled this kingdom in times past.  Tarrin could read the captions under the window denoting the monarch, thanks to the magic infused into both his left and right arm.  The ability to comprehend any language, spoken or written, was a basic ability of both Deva and Demons, and when he spoke, those who heard him would hear their native languauge, no matter what language he was using.  Because his arms were infused with the very essence of both Deva and Demon, he could enact their basic racial powers and abilities himself, as if he were one of them.  The ability to communicate with any being was one of the most basic of abilities shared by the two disparate races.


 The keep had five towers rising from its central body, each a different height, which told him that they were not part of the original building.  They had been added later on, but had been built in the same architectural style and bult of the same type of stone as the original keep.  It also had a small wing extending out to the right as he looked in from the closed portcullis, as the six guards standing behind it stared at him.  The buttressing and arched vaults over the windows was far more advanced than the building techniques used for the rest of the city, hinting that the castle was far older than the city that surrounded it.  The castle was built to last, where the cobbled buildings around it were built for economy.


“Move along, citizen,” one of the guards ordered, but then he flinched back a little when Tarrin levelled a flat, challenging stare on him.

The castle was larger than he expected, and it was set on a very large grounds behind the wall, with gardens and exercise fields for guards.  Like most any castle, what was enclosed behind the walls wasn’t just a single building, but a complex of buildings in addition to the keep, such as barracks for the guards, the buildings for the tradeskills that supported the castle, and assorted buildings that served other purposes or needs.  Tarrin’s eyes swept over everything he could see through the portcullis, taking in every aspect of the grounds, the patrolling guards, the doors and windows, the small trees, bushes, and flower beds. Once he saw that, he stepped back and turned, then walked on down the street.

And the instant he was out of sight of the guards, he simply vanished.


A second later, he reappeared at the base of a tree inside the castle grounds, not in his human form, but in his cat form.  Like all members of his race, Tarrin had the ability to assume the form of a human, the animal to which he was bonded, and a hybrid of the two.  In Were-cats, their hybrid form had been corrupted by a magical catastrophe known as the Breaking, causing their hybrid form to be mostly human, but Tarrin was a different kind of Were-cat from his kin.  He was able to assume a true hybrid form that looked like a cross between a cat and a human, a bipedal cat-like creature, but he rarely did so.  It was useful in some worlds where there were no humans, though.  The cat that appeared at the base of the tree was a very big cat, long-legged and heavy-shouldered, wearing a black steel collar, but was still a common housecat.  The cat had inky black fur everwhere but its right foreleg, which had a white sock from the elbow down.


Stretching a bit, Tarrin reoriented his thinking to accept the Cat more into his thoughts, then he shivered his tail and started towards the main keep.  And as usual, the guards roaming the grounds paid him almost no attention.  He had learned long ago that men tended to ignore small animals, and especially an animal like a cat.  In cat form, Tarrin could go almost anywhere, investigate, even root through drawers and bureaus and chests, and the men around him would simply shrug and tell themselves that the curious cat was just doing what cats do, get into everything and go places they had no business being.  Cats did what cats did, and the arrogance of man was believing that they could make them change.


In cat form, Tarrin had the run of the entire castle. He got into the main keep by darting into a door being closed by a servant, then he padded along the clean well-maintained hallways of the castle, moving in and out of open rooms, and when confronted with a closed door, he simply vanished and reappeared on the far side.  He explored more than he needed to, but that was an aspect of his Cat instincts, to fully know and understand his environment, to find all the best hiding places and know how to reach them.  He learned faces and scents among the servants—and there were lots of them—then he found his way into the council chambers for the king and his advisors.

It was a large room not far from the throne room that had tapestries hanging from the walls, but was dominated by a huge table in the middle of the room.  There were ten stout chairs around that table, and six of them were occupied, by what had to be the child-king of this land and five of his advisors.  The child king was sitting in a full sized chair, and the table nearly came up to his chin, making him look very much the child among those men…and probably done on purpose by the men to remind the boy just where he stood.  The boy looked to be about 12, just on the edge of puberty, and had thick black hair that was cut short, pale blue eyes, a fair complexion, and wore a military-looking uniform that consisted of a blue jacket over a red tunic, that had five medals pinned on the left side, gold buttons, and a white sash running from his right shoulder down to wrap around the left side of his waist.  Four of the five men with him were all dressed in finery, rich doublets, silken hose, and wearing plenty of jewelry, while the fifth man was a very sober-looking fellow wearing a similar blue uniform to the king, with no sash and gold epaulets with golden ropes looping under his right arm.  That man was the only armed man in the room, with a slender rapier belted at his waist and a main-gauche dagger sheathed on the other side.  There were two very lage hounds lounging on the floor by the table, mastiffs that were both huge and formidable-looking.

Tarrin had found his prey. Now he just had to identify which ones he had to stop.


Tarrin jumped up onto one of the chairs lining the walls near the door and sat down, then oriented his mind to listen to their man-speech.


“Malendian forces are moving in from their coastal strongholds towards the border,” the man in the uniform reported, stabbing a finger on the table…probably on a map that Tarirn couldn’t see.  “Our scouts and spies report that they’re moving two full divisions of men to the border citadels, and they’re bringing twenty catapults to reinforce them.”


“No giants?” the boy asked.


“No giants,” the uniformed man answered.  “We haven’t seen any giants in the Malendian forces in any of the border fortresses.  We speculate that the giants don’t consider us to be a threat to their territory, so they won’t engage.  Their treaties with the Malendians are very favorable for them, not the Malendians.  As long as we’re not stupid enough to draw the giants into any fighting, they will leave the humans to sort out their own foolishness,” he said in a bland tone.


“I wouldn’t call a direct threat to our sovereignty foolishness, General,” the tallest of the four advisors, who had an oiled, curled goatee, sniffed.


“Only a fool responds to unverified intelligence with war preparations, Minister,” the general replied bluntly, which made Tarrin’s ears perk up.  “The Malendians are reinforcing the border citadels because of our troop movements.  If we pull our men out, so will they.”  This man led the armies, but he wasn’t spoiling for a war.  That was the best kind of military commander.


“Only you consider the intelligence to be unverified, General Brint,” another of the four men declared, who was rather short, looked nearly emaciated, and had a scar over his right eye.  “Every one of our agents report the same thing.  The Malendians are preparing a surprise attack on our northern farm valleys, due to the blight that wiped out their own crops last year.  They would rather steal our food than buy it,” he said with nearly a sneer.


“We’ve been at peace with Malendia for nearly four hundred years, Minister Rethin,” the general stated.


“Which is exactly why they’re targeting us, since we’ve not really defended our northern border for nearly fifty years, General.  The easiest man for a thief to steal from are those who thinks he is their friend.”


“That doesn’t make any sense,” Brint growled.  “Why get into a war with us?  Why put yet another hostile nation on their borders?  They have enough problems with the fact they they border Glavia!  Do you really think they want to tie up even more men defending their southern border when there’s such a big threat to their northeastern border?”

“What about the giants?” the child-king piped in.  “They’d attack Glavian troops if they invaded Malendia, wouldn’t they?.”


“They would, your Majesty,” Brint answered the boy.  “But even with the help of the giants, the Glavians can field an army ten times the size Malendia can.  It’s the threat of the giants that keep the peace, because the Glavians know that any invasion of Malendia will cost them a very large chunk of their army.  That’s why the idea that Malendia would invade us is sheer madness, because it would force them to divide their defensive forces even more, and that would just invite Glavia to attack.”


“Desperation can drive even sane men to do insane things, General,” the fat one among the five said, then took a drink from a goblet.  “I think they’re willing to risk war with us to feed their peasants and prevent a revolt.  Malendia is in a very bad position, General.  They can’t afford to feed their peasants, so their only option is to use force to secure the food they need to prevent a peasant revolt, and we’re the most attractive target.  I could almost sympathize with their plight.”

“So, why don’t we help them?” the boy-king asked.


“Because it’s not in the best interest of Volinia to throw our precious money away feeding unwashed pigs wearing clothing,” the oil-bearded one, Rethin, said haughtily.  “Malendia’s problems are their problems, not our problems.  They only become our problems when they start plotting an invasion of our farming valleys to steal our crops.”


“Well, if we give them some crops, they won’t have a reason to invade,” the boy pressed.


The man Rethin fixed the boy with a dark glare.  “You don’t understand the nuances of international politics, nephew,” he said, nearly scornfully.  “In ten years, you’ll have the education and experience to be able to understand this situation fully, and when you do, you’ll agree with us.  Until then, it’s in Volinia’s best interest if you let those of us with the experience and the education to deal with this situation for you.”


“Those are words bordering on treason, Minister Rethin,” the General warned in a dark, blunt voice.


“They are simple truth, General,” he snapped in reply.  “Polin will be a great king once he’s grown up, a man that everyone in Volinia will admire and respect.  But even great men have to start as boys, General, and boys must grow and develop to become who they are meant to be.”


Tarrin sat down, pondering what he’d just heard, and working through things.  The man Rethin, he was the main ringleader in this little conspiracy, and he had the support of the other four advisors.  The military man Brint was not privy to his scheming, and was his primary adversary on the council, the man he had to battle the most to get his way with the boy-king.  Brint could see that Rethin was a poisonous snake, but was in no position to deal with him, because he was related to the king.


He also saw how he had to go about this.  He could change form and challenge them, but it wouldn’t get him very far.  So long as Polin was intimidated by his uncle, whatever Tarrin managed to accomplish was going to get reversed as soon as he was gone.  Even if he killed Rethin, the other advisors were complicit, and they might retaliate by killing Polin.  Tarrin might be forced to wipe out the entire upper governmental structure to secure Polin’s position, but that would leave the kingdom with no effective government, just a boy-king that nobody would respect.  For the time being, Polin and his kingdom needed those back-biting, lying snakes, until he was in a position that he didn’t need them anymore.  Then Polin could remove them safely and with little danger to himself or his kingdom.

Tarrin had seen his share of political intrigue, and this short interaction showed him just how weak a position Polin held.  A man like Rethin would not be above killing his nephew if he started getting in the way, and if Polin asserted himself against Rethin, he would definiteily be getting in the man’s way.  The key to stopping the war and keeping it stopped was to convince Polin to make that decision himself, not to make the decision for him, and have the backbone to clean house of those not loyal to him.

The God of Gods had sent him to stop a war.  Well, the most effective way to stop that war was to show this boy-king where his spine was.


Something like this, though…he wasn’t entirely comfortable with the idea of tackling it by himself.  Tarrin often lacked the patience and political savvy to deal with these delicate situations.  They’d have to maneuver around Rethin and the other advisors until they were in a position to get rid of them.  But lucky for him, he knew quite a few people who did.  And one of them had been quite bored recently.


Tarrin jumped down from the chair and started for the door, and that finally got him noticed.  One of the two huge mastiffs raised its head, saw the cat, then jumped to its feet and charged him.  Instead of fleeing out the open door, however, Tarrin turned and squared off against the much larger animal, and leveled a stare so flat, so filled with scornful disregard, that it made the large hound skid to a stop just in front of him, its eyes wild.  It got close enough to catch Tarrin’s scent, and that made it whine in sudden fear, turn, and bolt under the table.


“I think we need to breed better warhounds if one of them is afraid of some servant’s housecat,” Rethin said dryly.


“I’ve never seen that cat before,” Brint noted.  “And it’s the biggest cat I’ve ever seen in my life.  It’s like a miniature rock lion.  No wonder Raka was afraid of it.  It certainly looks menacing.”


Tarrin turned away from the table and the men and boy around it, flicked his tail in mocking insult to the dog, and sauntered out of the room as if he owned it.


Tarrin used his knowledge of the castle to find himself a nice out of the way room that was rarely if ever used, filled with old furniture covered with dusty sheets, then resumed his normal, towering form, complete with the wings.  Two wings of living fire were attached to his back, gifts from his Goddess and the constructs by which he could use Sorcery beyond his home dimension.  But it wasn’t Sorcery that he used after removing a large, perfect diamond from his belt pouch, it was the discordant language of the Wizards, the language of Arcane magic.  He chanted his spell quickly smoothly, and flawlessly, setting the diamond down on the floor and then making seven different disctinct gestures with his paws, part of the formula of the spell, then he clapped his paws together and took a step back as the magic of his words and gestures began to coalesce in front of him.  The diamond on the floor began to glow with azure light, then that light pulsed up over the diamond, growing with every surge, until it formed a column reaching over Tarrin’s head.  The column then widened at the middle, expanding out into a circle with the diamond at its bottom.  The azure magic within the circle swirled and flowed, then it contorted into an image, a blue-tinted window into a very well-appointed bedroom with a four poster bed, several bureaus and armoires, a writing desk, and full curtains opened to reveal a bustling harbor in the distance.  A lone figure stood near the bed, holding up a dress, and it was not a human figure.  It looked human, at least mostly, but this was no human.  It was a Wikuni, one of the animal-people of his home dimension, bipedal beings that appeared to be human-animal hybrids of myriad common animals.  This particular Wikuni was a mink Wikuni, not too tall but very shapely, with a narrow waist and full hips and bosom garbed in a lacy, silky, slightly scandalous shift, and a very, very thick and long head of brilliant blond hair, parted to the side with the poof of her part pushed up and over the round ear poking out of that well-groomed blond mass.  A thick tail of blond fur sprouted from the back of her shift, swaying a little as she turned the dress to catch the light, long enough that its tip dragged the ground when it came to rest.  A face too cute to be fair turned and looked at the window, dominated by glorious, beautiful blue eyes, a button nose, and a cheeky smile that no living creature in the entire multiverse could resist, then gasped and laughed.  “Tarrin Kael, you are peeking into a girl’s private bedroom!” she accused.  “And without even a warning!  Shame on you!”

“I’ve never been one to follow other people’s rules, Miranda,” he replied dryly.


“Don’t I know it!” she winked.  “Now, what are you doing calling me from what looks like someone’s attic?  You in trouble again?”


“I’m always in trouble, silly mink,” he answered blandly, which made her laugh and nod in agreement, her poof of side-parted hair bouncing over her eyes vibrantly.  “The question is, you wanna get into some trouble with me?”


She put her dress down, her eyes turnng more serious.  She then gasped.  “You’re not on Sennadar!  You’re doing one of those secret missions with that old woman and young girl, aren’t you!” she surmised.


“Guilty, but this time I’m alone,” he replied.  “And this one’s a problem I can’t solve the usual ways by myself, so here I am calling you.”


“Too many people to kill?” she asked lightly.


“No, I could pretty much kill them all, but then that would make things even more problematic,” he replied dryly.  “This problem’s more in your area of expertise, Miranda.  I need someone with no morals whatsoever to come here, root out some spies, identify who’s loyal and who’s disloyal around a king, then murder all of the disloyal when the timing is right.”


“Wait, wait, wait.  Tarrin, are you asking me to leave my church, drop everything on a moment’s notice, and come running to you when you snap your fingers out to some other plane of existence to help you do something you could easily do yourself?”


“Well…yes.”


She gave him one of those criminally cute grins.  “Okay, just so long as I know where I stand, and that does sound like old times,” she said playfully, with an outrageous wink  “Can you give me more to go on?”


Tarrin told her everything he’d heard, and told her his own suspicions.  “If I just go in there and wipe everyone out, it may make the kingdom collapse,” he told her.  “I was specifically told to do as little damage to this kingdom as possible in the course of stopping the war, but I don’t have the patience to do things the slow way.  So, why don’t you come give me a hand with the dirty deeds while I focus on making sure this boy will be ready to do the right thing when we hand him his own kingdom?  We’ll be here a month, tops.  You have a month to spare?”


“Well, I was looking for something fun to do this week,” she grinned.  “But, a spymaster is only as good as the people she has working for her, Tarrin.  Without my usual resources, I’m not going to be as effective as you think I will be.  That being said…I think I might be able to help you out,” she said, changing her own mind from the sound of it.  “I can get my hands on a few people that have the skills I need to get things done in a reasonable amount of time, find out what you need to know, then just let you handle things when the time comes,” she added with one of those criminally cute, cheeky grins, even tilting her head ever-so-slightly to one side to further assault him with her cuteness.  “Give me a day to get things arranged so I can come help you out, Tarrin.  I can’t just walk away from my church now, can I?  I have responsibilities, duties, a flock to tend.  Things you’d never understand,” she teased.

“You envy my life of friffery, don’t deny it.”


“Friffery?  That’s not even a word!” she laughed.


“It is now,” he replied flippantly.


“And what does it mean, Tarrin?”


“Whatever I want it to,” he replied, which made her laugh again.  “I’ll cast the spell again the same time tomorrow, your time,” he stressed.  “Make sure you bring your Illusion belt, there’s nothing but humans here.  Oh, and bring everything you need to cast spells with you, I don’t think we’ll have any luck finding components here.  I haven’t seen a single magician here yet.”


“I don’t need anything but this, Tarrin, for most any spell but the most powerful.  I’m a special girl, remember?” she asked, holding up the holy symbol of Kikkalli around her neck by its silver chain.


“Oh yeah, those Avatar perks,” Tarrin mused.


“It just makes me more lovable,” she winked.  “I’ll be ready when you call on me tomorrow, friend.  That’s a promise.  Then we’ll roll up our sleeves and fix your little problem so you can get home before Mist gets pecky enough to start killing people.”


“Sounds like a plan.  I’ll go out and find us a house or an inn or something and take it over, so we have a base of operations outside the palace.”


“What you can do for me is make sure I have a way into the castle.  Just get me in there, and I can talk my way into convincing everyone I belong there.”


“I can get you in, no problem.  Magic does work here, Miranda.  Just seems the locals don’t really use it.”


“Good thing to know,” she said with a nod, her parted hair bouncing again.  “Can I tell everyone what you’re up to?”


“This time, sure, this isn’t a secret secret mission,” he answered.  “And it should calm Mist down some.”


She laughed.  “No doubt. See you tomorrow, then.”

“Tomorrow,” he nodded, then he ended the spell.  The bluish magical window evaporate, leaving the diamond behind.  He leaned down and picked it up, then put it back in his belt pouch.  Luckily for him, that spell didn’t consume the diamond unless someone used it as a gateway.  Just using it to talk to someone in another plane of existence didn’t destroy the diamond, and that diamond was not the average run of the mill diamond.  If not for the fact that he could Conjure diamonds like that with Druidic magic, it would cost him a truly staggering amount to buy in the material component markets of Suld or Sharadar, or out in Crossroads if he couldn’t find what he needed at home.


With Miranda here, he felt this wasn’t going to take long.  Half the problem with this kingdom was the fact that the king wasn’t in control of it, and he had to be in control of it if Tarrin was to complete his mission and stop the impending war…at least without razing this city to the ground and terrorizing the survivors into obeying him.  But that wouldn’t be necessary this time.  With Miranda rooting out everyone disloyal to the boy-king Polin, they could stage something of a coup and hand the boy the reins of power over his own kingdom, then have him back off from going to war.


Maybe he was getting soft in his old age, but maybe this mission wasn’t going to require him to live up to his title of The Destroyer to accomplish…and he was just fine with that.

By the time Tarrin was casting the spell to summon Miranda to this world, he’d gotten quite a bit accomlished.  He’d located a very nice inn just four blocks from the palace and rented out the entire thing, and had paid them enough for them to remove everyone from the inn and more or less hand it over to Tarrin, with the promise that he’d leave it the way he found it and he wouldn’t enter the innkeeper’s private apartment on the top floor.  The large sack of gems Tarrin dropped on the counter when haggling with the innkeeper had convinced him to collect up his family and take a little vacation, and stay in someone else’s inn for a little while and spend the money Tarrin paid him to rent out the inn.  The inn was small but well appointed, catering to nobles and the well-off who visited the city, and it had had no guests for Tarrin to kick out when he rented it.  He only had to hang a Closed For Repairs sign out front to dissuade the usual crowd that ate meals in the inn’s common room, and he had his base of operations.

And it turned out to be a good thing that he hired out an entire inn, because when he cast the spell once again to get in touch with Miranda, she wasn’t alone in her room when the magical gateway formed.  The first shimmer through the gate was heralded by the buzzing of chitinous wings, and a blue and auburn blur streaked out of it and circled Tarrin several times before landing on his shoulder.  “Tarrin!  Fuzzybutt, so good to see you!” Sarraya called, putting her arms on his neck in a semblance of a hug.


“And who invited you to this party, bug?” Tarrin challenged.


“I did,” she replied flippantly.  “Miranda said you needed help with sneaky stuff.  Name someone you know sneakier than me!”


“Miranda,” he said, holding up a paw and ticking off his fingers.  “Kerri, Allia, Haley—“ his list dissolved into laughter when Sarraya slapped the side of his neck irritably.  “You did bring your necklace?”

“Of course I did, silly!  Think I want to die here?”


“Girl, with you, there’s honestly no telling sometimes,” he told her honestly as the gateway shimmered again.  Miranda stepped out of it, the ever-present satchel hanging from one shoulder with her furry hand gripping the straps, and a carry duffel in the other hand, probably holding some clothes and personal effects.  “Did you have to tell her, Miranda?” he asked, which made Sarraya kick her heels against his collarbone.


“Actually, this time, yes,” she replied.  “We don’t have much time, and like it or not, Sarraya’s about the best weapon I could bring here, Tarrin.  She can go anywhere in the castle without being seen, she’ll find things out much faster than we will.  All you need to do is use magic to teach her the languages they use here, then set her loose.”


“See?  I was asked here, Tarrin!  So you can knock it off with all the attitude!”


“I brought along a little extra help, too, just in case,” Miranda smiled, looking back at the gateway.  He chuckled when Jula stepped through it, her hands behind her back and giving him an earnest smile.  She was wearing a somewhat tattered blue half-shirt that ended at her ribs with only one sleeve, causing her breast on the other side to nearly fall out of it, and had on leather breeches not much unlike Tarrin’s own.  Jula’s indifference to showing skin had certainly settled well into her personality over the years.


“I thought you were on Pyrosia, cub.”


“I was, but Miranda called me back,” she replied.  “Miranda said only one of us could come, and who better than me, father?”


“Only one?” Tarrin asked.


“Small operations only need a few people, Tarrin, and if I was going to pick one Were-cat to bring with me to do a little spying and underhanded shenanigans, she’s the no-brainer,” she grinned, pointing at his bond-daughter.  “She can move around in cat form and have no problems the same way Sarraya can fly around invisible.  Nobody ever pays attention to cats except children, so she should be able to have the run of the castle with nobody challenging her.  And Jula has more experience with what we’re here to do than any other Were-cat except maybe you, so we won’t have to explain things to her or hold her hand or clean up the mess when she kills people.  She can clean up her own messes quite effectively..”

“That’s true,” Tarrin agreed.  “You up for it, cub?  You will be killing people.”


“Of course I am, father,” she replied dismissively.  “Miranda explained what I’m here to do.  I won’t let you down.”


“You haven’t yet,” he told her, which made her smile.  “Any other surprises, Miranda?”


“Nope, I’m not carrying Sapphire around in my satchel or anything,” she grinned.  “Not that I’d say no to her help, but her solution to this probably wouldn’t be much different than yours,” she accused with a smile.


“There’s a reason we get along, Miranda,” he replied dryly, which made all three of the females laugh.


“But, I do have one more coming,” she said, looking back at the gateway.


“Who?” he asked, then laughed when Haley sauntered out of the gateway, wearing a Shacèan waistcoat of dark blue with gold buttons and stylish knicker breeches tucked into knee boots, with his  rakish Musketeer’s hat with a long plumed feather and wearing his rapier at his belt.  Ever after years and years living in Sulasia, Haley continued to dress like a Shacèan.  “I should have known,” he added  “How are you, Haley?”


“Fine, fine.  Miranda asked me for a little help with a quick project, and wouldn’t you know, I had some free time on my hands.”


“You mean you’re getting out of diaper changing duty,” Sarraya accused.


“Dolanna fully approved me coming out here, Sarraya,” he said urbanely.  “And Lucian is out of diapers.”


“That’s my working team, Tarrin, but there’s one more coming..”


“What do you mean?”


“He’s getting here on his own.”


Tarrin didn’t have to think more than a second.  “You got in touch with Tsukatta?”


“Yup,” she grinned, nodding.  “He’s a human, so he won’t have any problems fitting in here once we get him out of that wicker armor he wears.  He actually knows a whole lot about the business of running lands and leading armies and conducting diplomacy, so he has a lot of good advice to pass on.  You did say we have to teach this boy how to be a king.  And if this does get messy, who better to watch your back than one of the greatest warriors that ever lived?”

Tarrin had to nod at that description, because it was true.  Not even Tarrin could defeat Tsukatta in an honorable battle of weapon against weapon, and the samurai also had quite the little arsenal of magical trinkets to use against enemies that don’t fight honorably.  Be it an honorable duel, leading a grand army clashing with a rival on a windswept plain, or brawling in a tavern common room, Tsukatta was a true master of combat, warfare, and fighting in its myriad forms.  Tsukatta studied war the way Miranda studied religious texts.  Combat was his religion, and his swords were his holy symbols.  But despite that, Tsukatta was probably one of the most peaceful men that Tarrin had ever known.  He studied fighting and warfare not out of bloodlust, but out of a nearly scientific interest in the subject.  Tsukatta was one of the greatest warriors and generals among the humans for the sole objective of not having to fight…though he did enjoy a good non-fatal duel, a battle of honor, skill against skill to see who was the better.  Tsukatta roamed the multiverse in search of the most legendary warriors against which to honorably duel in non-lethal combat to improve his fighting skills, and that made him truly frightening in a fight when there was going to be blood on someone’s blade when it was over.

There were only maybe a pawful of warriors in the mulitiverse that Tarrin would not feel confident facing in a fight, and Tsukatta was the second name on that list.  The first one was Allia’s father, Kallan.  That Tarrin considered Tsukatta even more dangerous than Allia said everything that needed to be said about Tsukatta’s martial skills.

“This isn’t his usual thing, but if he wants to help, I won’t say no,” Tarrin shrugged.  “If anything, he can teach the boy a few things about being a good leader, things I usually don’t care about,” he said dismissively.  “Ever seen his lands in his home world?  The man owns enough territory to make Kerri jealous.”


“I thought he was the king there,” Sarraya said.


“No, he’s too honorable to overthrow his shogun, which is why his shogun gave him more land than any other daimyo,” Tarrin answered.  “Tsukatta swore an oath to obey his king, and he’d die before he broke it.  He’s well rewarded for his loyalty, that’s for sure.”


“Well, he should be here in a couple of days.  He said he had some tasks to perform before he could leave. They involved his wife, I think he said.”


Tarrin had to chuckle.  “No doubt.  He’d do anything she asks of him.”


“Sounds whipped,” Sarraya snickered.


“Just in love.  Love makes humans do strange things,” Tarrin replied dryly.


“Do I even have to say the name Jesmind, Tarrin?” Haley teased.


“Say it all you want, she’s the mutant among us,” he replied in a tone that made Jula burst out laughing.

Miranda got the inn organized, then after putting on her magical belt that cloaked her in the Illusion that she was human, a device Tarrin made for her that operates on Arcane magic so it works anywhere magic functions, she and Haley went out to take stock of the city.  Tarrin caught up on the usual shenanigans involving his family from Jula as the three of them cooked dinner for everyone, and by the time Miranda and Haley returned, a nice meal was laid out in the inn’s common room waiting for them.


“My, where did you get Valkari sunfruit?” Miranda asked curiously as she looked at the bowls spread across the long table.


“Druidic magic works here, my dear,” Haley answered for him.  “It’s not as strong as back home, but there’s enough here to let us Conjure.  I’d say from the looks of it, Tarrin Conjured the ingredients then they cooked them the old fashioned way.”


“Guilty,” Jula chuckled.


“That’s going to be useful,” Miranda said with a smile as she sat down.  They followed suit, then started filling their plates.


“Miranda explained to you what we’re doing,” Tarrin told them, “but let me explain how this works.”


“What do you mean?” Sarraya asked.


“When we do these things, Sarraya, we operate by a set of rules, and since you’re helping, that means you do too,” he answered.  “The first and most important rule is that we don’t tell people what we’re doing here.  They can’t know that we’re here to correct the Balance.  Sometimes that would be the easiest way to fix things, just tell them that what they’re doing is wrong, but we can’t do that.”


“Whyever not?” Jula asked.


“Because telling them that they’re tipping the Balance itself threatens the Balance,” he answered.  “When people stop making free choices, and are influenced by an outside force like me, it disrupts the natural progression of things.  And we don’t do that.  It causes more problems than it solves in the long run, so we don’t do it.”


“That doesn’t make any sense, father.”


“It’s not an easy thing to explain, daughter.  To put it in the simplest terms, which you will understand, if I warned the king what was going on and told him what he has to do to correct the Balance, it would lock the future down a set path, which itself upsets the Balance even more than what’s already going on.  It would stop him from making his own choices, and that’s one of the primary things we’re out here to prevent.  We can influence, we can suggest, we can put in a subtle paw to influence the progression of events, but we don’t tell anyone why we’re doing what we’re doing.  We also don’t directly intervene unless we literally have no other choice.  We have to convince these people to do the right thing on their own without revealing who we are and why we’re here, and do our best not to directly intervene.  When it comes down to that, cub, when I have to directly intervene to restore the Balance, that’s when I tend to rearrange the local topography and leave smoking craters behind me,” he said bluntly.  “That is the last resort, and we try to avoid that at all costs.  If I have to do that here, if I have to directly put my paw in to stop this war, I’ll do it be eradicating the armies of both kingdoms, and leave a smoldering wasteland of charred remains along the border between their territories to separate them.  Then I’ll destroy any neighboring kingdoms’ armies that might get bright ideas about invading either of them while they’re weakened.  I will stop the war by killing anyone who dares pick up a sword,” he declared flatly.  “But I was told to stop this war peacefully, so that will be my last resort.  To have to do that means I will have failed Him in the task he gave me, and I do not want to do that.”

“Well, I think we can work under that condition, Tarrin,” Miranda said confidently.  “What we’re doing here is about secrecy anyway.  Spymasters don’t operate out in the open, after all.”


“So, we’re going to work behind the scenes to manipulate events to go in the direction we want, without just coming out and telling people what they need to do,” Haley surmised.


“Exactly,” Tarrin nodded.  “We do that any way we can, as long as we keep quiet and keep ourselves secret.” 

“Like Miranda said, we can do that, Tarrin,” he smiled.


“That’s it, friends, daughter.  That’s the only real rules we have to work by as we do this.  As far as everything else goes, the ends truly do justify the means.  So long as we leave this world with the war averted, we accomplish our mission.  How we do it doesn’t matter, as long as we stay within the rules and we do this with a mininum of bloodshed among the boy’s lackeys, as He commanded.  We will be killing people, but we’ll only be killing the people who directly threaten the Balance.  And right now, they are defined as the men not loyal to the boy.  We purge the castle of the disloyal, which means that when we convince the boy to avert the war, nobody will be left to gainsay him when we leave.”


“Easily done, Tarrin,” Sarraya grinned eagerly. 


“What did you find out about the city, Miranda?” Jula asked.


“The city itself is loyal to the king.  His father was respected, if a little disliked because people thought his laws were a bit harsh, so the populace is giving the boy some of their father’s loyalty.  They’re not complaining about him, and that’s good.  So, it seems that this war that his advisors are planning is the first thing they’ve done that might not sit well with folks.”


“It may sit with them, but we’re not here because the populace may support the war,” Tarrin reminded her.  “The war threatens the Balance, and it can’t be allowed to happen.  That’s why I’m here.”


“How can a war between two kingdoms out in the multiverse threaten the Balance?” Sarraya asked, hovering near his head.


“Because big things are made up of a whole lot of small things, Sarraya,” Tarrin said patiently.  “This is one of those small things.  If we don’t intervene, this little thing will tip the Balance.  Yes, this dimension isn’t special.  Yes, this kingdom isn’t even special in this dimension, and neither is the other kingdom, the one they want to go to war with.  But this insignificant kingdom in this average, run of the mill and entirely forgettable universe is critical to the Balance, and I’m here to make sure that the Balance is maintained.”

“I’d say that’s a thorough explanation,” Haley chuckled as he spooned mashed potatoes mixed with chopped ham onto his plate.  “So it threatens the Balance if you run in there and just kill the people trying to start the war?”


Tarrin nodded as he accepted a small bowl of gravy from Jula, then passed it on to Haley.  “I was told to stop this war and do as little damage as possible to the kingdom, so here you guys are.  My cavalry.”


Miranda laughed as Sarraya landed on the table and sat on a napkin, nodding eagerly when Jula offered a roll in her direction.  “This isn’t your usual field of expertise Tarrin,” she winked.  “Don’t worry, we’re here to give you a hand.”


“No lie there.  This is usually a mission that Sashi or Wynn would perform, but they’ve got their hands full with even more important missions at the moment.  So here I am.”


“So, here we are, working for the God of Gods.  I feel special now,” Jula said mildly.


“You’re working for me, daughter,” Tarrin corrected.  “Though, if He objected to me bringing you in, I’m sure I’ve have heard about it by now.”


“Well, I’m gonna feel special all the same,” Miranda winked.  “Though my Mother might get a little jealous.”


“She works for Him far more than you do, Miranda,” Tarrin chuckled.


After dinner was finished and the dishes cleaned up, Miranda unrolled a blank piece of parchment on the table and had everyone sit back down.  “Alright, friends, I think we can stipulate here and now that when it comes to the intelligence operation, I’m in charge?” she asked, more or less staring Sarraya down as the Faerie landed on the edge of the parchment.


“Why are you looking at me?”


“Because I know where to look first if someone goes off mission,” she replied, which made Tarrin smile slghtly.

“Whatever,” Sarraya snorted, crossing her tiny arms under her equally tiny breasts.


“Alright, so, we can start tomorrow.  The first thing all of us needs to do is get inside the castle and start listening.  You know the drill, Haley,” she told him, to which he nodded.  “Sarraya, Jula, what that means is that we get in there and just listen, explore, watch, and learn.  We need a basic understanding of how the castle works, how it’s laid out, and the social structure that we can build on, simple things like which maids work where, which servants work for which nobles, which nobles do what jobs inside the castle, who the courtesans and fops are, and so on and so on.  You two are also going to be searching for hidden rooms and passages while you explore the castle and listen for information.  As you find those things out, me and Haley will be talking to everyone we can.  We’ll strike up conversations, use smalltalk, urge out the basics from the servants so we have an idea of what’s going on both in the palace and in the city.  Try to learn enough eavesdropping on the servants as you move around so you can join a conversation about today’s topics and not sound like you have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“Sounds easy enough,” Jula nodded.


“Me and Haley will pretend to be visiting nobles from the most remote barony in the kingdom, and this is where Conjuring is going to come in handy, Tarrin.  I’ve seen enough of the local fashions so we can look like we belong in the castle.  We’ll also need a letter of introduction to present to the king’s chamberlain.”

“As long as you can show me what it should look like,” Tarrin assured her.


“I’ve already got a look at one,” she winked.  “I managed to insinuate myself into a group of chatty nobles visiting the city from their estate, and one of them showed me her letter of introduction.  So we have that covered.  As we learn more and more, we can start penetrating into the inner workings of the castle’s power structure,” she said, starting to sketch on the parchment, drawing a diagram.  “Most likely, the advisors planning the war are at the top, and our job is to identify their power structure.  We find out which courtiers and nobles are on their side, how they move information back and forth, just how much sway they hold over the king, and so on.  Once we know just how strong their grip is on power in court, we can start moving to cut away the foundation of that power.  While we’re doing that, Tarrin is going to be getting the boy ready to run his own kingdom.”


“So, you’re going to mentor him?” Sarraya asked.


“I’m going to teach him that he’s in charge,” he replied.


“That’s all he really needs to do.  When he’s ready, we remove those not loyal to him and let him and let him take over running his own kingdom.”


“Sounds like a simple enough plan,” Jula said, leaning on her elbow and looking at the circles and lines that Miranda drew on the parchment to demonstrate a power structure.  “And once this boy is in charge, he averts the war, and we go home.”

“Yup,” Miranda agreed with a nod.


“I’ll start with the boy tonight.  Or tomorrow morning, to be more precise,” Tarrin said, looking down at Sarraya as she doodled on the corner of the parchment using her finger and Druidic magic.


“You sure you can get him ready in a month?” Haley asked.


“We’ll see,” he replied.  “Most of that will depend on him.”


It was about an hour before sunrise, with the light of two small moons at half phase streaming into the bedroom of one Polin Aresson, King of Volinia, as the young boy slumbered in his four-poster bed.  The boy’s room was the Royal apartment, which was directly over the throne room and with a large window and balcony that overlooked the gardens in the center of the keep, which was built like a rectangle with an open area in the middle.  That open area in the middle was the King’s private garden, and the balcony overlooking it from the Royal apartment gave one a very impressive view of the carefully tended flowers, trees, and shrubbery.

What Tarrin saw in that room was the perfect representation of the problem here.  Polin looked like a rowboat on a stormy sea laying in that bed, a bed so large that twenty boys Polin’s size could lay in it comfortably.  He was a boy laying in a man’s bed…a boy sitting on a man’s throne and expected to do a man’s job.  As much as that might not be fair, life wasn’t fair most of the time.  Polin was the king, and like it or not, he had to be a king.  Polin was a fairly handsome young boy, Tarirn decided as he looked at him, sitting sedately on the edge of the bed in cat form, with his thick black hair and high cheeks.  He’d cut quite the figure as a strapping young king when the time came, and noble women from all over the entire region would be flocking here trying to catch his eye.  But that promise at the present was that of a cute young boy looking to be nine or ten that showed a lot of physical promise, but so far had shown no promise intellectually or courageously.  He was allowing his uncle Rethin to walk all over him, and if not for the fact that Tarrin was here, the boy probably wouldn’t have lived long enough for those noble women to flock here to try to land him.

Men like Rethin worked in the background only so long before the allure of ruling openly started making them stare at the throne in the main hall.


That was why it was a good thing Tarrin was here.  His tail swishing behind him, he reached within, through the Cat, and touched the boundless energy of the All.  The All of this dimension wasn’t as rich and powerful as back home, but the Elder God here was an agreeable fellow that didn’t mind Tarrin tapping his power.  In his own way, he approved of what Tarrin was here to do, so he was more than willing to allow Tarrin to use his might while visiting his plane of existence.  Besides, the Elder God of this world knew that Tarrin was here on the direct orders of the God of Gods, and the Elder God was not going to stand in His way in any manner.  Aiding Tarrin by granting him the power to use his Druidic magic was one of the ways he was showing his cooperation.  Tarrin’s mind moved through multiple images and intents as he cast a layered spell, then he focused the final effect not on himself, but into the mind of Polin.  The power of Tarrin’s spell taught, instructed, opened new ways of thinking into the boy-king’s mind…not teaching him knowledge, but allowing him to understand a language that the boy never knew existed.  In a bit of a mischievous flourish, Tarrin made that spell permanent, which would set Polin apart from his people in one tiny way.


Tarrin was part cat, and he had to advance the cause of the Cat against their long-time rival, the Dog.


“Good morning, Polin,” Tarrin called in the manner of the Cat, and that made Polin stir.  The boy opened his blue eyes, blinked a few times, then yawned and sat up in the bed, leaning back on his hands.


“I’m up, Williford,” he mumbled, yawning again.  “Is it morning already?”


“It’s not long until dawn,” Tarrin replied.  “And I’m not Williford.”


Polin blinked, then focused his attention on the large black cat wih the white sock on his right foreleg that was sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at him.  “Who said that?”


“I did,” Tarrin answered, standing up.  “My name is Tarrin.  It’s nice to meet you.”


The boy looked around, then flopped back into the bed.  “This is one strange dream,” he said lightly.


“You’ll wish this was a dream before all is said and done,” Tarrin told him, padding over to look down at the boy.  The boy looked up at him from his pillow, his face amused.  He was accepting the absurdity of a talking cat because he thought he was dreaming.


“I’m talking to a cat.  This is a dream.”


“I’m not your average cat, Polin,” Tarrin told him dryly.  “Don’t you remember me from the other day?  There’s a reason your dog was afraid of me.  The fact that you can hear me talk is just one of those reasons.”


“So, you’re a magical cat,” he said with light disregard.  And the moment he started directly addressing Tarrin, he almost unconsciously switched to speaking in the manner of the Cat, which Tarrin had imparted to him with Druidic magic.

“If that’s how you want to think of me,” Tarrin said with a tilt of his head.  “But, if you think that this is a dream, well, then you won’t mind answering a couple of questions for me.”  He stepped away from the pillow, and Polin sat back up to look at Tarrin as he padded down the bed, turned, and sat back down by Polin’s feet.  He wrapped his tail around his feet.  “Who are you, Polin Aresson?”


“Huh?”


“It’s a simple question.  Who are you?”


“I’m the king,” he retorted.


“You’re the king.  Well, that certainly sounds important,” Tarrin said dismissively.  “And what does being king mean to you?”


“What kind of question is that?”


“It’s the single most important question you can ever answer, Polin,” he replied soberly, giving the boy a steady stare in the moonlight.  “What is a king?”


The boy looked honestly confused, tilting his head up and looking at the canopy over the bed.  “Well, the king is the ruler of a kingdom.  Everyone does what he says, and it’s his job to make sure the people are safe, and that the kingdom prospers.”


“And that’s it?”


“What else should there be?”


“That depends on you, doesn’t it?” Tarrin countered.  “If that’s all that being a king means to you, than that’s all that you’ll ever be.”


“That doesn’t make sense, even in a dream,” Polin accused.  “And this has to be a dream if I’m sitting here talking to a cat.  I need to wake up,” he said, again speaking aloud in his native tongue, now that he was no longer directly addressing Tarrin.

Tarrin just stared at him, almost impassively, then turned his head towards the door on the far side of the large room.  It opened, and a tall, thin man with an oiled moustache and a ring of gray hair around a bald pate looked inside.  He wore a doublet embroidered with the royal seal and a pair of dark hose.  “Are you alright, your Majesty?” he asked.

The boy looked at him.  “I’m fine, Williford,” he answered.  “Just having a really strange dream about a talking cat, that’s all.”


“A dream is all that it was, your Majesty,” he replied calmly.  “And you have another hour before you have to get up, so you should go back to sleep.  You’ll have quite the busy day ahead of you,” he warned, then closed the door.


Polin looked at the door, then his eyes widened and looked back at Tarrin in surprise.  “Wait a minute!”


Tarrin simply gave a slow blink and continued to stare at him.   “I told you this wasn’t a dream,” he finally said.  “Now the question is, will you handle this like a king, or like a boy?”

“What does that mean?”


“A king weighs the impossibility of what he sees against the knowledge that he doesn’t know everything, and keeps an open mind.  A boy will run screaming to the door and seek out protection and comfort from others.”


“I am a king!” he said pugnaciously, drawing up his feet and putting his hands on his knees.  “But why shouldn’t I run for the door?  You’re clearly a Glavian witch, here to muddle my mind with your evil magic!”


“Really,” Tarrin drawled.  “Why didn’t I do that in the first place, instead of waking you up and introducing myself?”


The boy blinked, then looked at him a bit helplessly.


“You’re a king, Polin.  Welcome to one of the things that a king deals with.  The unexpected and unexplained,” Tarrin drawled. “The world is far bigger than you think it is.”


“You…you mean you talked to my father too?”


“I had no reason to talk to your father.  I do have reason to talk to you,” Tarrin replied.  “But are you ready to listen?”


“Listen to what?”


“Truth,” he replied.  “The language I speak to you cannot hold lies.  It’s the anathema of the very essence of what it is.  So you will hear nothing but the truth from me.  And the truth is, Polin, you are dangerously close to losing your throne,” he said.


“To who?”


“To your own incompetence,” he replied.  “You may be the king, but you’re not acting like one.  I understand that you weren’t ready when your parents left you and put this burden on you, but that’s no excuse.  The world is a hard, unforgiving place, Polin.  You weren’t ready for this burden, but you haven’t helped yourself, either.  You haven’t made yourself ready, and you should have.”

“That’s not true!  I take lessons every day on how to be a good king!” he protested.  “Diplomacy, languages, military tactics, history, economics, horsemanship, fighting, everything!”


“But you’re not learning the most important lesson, Polin, how to lead,” Tarrin told him.  “All of those skills you mentioned mean nothing if the men you lead have no loyalty for you.  And that’s why I’m here now,” he declared, standing up and walking towards the middle of the bed.  “This isn’t a lesson I had to teach to your father.  He was ready when he took the throne, but you’re not.  I’m here to fix that.”


“You.  A cat.”


“Would you rather me appear to be something else, cub?  Some avenging aleax from your religion’s religious scriptures?  A troll?  A dragon?  I can, if you’d like, but then you’d be a little too intimidated by how I look to listen to what I have to say.  I’ve learned over the years that if I appear unassuming and non-threatening, people tend to listen to me instead of gawking in sheer terror,” he said dryly as he turned and started back for the outside of the bed.


“Just who are you?  What are you?”


“I told you.  My name is Tarrin,” he replied calmly.  “What I am and where I come from, well, we’ll discuss that some other time.  You’re not quite ready for that yet.”


“That’s not true!”


“Really?  I told you, I can’t lie to you when I speak to you like this, cub, and when you talk to me this way, you can’t lie either.  And I can prove it.  Lie to me.”


“What?”


“Lie to me,” he repeated.  “Tell me your hair is purple.”


“My hair is pur—pur—black,” he blurted, then he gasped.


“Mmm-hmm,” Tarrin sounded, though it came out as a purr.  “So everything you’ve said to me so far has been the pure truth, straight from your heart.  You just didn’t realize it until now.  That’s how this works.”

Polin gave him a startled look, his hand over his mouth.


“So I tell you with all honesty, Polin, that I’m here to help you, because you need it,” Tarrin told him.


“What…why are you here, then?”


“To make you a proper king, a king who leads his kingdom with strength and wisdom, and a king whose subjects are loyal to him because he is fair and just,” he answered, reaching the edge of the bed and then turning back the other way, establishing a pacing path.  “I told you before that you are in danger of losing your crown and your kingdom because you’re not being the king, cub.  Perhaps now, you might start giving a little credence to that.  You don’t have to believe it, but I do want you to admit to yourself that it just might be possible.”


“Anything is possible, I suppose.”


“That’s a start,” Tarrin said.  “If you’re willing to listen, I can teach you what your father never had the chance to,” he said.  “You don’t have to believe me, but you at least have to listen.  A good king will listen even if his mind is made up, just to make sure that his position is solid enough that he can’t be swayed.”

“I’ll…I’ll listen, if you tell me who you really are.”


“I won’t do that,” Tarrin said.  “You’re not ready for it.  What I can say is that someone who cares about you very much sent me here to make sure you don’t lose your crown and your kingdom because you weren’t ready for the duty.”


“Who?”


“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Tarrin said blandly.  “Just think of him as your eccentric great-uncle and leave it at that.”

“So it’s a relative?”


“If that’s how you want to think of him,” Tarrin shrugged.  “So, will you at least listen to what I have to say?”


“I…I guess,” he replied.


“Very good,” Tarrin said.  “Today, just after lunch, a very tall man with blond hair done up in a braid longer than you are tall is going to appear in your court and demand an audience.  That will be me, wearing a shape a little more proper for the public.  If you’re serious about learning how to be a good king, then you’ll agree to his demand and call that man into a private conference.  Private.  Your uncle Rethin will demand that he be present.  Your first lesson as king is to tell him no.”


“I tell him no all the time.  I’m the king.”


“This time you’re going to mean it,” Tarrin told him.  “And when he insists, you’ll hold your ground.”


“Then what?”


“That is your first lesson, Polin.  We won’t be discussing anything of importance in that conference because what we say won’t be just between us.  The message you’ll receive in that conference is that a great warrior from a distant land is coming to teach you the art of fighting, teach you in ways no man in this kingdom ever could.  What I have to teach you will be done like this, using this language, and mostly at night and in this room.”


“We’re speaking Volinian.”


“No, we’re not, you just think we are,” Tarrin told him with light amusement.  “Why isn’t Williford coming back in here to find out who you’re talking to, cub?  In reality, we’re not making any sound at all, at least any sound that your servant can hear.  We’re speaking in the unspoken language of cats, young cub.  Before I woke you up, I gave you the ability to speak with me this way.”

“You did?”


Tarrin nodded.  “For two reasons.  One, because it makes no sound others can hear, so what we say to each other, no one can overhear.  Two, because it is a language of truth, where no lie can be spoken.  I will be nothing with honest with you, cub, and you will be nothing but honest with me.  That is how this works.”


“That’s unbelievable.”


“It’s easy enough to prove,” Tarrin told him.  “There are any number of cats in this keep and on the grounds.  Go talk to one, and it will talk to you.  Just don’t advertise it. Telling everyone around you that you can suddenly talk to cats won’t do your reputation very much good,” he said lightly.  “Either you’ll be a silly boy playing a childish game, or they’ll think you’re crazy.  Neither of those are very atractive.”


“Wow.  Wow,” he breathed.  “Now I think I’m dreaming again.”


“Think of it as my gift to you, cub, something special just for you that will also just happen to make it easy for me to teach you.  This language is the essence of who and what I am, and I’m always most comfortable speaking it.”


“So…you are a cat?”


“Yes and no,” he said with a mysterious smile on his muzzle.  “And that’s something we’ll discuss when you’re ready.”  He stopped pacing and sat down, wrapping his tail around his feet.  “So, cub, what do you think?  Think you might be willing to listen to what I have to teach you?  Are you ready to learn how to be a good king?”

“I…I think that if it turns out I can talk to cats, then I’d be an idiot to not at least listen to you.”


“Good enough.  I’ll see you after lunch, cub.  Be good.”


And then he simply vanished, leaving the young king staring in disbelief.


“So, how did it go?” Miranda asked lightly as Tarrin joined her back in the inn’s kitchen.  She had breakfast half made, tending a pan of ham steaks on a pan sitting on a cast iron stove fueled by wood.  This world had at least learned the technology behind a stove, which made cooking much easier then racks or hooks over a fire.


“The boy’s more open-minded than I expected,” he replied honestly as he leaned against the counter the cooks used to chop food for cooking.  “But then again, most children are a little more willing to accept the unbelieveable than adults.”


“Kids live halfway in their own imagination anyway,” Miranda agreed.


“You’re awfully chipper for it being sunrise.  I thought you rarely got out of bed before noon.”


“I never went to sleep,” she replied lightly.  “I’ve been out collecting information.  I’ve already learned the basic politics of the kingdom and even the region, some names of the biggest noble power players, and I’ve had no more than three young noblemen try to lure me into a private audience,” she said liltingly.


“I’m sure they’d be in for quite a shock if you took off that belt,” Tarrin noted.


She laughed.  “It would change things a little bit,” she agreed with a sly smile as she looked at him from the corner of her eye.  “Someday you need to explain why they can’t touch my tail when I have it active.”


“It’s complicated,” he replied.


“I figured as much,” she noted as she leaned a bit more over the stove, then speared a ham steak with a two-tined fork and picked up the edge to check the underside.  “They can feel the hole in the back of my dress, though.  It makes the more alert ones a bit confused.”


“And why are you letting humans put their hands on your butt, Miranda?” he challenged.


“I don’t think you’re old enough to hear the answer to that question, Tarrin,” she teased.


“And to think you’re the High Priestess of Kikkalli.  She must be so disappointed in you.”


“My Mother’s a bit more pragmatic than most other gods,” she grinned.  “Did you finish that letter?”

“Of course I did, it’s on the table in the common room,” he answered.


Sarraya flitted down the back stairs and into the kitchen, giving a big yawn from such a tiny mouth.  “I thought I heard you, Tarrin.  You go out yet, or you just come back?”


“Just came back,” he replied as she landed on his shoulder, a place both of them felt quite comfortable her being.  She tapped the heels of her feet idly against his collarbone.  “You ready?”

“Yup, I slept off you using magic to teach me their language, and we’re going in right after breakfast.  And I’ll be careful,” she said quickly.


“You better be, I don’t want to have to train a different Faerie to be the family ditz.”


“Hey!”


“I’m sure we could find another one.  Maybe a nice Priest or Wizard,” Miranda said lightly without looking at them.  “Someone with at least a modicum of discipline.”

“I know where you live, fuzzybutt,” Sarraya threatened.


“And I know where you live, dinky,” she shot back.


“Sarraya, do you really want to go there after the last time you and Miranda crossed swords?” Tarrin warned.


Sarraya laughed.  “I’m still gonna get you back for that,” she warned.


“Try all you want, dear,” Miranda replied dismissively as she forked out the ham steaks and put them on a platter.  “And one of you be useful and check the rolls.  They’re in the hearth oven,” she added, pointing at the metal door built into the top arch of the large fireplace.  Sarraya rose up from his shoulder and buzzed over, then used Druidic magic to open the door and look inside.

“Almost done, maybe a couple more minutes to brown on top,” she reported.


“Good, thank you, Sarraya,” Miranda said.  “I have some butter glaze for them, so pull them out so we can let it bake in.”


“Ooh, that sounds good,” Sarraya said eagerly, using Druidic magic to levitate a tray of rolls out of the small oven.  She set it on the counter, and Miranda brushed liquid butter over the tops.  She nodded to Sarraya, who gestured with her hands to cause the tray to rise back up, and she put it back in the oven.

Jula padded down into the kitchen, and what was typical for a Were-cat, she wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing.  But she was as indifferent to her unclad state as everyone else in the room was to it.  “Morning, Jula,” Miranda said as she started breaking eggs into a bowl.  “Sleep well?”


“The mattress was so soft I had to sleep on it in cat form,” she replied.  “Where are those new clothes you said we had?”


“Haley hasn’t Conjured them yet,” she answered.


With barely a thought, Tarrin Conjured a sturdy pair of leather breeches and a soft black vest over a linen shirt for his daughter, having them appear right on her body.  He kept them in Jula’s usual style, which meant that the shirt showed some cleavage without being scandalous by Sulasian standards, and the leather vest had ties along the edges so she could fasten it over the shirt.  “Mmm, nice, thank you, father,” she smiled, patting him on the shoulder as as she joined Miranda at the stove.  “I wanted to at least look like I wasn’t a vagabond if I have to shapeshift.”

“Need human-sized clothes?”


“No, I’ve already got ones that don’t look tattered in my elsewhere,” she replied, touching her golden amulet.  “I just needed some for my normal shape.”

“Someone go wake up that lazy Were-wolf,” Miranda said.


“No need, Miranda, I’m awake,” Haley called from the common room.  He strode in wearing nothing but a pair of braes, showing off his sleek yet muscular torso and wide shoulders.  “That smells wonderful.  I forgot how good of a cook you are, Miranda.”

“Blame Kerri for that,” she chuckled as she picked a pan up off the stove, then used a wide tool to heft several pancakes onto a platter holding others.  “This kitchen is very well equipped.  And since I have three Druids here to Conjure everything I need, I think we’re going to eat well while we’re here,” she smiled.


They helped her finish up her cooking, then they set out her large and delicious breakfast out in the common room.  Tarrin related his nightly visit to the king as he ate seasoned ham steaks and buttered rolls.  “The boy’s pretty bright and has an open mind.  Those are good signs,” he surmised when he finished.


“So, how are you going to go about teaching this kid how to be a king in just a few weeks?” Haley asked.


“Time means nothing, Haley,” Tarrin replied.  “We’ll have all the time we need.”


“Oho, you’re going to cheat,” Miranda noted slyly.


“Cheat?” Sarraya asked.  Of course that word would get her attention.


“He’s going to use that trick Wynn taught him that changes the flow of time in a small area,” Miranda said.


“What trick?  You’ve never shown me that trick!” Sarraya accused.


“I have shown you that trick, you just didn’t think it was all that impressive,” Tarrin told her.  “It’s useful for little things, but I’ll have to go a little further this time.  At least once, I’ll be taking the boy somewhere where time has no meaning,” Tarrin replied mildly.


“The Astral?” Jula asked.


“A little further out than that,” Tarrin replied dryly.  “There are a few places in the multiverse where there is no time, where mortals can enter.  I just happen to know where they are.”


“How can there not be time?  I mean, how do you get in and out?  Wouldn’t you just come back out the instant you went inside, and knock yourself out of the way, which means you never went in in the first place?” Sarraya asked.


Tarrin gave her a slightly surprised look at her reasoning.  For Sarraya, that was impressive….but then again, Sarraya was a lot smarter than most of the others realized.  She was just ruled by her whimsical Faerie nature.


“Once you’re inside, you have limited control of when you come back out, Sarraya, as long as it’s forwards in time instead of backwards,” he told her.  “That way you don’t bump into yourself.”


“Why can’t you go backwards?” Haley asked curiously.


“Oh, you can, but most sane people who know about places like that don’t,” he answered.  “Going back in time can have unexpected consequences that you’d never dream could possibly happen.  The most innocent action in the past can change your future.”


“Oh, the old kill your grandfather before he sires your father paradox,” Miranda chuckled.


“That’s not a paradox.  You can easily kill your grandfather and not disappear,” Tarirn told her absently.


“And just how can you pull that off?” Haley asked.


Tarrin gnawed on a roll.  “Because when you become a paradox, it unanchors you from time, and you become something we call Time-Lost,” he replied.  “You were never born, but since you’re no longer part of the timestream, you’re still there just as if you were.  But it’s not as rosy as it sounds, because once you unanchor yourself from time, you become a ghost, a spectre.  You’re there, but since you’re no longer anchored in time, you can’t interact with the physical world.  You can see and hear, but nobody can see you and you can’t touch anything.  Needless to say, people who do that to themselves die of dehydration or starvation after a few days.  Your only hope at that point is to find a place outside of time, and live out the rest of your life there.  There are several entire communities of Time-Lost in one of the larger void pockets,” he told them as he forked pancakes onto his plate.  “Building a life for themselves after they severed their connections to the rest of reality.”  He looked at his friends, who were all staring at him.  “What?”


“Sometimes I forget just how much you’ve changed since you started working with Wynn and the others, father,” Jula answered for them.  “I learn so much about how the universe really works just by sitting around and listening to you complain about your last assignment.”


Tarrin gave her a look, then laughed.  “Trust me, daughter, if I told you the whole truth, you wouldn’t find it half as interesting,” he told her.  “And it might terrify you into spending the rest of your life drunk.”


“Still, it’s rather interesting, knowing that it’s possible to go back into the past and change the present,” Haley said musingly.  “There are any number of silly mistakes I made in the past I’d love to have never happened.” 


“You don’t want to do that,” Tarrin warned.

“What do you mean?”


“For one, who you are now is the result of those little mistakes,” he replied.  “Like I said before, Haley, even the tiniest changes to the past can have dire consequences in the future.  Going back and stopping yourself from tripping and falling into a mud puddle sounds harmless enough, until you return to the present and find that your parents are dead, your sister has become a psychopathic murderer, and you’re wanted in six kingdoms for crimes so heinous that they won’t even put them on the wanted poster.”
“How on Sennadar could that happen?” Sarraya protested.


“Time is a river, Sarraya,” he told her, gesturing.  An Illusion of a small river appeared over the table, inverted so it looked as if they were looking down at it even though they were looking up.  “Take a stick and throw it in the river.”  A small twig dropped into the water, then started downstream.  “That’s a change in time.  It seems small enough, completely harmless, until that twig floats downstream and gets wedged into a couple of rocks.  That makes other sticks get stuck with it, they form a dam, and the water level rising behind it gets high enough to float a log sitting on the riverbank.”  The Illusion demonstrated his words, as the tiny twig became the first stick in a dam that backed up the water and lifted a log with the rising water.  “The log breaks through the dam and floats downstream, getting over the rocks because of the high water draining downstream.”  The Illusion mirrored his words, as the huge log broke through the dam and started downstream.  The Illusion blurred, and now the log was approaching a mill built on the side of the river, a wheel extending out into the water, turning steadily in the current.  “And now the log comes to a mill, strikes the paddlwheel, and jams it.  that breaks the millstone inside, and ruins the entire mill.  All that hard work to build the mill, ruined by that one tiny twig you threw into the river.  All the flour the mill may have made won’t be made now, and that might cause an entire village to go hungry.  That’s how it works, Sarraya.  That’s the danger that comes when you play with time.”  The Illusion vanished.  “But that’s usually a moot point.  He doesn’t allow people to monkey with time that way.  If you cause trouble, you might find me standing in front of you some day with an order to put a stop to it, and I won’t be nice or gentle about it, not even to my friends.  You don’t want to go there.”


“So there is a future,” Haley declared.


“Monkeying with time severely upsets the Balance.  That is what He is reacting to, Haley,” Tarrin elaborated.  “And He’s usually not very forgiving to people who jack around with the timestream, even if it’s accidental.”


“Have you ever had to do that?” Miranda asked curiously.  “Stop someone that’s trying to change time?”


“More than once,” he answered.  “And no, I’m not going to tell you about it.”


Miranda put her cheek in her hand, regarding him.  “And where do you fit into that, Tarrin?  You can move backwards and forwards through time.  Don’t your actions alter what might have been the natural course of events?”


“You can do that?” Sarraya gasped.


“Of course I can,” he said with a dismissive gesture.  “But I don’t.  When I move through time, I have very specific instructions, Miranda, and I know better than to change things.  I’m there to do a job, a single job that’s as simple and direct as possible, to prevent possible accidental alteration of the natural course of time.  I do that job as quickly as I can and with as little contact with the past as possible, then I return to the present.  I’m there to stop that, I’m not going to be doing it myself.”

“What about the future?” Jula asked.


“There is no future, cub,” he reminded her.  “There’s nothing for time travelers to travel forward to.”


“But when you move into the past, then there’s no future for you to return to,” she challenged.  “Our present would be the past’s future, and you just said that there is no future.”

Tarrin gave her a slight smile.  “You always were the smartest of my cubs, cub,” he told her, which made her blush a little.  “You’re right.  When I move into the past, there’s no future.  But there’s the possibility of a future,” he told her.  “And that is what I’m returning to.  I don’t necessarily have to, though.  I’ve walked the other forks in the road to see what might have happened had things happened differently.  Needless to say, I’m quite content to return to this present,” he said firmly.  “But there is a definite point in time, cub, where we’re supposed to be.  It’s the point of fixed reference, what you might call the true time.  We call it the now, the point of time and space where the timestream converges with the fabric of reality.  That is the present, at least for you,” he said dryly.  “The present is the true time, the now, and the future from this point doesn’t have any possibility solid enough for most people to travel into it, only potential. They can look into the potential future to see possible future events, but they can’t go there, because not even the possbility of it exists yet.  Just having potential that a future might be real isn’t enough to enter it. And because of that, people like Miranda who can move through time using powerful magic can’t travel forwards in time from the present.  Only backwards.”  He motioned at Miranda.  “That’s how Miranda’s augury spells work.  The spells look into the potential future, reading the different lines of probability to predict a possible outcome to a single action, something that gods like Kikkalli who are sensitive to those lines can do.  But other gods can’t, so their Priests can’t use those spells.”

“Woahhhhh,” Sarraya breathed.  “You mean there are different futures?”


“There are, but they don’t actually exist,” he replied.  “There is no future, Sarraya.  There’s no such thing as fate or destiny.  Miranda only reads the potential that a certain version of the future might exist, and the line that has the most potential is the line that has the best chance of becoming reality.  When I walked the pathways to see what might have been, it would be truthful to say that I completely changed all of reality across the entire multiverse each time, then changed everything back when I was done.”


“And He didn’t send someone to stop you?” Haley laughed.


“He allowed me to do it.  It was part of my training for the work I do, when He taught me the realities of time, space, the past, and the future, and how time is interconnected with the Balance.”

“That almost sounds like the power of a god,” Jula breathed.


“And that’s why He takes a very dim view of mortals thinking that they’re smart enough to play with the very fabric of reality, cub,” Tarrin told her evenly.  “It absolutely destroys the Balance, and playing with time is one of the fastest ways to get a personal visit from someone like me, who does not appreciate what you’re doing.”


“You said Miranda, not you, father,” Jula pointed out.


“I don’t work by the same restrictions,” he said blandly.  “In a way, cub, I’m Time-Lost as well, but I’m not divorced from reality the way the rest of them are.  I can move through the probabilities of the future the same way Miranda’s magic can read them, but when I do that, I can only observe.  I don’t actually exist, I’m not actually there.  I can travel into the potential future to observe the results of actions in the present or past, but I can’t actively interact with the future while I’m there.  I’m nothing but a ghost.  It’s really not much different from Miranda’s augury spell, except that I can enter the line of probility and observe from the inside.  I can see more than Miranda’s magic can ferret out, because I’m actually there.  But I’m not, because I’m restricted by the potential for change caused by mortals.  Entropy doesn’t allow the future to become set, and if I interact with the future when I’m there, it would lock that future for the present, it would create fate and destiny…and that’s not allowed.  I could do it, I know how, but I’m not stupid enough to actually do it.  He would fire me so fast I wouldn’t know what happened, and Entropy itself would spin out a mi’shara to stop me, if for some reason the others didn’t.”

“Wow.  Wow,” Sarraya said, staring at Tarrin like he’d suddenly grown a second head.  “That’s just…wow.  I have a headache now.”

Tarrin laughed.  “And you’ve wondered why I almost never talk about what I do out here,” he told them.  “Maybe now you won’t be quite so eager to ask questions.  I just might answer them.”


“Well, that was certainly an educational tangent,” Miranda said briskly.


“You started it,” he accused.


She just gave him a cheeky grin.  “Well, answer me one final question, then.  If playing with time disrupts the Balance, how can people manage to become Time-lost without you killing them?”


“Because not every change in the past disrupts the Balance,” he answered.  “Sometimes one of those idiots makes a change that doesn’t have a big effect on the present, but it still creates enough of a disruption in time that they become Time-Lost.  We tend to let the fools hang themselves, because once they become Time-Lost, they lose their ability to do any more damage. The survivors are contained in a void pocket, where they can’t cause any more trouble.  But if their actions threaten the Balance, we’re usually there before they can finish what they were doing, and the swiftest way to put an end to the threat they pose it to kill them.”


“Interesting,” Miranda said with an amused look at Sarraya.  “So the Balance is tolerant of harmless ripples in the river of time, but anyone that makes a splash causes a reaction that brings one of you there to put a stop to it.”


“Exactly,” he nodded.  “Just don’t think that’s an invitation to play around.  I know you’re capable of traveling through time.  Don’t make me show up some day.  I tell you this right now, Miranda, you won’t get any mercy or leeway just because we’re friends.  You should know better.”


“Mother would never grant me the power to cast the spell if she thought I was up to shenanigans, Tarrin,” she said with a wave of her hand.  “But I have used a different version of it to look back into the past, to scry past events to gather information.”

“That’s passive.  That’s allowed,” Tarrin nodded.


“What?  You can do it too?” Sarraya said, looking at Miranda.


“Not the same way he does, but yes, I can,” she smiled.  “I’m an Avatar, Sarraya.  The usual rules don’t apply to me.  I’m just a special girl,” she winked.


“You do all this work, and there’s only four of you?” Jula asked.


“Time has no meaning where He is, cub,” Tarrin replied.  “And it has no real meaning when we’re doing our work.  In the way you see time, it might look like I’m doing things all the time, even being in two places at once.  But in reality, He usually gives us some time off between our assignments, unless it’s an emergency. After all, time as we perceive it means nothing to Him.”

Haley gave him a long look.  “Just how old are you now, Tarrin?” he asked in a moment of insight.  “You’ve only been doing this for ten years, but if your missions send you back and forth through time, if you go to a place outside of time when called to do a job, just how long have you really been doing this?”

“There’s a reason I don’t grow anymore, Haley,” he replied evenly.


“So, what?  A thousand?  Maybe fifteen hundred?” he pressed.


“I’m not going to answer that,” Tarrin replied.  “Now eat your breakfast.”


Haley laughed and picked up his fork.


“Now, before I was so rudely pulled off course,” he said, looking at Miranda, who just winked at him, “We don’t have to worry about how long it takes to teach the boy how to be a good king.  We have as much  time as we need.  So that means that you guys shouldn’t feel like we’ll be here forever.  Yes, I’d like to get this done so we can go home, but don’t rush and get sloppy and get yourself killed, either.”


“Can’t you just take us back home like two seconds after we left?” Sarraya asked.


“No, and I’m not going to explain why not,” he told her.  “It’ll just make your head ache again.”


“Time in this universe must flow at the same rate it does back home,” Jula reasoned.  “You told me once that time doesn’t flow at the same speed in every plane in the multiverse.  A day in our world is two days in the Elemental Planes, which is nearly a decade in the Astral, and so on and so on.  Well, it must flow here at the same speed as it does in our home universe.  If you took us back home just a second after we left, we’d actually be going into the past.  We’d no longer be in the true time, as you put it.”


“Actually, that’s right, cub,” he nodded.  “And I just explained why we don’t go back into the past, and taking you guys home just seconds after you left would be tampering with the timestream.  I don’t want to get a nasty visit from Wynn or Ch’Belle, both of them can spank fairly hard,” he declared, which made Miranda laugh.


“It won’t take us that long, Tarrin,” Miranda assured him.  “I’ve already got the background information we need, so it’ll just be getting into the castle and working through the strings people are pulling inside.  Once we know which strings go where and who’s pulling them, we can start cutting the ones that are harmful to the boy and giving him control of the strings he needs to keep.”


“I’m sure the four of you will have the entire palace under your thumb inside the ride,” Tarirn said confidently as he Conjured a bottle of syrup, then drizzled it over his pancakes.  “Jula, Sarraya, when you’re done exploring and reporting what you learned to Miranda and Haley, I want both of you to keep an eye on the boy when they don’t have anything else for you to do.  When Miranda starts to move, Rethin may decide it’ll be easier if he’s the one sitting on the throne.”


“I’ll keep him safe, father,” Jula assured him.


“No sweat, Tarrin,” Sarraya added.  “We keep hidden from him?”


“Unless you have to reveal yourself to protect him, yes,” he nodded.  “And no pranks, Sarraya.  You leave him alone.”


She looked a bit crestfallen, then brightened.  “But that doesn’t apply to the guards or lackeys, does it?”


“As long as you don’t get exotic,” he replied, which made her grin.


“What are you doing, Tarrin?” Miranda accused.


“Keeping things lively in the castle,” he replied, which made Sarraya laugh.  “Just so you guys know, I’ll be showing up in court just after lunch, something I already warned the boy I’d do.”


“In human form, I assume?” Haley asked.


He nodded.  “It’s part of his first lesson,” he continued.


“And what reason are you showing up for?” Miranda asked.


“To tell him that Tsukatta is coming to train him in hand to hand combat, just without being specific.”


“Ah, and Rethin won’t like that.”


“That’s why it’s the boy’s first lesson.  He’ll have to push back when his uncle tries to tell him what to do.”


“And what reasoning are you using for Tsukatta to come?’ Haley asked curiously.


“None, because I’m not announcing that in public court,” he replied.  “It’ll be up to the boy to decide how much he tells others about the private audience he gave me, who I am, how he knows me, and how he arranged it without anyone else knowing.”


Miranda gave him a look, then laughed.  “You are so clever, Tarrin,” she grinned cheekily.  “You’re starting to lay the foundation on the very first day.”


“I may not be very good at this kind of thing, Miranda, but I did learn a few things from you and Kerri.”


“We’ve corrupted him, Miranda,” Haley smiled.


 “Pft, he was corrupted long before we got our hands on him,” she replied, giving him a wink.


“That does remind me, though.  I was instructed to arm the boy with a suitable weapon, something fit for a king but not outrageous as this world reckons weapons or magic.  The boy’s going to need a proper weapon to use once he’s trained,” Tarrin mused.  “What kind of arms do they use here, Haley?”


“Western mostly.  Some men are wearing rapiers, some heavier swords.  The most advanced missile weapon I saw was a windlassed crossbow.”


“Crossbows,” Tarrin snorted.  “Only Aeradalla should use those things.”


“I think we’re seeing a little Sulasian prejudice here, Miranda,” Haley chuckled.


“So I’m biased,” Tarrin agreed shamelessly.  “The boy’s going to be fairly tall once he grows up, with long arms and big hands.”

“Sounds like he’d do well with a greatsword,” Haley said, to which Tarrin nodded.


“Bastard sword is more what I’m thinking, something he can use with either one or two hands as needed,” he said.  “But one with a longer blade than normal.  He’ll be a pretty burly man, he’ll be able to handle the extra weight.  Or, I can make it out of something lighter than steel, so it balances out.”


“And how will that help him now, Tarrin?  He’s still just a little boy.”


“By making him a sword to learn with now and a sword that will be waiting for him when he grows up.”


“He is a king, Tarrin.  Better make it, you know, fancy,” Sarraya said.


“It’ll be ornamental enough, but it won’t be just for show,” he agreed.


After breakfast, the others left to start their tasks, leaving Tarrin in the inn, where he bent to the task of making a proper weapon for Polin.  That was fairly easy for him since he could Conjure, but it took him nearly three hours to decide on a final design and appearance for the weapon, a design that would perfectly complement the boy both as he was now and as he would be when he reached his manhood.  It was a sword that, taken proportionally with the boy’s body, would be the size of a greatsword, but light enough for him to use with one or two hands as needed.  It would be double-edged with definite point, but a weapon like that wasn’t primarily meant to be a stabbing weapon.  It was a heavy edged weapon meant to be slashed or chopped at an enemy, allowing both the edge and the weapon’s weight to combine to deal damage.  The blade had a blood groove in the center between its two edges, which lightened it, and to each side of the groove was a flowing design depicting eagles in flight etched into the metal.  The blade wasn’t made of steel, it was made of a light, nealy unbreakable metal he’d encountered in his many wanderings beyond Sennadar, a metal that would never rust and would never need to be sharpened.  It had a jeweled hilt, with large rubies at the edges of the crosspiece and a blue diamond encrusted into the pommel, with sapphires inlaid into the crosspiece between the rubies at regular intervals, with alicorns etched into the crosspiece and the metal holding the diamond in the pommel.  It was a king’s weapon, both in how it looked and how effective it would be…a boy-king’s weapon.  Tarrin made a larger one for when he grew up, and when he did, the smaller weapon would be more like a longsword for him, something he could wear belted at the waist, and a weapon he could use with a shield if he opted for that style of battle.  Both the smaller and larger weapons would serve him well.

It was just a bit after noon when he was finished, and after Conjuring elegant scabbards for both of them, he wrapped them in a silk cloth and headed for the castle.  He used some of the skills that Wynn taught him to get past the guards, convincing them that he wasn’t there as he walked past them, striding into the castle’s main hall as Polin held court.  The boy looked small sitting in the throne, with the back covered in thick white fur and with purple cloth over the armrests that went into the seat, on which he was sitting.  He was again wearing one of those uniform-like tunics with medals on the left chest, white trousers, and black leather boots polished to a mirror shine, the legs of his breeches tucked into them.  Rethin stood to the right of the throne, one hand on the arm and wearing a bored expression, and they were listening to a military officer give a report about available supplies.  With his two swords hefted on his shoulder, Tarrin stepped through the courtiers and fops and nobles, and both Polin and Rethin took notice of him…which wasn’t hard, since he was a head taller than the tallest native in the room.  Tarrin stepped past the nobles and into the open space between them and the dais holding the throne, then startled the officer by putting a hand on his shoulder and pulling him back.  “Your Majesty, I need to speak with you immediately,” Tarrin declared in a strong voice, pulling the bundle from his shoulder and cradling it in his arm.

“Is that—yes, yes!” the handsome black-haired boy said, standing up on the footrest that kept his feet from dangling from the seat of his throne.  He stepped down onto the dais and motioned.  “Come to my study.”


The boy was sharp, indicating that Tarrin’s presence was about the bundle he was carrying.  That was fast thinking.


“Who is this man, your Majesty?” Rethin asked.


“I’ll explain later, uncle,” he replied, pointing to a door behind and to the right of his throne.  “Captain Shaw, would you show this man to my study?  I’ll be there in just a moment.  This audience is in recess,” he called loudly.


Tarrin followed the guard down a short passage and into a study, with two bookshelves holding about thirty books, which flanked a large fireplace.  Two sturdy but plushly upholstered chairs sat in front of that hearth, which had a fire burning in it, and there was a large rich-wooded desk with several maps and parchments spread over it on the other side of the room, facing the door.


Tarrin heard Polin and Rethin outside the door, and as he expected, Rethin was vociferously objecting to Polin meeting him alone, withtout even any guards in the study.  Tarrin listened as Rethin tried to put a lot of authority in his voice, an adult speaking to a child, but Polin stood his ground…at least until Rethin opened the door and stormed into the room, physically pushing Polin out of the way as he entered.  “The man might be a Melandian assassin, your Majesty!” Rethen declared right in front of Tarrin.  “A king never meets an unvetted man alone!  Your safety is paramount!”

“Leave my study, uncle.  Now,” Polin said harshly, and Tarrin gave him a raised eyebrow of approval.


“In the interests of your safety, Polin, I refuse,” he retorted.  “The man might be carrying swords in that bundle!”


“I am carrying swords in this bundle, you idiot,” Tarrin said flatly.  “It took me a while, but I found them, your Majesty, I got here with them just this morning,” he added, setting the silk-wrapped bundle on the small table between the chairs and unwrapping them.  He pulled the smaller sword out first, unsheathed it, and presented it towards Polin hilt first as the boy entered the room.  “The legendary swords known as the Father and the Son.  I had to go a long way to get them.”


Rethin gave him a searing glare.  “You dare call me an idiot, you tradesman peasant?” he said hotly.


“I call men what they are,” Tarrin replied with a cold stare.  “And there ain’t no guards in this room to save you if I decide to give his Majesty a demonstration of how sharp his new swords are.”


“You dare threaten me?” he nearly squealed, his voice rising nearly two octaves.


“I’ll do more than threaten you if you don’t shut up and let his Majesty inspect his swords,” Tarrin retorted.


“I’ll have you thrown in prison, you nothing peon!”


“Good luck with that, since I’m working under the direct orders of the king,” Tarrin told him flippantly, pointing at him and looking towards Polin.  “He’s getting obnoxious, my Lord.  Want me to behead him for you for disobeying your orders?  Believe me, I’d enjoy doing it.”


“Not here, goodman.  The carpet, you understand.”


Rethin gave Polin a shocked, nearly strangled look, then wisely ran from the room, shouting for the guards.


“Well done, cub,” Tarrin told him with dry amusement, offering him the sword.  “This is for you.  It’s balanced to be used with one or two hands, and when you come into your full height, it will serve you well as a longsword.  The blade and hilt are made of a metal that will never rust, and are harder and stronger than anything you’ve ever seen.  There’s nothing you can do to it to break it or dull its edge.  Just mind that it is very sharp.  They’re named Palli and Anji, which means Father and Son in my native language.  You’re holding Anji, and the larger sword is Palli.”


“It’s…it’s unbelievable!” he breathed in wonder, taking the hilt and pulling it carefully out of Tarrin’s hands.  “You made this for me?”


“This and one sized for when you’re a man.  A king needs a weapon befitting his station, cub, and these weapons are yours.  When you come to your full size, this is what will be waiting for you,” he said, unsheathing the larger sword.  “It will have the same balance as that sword, and will feel the same to you then as that one does to you now.  They’re identical in their engravings, just one larger than the other.”


“It’s…it’s just beautiful,” Polin said, his blue eyes shimmering as he studied the blade of the sword in his hands.  He barely even looked at the sword Tarrin was showing him.  “I’ve never used a sword like this before, just fencing practice with my rapier and epee.”  He hefted the sword, testing its weight, then gave a few careful swings with it, his stance and grip on the weapon showing that he’d had some instruction in swords and how to use them.

“Those are toys, cub, where these are real weapons for a real king.  And don’t worry about not knowing how to wield them.  In a few days, a man is going to come.  He’ll be very exotic to you, a tall man with yellowish skin and slanted eyes, and carrying very long, slender swords.  This man, cub, is quite simply the greatest warrior to have ever lived.  He is coming to teach you the basics of combat.  A month under his tutelage is worth ten years of learning under the masters of fighting in your kingdom.”

“Truly?”


Tarrin nodded.  “A king must be able to fight,” he told him.  “A king must be the best fighter in his entire army, because his army depends on him more than any other officer.  The man coming, cub, he will make you just such a king.  He will teach you how to fight, and he’ll also teach you about the ins and outs of managing the day to day business of being a king.  He has a lot of experience in things like managing lands and handling money, he’ll teach you those things..  I will teach you everything else.”


“When?”


“We start tonight,” he replied.  “And I assume that you’ve discovered that I wasn’t joking?”


He gave a look to Tarrin.  “This morning,” he replied.  “It convinced me that you were telling the truth.”


“I told you, cub.  There will be nothing but truth between us.”


Four guards rushed into the study with swords drawn, but they came up short when they saw Polin holding his new sword, and Tarrin holding the other in a non-threatening manner, holding it by the hilt and blade and holding it out for Polin to inspect.  “Are you alright, your Majesty?”


“Fine, Lieutenant.  This man was bringing me this.  Isn’t it absolutely incredible?” he asked gushingly, holding the sword out for the guard to see.  “It’s the most beautiful sword I’ve ever seen in my life!”


“It…it’s quite impressive, your Majesty,” the man said uncertainly.  “But we had no idea you’d made an order with an outside smith.”


“It wasn’t made.  It was found,” Tarrin cut in.  “These swords are called Anji and Palli in an ancient language.  You’d call them the Father and the Son.  They’re ancient weapons of exquisite workmanship, who were once owned by a king.  They are weapons fit for a king, which is why his Majesty hired me to find them.”

“When you want a special weapon, Lieutenant, you get a special man to find it for you.  Introduce yourself, goodman,” he prompted.

“My name is not a subject for anyone to discuss, unless you want to hire me.  If you know my name, you’re worth my time.  If you don’t, you’re not.  I’m what you might call a professional finder of lost treasures, Lieutenant,” he said as the man gave him a curious and suspicious look.  “It’s my job to hunt down lost treasures, artifacts, and relics, which I do on contract for my employer.  His Majesty hired me to find these swords for him.  It took me nearly a year, but I tracked them down in the ruins of Arilee, up in northern Travalia.  That was where the last king to own them died, during the War of Black Steel, when Arilee fell to the Glavians.”


“I read books about that war,” the Lieutenant mused.


“Those books were what led me to Arilee, and helped me find the swords,” Tarrin nodded.  “Most of the work I do is actually in a library, Lieutenant.”


“I’m very happy with your work, goodman,” Polin said with a bright smile, staring at the blade of his weapon.


“Then I’ll be on my way, your Majesty.  I’m still working on your other contract.”


“Yes, thank you, Goodman.  Go with my blessing,” he said.  “And again, outstanding work!”


“You’re welcome, your Majesty,” Tarrin replied.  “If you ever need me, you know where to find me.”


“Indeed I do,” he nodded.  “Lieutenant, you and your men escort this man to the front gate, so there’s no confusion that he’s not in any trouble and is allowed to go,” Polin said.  “I think I’m going to the practice field to get a feel for this.”


“Thank you, your Majesty.  Gentlemen,” he prompted, setting the larger sword on the table between the chairs.


Tarrin was utterly silent as the four men escorted him out of the castle, across the grounds between the keep and the wall, and to the front gate.  “We’ll have your horse brought around, master finder of lost treasures,” the officer said, a bit grandly.

“I came on foot, my horse is back at the inn,” he replied.  “Good afternoon to you, gentlemen.”


All in all, Tarrin was pleasantly surprised at his young charge.  He thought quickly on his feet, reacted well to an unusual situation, he did indeed stand up to his uncle, even if he failed to keep him out of the room, and he demonstrated authority and leadership to his guards.  Tarrin had a good feeling about this boy.

A very good feeling.


Tarrin walked away from the castle as many eyes followed him, turned a corner, and the instant nobody was looking in his direction, he simply vanished, well before the men sent to follow him could get in position to do so.


It was midnight.  A cool breeze blew into Polin’s bedchamber, with silvery light filtering in through the sheer drapes that billowed in front of the glass paned doors leading to the balcony overlooking the inner garden.  Polin was asleep in his giant bed, laying on his back with an arm over his head on the pillow, unaware that he was being watched.  The large black cat with the white sock on its right foreleg sat sedately at the edge of the pillow, looking down at the boy with unblinking green eyes that seemed to glow in the faint moonlight that reached the bed.  His tail swished behind him idly, the tip shivering a little bit when it came to rest, then the large cat tilted its head down.

“Wake up, cub,” he called in a voice that made no sound.


Polin’s eyes fluttered opened immediately, proving the boy was a light sleeper, and he sat up and yawned, leaning back on his hands.  He looked around, then gave a slightly surprised look when he looked down at the cat.


“Surprised?” he asked calmly.


“I thought you’d be—you know, a man.”


“That’s not who I am.  That’s only what you needed to see,” he replied.


“So is that what you really are?” he asked.


“No, but it’s more comfortable for me than the other way,” he answered.  “It’s closer to the real me than what you saw today.”  He stood up and walked down the bed and reached the edge.  “You should put your shoes on, cub.  And a robe might not be a bad idea, it’s a bit chilly near the river tonight.”


“Alright.  Are we going somewhere?”


“Yes,” he answered, walking down the bed as Polin climbed out of it, sliding down to the floor.  “And how many times did you cut yourself playing with your sword, cub?”


The boy laughed.  “More times than I think I want to admit,” he said in reply.


“I told you it was sharp.”


“My master at arms said it’s the sharpest sword he’s ever seen.  He took the larger sword and cut right through a steel breastplate with it,” he said in a bit of awe.  He put his feet into a pair of thick slippers, then took a heavy robe from where it was thrown over the back of a chair and pulled it on.  “Where are we going?”


“We’re going to go see truth, cub,” he replied as he jumped down off the bed.  “I’ve come to learn that just telling you what you need to know doesn’t have as much of an impact as showing you.  Showing you how your decisions, be them good or bad, affect real people in your kingdom.  Tonight, cub, you’re going to meet some of your subjects, and you will see how your rule affects them, for good or for ill.  Everything you see tonight either has happened or will happen, cub.  What has already happened, has happened, and there’s nothing you can do about it.  But what will happen is definitely within your power to stop or change, if it suits you.  Follow me.”  Tarrin padded up to the double doors leading into the room, and they opened on their own as he approached.  Polin gave them a startled look as they passed into his parlor, where two sleepy-looking guards stood flanking the door leading out into the hallway.


“I should tell—“


“They can’t see you, cub.  As far as they know, the door never opened and you’re still asleep,” he said as he padded up to the door they were guarding, which opened of its own volition.


“Truly?”


“I can’t lie to you, cub,” Tarrin reminded him.


“What kind of magic are they under?”


“It’s not magic at all,” he replied.


“But it’s not natural.”


“It’s entirely natural,” Tarrin told him lightly.  “I just understand nature better than you.  But, if you want to see magic, well, I guess we can speed up this journey a little bit.”  He stopped in front of the open door, turned around, and sat down sedately just between the two guards.  Polin advanced up to him, and when the boy was in front of him, Tarrin swept his tail from left to right behind him grandly.  Polin gasped when the entire world seemed to blur, shifting to the right in shadowy streaks, then it snapped back to visibility to have them standing in the passageway of a dark, dank, chilly dungeon.  The sound of dripping water and guttering torches reached their ears, then the sound of a man coughing and the clinking of chains.


“Where are we?” Polin asked in a whisper.


“In your jail, cub,” he replied.  “And don’t worry, nobody can see or hear you.  Cub, meet Elrik Thatcher,” he said, nodding his head towards the man sitting in the cell beyond the bars before them.  The man was very young, with muddy brown hair cut very short, tousled and matted with dirt.  He had a black eye and a red welt on his neck, and his peasant doublet was torn at the sleeve.  His clothes were well worn, nearly worn out, and his leather shoes had a hole in the sole of the left heel.  “This is his last night on earth.”


“What do you mean?”


“He’s to be hanged at noon tomorrow,” Tarrin answered.


“What did he do?”


“He was caught stealing,” Tarrin answered.


“Oh.  Hanging isn’t the punishment for a first offense.”


“It’s not.  This is Elrik’s third offense.”


“That sounds about right,” the boy said, retying the belt of his robe.  “Any man who commits the same crime three times clearly can’t adhere to civilized society, so the law says that a man convicted of a third crime of the same type is hanged.  That’s what my father taught me.”

“And that’s that, eh cub?  The law is the law?”


“He’s nothing but a thief,” Polin declared.  “And not a very good one if he’s been caught three times.  So yes, the law is the law when it comes to keeping other people from doing the same thing.  Father said that if the law doesn’t scare people, then they’re not afraid to break it.”


“Nothing is ever as black and white as you may want it to be, cub,” Tarrin said, swishing his tail.  The world blurred to the left, then stopped to find them in a small loft in a modest shop.  There was a young girl of about fourteen sitting on the edge of a straw pallet, wearing a nightshirt, and she was crying as she seemed to stare at the wall beside a small window.  The room was dark and shadowy, with only the light of the moons filtering in through that tiny window providing the light for Polin to see.  She wasn’t very pretty, with pox scars on her cheeks and a crooked front tooth, but she had thick, lustrous brown hair that was tied into a tail that was hanging over her shoulder.


The girl’s eyes had milky cataracts in her eyes, betraying her blindness.


“Meet Kellie Thatcher, cub.  She’s Elrik’s sister.  She’s rather distraught at the moment.  After all, her brother is going to die tomorrow.”


“That was his fault,” Polin declared.


“Yes, it was.  You should get a good look at her, cub.  She’ll be dead ten minutes after Elrik is hanged.”


“What?”


“She’ll be dead tomorrow,” he repeated.


“What happens?  A fire?”


“She throws herself into the river and drowns herself.”


“Why?”


“Because her brother died because of her,” Tarrin replied evenly.


“What does that mean?”


“As you can see, cub, the girl is blind, so her brother supports her.  The only reason Elrik steals is because he can’t afford to care for his sister on his apprentice wages,” Tarrin told the boy.  “His master is notoriously cheap and cheats his apprentices on their pay, looking for any excuse he can find to hold back their wages.  Elrik starves himself to give his sister as much as he can, but it’s simply not enough.  Yesterday, Elrik was caught stealing apples from a merchant in the market square.  The young man is going to die over two apples,” Tarrin said without emotion.  “Oh, she could make her own way in the world, so she’s not killing herself out of fear.  After all, most men don’t care if their whores are blind,” he said dryly.  “But she can’t live with herself knowing that her brother died because of her.”


Polin looked down at Tarrin, a tiny bit troubled.


“Not every law is black and white, cub,” Tarrin told him.  “And neither is every criminal.  The law says that Elrik should die for being caught a third time stealing, with no care over why the boy steals.  Justice without understanding or mercy is tyranny, and those who mete it out are tyrants.”

“Father always said that the law must be feared, or it won’t be obeyed,” he said defensively.


“When you rule through fear, you are no better than the villains in the stories you read at night, cub,” Tarrin told him calmly, standing up.  “And you should always remember that every action has consequences, and often, they are consequences you may never see, nor ever expect.”  He slapped his tail on the floor, and the world blurred upward, as if the impact of his tail on the floor knocked the entire world down.  They were in a lavish bedchamber, where a pudgy older man snored under velvet covers as a young woman wearing no clothes sauntered towards the door.  Polin blushed furiously when he saw the naked girl, looking away from her pointedly until she opened the door and exited the room.  “Meet Avris Harnson,” Tarrin said.

“I know who he is, he’s the Duke of Kilminton.  He lives just down the street from the palace.”


“I thought you might.  He looks quite content, doesn’t he?  Do you like him?”

“He’s a fairly nice old man, and a long-time ally of my father,” he replied.


“He won’t hear it, but you might want to say goodbye.  He’ll be dead very shortly.”


“What?  What happens?”


“That pretty young lady you didn’t want to look at will be back in here in a couple of minutes, with a knife.  She murders him.”


Polin gasped.  “We have to stop her!”


“We will do nothing.  This is not our business, cub.”


“He’s the Duke of Kilminton!”


“And that makes his life worth more than Elrik Thatcher’s?” Tarrin asked.  “I didn’t hear you say a word about saving him.”


“That other man is a thief!  He’s a criminal!  The Duke is a nobleman!”


“Cub, a noble can be a criminal.  In fact, you’ll find that most nobles are far more willing to break the law than the common man, since nobles don’t feel like the puny laws of mortals apply to them, because they know that it won’t be applied to them fairly or equally,” Tarrin told him dryly.  “How do you think the Duke here earned his fortune?  It wasn’t through wise and prudent investments,” he added with a slight edge in his unspoken voice.  “His father was a gambler and a wastrel, and spent the entire family fortune just before he died.  It left the Duke here with a title, a family reputation, and an army of creditors demanding to be paid.  But the Duke and his mother had a plan.  His mother arranged a marriage with a rich family much lower in noble rank, and on his wedding night, he strangled his bride for her fortune.  Then, just to make sure he inherited her lands and wealth, he killed her parents and set fire to their house to hide his crime.  Three of the family’s servants died in the fire.”


“That’s awful!” Polin gasped.


“What’s truly awful is that your father knew about it, but said nothing and did nothing,” Tarrin told him.


“That’s not true!”


“I can’t lie to you when we speak this way, cub.  There is nothing but truth between us,” Tarrin reminded him.  “Your father valued the Duke as an ally more than he valued upholding the very laws he helped write.  He let the Duke get away with murdering six people for the political alliance that the Duke gave him.  And, of course, later on, when the Duke wasn’t quite so valuable to your father, he used what he knew against the Duke, making the Duke do what he said else your father would have him arrested and hanged like a common criminal for the murders.”


“I won’t hear you talk bad about my father!”


“Then I’ll say not a word more about it, cub.  But it’s the truth.  And only a man of weak character is offended by the truth.”


Polin looked to want to say something, but clicked his teeth together when he closed his mouth.


“Who is the greater monster here, cub?  A man who stole apples to feed his blind sister, or the man who murdered his wife and her parents for their money?”


Polin looked distinctly disturbed, and more than a little troubled.  His noble birth made him assume the worst of a commoner, but see only the best in a fellow nobleman.


“Don’t simply assume that a man’s title or reputation makes him a saint, cub.  Often, the greatest scoundrels in the land hide behind a noble title and a sterling reputation.  Take every man for what you know, not what you’ve heard.”  The naked woman opened the door and stepped in, and in her left hand was a long carving knife she’d taken from the kitchen.  “I think we’ll leave the Duke to face his own special form of justice.  You’re not old enough to see what happens next,” Tarrin noted absently, slapping his tail on the floor, which cause the entire world to blur and move around them.  “The young lady cuts a rather senstive part of him off after she cuts his throat.”

“I’ll make sure he gets no state funeral,” Polin seethed.


“And how will you explain how you know what you know, cub?” Tarrin asked him pointedly.


“I don’t need a reason!  I’m the king!”


“I’ll let you learn that lesson on your own,” Tarrin said with a slight smile on his muzzle as the world slowed to a stop.  They were standing in a small square near the river, where four men in uniform were marching across the cobblestones.  The men were wearing gray uniforms and carrying short-handled pikes, and had stout wooden cudgels holstered in their belts.


“This is the Square of Fallen Heroes.  I’ve been here before,” the boy said, looking around.


“For the annual laying of the wreath at the monument of the fallen, no doubt,” Tarrin said as he stood up.  “But we’re not here to look at a piece of stone, cub.  We’re here to see something else.  Follow me.”


Tarrin walked slowly and sedately, but despite his relaxed gait, Polin had trouble keeping up with the black cat.  They walked down a street, which was briefly illuminated when a flash of lightning slashed across the sky north of the city.  They turned off the main street and entered a narrow, crooked alley, and Tarrin came to a stop in front of a stacked pile of pieces of wood, broken barrels, and a couple of pieces of canvas.  The ramshackle construction housed two children, wearing dirty, tattered rags, huddled together as they slept.  One of them was a boy about Polin’s age, and the other was a girl that looked no more than six.  “Meet Jenver and Alys Grayson,” Tarrin said as he sat down.  “As you can see, they’re having a bit of bad luck.  It’s hard for children their age to make it in the world when their parents are dead.”

“They shouldn’t be here.  We have orphanages for them.  I’ve visited one myself, they’re not that bad.”


“They’re not, and I’ll commend your father on looking out for the children,” Tarrin nodded.  “And if these two were in an orphanage, they’d have a much better chance than they do now.  But unfortunately, they’re not going to have the chance.”


“They’re going to die?” Polin asked in concern.


Tarrin nodded without looking at him.  “Right about the time that Elrik’s sister is throwing herself into the river, Jenver will die trying to protect his sister, and she will die not long afterward.  I don’t think you want to know what happens to her before that happens.  Let’s just say that her death will be a mercy by that point,” he said without emotion.


“That’s terrible!  Can I do something about it?”


“You could, but should you?”


“That’s ridiculous!  The king’s duty is to protect the people!” he flared.


“Even homeless orphans?”


“Especially homeless orphans!”


Tarrin glanced at him.  “Fair enough.  But you’ll have to do it yourself.  You can’t send another man here to take them to the orphanage, cub.  You must come yourself.”


“What do you mean?”


“They die because of your attempt to save them,” he answered.  “The men you send to take them to the orphanage are the men that kill them.  Had I never showed you this, told you about it, they would not die tomorrow.  But the simple truth is, cub, you kill them.  Not with a sword or with an order of execution, but because you send men to help them that have their own agenda.  And it’s not a nice one.”


He looked flabbergasted.


“The first true responsibility of a king is to make sure that the men that carry out his orders are doing what he expects of them.  What they do reflects on you, cub, and not having any idea that they’re disobeying you is no excuse.  You are the king.  Even things that are not your fault are still your responsibility, because the men that do screw up do so in your name.”

Polin looked truly horrified, then he drew himself up.  “Who?  Who does this?”


“I won’t tell you.  Consider it your first test to root them out and remove them from your service,” Tarrin told him evenly.  “A king is only as good as the men he puts around him to help him govern his kingdom, cub.  The kindest, most benevolent king in the world who is a bad judge of character is nothing but the tyrant that his subjects accuse him of being when he allows others to act in his name without oversight or restraint.”


Polin gave him a long look.  “They’ll be here tomorrow?”


“They will.  They rarely stray far from this shelter.  It’s the only home they have,” he nodded, standing up again.  “And I think you might like knowing that Jenver never forgets your kindness.  When he grows up, he becomes one of your most loyal and most capable military officers.  He becomes to you then what Brint is to you now.”


“The girl?”


“Her life isn’t quite so momentous, but it’s a good one, filled with love and children and grandchildren.  She will be happy.  And what could be better than that?”


“That…that makes this night worth it,” he decided.


“I’m glad to hear you say that, cub.  Come along.  There’s more for us to see.”


Polin followed him in silence, lost in thought as they walked back out to the main street and then down towards the river.   A different quartet of gray-uniformed night watchmen, these men not carrying pikes, passed by them without taking notice of them, which made Polin turn and watch them walk away when they went by.  They turned down another alley, then came to a stop in front of a still figure slumped against the wall.  It was an old man, dirty, bedraggled, dressed in tattered remnants of what was once a military uniform, with the broken shards of a wine bottle by his hand.  “Meet Olen Smith.  He was once an officer in your military, in his better days.  But that’s all behind him now, as is most of his shame and suffering.  He’ll be dead by sunrise, killed by the wine he drinks to forget the past.”


“That’s sad,” Polin said.  “Was it his fault?”


“Him being here?  Yes,” Tarrin nodded.  “He just wasn’t cut out to be a military man, and his orders got one of his friends killed.  He never forgave himself, and he’s never been the same since.  He’ll be happy for it to be over, cub, and there’s aboslutely nothing you can do to stop it.  The wine turned his liver to stone, and nothing can save him now.”


“I…think I shouldn’t, even if I could.”


Tarrin gave him an even look.  “So his death is a mercy?”


“Death can be a mercy,” Polin nodded.  “But only when it ends suffering that can’t be stopped.  Besides, the man did this to himself.  It’s not right to come up behind him and undo it all in some attempt to save him.  He’d just put himself right back in this gutter.”


Tarrin nodded.  “That’s an important truth to understand as a king, cub.  You can’t help everyone, even if you wanted to.  So you do what you can where you can, and leave those beyond your help to their own devices.”


“Do what’s best for the most people, do what you can for the rest, that’s what Father taught me.”


“That was good advice,” Tarrin agreed.  “And you’re proving that you’re wiser far beyond your years, cub.  I’m impressed.”


“I did listen to my father when he taught me about being a king,” he said modestly.  “My father was a good king.”


“He was decent.  He had some rough edges, cub, but all in all, he wasn’t bad as kings go,” Tarrin told him as he turned around.  “And that brings us to our next appointment, something you need to understand now, so you can deal with it later.  Come along.”


They walked down three blocks, then stopped in front of a door that had barrels stacked in front of it in a dark, narrow alley.  “Welcome to the Haunt,” he said as the door opened behind the barrels, and Tarrin started around the barrels.  They gave a man just enough room to squeeze in behind them and enter the door, which opened into a small, dark warehouse filled with stacked boxes that formed room-like areas, each one cordoned off by canvas hung from ropes over the tops of the stacks.  “This is the only thieves’ guild in Volin.  There used to be others, but they were destroyed by this one.”


“This is the thieves’ guild?  I’ve read the reports from the watch commander about it,” Polin said in curiosity.  “I hope I remember where this place is so I can send men here to raid it.”


“That’s not a good idea, cub,” Tarrin told him.  “The biggest reason is that you’d be getting on the bad side of the last man in this city you want to cross.”


They walked down the corridor formed by the stacked boxes and entered an open area, where four men and a women, dressed in peasant clothes, sat at a table holding several pieces of jewelry.  “Meet Fren Cooperman, cub.  He runs this guild,” Tarrin said, jumping up on the table and pointing the end of his tail at the tallest of the four men, and the most mature.  “He may not look it, but this is the most powerful man in Volin.  Even over you.”


“What?  I’m the king!”


“There are many different kinds of power, cub,” Tarrin told him as he sat sedately on his haunches.  “And Fren here is the most powerful man in his particular profession.  Fren runs this city, he controls nearly every part of it that you don’t.  Do you know who put him in his position?”


Polin shook his head.


“Your father.”


“Impossible!” Polin gasped.  “He’s a criminal!  Father would have rooted him out and hanged him!”


“Your father saw the value of knowing exactly who was running the underworld in Volin, cub, so he helped Fren crush the other guilds using his watch and his military, but left Fren alone,” Tarrin countered him dryly.  “Your father tolerated Fren as long as Fren obeyed certain niceties and unwritten rules about how his thieves and scoundrels did their business, and who they did their business with.   And it would behoove you, cub, to follow suit.  Fren may not be your friend, but he’s also not your enemy.  You do not want this man as your enemy, cub.  He can make your life and your rule a living hell.”

Polin gave him a surprised look.


“One of the most important things you can learn about being a king, cub, is that every rule has its exception.  There is no black and white, cub, no good and evil.  There is always a gray area, a middle ground.  A good king, a wise king, allows that gray area to exist, and keeps it contained and controlled so it doesn’t grow so large that it starts to intefere with the orderly operation of the kingdom.  No matter what your law says, cub, you can’t stop crime.  You can’t create a perfect society where everyone is happy and nothing ever goes wrong.  But you can control crime by knowing when to look the other way, and when to put your foot down.  You allow the little things, to ensure that they don’t become big things.  A good king knows when the law should be followed, and when it should be ignored for the greater good.  As you gain experience, you’ll understand that truth.  Given how smart you are, cub, I think you’ll be able to handle it well enough.”


“That seems like it’s impossible.  How can you ignore the law and have it be for the greater good?  The law is there for the greater good!”


“The law is there to establish order,” Tarrin corrected him.  “And quite often, order is against the greater good when that order makes those it controls unhappy.  Rules can’t run the world, cub.  You have to let people be who they are, let them be, and sometimes, that means you give a little.”

“Like that man who stole the apples?”


“Do you think it’s justice to hang a man who was stealing to feed his blind sister?” Tarrin asked directly.


“The law says that it’s justice.  But when you say it like that, it doesn’t seem fair.”


“Law often is not fair, cub, and justice applied without mercy is anything but just,” Tarrin told him.  “In fact, the law is most often the most unfair thing there is, because it pretends to be fair.  A law that makes a certain class of people pay more taxes just because of who they are is hardly fair.  A law that allows some people to ignore rules applied to others because of their titles is hardly fair.  A law that persecutes one class of citizen just for being who they are is hardly fair.”  He looked up at Polin.  “Cub, here’s a question for you.  Does the law apply to you?”


“Of course it does.  No man is above the law.”


“And if you decide to change the law so it doesn’t?”


“I can’t do that.”


“Of course you can.  You’re the king.  The law only applies to you if you want it to,” Tarrin said calmly.  “Should it?”


“Father always said no man is above the law, else the commoners would feel that the law in unjust and start ignoring it.  So yes, I should be subject to the law.”


“Even when it gets in your way?”


“Well, then I just figure out a way to get what I want without breaking the law.”


“Spoken like a king,” Tarrin told him lightly.  “I’ll let you figure that one out on your own, it will be good for you,” he added playfully.  “We have one more visit to make tonight, cub.  One I think you’ll enjoy.”


“Where are we going?”


“Someplace you will never forget,” he replied, turning around.  He slashed his tail back and forth several times, then slapped it on the floor, which caused a circular disc of pure energy to form before him.  “Follow me.”  He stepped up and walked into the disc, disappearing.


Polin followed behind him quickly, gasping when he found no ground under his feet…the ground was thousands and thousands of paces below them.  The air was warm, thick, despite being so high up, with a brilliant yellow sun overhead and no clouds above or below, and they plummeted towards that distant ground.  Polin gave a scream, but when he gave the cat a strangled look, he saw nothing but calm on the cat’s face.  “Relax, cub.  No matter how far we fall, we won’t be hurt.  That’s not allowed here,” he assured him.

“What do you mean?”


“I mean, we’re not in Volinia anymore,” he replied calmly.  “I was told to supply you with two things, cub.  Your swords and a suitable mount, something befitting a king.  We’re here to find your mount.”


“We came here for a horse?  There are several good ones in the army stables.”


“Those are horses, cub,” Tarrin told him.  “What king settles for a mere horse?  We’re here for something entirely different.”


“What?”


“An alicorn.”


“What’s an alicorn?”


“A winged unicorn,” he answered.


“There’s no such thing!”


“In Volinia.  That’s why we’re not in Volinia,” he replied as the ground raced up.  Polin gave a scream and braced himself, but he landed in a grassy meadow by a large lake without pain, without a jarring impact, without much more than his robe billowing a bit.  “Welcome to the Beastlands, cub,” Tarrin told him after landing lightly, then he sat down and wrapped his tail around his feet.  “It’s a land far, far distant from Volinia.  A land where alicorns dwell.  I’ve put out a call for an alicorn to serve a boy-king as a mount, now we wait for one to show up.”


“Put out a call?”


“We’re not here to capture and tame an alicorn, cub.  Given the alicorn is probably smarter than you are, that’s not exactly the best way to go about making friends with one,” he said dryly.  “And you’d better keep that in mind, cub.  The alicorn we’re here to enlist won’t be an animal.  It will be easily as smart as you are, and you won’t be taming it, you’ll be entering into an agreement with it.   It will serve you as a mount as long as you meet its demands.”


“Have…have you ever ridden a flying horse?”


“I have my own mount, but she’s not exactly the friendly type,” Tarrin replied with a chuckle.   “She’s from an entirely different land than this one.  A land called Gehenna.”


“She’s an all-awl-alicorn?”


“No, she’s called a firewing pegasus.  Her name is Fury, and it’s a name she certainly earned,” he said with playful eyes.  “She’s cantankerous, mean, vengeful, spiteful, and maybe a little bit of a bully, but we get along.  We understand each other.”

“So you’re not a cat.”


“I think we established that earlier, cub,” Tarrin smiled.  “I only look this way for your benefit.  I think you’d be afraid if you saw the real me.”  He didn’t look up.  “You’re getting clumsy in your old age, Thraxi.”


Polin gasped when a tall, sleek, elegantly handsome man with narrow features and vertically-slitted green eyes, like a cat, dropped lightly to the ground not far from them.  He wore a black leather jerkin and black trousers, but wore no shoes.  “And you are getting too full of yourself, kinsman,” he retorted playfully, speaking aloud.  “And what do you bring to the Beastlands, my old friend?  A human mortal?”


Tarrin nodded.  “We’re here seeking an alicorn.”


“A bit haughty for my tastes, but a serviceable mount,” the sleek man said, leaning absently against the tree from which he jumped.  “He should have a rocksaber for a mount, kinsman, or a griffon if it needs to fly.  Think of the speed and power!”


“And think of all the horses they would eat in the stables,” Tarrin countered.  “We need something more compatible with horses, old friend.”  He glanced at Polin.  “You should introduce yourself, Thraxi.”


“Of course!  Where are my manners?” he chided himself, gracefully stepping up to them.  “I am Thraxi, young human, one of the Cat Lords.  And who are you?”


“K-King Polin Aresson,” he replied.


“A king!  So young for a king!” he said, putting his hands on the boy’s shoulders.  “But there’s a lot of potential here, kinsman.  No wonder you take interest in him.”


“You know him?”


“Me and Tarrin go back quite a long way, young human,” Thaxi smiled.  “You should consider yourself very lucky for him to take interest in you.  That means you are truly, truly special.”


Polin blushed a bit, then glanced over at Tarrin.  “What does he really look like?  He won’t tell me.”


Thraxi laughed.  “Cunning as a cat!” he said approvingly.  “If he thinks you’re not ready to know that, my young pride lion, then I’d be a fool to tell you.  He’ll show you when he shows you.  Until then, enjoy the anticipation.”  He knelt down, which put his head only slightly above Polin’s, and stared into Polin’s eyes for a long moment, long enough to make the boy uncomfortable.  But then he leaned back and looked to the white-socked cat.  “He will be a fine king, a very fine king.  I can see it in him.  But truly, Tarrin?  An alicorn?  He deserves something much more suitably grand.  Something feline.”


“I told you, it has to get along with horses,” Tarrin reminded him.  “You know how most feline mounts are, old friend.  They can’t resist.”


Thraxi laughed.  “True, true,” he nodded.  “The cat can’t ignore his instincts.”

“So, we need something a little more disciplined.”


“Disciplined.  That is such an evil word,” Thraxi said in disgust, which made Polin laugh despite himself.  “What does the cat need with discipline?  Just a barrier to happiness.”  He patted Polin’s shoulders   “But, speaking of discipline, I must be off.  I have an errand to run before returning to the den.  Good luck with your alicorn, young human, try not to be too disappointed that it’s not a griffon,” he said with an outrageous wink, then he stood up.  “You should come visit soon.”


“When I have time,” Tarrin answered.


The tall, slim man-looking creature stood up, smiled at Polin, then took a single step to the side and vaulted up into the branches.  And then he was gone.


“What kind of creature was he, Tarrin?”


“His kind are known as the Cat Lords,” he replied.  “They embody all the various aspects of the feline.”


“But he was a man.”


“How can you appreciate the feline traits if not than to see them in a form you can understand?” he explained.  “Him being a man only makes that which makes him a cat more striking.”


“That doesn’t make any sense.”


“To you, and at this moment.  Maybe someday, when you’re older, you will understand,” he said with a mysterious smile, then he looked up over the lake.  “But that’s a point to argue later.  The alicorns are here.”


Polin gasped in astonishment when fifteen winged horses appeared in the void of the forest canopy over the lake.  They were very large horses, some of the biggest he’d ever seen, with huge feathered wings and long horns growing above and between their eyes, horns that formed a spiral pattern as they tapered up their lengths and ended in a very definite point.  Their coats ranged from white to gold to sunset red, with the largest of them with a coat of glossy black, like midnight, and all of them had shaggy fetlocks growing above their hooves.  They landed at the edge of the lake one by one, folding their wings, then they gathered together and regarded the human and the cat with steady eyes.


“Incredible,” Polin breathed.


“These are alicorns, cub,” Tarrin told him as he padded up to stand beside his human charge.  “They’re going to look you over, decide if you’re worthy of their service.”


“What, what do I do?”


“Nothing, except maybe going over to them.  They can’t very well inspect you if you’re over here, now can they?”


“They won’t come to me?”


“You’re the one asking them for help, cub.  That means you go to them.”

Well spoken.  Present yourself to us, young human, so we might take measure of you.

Polin gasped and looked at them in surprise.


“I told you, cub, they’re most likely smarter than you are, and those horns of theirs aren’t just decorations.  Alicorns have magic, and the ability to let you hear their thoughts is just one of their abilities.  And they don’t serve just anyone, cub.  They have to deem you worthy, and that’s an entirely personal thing.  All of them might find you worthy, or none of them.  So go over there and let them inspect you.”

The cat sat down as the boy walked over to the gathered herd of winged horses, and he lost his fear as the majesty of the animals overwhelmed him.  He let them walk around him, snuffle at his hair and shoulders, touch him with their horns, and couldn’t seem to resist touching them in return, patting their heavy shoulders, their stout backs, delicately touching the huge feathers on their folded wings, their powerful flanks.  Unicorns and alicorns were not delicate, bandy-legged equines as most mortals thought unicorns to be, built like thoroughbred horses, they were actually burly, stout creatures, solidly built and with tremendous stamina.  They still looked quite elegant and graceful despite their heavy build, however.  Alicorns were even more burly than unicorns, because of their wings and the physical strength it took for something their size to fly without the aid of magic.


After quite a bit of inspection, most of the alicorns walked to the edge of the lake and then took off, which meant that they did not deem Polin worthy.  But three remained behind, and after the three of them moved away a bit to discuss the issue, one of them approached the boy with steady eyes.  She was the smallest of the alicorns, looked to be barely more than a filly, with a creamy eggshell-colored coat and dapples of gold along her rump and flank, like an appaloosa, her mane and tail a brilliant gold rather than the eggshell color of the rest of her coat.  The other two alicorns took to the air and left them, but Polin didn’t even notice.  He stared up at the large animal, his eyes filled with wonder as his hands touched her snout and cheek.  “She…she says she’ll come with me,” he told Tarrin.

“Congratulations, cub.  We’ll get you back home, and in a couple of days, she’ll be along.  After all, it won’t be easy to explain it if she just shows up, will it?”


“I, I guess not,” he said, patting her nose gently.  “Besides, nobody in Volinia would believe an animal like this exists.”


“I’ll take care of that,” Tarrin assured him.  “You will need to learn how to take a saddle,” he told the alicorn.


I can learn, she answered.  He will need to learn how to ride.

“I can ride a horse.”


Horses don’t fly. It’s entirely different.

“Oh.  Oh, well, that’s definitely a good point,” he agreed.  “You can teach me.  I’m not afraid of heights.”


We’ll discuss it, after we reach an agreement on my service, she told him.  I have certain expectations, young King Polin Aresson.  Meet them, and I will serve you well.

“The only restriction you have to understand is that the other humans can’t know you can communicate,” Tarrin warned.  “The world he’s from, they’re not ready for that yet.”


She looked to Tarrin and nodded.  As you say.  I’ll speak only to him.  They can simply assume that we’re so close that he understands me better than they do.

“That’s pretty sneaky for an alicorn,” Tarrin chuckled.  “You’ll do fine.  Let me take him home, and you can catch up once you’re ready.”


I will arrive soon.  I’ll come to you instead of him.

“Good enough.  I’ll be watching for you.”


“I can’t wait for you to get there,” Polin told her eagerly.


She nodded to the boy, then turned, unfurled her wings, and vaulted into the air.  Polin watched her fly off, his eyes utterly enthralled by her.  “So beautiful,” he whispered.


“They are moderately impressive,” Tarrin agreed mildly.


Polin looked down at him.  “You said this was a different world, not a different land.  To her.  But you said that you can’t lie to me.  How can they both be true?”


“Because this is both a different land and a different world, cub,” he said evenly.  “I phrased it in a way that wouldn’t frighten you, that’s all.”


“So this is an entirely different world?  Like heaven?”


“This isn’t heaven, cub,” Tarrin told him.  “And if you want to be be really technical, we’re not actually here.”

Polin looked down at him quickly.  “You mean, like this is all a dream?  Am I dreaming?”


“At the moment?  Yes,” he answered.


“So none of this was real?  The people you showed me?”


“It was all very real,” he replied.  “And in a couple of days, when the alicorn arrives, you’ll have indisputable proof.”


“But, but this is all a dream!”


“Just because it’s a dream doesn’t make it any less real, cub,” Tarrin told him cryptically.  “In fact, it makes it far more real than you could ever imagine.”  He looked at the closest tree.  “But, since I can tell you’re going to fight me over this, cub, go over there and pick one of the leaves.  Keep it in your hand.”


“Why?”


“To prove to you that a dream can be real,” he answered.  “When we get back to your castle and you find yourself in your bed, thinking that none of this ever happened, look at what you hold in your hand.  That will prove to you that everything that happened tonight was in fact very real, despite it being nothing but a dream.”


“That was why nobody could see us!” he realized.


“Well reasoned, cub,” Tarrin said with an approving nod.  “To be specific, you have been to all of those places tonight, but only in spirit.  Your body is still in your bed, having a rather pleasant dream.”

“Huh,” he said, going over and picking one of the small leaves on a low branch.  “So, this is magic.  Real magic.”


“Actually, this isn’t magic, cub,” Tarrin chuckled softly.  “This is a trick I picked up from my boss.”


“Your boss?”


“I told you when we first met, cub, I was sent here.  The one who sent me knows all sorts of tricks that have nothing to do with magic, and he’s taught me a few of them.  But, if you want to see some real magic, I could arrange that.  As long as you promise that your people won’t try to burn him at the stake, I can ask a friend over to show you magic.  He’d get a kick out of it.  He used to perform in a traveling circus, so he has a certain panache,” he noted lightly as another disc of magic light appeared.  “He’ll give you quite a show, and all of it will be real magic.”


“I think I’d like that.”


“Then I’ll see to it,” he said, nudging his muzzle towards the disc.  “In you go, cub.”


Nearly as soon as he stepped into the disc, Polin found himself back in his bedroom, and the black cat with the white sock stepped out of dark nothingness, jumped up on the bed, and sat down on the edge.  “I want you to think about what you’ve seen tonight, cub, and remember that the actions that you take affect many more than just the people you’ve seen tonight.  Being a good king isn’t about sitting on a throne and telling people what to do.  It’s about leading your people, by deed and by example, and having the wisdom to know when to be strong, and when to be merciful.  Remember that a king is only as good as the men he places around him to help him discharge his duties to the kingdom, and that those people speak with your voice, even when you’re not there.”


“I’ll remember.  But the first thing I’m going to do is go find that boy and his sister, and save them.”


“That’s a good start, but you shouldn’t ignore the other boy and his sister, either,” Tarrin reminded him.


“I’ll stop the execution.  You’re right, he doesn’t deserve that, not over two apples, and not now that I know why he did it.”


Tarrin nodded.  “Then into bed with you, cub.  You’ve had a long night, and you need your sleep.”


“But I’m sleeping right now.”


“Only in name,” Tarrin told him as the boy stepped out of his slippers and unbelted his robe, then dropped it on the floor.  The boy climbed into bed and pulled up the covers, and Tarrin padded down and looked down at him as he put his head on the pillow.  The boy rolled onto his side and regarded Tarrin in return.  “I won’t see you again for a couple of days, cub.  I have some things to do.  But I’ll be back once either your fighting teacher or the alicorn arrives, so I can help you get her here without people being too surprised or suspicious.”


“Alright.  I think I’ll miss you a little bit,” he said.  “You’re a strange person, Tarrin.  But I think I like you.”

“I’m not here to be your friend, cub,” Tarrin warned him.  “I’m here to teach you how to be a good king.  But you’re not bad.  For a human, anyway,” he said haughtily, with made Polin smile a little bit.


“If you’re not a human, what are you?” he asked.


“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.  And if you did, you’d be afraid of me,” he replied honestly.  “Stop worrying about what I am and worry more about what I’m saying to you.”


“You must be a servant of our patron god, Tarvis,” he said.  “One of his angels.”


“Oh, he wishes,” Tarrin snorted, which made the boy gasp, then laugh.  “Believing in your god is proper, cub, but don’t let others who proclaim to speak for your god tell you what to think and believe.  Most men who say they speak for their gods really only speak for themselves.”


“I’ve noticed that in the High Priest,” he said, then he yawned.  “He does a whole lot of preaching about charity and restraint and discipline, but he wears jeweled rings and drinks more wine than anyone else at the table.  I don’t really like him all that much, but he’s like always around.  It’s like he lives in the castle..”


“I’ve learned that when it comes to Priests, cub, they all follow a universal saying:  do as I say, not as I do,” he told him darkly, which made Polin laugh sleepily, then yawn again.  “Now go to sleep, cub.”

“Mmm,” he answered, his breathing slowing down.


“Sweet dreams,” Tarrin added, just before the boy wavered and vanished, fading away from the dreamscape, as his dream ended.


Tarrin stood back up and jumped down off the bed as it seemed to turn into liquid and dissolve, melting away into dark nothingness along with the rest of the room, until he was the only solid thing left in the entire universe.  And then, without preamble or even a sound, he simply vanished. 


“I say, that was an exciting trip!” came a familiar voice floating through the common room of the inn that morning.  Sarraya looked up in surprise from her sweet roll, Haley laughed, and Miranda gave Tarrin a surprised look as none other than Phandebrass the Unusual stepped into the common room from the door outside.  He was dressed in what was usual for him, a gray robe embroidered with mystical symbols and designs, and wearing that silly pointed, conical hat that had similar designs upon it.  His features were just as ageless as ever, a man nobody could correctly place as to young or old.  He had a narrow, drawn face like an old man, but youthful, energetic eyes.  He had white hair like an old man,  but moved with infectious energy.  He had on his belt with many pouches, holding his material components, and the newest addition, a small rod of black metal sheathed at his hip like a sword or dagger…and those who knew of that object knew that it was every bit a weapon.  Behind him was his Elaran wife, Kyrienna, looking as regally beautiful as ever, with her simple yet perfectly tailored red robe with gold borders on the hems that showed off a peek of her exquisitely perfect cleavage, tall and graceful and elegantly beautiful.

“Really, Tarrin?  Phandebrass?” Miranda said, nearly accusingly.


“He’s not here to help.  He’s here to do a few carnival tricks for the boy,” Tarrin said lightly.  “I promised to show him real magic, and Phandebrass is far more of a ham than I am.”


Miranda had to laugh at that.  “No doubt, if you showed him magic, it would scar him for life,” she said lightly, giving him a narrow-lidded, amused look.

“Be careful what you wish for,” he shrugged shamelessly, which made Sarraya splutter in laughter.  “How was the journey, you two?”

“Typically uneventful, Tarrin,” Kyrienna answered, gliding into the room around her husband.  “We were a bit surprised to get your summons.”


“Well, it’s mainly Phandebrass, and he’s going to show a young king Arcane magic.  Just, you know, flashy.  Like back in the circus.”


“I’d be happy to,” the white-haired Wizard said with a smile.


“You called us here to do something you can do yourself?” Kyrienna challenged.  “And something trivial at that?”


“I have sycophants and lackeys to do the busy work, Kyri,” he told her, which made Miranda laugh when the Elaran Worldwalker raised an elegant, challenging brow.


“Uh oh, you done and did it now, Tarrin.  She’s giving you The Eyebrow,” Sarraya snickered.


“I’m so scared,” he drawled.  “I thought you two might enjoy a break from teaching in the Tower.”


“I never mind exploring a new world, Tarrin, but I usually prefer one more…interesting,” she said as Phandebrass put his hand around her waist as he came up to her.  “This world is barely average when it comes to magical potential.  I doubt there’s anything at all I can learn here.”

“I think exploring a world not shaped by magic in its history will be quite interesting, I do,” he countered.  “It’s certainly nothing like home.”


“And what are the rest of you doing here?” she asked.  “I didn’t expect to see anyone else here.  And certainly not you, Sarraya.”


“We’re helping Tarrin with cloak and dagger stuff,” the Faerie replied with a grin.  “We’re hunting down some cheesy rats, and when we find them all, we’re taking out the trash.”


“That about sums it up,” Tarrin chuckled.  “And nobody hunts cheesy rats like Miranda.  She already half cheesy rat.”


Kyrienna laughed in her rich, lovely contralto when Miranda whacked Tarrin on the shoulder.  “I’m a mink,” she declared.


“Mink, rat, whatever.  You’re all nothing but rodents anyway,” Tarrin retorted, which made Sarraya fall over on her back laughing.


“Actually, Miranda is more of a weasel than a rat, Tarrin,” Haley said urbanely, which made Miranda shoot a withering glare at him.


“Watch it, puppy dog, or I’ll have Dolanna neuter you,” she threatened.


“And who else is here, my boy?  Kerri?  Allia?  Azakar?”


“Just Jula, she’s over in the castle right now, keeping an eye on the boy,” he answered.  “But Tsukatta should be arriving soon.  He’s going to help me give the boy some instruction in basic combat.”


“The perfect teacher,” Kyrienna said with a nod.  “He has far more patience than Allia.”

“I wouldn’t say that around Allia, Kyri,” Sarraya grinned as she sat back up.


“She’d agree with me,” the Elara stated, putting her hand over the one Phandebrass had on her hip lovingly.  “She’d find trying to teach a human child the basics of the Dance to be almost intolerably frustrating.  Humans are nowhere near as graceful and agile as a Selani.”


“Clearly, Sarraya forgets Shaul,” Phandebrass chuckled.


“That was Shaul’s fault, not Allia’s,” Miranda laughed.  “She thought she was too good to learn.  She got that smacked out of her in a hurry.”


“Allia does smack fairly impressively,” Haley noted lightly.


The two of them finally decided to sit down at the table, and Tarrin explained what he wanted of Phandebrass.  “I haven’t seen any magicians here, but they do believe in magic,” Tarrin said as he finished breakfast.  “So I don’t think they’ll react with torches and pitchforks.  But I wouldn’t suggest doing anything that looks overly dangerous.”


“I have any number of performance spells I can use, Tarrin.  Fireworks, smoke, lights, sounds, the spells I used to use for the carnival.  I say, it will be fun digging those up out of my spellbooks and memorizing them.  It will be like old times,” he smiled.

“The question is, how are you getting us into the palace to perform?” Kyrienna asked.


“We?  You mean Her High and Mightiness is willing to perform parlor tricks for the unwashed masses?” Sarraya teased.


“Of course I am.  Besides, the court of a king is hardly unwashed masses,” she replied simply.


“We will have to do something about the ears,” Haley said clinically, looking at the Elara.


“I have a spell that makes me look human, Haley.  I use it quite a bit when I explore worlds.  I swear, humans infest almost every material plane,” she complained.


“Given there’s only one human at this table, the rest of us aren’t going to argue that point, Kyri,” Miranda said with a cheeky grin.


“I do often feel in the minority around here, I do,” Phandebrass said with a slight smile.  “You just tell us where and when to show up, my boy, and we’ll be there.  Until then, we’re going to study the city here a bit.  What is its name?”


“Volin, and this is Volinia,” Miranda answered.  “This place is so sickeningly average that I think this city exists in almost every dimension.”


“And a place so ordinary threatens the Balance?” Kyrienna asked Tarrin.  “That’s the only reason you would be here, Tarrin.”

“Epic peril and calamity isn’t a requirement where the Balance is concerned, Kyri,” he answered her.  “In fact, the very fact that this place is so ordinary very well might be why the Balance is threatened.  If things can go wrong here, then it represents how they can go wrong anywhere.”


“That’s an intriguing observation.  I must write that down,” Phandebrass said, starting to pat his many pouches on his belt.  Kyrienna put a gentle hand on his shoulder and smiled at him, which made him stop.  “Later,” he added.


And that summed up their relationship.  Kyrienna kept Phandebrass in reality, kept him grounded, and in return he brought excitement and diversion into her otherwise strictly regimented life of study.  She’d never have run off to some nameless dimension to perform parlor tricks for a boy-king and his court otherwise.  For that reason alone, everyone loved Kyrienna, despite the fact that sometimes she could be a bit haughty and arrogant.


“It’s too bad you weren’t here yesterday Phandebrass,” Sarraya said with a wicked, malevolent smile.  “Tarrin was explaining how time works to us.  I still have a headache.”


“Time?  We’ve had many discussions on the subject, we have,” Phandebrass said dismissively.  “I say, Tarrin’s explanations fall in closely with the commonly accepted theories of respected sages on the subject.”

“Indeed, it’s nice to see that we mortals can sometimes get something we can’t fully comprehend right,” Kyrienna chuckled.  


Sarraya looked a bit miffed that she didn’t send Phandebrass off on a tangent.


“Speaking of time, we’d  better stop wasting it and get going,” Miranda prompted.

“How far along are you?” Tarrin asked.


“I’ve managed to laugh and flirt my way into the right social circles in court, Tarrin,” she winked.  “They all believe I’m the Baroness of the most remote desmense in the kingdom who finally managed to get here to attend court.  Right now I’m taking stock of how things work behind the curtains.”


“I’ve only just started easing my way into the less public social circles,” Haley added.  “Miranda’s been focusing on the courtiers and ladies in waiting while I’ve been mingling with the noblemen.”


“I’ve learned my way around the castle.  It’s got a bunch of secret rooms and passages, it’s actually a pretty neat place,” Sarraya spoke up.  “I’ve also been rifling desks in offices looking for anything incriminating.  And you’re wrong, Tarrin, there are Wizards here.  I came across a box trapped with a magic spell yesterday.”


“Did you open it?”


“Of course I did, there’s enough All here for me to bypass the trap with Druidic magic, but it was empty,” she told him.  “But I know where it is, so I’ll be checking it every day to see if something gets put in there.”


“That’s a good idea, just be careful,” Miranda said.  “Whoever put that spell on the box might notice if you’re tampering with it every day.  He might leave a nasty surprise in it for you.”


“The day I get zapped by a magic trap is the day I deserve it,” she scoffed.


“Sounds like the Wizards keep a low profile here,” Phandebrass noted.  “We’ll see if our performance at court incites a reaction.”


“Just be careful.  If you have to blast someone into dust, make sure you do it outside the public eye,” Tarrin warned.  He had absolutely no fear for the life of either of them.  Phandebrass and Kyrienna were two of the best Wizards alive.  Anywhere.  They were more than a match for a local magician taking offense to them using their magic openly.  They were more than a match for an entire group of them.


“Blasting people into dust is crude and inefficient, Tarrin,” Kyrienna said with a mild voice but a chilling smile.  “There are far more effective ways to deal with such miscreants that don’t require a broom and dustpan.”


“Whatever’s most fun for you, Kyri,” Tarrin said with a wave of his paw.  “I’ll be back for dinner, I’ll be out for a while.”

“Out, or out?” Miranda asked lightly.


“Out,” he answered honestly.  “I’ve been summoned.  No doubt to give an accounting,” he noted dryly.


He answered that summons as soon as he put his dishes in the kitchen, choosing the closest door to serve as his focal point, and then changing the doorway to form a boundary between that which exists and that which does not.  He stepped through it, and found himself in the endless emptiness of the Core.


This was the center of all things.  Here, in this place, there was everything, and there was nothing.  It was a place that existed behind reality, inside it, above it, a place that had a definiite location, yet was not there.  It had taken him decades to learn how to enter this place without assistance, without one of the others bringing him, but now that he’d learned the trick of it, it was second nature to him now.  And the reality of this place was also second nature.  It no longer terrified him, as a being grounded heavily in his senses, no longer awed him, no longer made him contemplate his own mortality and limitations.  It had lost its wonder and appeal, and was now merely yet another place.


There was a lot to be said for the loss of innocence, and how it could jade a man.


The area around him shimmered, and he was walking into a vast library, extending into infinity, with bookshelves holding every book ever written by any hand throughout the entire multiverse, be it from past, present, or future…after all, there was no time in this place.  It existed outside of time, was in no way connected to it, so no book on those endless shelves was really from the past or future.  They were all simply there.  Tarrin walked past himself, who was standing with his arms crossed and looking a little irked, and the other him nodded to him as he passed without speaking.  Tarrin didn’t remember passing himself like that, so that had to be a future representation of himself, and from the looks of it, that him was waiting for an audience with Him.  And he didn’t look happy about it.  But, that wasn’t Tarrin’s business, that was the other Tarrin’s business.

Time had no meaning in this place.  It wasn’t the first time he’d seen a past or future self in the Core.  There were as many Tarrin Kaels moving through the Core as there were times he had visited this place, which could be hundreds of thousands of him.  That was why the places in the Core were infinite in scope, and defined locations within them tended to shift and move, so those who were here didn’t end up forming large crowds in a place they visited often…which would make it a bit difficult to get things done.  It was fairly rare for someone to bump into himself in the Core, but it happened enough for there to be rules of etiquette about it.  And at the top of the list was that Tarrin did not strike up conversations with himself.  When he bumped into another him, they traded silent pleasantries and went about their respective business.  To talk to other hims might reveal the future, or have him reveal the future to them, and for someone like him to know the future would lock it on a set course.  And that was not allowed.  Entropy would not permit it.

This was His favorite place.  He spent quite a lot of time here, sitting behind His favorite desk and reading one of the uncountable books here…which was really nothing but a metaphor for the reality of what was going on.  He was omniscient, omnipotent, He had no need to sit behind a desk and read a book whose contents He could recite with exacting precision.  He simply enjoyed the act of it.  He liked sitting in a comfy chair with His feet up on the desk and reading a book.  He wasn’t truly here anyway, it was just an extension of His totality that Tarrin’s mortal mind could rationalize.  Should Tarrin lay eyes on the real Him, it would shatter his sanity and rend his physical body into something beyond nothingness.  And He would find it rather rude to do that to one of his employees.

There were no illusions in this place.  When Tarrin advanced to the desk, he was in his natural form, and his wings of living fire were extended out behind him, folded with the tips just barely over the floor and the joints well over his head.  His huge paws, one tainted by darkness and the other infused with light, came to rest on the warm cherrywood surface of the cluttered desk, stacked with books, a reading lamp, and a few knick knacks that He rather fancied.


He looked different to all of them, since he was nothing but a projection of their own perception, which was flavored by their own histories and personalities.  To Wynn, He appeared as a bearded old man with a missing front tooth and a benevolent countenance.  To Sashi, He appeared as a tall, slightly pudgy man with a goatee and a warm smile.  To Ch’Belle, he appeared as a Solar, the most powerful and wisest and kindest of all.  To Tarrin, He appeared as Cassiter, since Tarrin always associated Him with his secret Wikuni alter-ego.  The feet on the desk were unshod, the pads of His feet visible as His toes flexed absently, each one tipped with a short but strong claw.  “Master,” Tarrin said with the most sincere and profound respect in his voice.  “I answer your summons.”


“About time,” he replied without looking up from his book.  “Were you going to linger around that table all morning?”


“I thought about it,” he replied.  “But I didn’t want to keep you waiting.”


“Suuuure,” he drawled, turning a page.  “You’re showing a little initiative on this one, cub.  I don’t recall telling you to bring in outside help.”


“I felt it was the best thing to do, Master.  I don’t have the patience to deal with things that way.  I’d much rather just go in there and bust heads until the survivors do what I say.”


He looked up, the corner of his muzzle twitching in amusement.  “Well, they’re there, so let’s go ahead and run with it,” he declared.  “Let’s see how they do.  Now I’m a bit curious.”

“They won’t let you down, Master.”


“I rather doubt they would, and it reminds me that one of your greatest strengths isn’t your power or your sheer contrariness, it’s the friends you can call on when you need them.  That part of you was what saved Suld and Pyros from destruction,” He said, closing the book and putting it in His lap, looking up at Tarrin with those impossible eyes.  The eyes were the only part of Him that didn’t look Wikuni.  They were…nearly indescribable.  They weren’t pools of energy, or mirrors into His soul, they were, simply, eternity.  When Tarrin looked into those eyes, he could see eternity reflecting back at him, and it never failed to humble him.  He may appear to be a silver fox Wikuni, but those eyes made it clear just who and what He was.  No other being in all of reality could even have eyes like that.  “You’ve always been the queen on one side of the chessboard, cub.  You’re no doubt the strongest piece on your side of the board, but you’re at your most dangerous when the rest of the pieces on your side are working together.  But, I do have one beef, cub.  A Beastlands alicorn?  Really?  Did you have to get that exotic?  You could have found an alicorn on any number of material planes, one that’s not an Outer Planar animal.  You have any idea what kind of shenanigans that alicorn can cause in a material plane?”


“I’ll explain things to her when she arrives, Master,” he answered.  “She’ll keep the shenanigans to merely moderately outrageous,” he added, which made Him give him a slightly annoyed but amused look.  “And you told me to find him a suitably impressive mount, a mount fit for a king.   You know I don’t do things half-assed.”


He chuckled ruefully.  “No, you don’t,” he agreed mildly.  “But outside of that, so far, I’m rather pleased with your approach to the problem.  Teaching Polin in an Astral state was a creative way to do it that wouldn’t traumatize him.  The boy seems to be listening to you.  He’s already saved Jenver and Alys, and freed Elrik.  He even gave the boy a job in the Royal stables as a groom, so he can make enough money to support his sister.  That’s progress for just one day.”


“He seems a bright boy, Master, and he’s got more steel in him than I first thought, he just trusts his uncle too much to think that he’d manipulate him.  I have a good feeling about him.  We’ll just have to break him away from his uncle, and I think he’ll be fine.  When Miranda and Haley are ready for that, we’ll handle it in one fell swoop.  I do take it you don’t object to me killing him?”

“Rethin?  Knock yourself out,” He replied, opening His book again.  “But make sure that when you do, it’s the proper time.  It may upset the Balance even more if you kill him at the wrong time.”


“I will, Master,” he said, nodding.  He understood what He was inferring.  Killing Rethin before Polin understood the true nature of him and what he was doing would martyr the man in the boy’s eyes, and would permanently poison any attempt to show him the truth.  “Are the others done with their missions?”


“Nope, and they won’t be for a while.  So you’re on your own for this one, cub,” He answered.  “Oh.  That reminds me.  Why I called you here,” He said, closing his book suddenly and standing up.


“I thought it was over the mission, Master.”


“I can see what you’re doing, cub,” He chuckled as He put the book on the desk.  He started walking away, crooking a finger at him without looking.  Tarrin hurried after the smaller figure, as the library melted away into nothingness and they moved through the vast emptiness of the Core.  They walked on nothing as they seemed to move in place, as shapes and shadows flittered on the edge of oblivion—Deva moving through the Core, Deva were the only beings outside of Him and the mi’shara that could enter this place without help—until the nothingness twisted into an endless chamber lit by torches on walls that stretched into inifinity, with racks and stands and tables arrayed almost randomly on the tiled floor.  Weapons of every imaginable shape and size were stored in the racks, some of them of such unspeakable power that just taking them out of the Core might bring about the destruction of the entire multiverse.  He led Tarrin to a forge and anvil, and leaning against the anvil, was Tarrin’s gleaming crystal staff.

“I’m not sure which impressed me more, cub, that you broke it, or that you didn’t die from the experience,” he said lightly.


“I didn’t break it, Master.  Blame the Entropic,” Tarrin snorted.  “Only an Entropic could break something like that.”


“Well, you survived, that was the important part,” He chuckled.  “It’s all fixed.”


Tarrin stepped around Him and picked up the crystal staff, feeling its warmth.  The length of it warmed noticeably at Tarrin’s touch, and the light of the torches refracted a multitude of rainbow colors along its length.  It was designed so on purpose, to dazzle mortal enemies with the scillinting prismatic refractions, and the stuff from which it was made channeled all common forms of energy Tarrin could bring to bear, be it magic or will, allowing him to use the staff as an extension of himself, casting spells through it.  He hefted it a couple of times, then he commanded it to change, which caused it to shorten and bend, until it took the shape of a Sulasian longbow with a glittering crystal bowstring.  He then had it transform into a two-handed Eastern sword of the same shape and size of the Sword of Fire, then to a glaive, the four weapons which Tarrin felt most comfortable wielding.  He then had it change back into a staff, then he absorbed it into his arm, transforming it from matter into energy and storing its matrix within his right arm.  “Thank you, Master.  I felt a little naked without it.”

“No problem, cub.  I actually enjoyed fixing it.  I don’t get to do things like that very often,” He smiled.  “Now off with you.  You have a mission to finish.”


“Yes, Master.  Would Cassiter like to come for dinner at the house when we’re done?  I’ll have Mist make lobster and crab cakes.”


“That’s an offer I can’t refuse, cub, Mist is one hell of a cook,” He said eagerly.  “I’ll bring the wine.”


“I’ll let her know,” he said as he bowed to Him, showing him the respect He was due; Tarrin Kael bowed to no other being, be it man or god.  “Master.”


He made a shooing motion with one clawed hand, then turned, took one step away, and then melted out of existence…no doubt returning to His comfy chair in the library.


Tarrin decided to return to the inn at dinnertime, skipping over the day, to give Polin some time to think and give the others time to get things done without him being underfoot.  He stepped though the same doorway that had sent him out of reality and into the kitchen, where Miranda was wrists deep in raw bread dough.  “You know, I always wonder why there isn’t fur spread all through the bread when you do that,” he noted.


“Because I don’t shed, Tarrin, and I’m not silly enough to make the dough so sticky it pulls out my fur,” she replied mildly.  “And what were you up to all day?”


“I had a couple of errands to run,” he replied evasively.

“And that would explain why there’s a fading aura of pure holy power around you,” she winked.  “Someday I can only hope that I get to see where you go.”


“Not while you’re alive,” he told her evenly.  “After you die, we’ll talk about it.”


“I might take you up on that,” she grinned cheekily.


“Wouldn’t that kinda be too late?” Sarraya asked as she zipped in.


“No, Sarraya, it wouldn’t be. Not for me, anyway,” she replied lightly.  “It would for you.  Your soul is bound to Sennadar.  Mine’s not.”


“Death isn’t as final as most mortals think it is, Sarraya,” Tarrin told her.  “And for someone like Miranda, death is only the beginning.”


“Must be an Avatar thing,” Sarraya said, hovering by the mink Wikuni.


“Actually, it’s a Priest thing.  I won’t stop serving Mother Moon just because I die,” she told her.  “It just means that my service to her changes venues, that’s all.”


“Yeek.  I think I like our way better,” Sarraya said.  “Spend eternity being some god’s maid?  No thank you.”


“But you’ll spend your eternity trapped in Sennadar, Sarraya, where I’ll get to see some of those things Tarrin talks about,” Miranda teased.  “Sure, you get to come back again and again because you’re a soul bound to nature and you’ll wait in the All until you reincarnate, but with your luck, you’ll reincarnate as a tree.  A very short, ugly tree, and spend a couple thousand years just sitting there doing nothing while birds poop on you.”


“Hey!” Sarraya snapped as Tarrin burst out laughing, the Faerie putting her tiny hands on her equally tiny hips and glaring at the mink.

“Mother’s love, sometime I miss you, Miranda,” Tarrin told her, putting a paw on his stomach.


She flashed him a dazzling cheeky smile, then winked rogueishly.


“How did today go, Sarraya?” Tarrin said, derailing the acidic barb that Tarrin could almost see forming in the Faerie’s mind.


“Nothing in the box,” she said, suitably distracted.  She flitted around him a couple of times, then landed and sat on his shoulder, her usual place. “I watched your boy-king nearly chop his hand off with that sword you gave him,” she added with a snicker.


“Any headway into Rethin’s operations?”


“A little, but we’re not going to unravel it all in a day, Tarrin.  Give us at least a week,” Miranda told him with a playful glance.  “Rethin isn’t dumb, he’s built a pretty respectable operation.  Informants, spies, assassins, and he spreads the bribes around.  He also knows who to pump for information.  He spends a lot of money getting the guards and servants drunk enough to say things they otherwise wouldn’t.  He even went so far as to buy the tavern where most of the guards do their carousing when off duty, where he plies them with cheap ale and has his barmaids and barkeeps listen to everything they say.”


“Clever,” Tarrin said with a nod.


“He’s almost respecatable, as I’d measure such things,” she said as she rolled out the dough with a pin.  “But there is one thing I’ve dug up that I think matters.”


“What?”


“Rethin’s in contact with agents from Glavia,” she answered.  “You suspected the war on Melandia was a power play by Glavia to make them split their defenses and give Glavia an avenue to invade, and the Glavian agents here do lend some weight to that theory.  Once that silly Were-wolf stops fooling around and gets me some information about it, we’ll see if you’re right.”

“You sent him to check that out?”


She nodded.  “I’m starting to think I should have done it myself,” she said, blowing a stray lock of her blond hair off her muzzle, which had slid down from the poof over her eyes to lay across the base of her black button nose.  “Given how much ale’s he’s drunk today, I’m shocked he’s not dead.  Even for a Were-wolf.”


“Were-kin are tough that way, Miranda,” Tarrin chuckled.  “We burn the alcohol out of our systems before it does much to us. Haley can drink any human under the table, simply because it would take nearly a full cask of ale to get him drunk, and only if he drank it so fast that he’s putting the alcohol in faster than his Were metabolism is burning it off.”


“Well, that explains a few things,” Miranda laughed, putting the pin aside and picking up a cutter.  She started punching circular discs out of the dough, setting them on a baking tray.  Once she had about two dozen of them, she picked one up and started pulling it, shaping it, then rolled it to form a croissant, a Shacèan bread.


Jula padded into the kitchen, and smiled brightly when she saw him.  “Father,” she greeted, hurryng over to him.  He accepted him under his arm.  “Where were you all day?”


“Busy, cub.  What did you find out?”


“Well, for one, that the servants in the castle are a pretty wanton lot,” she replied dryly, which made Sarraya laugh raucously.  “There’s also two men that shadow the boy’s movements almost all the time.  I think they’re his uncle’s men, keeping an eye on him.”


“Make sure they’re not part of the castle guard keeping a clandestine eye on Polin.  If they’re not, kill one of them tomorrow,” Miranda ordered.  “Let’s see who starts nosing around when one of those men are removed.”


“I know they’re not connected to the guard, Miranda, they hide from them.  So, I can do that easily,” she nodded.  “You want it clean or messy?”


“Messy enough to make it clear he was murdered, but you don’t have to get exotic,” she replied blandly.  “The last thing we need is another Were-cat who thinks it’s fun to disembowel people and throw the entrails all over the room,” she said, looking right at Tarrin.


“Why Miranda, all of us think that’s fun,” Jula protested mildly, which made Tarrin chuckle.  “Does it matter which one?”


“No, so pick the one you don’t like the most and take him out,” she answered.


“That’s not a competition.  One of them is—well, let’s just say that he’s not the kind of man that most women want to meet in a dark alley.”


“Oh, one of them.  Do this world’s women a service and get rid of him.”


“With pleasure,” she nodded.  “I’ll make it look like a human did it.”

“Perfect.  Where is that Were-wolf?” she complained.  “Dinner’s almost ready!”


“Phandebrass and Kyri come back yet?” Tarrin asked.


“They left a note, they’ll be back tomorrow.  They went to go check something out in the south of the kingdom.  Some magical thing,” she said dismissively, setting another rolled croissant on the baking sheet.  “They said they’d be back in the morning.”


“Sounds like Phandebrass wrote the note.”


“Three pages of obscure magical gobblety-gook,” Miranda nodded, which made Tarrin laugh.  “Seriously, Tarrin.  I guess he felt he couldn’t explain what they were going to go check out using normal language, so he wrote out a bunch of magical formulas in the same language they use to write their spells.  Yeah, I’m really going to understand that,:” she snorted disdainfully.  “The man’s a menace to my sanity sometimes.”


“Oh come on, he’s nowhere near as bad as he used to be,” Sarraya giggled.  “He was way more fun back then.”


Haley padded into the kitchen, in the act of unbuckling his sword belt.  “About time!” Miranda nearly barked.  “What did you find out?”


“Not as much as I’d hoped,” he replied.  “The Glavians have an extensive spy network here, that’s all I’ve been able to unearth so far.  And I only got that far because I can use magic.”


“I expected them to, they’re the power player in this region,” Miranda nodded.


“You mean they’re the Yar Arak of this world,” Sarraya said.


“Just about,” Miranda nodded.  “There’s always one kingdom that thinks it’s the gods’ gift to the universe, and that gives it the right to conquer everyone else,” she snorted.  “What is it about humans that makes them so ridiculous, Tarrin?  You used to be one, maybe you can answer.”


“Not touching that one,” Tarrin replied, which made her laugh.  “Sounds like me calling you guys in was the right move.  If I’d have done things my way, I’d have done nothing but left a huge hole in the kingdom that all these rivals would have used to take the place over.”

“Tarrin, dear, if you did things your way, there wouldn’t be anything left of Volin but a smoking crater,” Miranda accused sweetly, which made both Jula and Sarraya laugh.


“It gets the job done,” Tarrin replied shamelessly.  “Besides, that’s what I was hired to do, Miranda.  It’s usually Wynn or Sashi’s job to handle all this diplomacy and political…junk.  My job is to kill people and break things.  And I’m good at it.”


“You are at that,” Haley chuckled.


Tsukatta had not changed a bit.


Tarrin took the man’s hand with a smile when he arrived in Volin, Tarrin meeting him in the dark alley in which he stepped from the Astral and into the material plane.  He was advancing in years, just past middle age, but his body was as solid as a rock, and his reflexes had not slowed down even a sliver since that first time they’d battled in the gate chamber under Spyder’s manor.  Tsukatta was the supreme warrior, the apex, the prime example of everything a fighting man should be, both in his towering ability and in his humility and outlook.  Tsukatta was a man who could battle nearly anyone in the the multiverse weapon to weapon, yet was one of the most peaceful and peace-loving men Tarrin had ever known.  There was a tiny bit of gray around the temples of his hair now, but that was the only way in which the man’s body had succumbed to the march of time.  He arrived ready for battle, wearing his red-painted wicker armor and helmet, that gruesome mask that served as his faceplate removed for the time being.  In his left hand he carried a naginata, which was an Eastern version of the glaive, Tarrin’s preferred polearm when he fought using one..  Two slender swords were belted at his waist, a third was belted on the opposite side of his belt, and a fourth was sheathed behind his back.  The two swords belted on his left were his katana and wakizashi, the sword on his right was his second katana—Tsukatta was more than capable of fighting with a sword in each hand—and the sword on his back was a long-bladed two-handed version of a katana known as a no-dachi.  Crossing the strap holding that large sword on his back was his bow, slung over his other shoulder, and a quiver of arrows hung from his belt on his right side.  Clearly, the samurai had come well armed, as if he were expecting trouble, and had come bearing his favored weapons.

It was Tsukatta’s favor of his naginata and the personal tutoring Tarrin had received in it from Tsukatta that had gravitated Tarrin to the glaive, which was a nearly identical weapon

“Tarrin-san!” he said with a laugh, taking his hand and grasping it.  “It is good to see you!”


“I’m glad you’re here, old friend.  Did Miranda fill you in?”


He nodded.  “I am to teach a boy the basics of the fighting art,” he replied.  “A boy who is king.”

“Yup.  I’ll be helping.  While we do that, we’ll be teaching the boy how to be a good king.  He barely knows anything, and he needs some instruction.”


“We’ll fix that, my old friend,” the Eastern legend smiled.  “When we’re done, this boy will both be competent with his sword and competent on his throne.”


“And that’s why you’re here,” Tarrin chuckled.  “If anyone can teach the boy the basics about managing lands and bringing prosperity to his people, it’s you, Tsukatta.  Your lands are the pride of your entire world.  Even your most bitter enemy admires your ability to manage them.”


“I am but a humble servant of my shogun, Tarrin,” he said dismissively as they started out of the alley.  Quite a few citizens gawked at the Eastern warrior and the overly tall braided man as they started down the street, for they were quite exotic, and they were speaking in an unknown language to those who could overhear them.  “The judicious and wise management of the lands my Lord so graciously granted to me is but one of the sacred duties laid at my feet.  If I don’t bring prosperity to them, I bring shame to my Lord and dishonor my family.”


Tarrin smiled.  “And how is Yuki?  Is she complaining about getting fat yet?”


“She’s quite well, thank you, Tarrin.  She expects to give birth in four months.”


“I imagine you’re getting more and more excited every day, old friend.  Your first daughter, after three sons.”


Tsukatta laughed.  “It will be different,” he agreed with a smiled.  “But I think I’ll enjoy having a little girl in the house, bringing some decorum into my sons’ lives. “

“Yuki must be thrilled.”


“A mother does want to have at least one daughter, to pass down all of her knowledge, family heirlooms, and traditions,” Tsukatta chuckled.  “She’s already making our daughter’s first kimono.”


“Getting a head start,” Tarrin laughed.  “That definitely sounds like an excited mother.”


“That’s your fault,” he accused with a smile.  “You’re the one that told us we’re having a girl.”


“You didn’t tell me you wanted it to be a surprise,” he chuckled lightly.

Tarrin filled the samurai in with the basics of what they were doing as they walked through town, explaining his mission here and why he’d brought others in to help him, when he usually worked alone.  Tarrin told Tsukatta more about what he did than most of the others, mainly because the samurai understood things better than most of his friends.  And he certainly had enough opportunities to do so, since he visited Tsukatta every few months on the average, and knew both him and his family exceptionally well.  Tarrin was nearly as well known as welcome at Tsukatta’s home as he was in the Tower.  Tsukatta was also one of the very, very rare few outside beings who were permitted to enter Sennadar.  Tsukatta had proven himself to both mortal and god alike in Tarrin’s home dimension, and the Elder Gods had given him special permission to enter the plane and travel freely, which he mostly used to visit with Tarrin, Spyder, and the friends he’d made while aiding Tarrin on Pyrosia.

“It sounds like you’re making this more difficult than it needs to be, old friend,” Tsukatta told him as they entered the inn, which was empty.  Everyone else was out doing their work.  “You should simply confront Rethin with the truth and make it clear that if he persists, he will be removed.”


“I doubt a threat like that would hold for more than two seconds after I’m gone, Tsukatta,” he answered, extending the blood red claws on his left paw and flexing them in an ominous manner.  “Besides, I’ve been given permission to kill him, so that means he’s more or less doomed.  I never pass up the chance to kill someone I don’t like.”


Tsukatta laughed.  “Spoken like Tarrin Kael,” he grinned.


“I’ve gotta be me, old friend,” he said brazenly.  “I just have to make sure killing him doesn’t martyr him in the eyes of the boy.  He is the boy’s uncle, and the boy trusts him.”


“Then showing him the truth is our first objective,” Tsukatta declared, to which Tarrin nodded.  “When do we start the boy’s training?”


“Today,” he replied.  “And we’d better start before the boy kills himself with the sword I made for him.  He’s already in love with it.  You bring your tongues charm?”


He nodded.  “Let me change out of my armor, and I’ll be ready.  Can you Conjure my travel pack?”  Tarrin held out his right paw, and a leather satchel appeared in it.  “My thanks, old friend,” he said, taking it.  “Are you going like that, or in your normal form?”


“They’re not ready to see the real me, and this face already has an identity attached to it.”  His form blurred and contracted, until a tall, slender, willowy man had taken Tarrin’s place, a man of indeterminate age, with snow white hair that was ragged and a bit wild, blue eyes, and a scar running over his right eye and down his cheek.


“I’ve never seen that one before,” Tsukatta noted, looking him up and down.


“I met the man a couple of years ago on another world.  He was fairly impressive,” Tarrin chuckled.  “He would have presented a challenge to you.”


“Truly?  You’ll have to introduce us some day,” he said eagerly.  “I enjoy a challenge.”


 Tsukatta changed out of his armor and into his training clothes, which was a wrap-like upper garment over wide-legged pleated linen leggings, the cuffs of them so wide that a child could fit in them.  But they were made like that on purpose, when the movement of the legs billowed out the leggings and hid the location and movement of the legs from view, which was a definite advantage in a fight.  He didn’t bring his swords, because they couldn’t bear arms in the King’s presence.  “I am prepared.”


“Then let’s go crash the castle,” Tarrin said.


Once again, Tarrin simply marched onto the castle grounds, using his will to convince the guards they weren’t there rather than magic, Tsukatta following him.  Sarraya’s buzzing wings touched his ears as he and the Eastern warrior entered the keep’s main doors.  “I know that’s you, Tarrin,” she said quietly, hidden behind her magical invisibility.  “Hey Tsukatta.  Nice to see you!”


“It’s nice to hear you, Sarraya,” he smiled.  “How have you been?”

“Same old,” she replied.  “Nothing in the box yet,” she reported.  “But Rethin’s been seeing a lot of people in back rooms all over the castle.  He knows something’s going on.  What I overheard was that he thinks a rival noble is moving against him, he’s trying to find out who it is.  I warned Miranda.”


“Good thinking,” Tarrin nodded.  “Where’s Jula?”


“In the throne room, laying right in the boy’s lap.  Eveyrone thinks it’s cute.”


“That’s a good place to be,” Tsukatta chuckled.  “In cat form I take it?”


“She’d look silly sitting in his lap in her normal form, wouldn’t she?” Sarraya retorted.  “Or a bit scandalous,” she added with a tilt to her voice.

Tarrin ignored that.  “Find out what’s going on, we’ll be starting the boy’s training.  Tell Miranda I want her to inspect the boy’s fighting teacher, the Master at Arms.  I don’t doubt that he’ll be part of the boy’s training, so we have to make sure he’s trustworthy.”

“Got it, we’ll check him out for you, Tarrin.  See you later,” she said, then the sound of buzzing wings faded into the distance.


They advanced into the throne room, where Polin was holding court.  It was filled with nobles, courtiers, fops, and lackeys, who were standing in groups talking while Polin sat on his throne, Jula dozing in his lap and looking quite content as the boy’s fingers scratched behind her ear.  Rethin stood at the right hand of the throne, and leaned down frequently to whisper to Polin.  From the sound of it, the reason for court was to receive a diplomat from Malendia, who was all but begging Polin to sell them grain.  Polin seemed swayed by the man’s argument, but Rethin constantly leaned down to whisper to him, no doubt to tell him why he shouldn’t do it.


Tarrin figured this was a good time to disrupt Rethin’s plan in that regard.  He marched towards the throne and stood beside the well-dressed Malendian envoy, and gave a short bow.  “Begging your Majesty’s pardon,” he said in a voice that made Polin’s eyes light up and gasp a little—though his face was different, his voice was the same, and Polin recognized it—“A matter of great importance needs your immediate attention.”

“Who are you, sir?” Rethin demanded, his eyes narrowing suspiciously.  Rethin certainly seemed to also remember Tarrin’s voice as well, though he didn’t seem to make the connection the way Polin did.


“Arterrus Rex,” he replied.  “I work for His Majesty.  Your Majesty, might we discuss the matter in private?”


Polin picked Jula up and cradled her as he stood, stepping down off the footstool that allowed him to sit on the throne without looking silly.  “If you’d excuse us please, Ambassador Longstaff,” he said.  “I’ll consider your request and have an answer for you as soon as I’ve made a decision.”

“Of course, your Majesty,” the Malendian said, bowing fluidly.  “By your leave, I’ll be present for tomorrow’s court.”


“You will be welcomed,” Polin nodded as he stepped down onto the dais.  “Come to my study, Captain Rex,” he called.


Tarrin nodded to Tsukatta, and the two of them stepped to the side of the dais, to the door on the wall behind the throne and to the side.  Rethin was hurrying behind Polin, leaning down and speaking to him in a hushed whisper, no doubt trying to find out what the hell was going on.  That was twice in as many days that a surprise man had barged in, a man Rethin had no information about that claimed to be working for Polin, and that was intolerable to him.  A man like Rethin had to know everything going on, and Polin seemingly moving outside of Rethin’s knowledge would be seen as a threat by the man.  But, from the sound of it from Sarraya, he didn’t attribute the maneuvering to Polin himself.  He discounted his nephew as weak, as ignorant, as easily manipulated, and felt that whatever was going on was the work of some shadowy figure standing behind the proverbial curtain, someone clearly on Polin’s side.


An astute and correct observation, but it wouldn’t help Rethin in any way.  Rethin no doubt thought he was dealing with some rival noble looking to gain control of Polin and rule the kingdom from the shadows the same way Rethin was doing so now.  He had no idea what was really going on.

Tarrin and Tsukatta entered the same study where he’d given Polin the swords, with two guards escorting them from behind and four already in the room; Rethin certainly learned from experience.  One of the escorting guards closed the door behind them, and Polin went over to his desk and leaned against it, stroking Jula’s fur absently.  He even got her to purring.  “Captain, is this him?”


“Yes, your Majesty.  Might I present Tsukatta Harimashi, samurai warrior from a distant land across the sea, and one of the greatest warriors in the world.  He’s agreed to come and give you instruction in the basics of swordsmanship, your Majesty.  You told me to find the best instructor in the entire world.  Here he is,” Tarrin said, motioning at the samurai.


“You certainly look like you’re from a distant land, Master Harimashi,” Polin said, looking at Tsukatta.  “I thank you for coming.”


Tsukatta stepped up and bowed.  “It is an honor to be able to teach a king, your Majesty,” he said.  “But my oaths and my duties to my lands and my Lord will prevent me from staying here to teach you fully.  I will instead teach you the basics of proper swordsmanship, and it will fall upon you to master the skills I teach you.”


“A month under Lord Harimashi’s tutelage is worth ten years under any other man, your Majesty,” Tarrin told him.


“Your Majesty, you ended an important conference with the Ambassador over this?” Rethin demanded.  “Over a teacher?”


“There is no task more sacred or more important than preparing young King Polin for the rigors and challenges of his throne, and one of the most sacred of his duties is to protect the realm by sword when called upon,” Tsukatta said mildly.  But his words and steady tone, they nearly made Rethin flinch.  Tsukatta’s calm words made it clear he knew what Rethin was about.


“Well, then how can we be certain that this man is better than our Master at Arms?” he challenged.  “He brings no letter of introduction, he’s no man I’ve ever heard of.”


“Then I offer a friendly challenge, your Majesty.  I will defeat your palace guard in honorable combat,” Tsukatta said with a slight smile.  “Your men may use whatever weapons they wish, where I will begin the exercise with no weapon.  They may feel free to try to kill me, but I will do no permanent harm to them, outside of a possible broken bone here and there.  If you wish to test my qualifications, I would be more than happy to prove who I am and that what I have to teach to you is not something you can learn from the men who train you now.”

“Which men among the guard?” Polin asked.


“All of them.  At once,” Tsukatta replied confidently, which made the six guards in the room bristle a tiny bit.  “I will face your entire guard on the field in honorable combat, and if I cannot defeat them, then clearly I am not worthy of training you.”


Polin gave him a surprised look, and Rethin couldn’t help but let slip an evil little smile.  There was no doubt what he’d be telling a few of his men among Polin’s guard before the contest.


“I don’t think you have to go that far, Lord Harimashi, but I would like to see what you can do,” Polin said eagerly.  “I’ll agree to your challenge, but only in the name of friendly spar.  I don’t want to see any man get hurt, you or my guards.”


“Excellent!  Shall we proceed to your training field, then, your Majesty?”


“Captain Shaw, would you assemble the guard on the training field?” Polin called.


“You’re feeling chippy today, aren’t you?” Tarrin asked in a low voice as they filed out of the study.


Tsukatta just gave him a bright smile...of course.  It was the challenge of it, of fighting the entire guard all at once.  That was the allure of it for him.  Sometimes, Tarrin thought that Tsukatta was actually a Selani born into the wrong body.

As to who was going to win the fight…that wasn’t in doubt.  Tsukatta could handle a hundred half-trained puppies with nothing but a pair of chopsticks.  That was what made him who he was…and quite simply, he was a legend.

“I have to say, Lord Harimashi, that you are either supremely confident or completely crazy,” Rethin noted as they walked into the hallway.


“I will let my actions speak more than words ever could, my Lord,” he replied easily.  “And in the immortal words of one of my best friends, sometimes crazy works.”


Tarrin had to cough to prevent it coming out as a laugh.  He had said that, and not just once.


There was quite a crowd out on the training field, as word of the unusual challenge had spread among the courtiers, so there was quite a throng of well-dressed gentlemen and ladies standing at the edges of the training field, which was at the western corner of the castle grounds.  There were some 30 or so uniformed men of the guard assembled on the field, armed mainly with longswords, about half of them also carrying shields, and ten of them wielding infantry halberds, the style not meant to be used against cavalry.  “I am ready,” Tsukatta said the moment he stepped over the rope laid out on the ground, demarking the borders of the exercise field.


Rethin was whispering to one of the guards, one holding a halberd, and the man nodded and advanced to several others, relaying the command.  Tsukatta glanced at Tarrin and gave a nearly imperceptible nod, assuring him he saw that.  Now Tsukatta knew which men would try to kill him.  Tarrin didn’t listen too closely as the captain of the guard, Shaw, explained what they were doing, that all of them would battle Tsukatta.  Shaw stressed that while they’d be using real weapons, not training weapons, the objective of the exercise wasn’t to get anyone killed.  He told his men to use the flats of their weapons rather than the edges.

“Begin the exercise!” Shaw boomed, then he drew his longsword and advanced into the ring.


The first man to reach Tsukatta was rudely awakened.  He seemed hesitant to attack an unarmed man with his longsword, so his one and only attempt was tentative and clumsy, the sword turned in his hand so the flat of the blade was leading, not the edge.  Tsukatta struck like a viper, and before the man could even cry out in alarm, he was flying through the air and his longsword was in Tsukatta’s hand.  Tsukatta simply tossed the weapon aside and then assumed a defensive stance as the next man advanced on him, his legs hidden by his exotic leggings and his expression intimidatingly confident.  The next man to reach him made a much more serious attempt, trying to strike him with the flat of his longsword, but Tsukatta used his bare hand to smack the weapon to the side, advanced a single step, and then planted the heel of his palm directly in the guard’s solar plexus, causing him to stagger back, the sword falling from his hands as he dropped to his knees, unable to breathe.  He all but pirouetted like a dancer as the next man reached him, slashing with his longsword at Tsukatta’s chest, but his attempt found nothing but air.  The Eastern warrior rotated through his spin and set his feet, reversing his momentum in the blink of an eye, then struck the top of the man’s wrist with the side of his hand, numbing his fingers and causing the longsword to spin out of his grip.  He finished the man off with a foot planted into his chest, sending him windmilling back before tumbling to the ground, wheezing with both hands over his chest.  He slithered aside when a man tried to hit him in the head with the flat of his sword, simply leaning back and allowing the sword to whiz harmlessly just a fingertip over his chin and nose, and when he came back up to a vertical base, he punched the guard in the face, spinning him to the side.  He grabbed the man’s wrist, stepped into and under him, then picked him on his shoulder and flung him up and over, causing him to land heavily on his back, executing a perfect shoulder throw that would stun his opponent.  The man’s breath blasted out of his lungs when he landed, and he rolled awkwardly to the side to both get distance from Tsukatta and try to breathe again.


When Tsukatta came back up after the throw, this time he was wielding a weapon, the longsword of his opponent.  He parried a thrust made by one of the three men that advanced on him, parried a slash from another, then stepped right into the midst of them.  He had one man on the ground before they even registered what he’d done, then jammed the pommel of the longsword into the stomach of the second man, doubling him over.  As the man bent over, nearly throwing up, Tsukatta brought his foot up and kicked up and over the man’s body, the top arch of his booted foot striking the third man dead in the jaw, snapping his head back and making him drop the ground like a felled ox.  He then used the same foot on the man doubled over, bringing his heel down on the back of the man’s head, dropping him nervelessly to the ground where his only movements were a few spasmodic twitches.

The rest of the men looked stunned.  In mere seconds, a lone unarmed man had put seven of their number on the ground.  That was nearly a third of their number.  Tsukatta simply brandished his captured weapon confidently as he assumed a defensive stance, waiting for the next man to try to attack him.


The rest of the men were much more cautious.  Shaw ordered them to attack in organized units, to use their training, and that did slow down Tsukatta’s tear through them.  Tsukatta found himself facing men working together rather than men just rushing forward to end what they saw was a silly exercise quickly, but they were still no match for him.  Tarrin watched with almost smug amusement as Tsukatta battled four men sword to sword, his lone captured longsword almost looking like a blur as it parried blow after blow from his adversaries, holding his ground as two of the halberd wielders tried to circle around behind him.  But those men were quite shocked when Tsukatta disengaged from the four men he was facing and charged them, ducking under a startled swing of a halberd, snapping it out of the man’s hands, then using the longsword to shear off the halberd’s head.  He tossed the longsword aside and spun the shaft up into an end grip, making a fairly long staff for himself.

Tsukatta had taught Tarrin the glaive.  He had returned the favor with his favorite weapon, the staff.


In the blink of an eye, Tsukatta became a whirlwind of chaotic nightmare.  The other halberd wielder went down in a trio of whip-like blows from the staff to his ankle, knee, and then to the side, and then he turned on the four men chasing him.  In the blink of an eye it was the four men on the defensive, as the neatly sliced end of the halberd handle assaulted all four of them in a flurry of eye-straining, quick blows, as Tsukatta worked the two outside men inward, until the four of them were all jostled together, then he turned and swept the end of the staff in a wide arc low, at their ankles.  He spun into and through the motion, and when the staff struck the outside man’s shin and swept his feet out from under him, Tsukatta spun through the motion and then launched the pole at another group of four men rushing up to him from the side.  The pole spun and whizzed as it lanced away from him, also going low, and hit the running men in the ankles.  Two of the four went down from the shaft fouling their legs, and the other two tripped over their own men, causing all four to crash to the ground in a heap.  Tsukatta didn’t even pause to see if his attack succeeded, for he spun right back around in a circle and faced the three men in front of him.  He used the spin to evade a sword blow, blocked the wrist of the second, then pushed his blocked man into the third who was lining up to stab him in the belly.  He struck the wrist of the man he’d blocked, which made him drop his sword, and Tsukatta caught it as it fell and used it to parry a blow from the first man.  He took a single step back and kicked the man he’d knocked down in the side of the head, sending him to the ground, out cold, then made the two armed men before him look like children as the fourth backed out holding his numbed hand.  Their swordwork almost looked like they were old men swinging canes compared to the lithe samurai, who parried every attack with ridiculous ease, kicked upwards and caught one of the men in his sword hand, launching his sword into the air, then stepped up and caught it even as he parried the last armed man’s attack.  The man gawked at him and shuffled backwards when Tsukatta settled his grip on the second sword, then squared off against the man with the sword in his left hand in a more traditional defensive postion while the sword in his right was held up over his head, the tip pointing at his adversary.


It was clear that not only had any of them ever seen a man wield two swords before, they had never considered it.  The last armed man backed off to allow four more men to advance with their swords, two of them also carrying shields, and they fared no better than the first group.  They found that the slant-eyed man could swing those two weapons in perfect harmony with one another, never fouling each other, never in the way, his footwork without equal as his entire body moved in perfect harmony with the weapons in his hands.  He was so graceful in his defensive parries, so elegant, that several men on the field who had yet to engage him just stared at him in awe as the four men engaged with him struggled to keep up with those flashing, darting weapons.  In mere seconds, all four were knocked out of position, off balance, looking like children playing with wooden swords, then they went down one by one in quick succession when Tsukatta again moved right in among them and engaged them with his elbows, knees, and feet.  The four men were all on the ground in various stages of incapacitation after an onslaught of elbow jabs, knee strikes, and kicks, culminated by Tsukatta whacking the last man on his metal conical helmet with the flat of one of the blades, creating a chiming ring like a bell, and making his eyes cross just before he collapsed to the ground, blood oozing from his nose.

Tarrin crossed his arms and watched with amusement as Tsukatta worked his way through almost all of the guards in less than five minutes, leaving only Captain Shaw and one of halberd wielders remaining, the one to which Rethin had whispered orders…and no doubt, he wasn’t thinking about those orders as the samurai advanced on him and his partner confidently.  The dozens of prone bodies laying on the ground behind the slant-eyed man probably had quite a bit to do with that.  But Captain Shaw wasn’t about to back down or surrender, holding his longsword in a professional position with his shield optimally presented to block any attack to his left, and the halberd wielder started moving out and to the side, moving to flank Tsukatta when he engaged Shaw.  Tsukatta completely ignored the halberd wielder and went right after Shaw, and Tarrin could admit, Shaw acquitted himself in that initial exchange.  A complex series of strikes that would have confused any other man on the field and left them fatally vulnerable were turned aside by Shaw’s sword and shield, and he even managed to retaliate, parrying a blow and executing a riposte, turning the motion of the parry into a well-placed backhanded slash when he reversed momentum.  But Tsukatta turned his blade aside with his second sword, then stepped into Shaw’s motion, inside his sword’s arc, and then elbowed him in the side.  Shaw wheezed but didn’t buckle, just skittered back a couple of steps to regain separation, and again parried and blocked a series of complicated slashes and slices from Tsukatta’s swords, this routine a little more complex than the last, telling Tarrin that Tsukatta was impressed by this man’s raw talent…but not his training.  He was good, that was not in doubt, but he just didn’t have the training to deal with Tsukatta.  The samurai swept through another series of attacks, coming at Shaw high and low, inside and outside, forcing him to open his weapon and shield and expose his center, and just when Shaw expected him to go for his center, Tsukatta instead struck with his right sword at Shaw’s shield, spun into the blow to rotate a complete circle, and the other sword came around and from above his body, with the flat leading, and aimed to come in over Shaw’s shield and strike him on the top of his helmet.  But Shaw managed to both block the second attack and duck his head under the angle of his shield, foiling Tsukatta’s routine.

Tsukatta continued right in with his spin and came around just in time to intercept the halberd wielder, who had come up behind him, raised his halberd up on over his head, and tried to split Tsukatta’s head in half with it.  Both his swords came up and crossed over his head, catching the halberd’s axe blade in a V, and stopped its forward momentum instantly.  Tsukatta twisted to the side, pushing the weapons to his left, then he spun again and delivered a forward snap kick directly up under the man’s chin, kicking almost straight up and demonstrating his flexibility.  Shards of bloody teeth flew out of the man’s mouth when the samurai’s booted foot rammed his jaws closed, broke his jaw, and shattered the teeth caught between them.  The man crashed to the ground, his halbered bouncing to the side, but Tsukatta didn’t pause to admire his handiwork.  He turned back on Shaw and drove the man back on his heels in a matter of seconds, attacking constantly and relentlessly with both swords, giving him no chance to gather his wits or work through the samurai’s attacking style or patterns.  Tsukatta overwhelmed him with a dizzying array of attacks coming at him from every direction at once, and when he was completely confused, operating only on reflexes and instinct, Tsukatta shiver-stepped forward and drove both swords forward, seemingly to stab both of them into Shaw’s belly.  Shaw reacted out of reflexive desperation, bringing his shield in to protect himself, and it seemingly worked.  Both swords struck the shield and deflected to the left, but he failed to see the attack for the feint it was.  To block the swords, he had to set his feet, and leaned inward to apply enough force to deflect the swords …directly into the path of Tsukatta’s foot.  His head snapped to the side when Tsukatta spun with the blocked attack and landed a circle kick, the outside of the foot connecting with Shaw’s ear and temple, and that sent Shaw flying.  Shaw spun a full circle in the air, his sword flying away, to land heavily on his shield and shield arm, where he lay unmoving.

There was dead silence.  Everyone still conscious just stared at the samurai like he was some kind of impossibility, but Tsukatta was oblivious to their shocked gazes.  He drew himself up out of his fighting stance, looked around, then thrust the points of both swords into the grass at each side of his feet.  “I declare my opponents honorably vanquished,” he called.  “Do any observing challenge my claim?”  When nothing but awed silence answered him, Tsukatta bowed to the unconscious form of Shaw, then turned and bowed to a stunned Polin.   He advanced up to the boy and his gaping uncle, bowed again, and then gave a bright smile, his eyes shining with the thrill of combat.  “We will begin your training after lunch, your Majesty,” he declared.  “We will train here, on this field.”

Polin gawked at him as Jula gave them an amused look from the boy’s arms, then he nodded with his mouth open.


`”Then I will return just after lunch, your Majesty.  Until then, I take my leave.  Be well, your Majesty.  Rex,” he called, and Tarrin moved to join him as he walked away from the silent, shocked king and his uncle.


“You toyed with them a little more than I expected,” Tarrin chuckled.


“I would not mind taking that last man into my host,” he said, glancing back at the still form of Shaw.  “He had potential, and it seems almost criminal to see it wasted here.  Sadly, none of the others do.”


Tarrin and Tsukatta spent the couple of hours waiting back at the inn, having lunch and just catching up—Tarrin hadn’t seen him for a few months—and then returned to the castle a little after midday.  Tsukatta was carrying his no-dachi in addition to his normal swords, slung over his shoulder in its scabbard with the edge upwards; the blade would cut right through the scabbard if it was put in a position where gravity applied the edge to it.  Tarrin was carrying a bundle of bokken, which were wooden practice swords that Tsukatta would use to train Polin, which Tarrin had Conjured to have the same length and weight as his sword.  The guards let them in, and they went straight to the training field.  Along the way, Tarrin heard Sarraya’s wings approach them.  “Word is back from Miranda, Tarrin,” she whispered.  “The boys’ teacher is loyal to him.”


“Good.  Thanks, Sarraya.”


“No problem,” she replied, then the sound of her wings buzzed into the distance.


As expected, there were nearly a dozen guards standing in distant observation of the field, both to watch over the king and watch the instruction, and Polin was there with his Master of Arms, the man teaching him the sword, a grizzled gray-haired man that looked as experienced as he was.  There was also a throng of courtiers and nobles watching from the balconies of the keep, no doubt curious about what was going on.  Polin was wearing a training jerkin, a brocade and leather training doublet that would provide some padding and protection if he was accidentally hit during practice, along with leather gauntlets and a leather skullcap.  “Master Harimashi, this is my Master at Arms, Jerrik Bellinson,” Polin said as they approached.  “With your permission, he’d like to be here.”

“I have no objection, your Majesty,” he replied.  “If he wishes to observe and pass on what he learns to other pupils, that is fine with me.”  Tsukatta stopped and handed Tarrin his huge sword, then nodded knowingly.  Tarrin exercised his will over the field and everyone observing it, causing all those looking on to fall into a listless reverie, except for Polin.  He then used the borders of the field, the rope laid out in a square, to define the boundaries of his will, then pulled everything within the rope outside of time, using the same trick that Shellar did way back when they learned Sha’Kar, slowing down time within the area inside the rope.


“We’re out,” Tarrin informed him.


“Out?” Polin asked in confusion.


“What you’re going to learn from us isn’t secret, but how you’re going to learn it is,” Tarrin told him.  “So everyone watching us is, in a way, asleep at the moment.  When we’re done, all they’ll remember is that we spent a few hours out here teaching you, but they won’t remember any specifics.  Well, except for Jerrik here,” Tarrin said, pointing at the nervous and suspicious Master at Arms.   “We’ve already checked him out, and he’s loyal to you.  So we’ll include him in on this little secret.  Besides, as the Master at Arms, he can use what we’re going to teach you.”

“What goes on, your Majesty?  Who are these men?” he demanded.


“We’re here to prepare Polin for the throne, Jerrik, the same as you,” Tarrin answered.  “Let’s just say that I have more resources available to me than the average man.”


“He’s a magician, Jerrik!” Polin told him.  “He can do magic!”


“Only the Glavian witches use magic, your Majesty,” Jerrik told him.  “And it twists them and turns them evil.”


“Magic is a tool, good Master at Arms,” Tsukatta told him.  “The force itself is no more good or evil than the hand that wields it.”

“The Malendian giants also use magic, Jerrik.  But they’re not evil, are they?”


“They use earth magic, that’s different,” he replied.


“So you admit that magic itself is not evil, just the hand that wields it?”


Jerrik was silent.


“Besides, we’re here to help your King.  I’m sure you can withhold judgement about how we do it until you see it in action,” Tarrin added.


“Trust them, Jerrik,” Polin urged.  “I do.”


Jerrik looked a little torn, then he nodded.  “I’ll withhold judgment, your Majesty.  But if I don’t like what I see, I will say so.”


“And that is why you’re privy to what’s going to happen, Jerrik,” Tarrin told him.  “You, we can trust.  That can’t be said of others within the castle.”  He knelt down and set Tsukatta’s sheathed weapon on the ground, set down the bundle, then untied it and picked up one of the wooden swords.  He tossed it gently towards Polin, and the boy managed to catch it.  “Alright, old friend.  Let’s get started.  The cub has a lot to learn, and the sooner we start, the sooner we finish.”

Tsukatta accepted a wooden sword from him with a nod.


And so, they began.  Tsukatta started the boy out at the beginning, with the art of breathing, though which a warrior kept his energy at high levels during combat, and a lesson that seemed to baffle Jerrik.  It was about halfway through the exercises that one of them finally realized that things were suspiciously not natural, since the sun hadn’t moved and it was almost unnaturally quiet. It was Jerrik, and he looked more and more uncomfortable, constantly looking around, until he looked up at the sky and studied the clouds for nearly half an hour while Polin learned the deceptive art of breathing.

“There’s something wrong, Polin,” he finally voiced.  “The clouds aren’t moving.”


“That’s because I’m speeding things up at the moment,” Tarrin answered from where he was standing nearby.  “Or more accurately, I’m slowing things down.”


“What does that mean?”


“How else are we going to teach Polin everything he needs to know in a month, Jerrik?  There’s just not enough time, at least if I leave time alone.  The rope enclosing the training field is the boundary of an effect that slows down time, at least in relation to us compared to the outside.  For every day that passes in here, only a minute passes outside.  This way, we have all the time we need to train Polin properly.”


“You can do that?” Polin gasped, looking at Tarrin.


“There’s no magic in all the world that could do that!” Jerrik declared.


“What I’m doing isn’t magic.”


“What is it, then?”


“I asked time to slow down for us.  It agreed,” he shrugged.  “It has nothing to do with magic.  You could do it, it just takes learning how to talk to time.”


“That’s impossible!”


“Impossible is a term men use who don’t understand the true nature of things, Jerrik,” Tarrin told him bluntly.  “If you want to get down to the brass tacks, nothing is impossible.  If you can imagine it, it’s entirely possible to do it.  You just have to work hard enough to make it happen,” he explained. “If you decide something is impossible, then it will be.  If you decide that it’s improbable, that means that it’s still possible.  And if something is possible, then it can happen.”

Jerrik looked profoundly skeptical.


“Be at ease Master at Arms.  I assure you, what Tarrin does will bring us no harm.  He’s done this before,” Tsukatta said form his seated position on front of the intensely curious-looking Polin.  Tarrin’s words had truly intrigued him, from the look of it.  “He is an extremely skilled magician.”

“This isn’t magic,” Tarrin protested.


“Magic is in the eye of the beholder, old friend,” Tsukatta smiled lightly in his direction.  “To most, what you are doing now is magic.”


“It’s not.  I know it looks like it, but it’s not.  I hate it when people lump everything they see into a category without understanding the reality of it,” he growled.  “It’s…insulting.”


Tsukatta chuckled, but said no more on the subject.


The training field all but became their home.  As the sun hung motionless in the sky day after day, Polin and Jerrik learned from both Tsukatta and Tarrin.  Jerrik finally got over most of his suspicions and simply accepted the absurdity of the situation without thinking about it too much, mainly because he became much more interested in what Tsukatta was teaching once they stopped learning how to breathe.  The field became their entire, enclosed little world, with their own tents that were so dark inside that it allowed them to sleep without the constant light disturbing them, a campfire that needed no fuel and never went out, and food that simply appeared out of nowhere to sustain them when they got hungry, always sitting on the table set up close to the campfire.  Polin found the whole thing absolutely fascinating, but once the newness and excitement of it faded, he got used to the fantastic as his daily routine. Jerrik tried to learn more about the two enigmatic newcomers, but didn’t get far.  Tsukatta was happy to talk about his homeland and his duties there, that was harmless enough, but didn’t tell them it was in another dimension.  Tarrin, on the other hand, simply stared down any question about himself to the ponit where Jerrik and Polin looked away uncomfortably, cowed by Tarrin’s intense gaze.  But there was little time for socializing, for they were there to train, and that was what they did.  If they weren’t eating or sleeping, they were training.

Tarrin had been right.  Polin had a lot of natural potential, and he absorbed everything Tsukatta taught him like a sponge.  The forms and skills he learned would easily apply when he grew up, but Tsukatta taught him how to fight as he was, how to take on fully grown adult men and beat them by using their strength and size against them.  Jerrik as well seemed to learn and expand on his already impressive knowledge of armed combat, taking what Tsukatta taught and applying it to what he already knew to expand his skill.


But there was much more training than with weapons on that field.  As they taught Polin how to fight, Tsukatta taught him how to manage his kingdom with a wise and judicious hand, how to bring prosperity to his people through smart and sound economic management.  Tsukatta’s skills as an economist were second only to his skills in battle, which was why his lands were so ridiculously prosperous.  He taught Polin how to use his kingdom’s assets to maximum effect, how to manage trade with other nations, taxes, tariffs, and even income from the criminal element to create prosperity in his kingdom for noble and peasant alike.  He also taught the boy the basics of being a just ruler, to be fair in the execution of the law, but also to be firm when required.  Mercy wasn’t always about being compassionate, after all.  Tsukatta taught the boy about the balance between being an authoritarian and being kindly, how to use both aspects of rule to bring fairness to his kingdom.  When the peasants and the nobles both respected a king for his leadership, then he was clearly doing a good job.

While Tsukatta taught Polin about how to be an effective king, Tarrin taught him about being a wise king.  When Polin was asleep, Tarrin took him out again and again into his kingdom through his dreams, showing him people, situations where his rule affected the people under him, but also showing him things that were happening and asking him how he would approach solving the problem Tarrin presented…and very few of them were straightforward.  The main thing Tarrin taught him was not to be rash or hasty in his decisions, to contemplate how his actions would affect his subjects, both directly and indirectly.


Naturally, they eventually got around to the current situation with Malendia, where Tarrin took him to a farm where starving peasants scrabbled in a field of dying wheat, trying desperately to save what they could of the crop.  As was normal for him in the dreams, Tarrin was in his cat form, sitting sedately near Polin’s feet as the boy stared down the hill upon which they stood at the pitiful scene before them.  “Where are we?” he asked.


“Southern Malendia, not far from the border with your kingdom,” Tarrin answered.  “This is what they’re dealing with.  There’s a blight that spread across their farms last year, a tiny plant called a fungus that grows on their food plants and kills them.  It doesn’t matter what crop they sow, the fungus kills them all.  It’s also been killing the trees in their forests to the east, and it’s gotten the giants quite concerned, since it’s spreading into their lands,” Tarrin explained.


“Will it spread into Volinia?”


“Your extreme northern lands, yes,” Tarrin answered.  “But the fungus can’t survive further south, so your kingdom will be safe enough.”


“Well, that’s a relief,” he said, peering at the peasants.  “They look terrible.”


“They haven’t eaten in days.  The youngest one won’t survive to the end of the month,” Tarrin said in his matter-of-fact voice as he told Polin about people dying, as if the fact that people were going to die meant very little to him.   “This is happening all over Malendia. Everyone is starving, even the nobles.  Every day, the carts go around to collect the dead, that’s how many are dying from starvation.  They’ve been buying food from Trevalia, but they’re charging outrageous sums for what they’re getting, and Malendia can’t pay the prices they demand anymore.  The kingdom’s coffers are nearly empty, and the entire kingdom will collapse by spring if nothing is done.  The winter will kill over half the population, because they’re too weak to survive the cold.”

“That’s terrible!”


“It’s life, cub,” Tarrin said.  “That’s why the Malendian ambassador has been all but begging on his knees for help.”


“He didn’t say it was this bad,” Polin said, looking down.


“He can’t.  If it became common knowledge that Malendia is this bad off, the Glavians would invade what they would know to be a weakened kingdom,” he answered.  “Malendia’s only option is to hide the truth, even from those who would help them if they knew it.”

“He wouldn’t be telling the Glavians, he’d be telling me.”


“And you think everything said in your castle doesn’t find its way to the Glavians an hour after it’s said?” he challenged.  “You have no idea, cub.  Your castle is all but owned by Glavian agents.  They know everything going on in your castle, in your city, and in your kingdom.”


“The Glavian witches,” Polin said quietly.


“They don’t need magic to own your castle, cub,” Tarrin said scathingly.  “Why use magic when putting a few coins in the right hands will get them any information they want?”


Polin looked down at him in surprise.


“Your castle is rotten at its core, cub,” Tarrin declared.  “Because those around you think you’re either too naïve to see what’s going on, or they see opportunity to take for themselves while you’re too young to know how things really work.  There are a lot of greedy men in your service, cub, and greedy men are easy to buy if you have the money.”


“What…what can I do about that?”


“I’m working on that right now, cub.  Or more to the point, friends of mine are,” Tarrin told him.  “I’ll tell you this right now, cub.  Soon, your castle is going to be purged.”


“Purged?”


“Every man in a position of power not loyal to you is going to meet with a tragic and extremely fatal accident,” he answered calmly.  “Getting your kingdom back on track is going to require us to clean house.  I don’t want you to be too surprised when it happens.”


“Is that really necessary?”


“Yes,” he answered bluntly.  “If you can’t trust the men you grant real power and authority, then all the work we’ve done to get you ready to rule will be undone by those men as soon as you turn your back on them.  What did Tsukatta tell you about the men working for you?”


“Trust no man you didn’t hire yourself, or was hired hired by a man you hired yourself,” he replied immediately.


“Did you hire those men, cub?  Or did someone else?”


He was silent a long moment.  “How do I fix it?” he asked.


“The first thing you do is put men around you that you know you can trust, cub,” he replied.  “Men you place around you yourself, not at the behest of a relative or advisor who just tells you that they’re worthy of the position.  You give only those men you know for a fact you can trust the power to speak in your name, cub.  And the only way you know you can trust them is if you are the one that puts them where they are.”


“What about my uncle?”


“That’s not why we’re here, cub,” Tarrin said, deflecting the answer…which Tarrin could not answer.  Polin had to see his uncle for what he was himself, he couldn’t be told…and the best way to go about that was to teach Polin enough to where he questioned and challenged his uncle’s advice.  “This is why we’re here.  What are you going to do about this?”


“I can’t leave them to suffer like this, no matter what my advisors say,” he declared.  “These people are dying!”


“And agreeing to sell them food at prices they can afford should calm things down on the border,” Tarrin told him.  “After all, if you’re supplying them the food they need, what reason do they have to invade?”


“That solves both their problem and ours,” Polin declared.  “I just wish I could help these people,” he sighed.  “It’s going to give me nightmares knowing that little boy is going to die.”


“You can’t help everyone, cub, and no king should ever sleep so soundly that the suffering of others doesn’t disturb him,” Tarrin told him.


“Can you help them?  With your magic?”


“I could,” he admitted.  “But I won’t.”


“Why not?”


“Because if I ran around crusading, righting every wrong and curing every ill, not only would I never get any sleep, I’d also be taking something very important out of the world.  The world needs suffering, cub.  It needs oppression.  It needs evil, because without evil, there is no good.   Without despair, there is no hope.  Without grief, there is no joy.  Without hate, there is no love.”


“That doesn’t make any sense!”


“To you, and right now,” he replied mildly.  “But I’m a little older than you, cub, and I have a little more experience.  Does it sit well with me watching people die?  No.  But I know that if I intervene, I could actually make things much worse.  Not just for the people I think I might be saving, but for many others around them and connected to them.  That’s part of the lesson of how your actions can have unintended consequences I taught you not long ago.  That little boy down there is going to die.  I could stop it, but I won’t, because if I stop his suffering today, it might cause even greater suffering for many more people tomorrow.”

“That’s cruel!”


“I’m not one known for excessive sentimentality, cub,” Tarrin told him directly, staring him right in the eyes as he said it.  “I’ve told you before, if you knew the truth of who and what I really am, you’d be afraid of me.  I’m not an angel sent here to guide you.  I’m here to make you a good king, and sometimes, good kings have to deal with the dark side of the human experience.  What did you father tell you about those you can’t help?”


He sighed.  “Do what you can for who you can, and leave those beyond your help to their own devices.”


“Keep that in mind, cub.  That saying will save you a lot of gray hair in the future,” Tarrin told him.


“But you can help these people.”


“You can also help them.”


“I can’t save that boy.  I can’t get food here in time to save him.”


“Nothing can save that boy except for me, Polin, and I won’t.  Accept it, and move on.  The sooner you understand that there are things beyond your control, the easier it will be to sit on your throne.”


Polin looked very troubled, looking away from Tarrin.  “Go ahead and say it.  It doesn’t offend me,” Tarrin prompted.


“Say what?”


“That I’m a monster.”


“It’s cruel.  It’s evil.”

“And so am I, when the situation demands it,” Tarrin told him without hesitation.  “I don’t see the world through the tinted curtains of innocent youth, cub.  I know that life is not fair, and that it is rarely kind.  I do not interfere unless I must, and I’ve done this long enough to finally accept the fact that I can’t help everyone.  I do what I can for who I can, and leave those beyond my help to their own devices.”


“But they’re not beyond your help!”


“Since you’re obviously not going to give this up, cub, then I’ll make you a deal.  I’ll save the boy, if you agree that whatever happens because of it is your responsibility,” Tarrin told him intently.  “That the actions of that boy will be laid at your feet.  If he does evil in his life, then you are the one that will face the punishment of the gods for his actions.  If that boy ends up in your gods’ version of hell, you will be there with him.”


Polin looked decidedly less enthusiastic at the idea of it when he was suddenly dragged into it.


“Maybe now you look beyond the moment,” Tarrin told him.  “Your actions have consequences, and they usually reach far beyond what you can see.  Part of being a good king is to understand this, and to do your best to make sure those unseen repurcussions don’t reach too far, that a decision you make with good intentions doesn’t actually cause great suffering to those it affects.  The acceptance that there will be suffering in the world, and you can’t stop it all no matter how hard you try, is another simple truth you’d better understand, or you’ll have a very unhappy and depressing reign.  That’s what your father was trying to tell you, cub.”


The boy was silent a long moment, then sighed and turned away.  “Can we go somewhere else?” he asked plaintively.

“I suppose we can,” Tarrin said, standing up.  “And I suppose I could get you started on your other training,” he said, slapping his tail on the ground.  The world blurred black streaks, and then settled down to find them in a high mountain valley, majestic snow-covered purple mountains to before them.  The air was cool, crisp, and smelled of mountain heather and aspens.  Polin gasped when the blond-braided human he’d seen stepped past him, then put two fingers to his lips and let out an ear-splitting whistle.

“Where are we?”


“My home, cub,” he replied.  “Or in the mountains north of it.  These are the Skydancers, a mountain range that separates my home kingdom of Sulasia from the kingdoms of Draconia and Daltochan.  There’s my house, down there,” he said, turning and pointing.  In the far distance, far below, a house stood in a clearing of the forest carpeting the land.  “Welcome to Sennadar.”


“Where?”


“My home,” he replied.


“Why are we up here instead of at your house?”


“Because who we’re here to see is rarely there, cub,” he replied.  “She doesn’t like my house very much.  The land is too flat, and she’s not all that fond of forests.  She comes around when she’s in the mood for food and attention, but she spends most of her time up here.”  He pointed at the other end of the mountain valley.  “There she is.”


Polin turned and looked, and he gasped.  A black horse-like animal with huge wings, every part of her black as pitch except for her glowing red eyes, appeared over the valley wall, then angled in a descent towards them.  “Fury!”


“Fury,” Tarrin nodded.  The huge animal landed just in front of them and trotted forward, prancing a bit as Tarrin reached out a hand to her.  “Hello, girl,” he told her affectionately, then he laughed when she butted him with her forehead and snout and nearly knocked him down.  “I’m happy to see you too.”  He patted her on the side of the neck, then pointed at the boy.  “This is Polin, Fury.  I need your help, he needs to learn how to ride a flying horse.  You’re about the same size as the alicorn that’s going to serve as his mount, and it would be nice if he already knows how to ride when she gets there.”


Fury gave a scornful snort, licks of flame erupting from her nostrils, which made Polin gasp.


“This is important, girl,” he told her.  “Besides, I think you’ll like him.  He’s alright, for a human.”

She gave him a flat look.


“As a favor to me?”


She gave a derisive whinny, then seemed to sigh and pawed the grass with one of her diamond-hard hooves.

“I don’t understand.”


“What, cub?”


“This is all a dream, right?  Why won’t she do it if this is a dream?  Shouldn’t she act the way you want her to?”


Tarrin laughed.  “The fact that this is a dream doesn’t change who she is. And she’s not a normal animal, cub.  This is the real Fury, even if we are in a dream. Isn’t that right, girl?” he asked, patting her neck again.  “So, you don’t mind giving Polin a lesson?”


She gave a braying sound, looking at Polin in a way that didn’t give the boy much reason for enthusiasm.  It was a predatory look.


“Behave, girl,” Tarrin warned.  “You don’t have to do this, I can bring someone else.  I just thought you might like spending some time with me before I have to go back.”


Fury gave him a look, filled with near disappointment, then gave a low, growling braying sound and flicked her tail noncommitally.


“Good.   Now, cub, let’s get her saddled.”


“There’s no—“ he started to protest, but when he looked in the direction Tarrin started to move, he saw a saddle, bridle, and harness sitting on the grass nearby.  He had to laugh, then walked over.


Tarrin used saddling her to explain how it was different from a normal horse—Polin was well versed in normal horsecraft—and the extra equipment used for a flying mount, like the harness that went under and around the saddle, the harness Polin himself had to wear, and the differences in the saddle itself.  “Okay, so these tie my legs to the saddle,” Polin said, pulling in the leather straps at the bottom of the saddle.


“Yup.  Without them, you could fall out of the saddle if your mount turns too sharply, or turns upside-down.  That’s what the waist harness is for as well, the one that buckles to the eyelets behind the seat of the saddle.  It took me a while to find a good design that keeps you in the saddle but doesn’t interfere with your range of motion.”

“You made these?”


He nodded.  “I have a few skills outside of walking through dreams and playing with time,” he said lightly.  “Alright, let’s get you in the saddle and tied in.”  Tarrin helped him mount, Fury keeping her wings unfurled to give them room, then supervised as he tied himself in and locked in his harness.  “Good, cub.  Any pinching?”


“No, but it feels a little weird,” he replied, tugging at a leather strap tied around his lower thigh.


“Don’t ever tie them so tight you lose circulation in your legs, cub,” he warned.  “Or you’ll be in for a shock when you go to dismount.”


Polin laughed.  “I can imagine,” he agreed.  “This hooks into the saddle, like this,” he described, reaching behind himself and attaching his harness to the saddle’s eyelet, then connecting the second strap on the other side.  “Okay, did I do everything?”


“Like you’re not being taught,” Tarrin nodded in approval.  “Handling her in the air isn’t much different from on the ground.  She responds to the same commads on the reins as a horse does.  But since you can go up and down, there are extra commands you have to learn.”


Polin watched in interest as Fury folded her wings, which put them against his legs.  He reached down and touched her feathers curiously, but Tarrin warned him off.  “Pat or pet, don’t pull or grab,” he warned.  “If you mess up her preening, she’ll give you the kind of ride that will make you never take both feet off the ground at the same time ever again.”


“Preening?  Doesn’t that mean to do stuff like fuss with your hair when there’s nothing wrong with it?”


“In people.  Birds and winged horses preen their feathers to keep them in flying trim,” he answered.  “Okay, let’s go through the commands again.”


After nearly two hours of practicing the commands he’d use with her in the air, Tarrin decided it was time for him to try it out.  “First thing to remember, cub, is that mounts like this can’t just take off the way birds can.  Fury will need to get up some speed before she can get off the ground.  Remember that when you’re riding your alicorn, she’ll have the same issue if she doesn’t use magic.”


“She can magic herself into the air?”


“She can use magic to give herself enough lift to take off from standing position.  Fury can’t do that,” he answered.  “And your alicorn probably won’t do that all the time either.  She’ll only have so much magical strength, and it’s a waste of her energy to use magic to get aloft when she can do it the normal way.  She’ll save her magic for when she needs it, not to show off.  So, what you need to remember is not to panic when Fury rears up.  She’s not trying to throw you, she’s climbing into the air.  And once you’re in the air, every turn, climb, and dive is going to pull you around in the saddle, just like doing hard turning tricks on a regular horse.  But you’ll get the added difference of feeling like you’re being bucked out of the saddle any time Fury descends or levels out from an ascent.  You get used to it.”


“That explains the metal rods in the stirrups over my feet,” Polin said, leaning over and looking down.  “And the metal rods running down the stirrups to my feet.”


“You need them for extra support to hold yourself in place,” Tarrin nodded.  “Your ankles will be sore when this is over, cub, from applying pressure to the tops of the stirrups with your feet.  I designed them so they don’t hinder the range of motion of your legs.  I use a bow from the saddle, so I need to be able to shift my feet in the stirrups.  That means the stirrups need to have some range of motion.  And when Fury turns hard, you put your outside leg out and brace against the stirrup, the same way you push against the stirrup when a normal horse turns.”


“Okay.”


“This isn’t too different from riding a horse, cub, just with the ability to move in a new direction.  You have to move with a horse or you get thrown out of the saddle when you’re riding on the ground.  In the air, you have to move with her as she flies, or it’s a very rough ride.  You’ll be flung against your restraints with every turn if you’re just sitting there.  When you learn how to move with her as she flies, it’s a much more pleasant experience.”


“So I’ll be leaning into the turns, like I would on a horse.  Got it,” he nodded.  “I think I’m ready for this, Tarrin.”


“I think you are, cub.”  Polin gasped when Tarrin’s body seemed to melt and retract, until the black cat was standing where he’d been, then the cat jumped impossibly high and landed in the saddle in front of the boy-king.  He sat down sedately.


“Shouldn’t you be, I dunno, in a basket?  Not just sitting there?”


“I’m not going to fall off, cub,” Tarrin assured him lightly.  “In fact, there’s nothing you can do to pull me off this saddle.”


“Oh, a magic thing.”


“If that’s how you want to think of it,” he replied.  “Let’s go ahead and do this, cub.  Give Fury the command to take off.”


Polin impressed him with his bravery when Fury bounded up to speed, spread her wings, and climbed into the air.  He gave only a single cry of alarm, then leaned down against the climb as if he were leaning over the back of a rearing horse, trying to keep a vertical base for his upper body, until she levelled out over the valley.  “Good, cub.  Now let’s practice turning.”  Polin pulled on the reins to have Fury turn.  She did so, and Polin leaned into the turn…and forgot to release the pressure on the reins, which made Fury turn harder, until she was flying in tight circles.  Polin seemed at a loss as to how to make her stop, until Tarrin intervened by calling out.  “Straighten out, Fury, he froze up,” he called.  Fury brayed in amusement and came out of her turn, and Polin stopped sawing on the reins when Tarrin’s tail rose up and laid over his wrist gently.  “Relax, cub,” he said.

“I looked down,” he admitted.


“Look down some more, cub, and know that you are safe,” he answered.  “You’re tied into the saddle, you can’t fall off, and no matter what you do, Fury’s not going to obey any command that’s going to make her crash.  She’s not dumb like a horse.”


“I thought I wasn’t afraid of heights until I looked down,” Polin laughed nervously.


“It’s very different from standing on a balcony and looking down into a courtyard, cub,” Tarrin told him.  “Now, let’s take a minute while you get used to the idea of being in the air, and we’ll try again.


All in all,  Tarrin was very impressed with the boy.  After he got over the initial fear and uncertainty of riding a flying horse, he showed that he remembered the lessons about commands.  And he also showed that he knew how to ride a horse, because he understood how to move with Fury as she turned and banked and changed altitude, almost instinctively moving with her to minimize his own jostling.  The boy was a born horseman, and that natural talent and skills learned riding out of the Royal stables translated well to a saddle strapped to a horse with wings.  Once Polin got accustomed to the extra commands, he started to get comfortable both riding a pegasus and being high in the air with nothing under him but his mount.  His initial fear of heights passed as he gained confidence in both Fury and his own ability.


When Fury landed, Tarrin felt the boy had enough skill to at least not embarrass himself when the alicorn arrived.  He still needed quite a bit more practice, but he knew the basics, and those basics would get him the experience he needed without getting himself hurt or the alicorn mad at him.  Polin’s eyes were bright and he was laughing when they came to a stop, patting Fury on the neck fondly as she pranced a bit, caught up in the boy’s excitement a little bit.

“I think you had fun, cub,” Tarrin said as he jumped down, and the cat blurred and became a man again.


“That was incredible!” he said with a smile.  “The wind in my face—the mountains going by—the world looked so tiny from up there!”


“I’ve always enjoyed flying,” Tarrin chuckled as he stepped up and took hold of the rein running under Fury’s neck.  “That sensation never gets old, cub.  Now, let’s get this gear off Fury so she can go back to whatever it was she was doing.”


Fury gave an ominous snort, stomping a foot on the grassy meadow.


Tarrin had to laugh.  “You are so mean.”


“What?  What was she doing?”


“Tormenting the Goblinoids that live in the mountains,” he answered.


“What are Goblinoids?”


“A type of man-like creature native to my world, cub.  There’s no comparable race of being on your world.  And you should be glad of that.  Most of the Goblinoids are a scourge, who would rather raid and plunder than make things themselves, and who find delight and amusement in the torture and murder of others.  My people have been at war with the Goblinoids for most of our recorded history.”


“Then it’s not mean if she torments them, is it?”


“Even an enemy deserves a little dignity, cub,” Tarrin chuckled, then urged Fury to open her wings.  “Now untie yourself, and be careful when you dismount.  Your legs are going to be a little rubbery.”

Polin did indeed nearly fall down after untying himself from the saddle, holding onto the side of the saddle until his legs got their strength back, then he and Tarrin unsaddled the night-dark winged horse.  When they were done, setting the tack on the ground nearby, Polin posed a question that clearly had been on his mind a while.  “So, why do they call her a firewing pegasus?” he asked.

“Because she can breathe fire,” he replied.  “And for a fairly obvious reason, cub.  Show him, Fury,” he called.


She spread her wings, and fire erupted from between her feathers, seeming to consume them.  It consumed her mane and tail, licked up and down her black coat, her diamond-hard hooves burst into flames, spreading up her legs, until she was literally on fire.  She then blew out a cone if intense flame from her mouth, pointed up at the sky.


“She only does it to show off,” Tarrin said lightly as Fury flapped her burning wings ostentatiously, then the fire faded and she folded them. “It actually takes a lot out of her to do it, so she saves it for really special occassions.”

“That’s…wow.  She ever burn you?”


“I can’t be hurt by fire, cub,” Tarrin told him calmly.  “That’s why she’s the ideal mount for me when I need one.  I can’t be hurt by her fire.”


Polin gave him a long, assessing look.  “So, you’re not even the cat you pretend to be.”


“Nope,” he replied.


“I don’t see how I’d be so afraid of you if you show me what you look like.”


“You keep trying, cub,” he said patronizingly.  He stroked Fury’s snout fondly, then she pranced a bit, turned, and galloped away as she spread her wings.  A single downstroke pulled her into the air, and she ascended and disappeared over the valley wall.

“The rest of the this dream is going to seem boring after that.”


Tarrin chuckled dryly.  “That’s why this is the last thing we’re doing tonight,” he answered.  “I was planning on taking you somewhere else, but I think we can do that tomorrow.  I don’t think you’d be listening to me anyway.”


“When will the alicorn get here?”


“I’m not sure, cub.  Maybe the day after tomorrow, at least in real time.  I’ve already arranged things so we can get her here without attracting too much attention.  I hope you like circuses.”


“What do you mean?”


“The alicorn will be part of a menagerie brought by a circus master named Renoit,” he answered.  “And he’s going to arrive in the ugliest, most gods-awful pink ship you’ve ever seen in your life, cub.  Renoit comes from this world.  I’ve asked him for a favor, and I’ll be bringing his ship and his circus troupe to Volin.  He’ll perform for a few days in your city, give your people a great show, and he’s quite eager and excited to perform for a king on another world.  You’re going to see the alicorn in the menagerie and buy her from him.  Renoit will keep your money, but I’ll be replacing it.  So don’t be afraid to bargain with him, cub, or pay what you think is an outrageous price.  After all, you’re buying a unique animal, you better expect him to demand a lot of money for her.”


“That seems awfully, well, complicated.”


“Sometimes you have to hide simple things inside complex things, cub, if you don’t want people to see what you’re doing,” he answered.  “Renoit’s arrival in Volin is nothing but a cover for getting that alicorn to you without it looking too fantastic.  It will look far more possible for you to see her in a traveling circus and buy her than to have her just show up, with no explanation as to why she’s here and why she lets you ride her.  When people see no explanation for something, cub, they get curious.  But present them with a plausible explanation for something, and they never get curious in the first place.”


“Oh.  Will the person coming to show me magic be in the circus?”


“He’s already here, we just haven’t worked out how to get him into the castle in a way that looks plausible yet,” he replied.  “Though, just putting him in with the circus would probably be best,” he added musingly.  “He might actually enjoy that.  He started in that circus, he might enjoy performing in it one more time, for old time’s sake if nothing else.”  Tarrin’s eyes turned distant, and he looked back towards the open mouth of the valley, towards where he said his home was.  “And we’d better go.  I’ve attracted attention, cub.  I never could hide from Triana,” he chuckled.


“But this is a dream.”


“The fact that this is a dream means nothing to people who understand what dreams really are, cub,” he answered.  “Triana is more than capable of coming in here after me if she wants to.”


“Who is she, anyway?”


“My mother.  Or one of them, anyway.  Our relationship is actually fairly complicated,” he replied calmly, beckoning towards him with a hand.  “Think of me as adopted, cub.  But the woman that adopted me didn’t care that I already have parents.”


“That sound…weird.”


“It does, but it actually makes sense if you know the story behind it,” he replied as the boy reached him.  “I’d rather not have to explain why I’m here to her, so let’s go.”  He lifted a foot and stomped it onto the ground, and that shattered the entire world.  The two of them fell through nothingness as everything around them turned black and blurry, then they landed lightly on the training field, just by the tents.  “Here we are, cub.  You should get some sleep.  You’ll have a hard day tomorrow.”


“Can you answer a question first?”


“If I can.”


“What are dreams?  You said that people who know what they really are can move through them, the way you do.”


Tarrin looked down at him, then chuckled and sat down cross-legged by the fire.  Polin quickly followed suit, clearly eager to get his question answered…which was fairly rare when it came to Tarrin.  Usually, his questions about the things Tarrin did were deflected, answered with a question, or outright ignored.  “Let’s start with what you think a dream is.  What is a dream?”

“Well, before I met you, I would have said that it was just daydreaming while asleep, just with more clarity,” he answered.  “But now I know that there’s more to them.  You’ve showed me places in my dreams that turned out to be real.  You can make the dream look however you want, but sometimes, when you’re showing me something real, what’s in the dream is what’s real too.”

“That’s because dreams are simply the reflection of reality you’d see when you look in a mirror,” he said, gesturing to the side.  A full length silver-backed mirror appeared, with an ornate and elaborate frame, resting on a floor stand that would allow it to swivel on a hinge set in its middle.  “Look in the mirror, cub.”


Polin did so, and saw himself, wearing his nightclothes.  “I see myself.”


“You see the reflection of your reality,” he explained.  “But what if the mirror wasn’t a mirror, but instead a window?” he asked.  Polin gasped when his reflection stood up and stepped out of the mirror, then bowed rakishly and gave Polin a smile.  “What you see on the other side of that mirror isn’t a reflection, cub, it’s a whole other universe, separated from ours by that thin sheet of glass.  But it’s not a universe made up of solid things like ours.  It’s a universe of pure thought, where your thoughts, your desires, your fears, they shape the world around you into a reflection of who you are inside.  People who know how can step through the glass and enter that other world.  But the big difference between the real world and this world, cub, is that this world is not set.  This world is shaped by the consciousness of those who can dream.  Your imagination makes this world, as does the collective imaginations of every living thing in the world capable of dreaming, from dogs and cats all the way up to people.  Simply put, cub, this world is a reflection of the thoughts and dreams of the people who look in from the other side of the glass.  And because of that, this world can be controlled by the people who can enter it, because we can shape this world based on our own thoughts and dreams.”

The reflection of Polin smiled, waved, and then stepped back into the mirror.  He then turned around, sat down, and became a reflection once again.


“If the reflection of a mirror is another world, is there another me? Is my reflection my other me looking back at me?”


“No,” he replied.  “You see your reflection because you expect to see it.  There are no living things in this world, cub, except those that enter from our own.  There’s nothing that can hurt you in here except that which you bring with you.”


“What does that mean?”


“Dreams can also be nightmares, cub,” Tarrin said calmly.  “There are things that can hurt you here, but the truth is, they can only hurt you if you allow them to.  That’s what I mean.  You bring your fears, your worries, your nameless dreads with you when you come into this place, and here, cub, they are more than just vague feelings lurking in the back of your mind.  But since they are only dreams, that means that they can only hurt you if you let them.”


“When we fell,” Polin breathed, then he looked at Tarrin.  “When we met the alicorn, we fell from a great height, but didn’t get hurt when we landed.”


Tarrin nodded.  “But if I wouldn’t have told you that you’d be safe, cub, you would have been hurt, because you would have expected it.  You would have done to yourself what your mind was convinced what would happen.”


“How did the alicorn be in the dream?  Do they dream in the Beastlands too?”


“Not exactly,” he replied.  “We were in the real Beastlands, cub, but there as dreams.  In a way, we stepped through the mirror and entered the real world, but we were still only dreams.  The alicorns of the Beastlands can see us like that, so they knew we were there.”


“Then why weren’t we hurt by the fall if we were really there?”


“Because when we walk the real world as dreams, cub, we can influence the real world as if it were a dream,” he answered.  “I made sure we weren’t hurt when we landed, because I know how this works.  If I weren’t there, then yes, you would have at the very least broken both your legs when you hit the ground.  Probably a lot worse.”

Polin seemed to digest that.  “Now I have a headache.”


Tarrin laughed.  “So did I the first time I learned about it.  In fact, I think I had a headache for about fifty straight years,” he mused.


“But what about Fury?  You said she was really there.”


“She was.  She was asleep, and I called her into the dream.  Remember when I whistled for her?  That was just a metaphor for what I really did.”


Polin was quiet a long moment, then looked at Tarrin.  “You’re not telling me everything.”


“You wouldn’t understand the truth, cub.  So I’m telling you what I can in a way you can understand.”


“How do you know I wouldn’t understand?”


Tarrin chuckled.  “Just like my own cubs,” he said lightly.  “Alright.  What we’re doing now, cub, is called Astral Projection.  Our bodies are still in the tents, sleeping soundly, while our souls have separated from our bodies and entered a higher plane, a plane of pure thought, of pure consciousness.  But it’s still the world of dreams, because dreams are nothing but pure thought.  The dreams of those with consciousness reflect into this place, the world behind the mirror, the plane of pure thought.  I can move through this place, direct and shape it in a local area, because I know how it works.  This world is connected to every other world, allowing us to travel between worlds, between dimensions, and in some worlds, like the Beastlands, we can exit the higher plane and enter the material world as nothing but spirits.  Creatures like the alicorn can see us when we’re like that, so they can interact with us.  But nearly all people and animals in our world can’t.  If we entered the real world like this, nobody would be able to see or hear us, because we are nothing but ghosts.”


“That’s how you did it.  That’s how you did it!” he blurted.  “You moved us in and out of the real world!  When you were showing me people and places, we were in the real world, but when everything blurred, you pulled us into the world behind the mirror!”


“Not bad, cub, not bad,” Tarrin smiled.  “You’re smarter than even I thought you were.”


Polin gave him a smile, then looked at his reflection in the mirror.  “So, there’s an entire world inside a mirror.”


“Not exactly,” Tarrin answered.  “There’s actually nothing behind the mirror, cub, that was just a metaphor.  But you can see the world of dreams, this world, through a mirror, cub, by looking past your own reflection and seeing the truth hiding within.  You look through the mirror instead of into the mirror.  What you see when you look through it rather than into it is actually a reflection of your own mind and soul, and once you get the hang of it, you can look through the mirror and see your memories, your dreams, you can see what’s inside your own mind as if you were looking into it from the outside rather than the inside.  That is the world the mirror reflects for you when you learn to see through the illusion of your reflection and see the truth behind the glass, what is within.  Just be warned, cub.  What you see when you look through the mirror is a reflection of who you truly are, without your ego skewing things.  Men who have looked through the mirror have gone mad by what they see staring back at them.”


Polin gave him a surprised look.


“Most people who are evil, who are monsters, don’t believe they’re monsters, cub.  They delude themselves into believing that their darkness is not darkness at all, and the the true evil in the world is within others, not themselves.  But when they see the reality reflected back at them when they look through the mirror, for some of them, they can’t accept what they see.  They see the truth of themselves staring back at them, and it drives them mad.”


“When you look into the mirror, you just see your reflection.  When you look through the mirror, you see your soul.” Polin surmised, looking at his reflection in the mirror.


“Just so, cub,” Tarrin nodded.  “But there’s a price you pay when you solve the mystery of the mirror and learn to look through it, something small, but something very important.”


“What is that?” 


“When we finally leave the training field, cub, look carefully at me the next time you see me.  If you’re observant, you’ll see that I cast no reflection, on any surface.  When you are no longer fooled by the illusion of your reflection, you no longer cast one.  I have seen the truth of the mirror, and because of that, I’m no longer bound by the mirror’s rules.  If you want to learn to look through the mirror, then knock yourself out.  It can actually be very handy, like when you use the mirror to look into your own memories to find something you’ve forgotten.  But understand that when you succeed, you’ll have to take all the mirrors in the palace down and avoid standing in front of windows during the night, or people will notice you don’t cast a reflection,” he chuckled.


“That’s how you can detect vampires, they don’t have a reflection in the mirror.”


“And now you know where that old myth comes from, don’t you?” he replied lightly.  “Those men aren’t vampires.  They’re men who have looked through the mirror and seen the truth.”


“Are vampires real?”


“Oh yes, cub, they are.  And to be honest, most don’t cast a reflection, because they’ve solved the riddle of the mirror.  But not everyone who casts no reflection is a vampire.”  He stood up.  “But I will give you this warning, cub.  If you come across a man who casts no reflection, do not underestimate him.  It means he’s solved one of the mysteries of the universe, and he is a man to be reckoned with.  He may not be an enemy, but do not take him lightly, be him friend or foe.”

“Huh,” Polin mused, squinting a bit as he tried to look beyond his own reflection.

“Well, we’ve dawdled long enough as it is.  You need to get some rest, or you’ll be far too groggy tomorrow to survive.  Tsukatta doesn’t tolerate inattentive students,” he chuckled.


“Don’t I know it,” Polin complained, rubbing his forearm unconsciously.


“Off to bed with you then, cub.  I’ll see you in the morning,” Tarrin said, shooing him towards his tent.


“What about you?”


Tarrin’s human body blurred, and the large black cat with the white sock took his place.  “I’m going to nap right here.  Cats love campfires, cub.  It’s a thing,” he said, turning in a couple of circles, then laying down.  “Good night, cub.”

“Good night, Tarrin.  Thank you for letting me ride Fury.”


“You’re welcome.  Bed.  Now,” he ordered without opening his eyes.

Tarrin could see the change in Polin, and it made him optimistic about the mission.


In the eternal moment created by his will, Polin learned from Tsukatta and Tarrin, learned far more than just how to swing a sword.  Jerrik too learned, and was quietly impressed at the lessons they were teaching his boy-king, lessons in leadership, in management, in ruling his kingdom.  Any objection he may have had to the mysterious pair vanished quickly when he saw what they were teaching his king.  He could see that they were training Polin to be a wise, judicious, and respected king.  And Polin was absorbing those lessons with all the intelligence that Tarrin suspected was hidden behind those handsome blue eyes.  He asked insightful questions, often seeing to the heart of the lesson, and as he learned those lessons, he grew in both intellect and wisdom.


He also gained a certain swagger, which was unavoidable.  A man who was trained in fighting moved a certain way, had a distinct walk, a telltale way he took in a situation and sized up a potential enemy, and Polin had picked up those traits from his teachers over the many days they were within the area of altered time. Tarrin and Tsukatta moved with a towering confidence, radiated strength and power with every graceful movement, which intimidated lesser men.  While Polin was a bit too short to be as intimidating as his teachers, he adopted their panther-like movements, a mixture of grace and precision that a fighting man looking at the boy would not miss, betraying the fact that he was well trained in fighting.


The fact that Polin was only 12 was in no way a barrier to him being an effective fighter, because he was trained by men who knew how to remove that liability.  Polin was taught how to take on men twice his size and three times stronger and beat them, by using their advantages against them.  Even a boy could be a lethal adversary if he understood his capabilites and the strengths of his opponent, then used his superior skill to bring his stronger opponent down.  He also got stronger, faster, as Tsukatta’s physical conditioning started to take hold in the boy, strength, endurance, and quickness forged by exercise and honed by practice.

By the time Tarrin lowered the dome of altered time, Polin was almost nothing like he had been when it was raised.  Though he had not aged a day, the months of training had left a definite physical mark on him.  He was stronger than just about any other 12 year old boy in Volin, which would only become great strength and power when he matured into a man.  He had a lot of natural grace and agility, which Tsukatta had refined to make him nimble, quick, and precise.  He’d been in pretty good shape when they began, since he did do a lot of activity in his lessons, but Tsukatta had taken that raw stock and shaped the boy into a strong, razor-sharp blade.  He had been trained to what Tsukatta called an “acceptable” level of skill in the basics of combat, and the martial skills of the sword, glaive, axe, mace, and bow.   He was trained in fighting on foot and fighting on horseback—Tarrin had had to bring in horses for that—was trained in the use of a shield, and was trained in how to fight enemies on horseback while on foot, taking away that advantage.


But “acceptable” was relative to the observer.  While Tsukatta and Tarrin considered the boy trained to the bare minimum acceptable level, the reality was, he was now one of the most skilled and craftiest fighters in his kingdom, with only his Master at Arms, Jerrik, surpassing his martial skill thanks to his own extensive training at the hands of the two outsiders.


Tsukatta deemed Jerrik “competent” by the time they were done, and admitted that the man had enough talent for Tsukatta to take back to his own world and enlist into his army…which was why Tsukatta’s army was one of the most feared across many worlds.  Even the foot soldiers in his army were trained to a level far beyond anyone they may face.

While his body was strengthened, his mind was also molded.  Tsukatta trained Polin in the art of being a military leader and imparted upon the boy the basics of sound strategic and tactical war planning, teaching him how to be a general as well as a king.  Polin was taught how to play chess and a game called Go from Tsukatta’s own world, games of deep strategy, and Tarrin showed the boy battles of the past in his dreams and let him see how his decisions could affect the outcome of a battle.  Tarrin’s dream training allowed Polin to apply what Tsukatta taught him in a real way, but without getting anyone killed.

Only three hours had passed outside the area of altered time, but inside of it, nearly six months had gone by, six months of constant training of both mind and body, where Polin learned the art of the sword and the art of the word, and learned important lessons in both diplomacy and statesmanship, as well as learning about the world around him and the forces that drove both nature and man.  Tarrin expanded his education far beyond just lessons in rulership and kindled a sincere passion to learn in the boy, a passion that began with the lesson about the mirror.  Tarrin taught Polin more than just how to rule over those months, the taught the boy the basics of science, philosophy, magic, theology, letting him see the wonders of nature and both the science and magic behind its workings, and giving him a good foundation upon which he could expand his education on his own. 

When the dome came down, Tarrin felt Polin was nearly ready for the throne.  He had learned the knowledge of being a good king, but now he needed to learn the wisdom of being a good king, as well as to face the realities of his rule.  Learning about how to deal with his subjects was one thing, but having to actually do it was an entirely different animal.


“Remember, as far as they’re concerned, we’ve only been out here a few hours,” Tarrin reminded them before the dome vanished.  “And they won’t remember any specifics about what they saw.  They will only remember that they watched us train Polin using wooden swords.  They didn’t see anything else.”


“I’ll remember, Tarrin,” Jerrik nodded as he picked up the bundle of wooden swords, which was the only thing left within the dome.  All traces of the last six months were gone, with everything appearing exactly as it did when the dome was raised.


Tarrin lowered the dome after making sure all four of them were standing in the same place they’d been when the dome was raised, and the men outside suddenly began moving once again.  Rethin advanced up to them.  “And how do you feel, your Majesty?” he asked.  “You were training a while.  Do you want to retire for a short rest, or an early dinner?”


“No, I’m fine, uncle,” he replied, glancing at Tarrin.  “Jerrik, Captain Rex, Lord Harimashi, thank you for the lesson.  I learned a lot.”


“Then it was a good day, young king Polin,” Tsukatta smiled.  “We will continue tomorrow, just after lunch.”


“I’m looking forward to it,” he said with false enthusiasm.  He’d already been told that the rest of the lessons would be “boring,” just him doing very basic exercises with a wooden practice sword.  They couldn’t have him go from basic exercises one day to being a master swordsman the next, that would be just a little obvious that something unexplainable was going on.  Being king was often about subterfuge and misdirection, and Polin already knew about his part in the game of deception they’d have to play for the rest of Tsukatta’s time there.

“Master Jerrik, would you do me the honor of storing our practice equipment until tomorrow?”


“I’ll put them in the armory, Lord Tsukatta.  My Lord,” he said with a bow to Polin, then he turned and walked towards one of the external buildings on the castle ground carrying the bundle of wooden swords.


“If it pleases you, your Majesty, I will take my leave and retire to a local inn, and return tomorrow to continue your training.”


“Go with my blessing, Lord Harimashi,” Polin nodded.  “But I would be happy to invite you to dine with me tomorrow evening.  I’d love to learn more about your homeland.”


“It would be my honor, your Majesty,” he agreed with a smile.  “I am quite proud of my lands and my family, and never miss an opportunity to brag about them,” he said in a light voice.


Polin laughed, understanding the joke hidden within the statement.  Tsukatta was anything but a braggart, the way of the samurai was the way of humility.  “Then until tomorrow, Lord Harimashi.  Just after lunch.”

“Just after lunch,” Tsukatta nodded, then he bowed in respect to Polin.


“Captain Rex, could you escort Lord Harimashi to his inn, then return?  There’s something we need to talk about.”


“Aye, your Majesty,” Tarrin said.  “My Lord,” he said, motioning in Tsukatta’s direction.


“All in all, that went very well,” Tsukatta said after they left the castle, speaking in Tsukatta’s native tongue.  “The boy is almost ready.”


“I was thinking the same thing myself.  He just has a few lessons to learn we really can’t teach him.  We got him ready, now he has to put his hand in the pond and catch the fish.”


“Just so,” he agreed as they walked down the street.


“You going back to see Yuki?”


“Of course I am.  I haven’t seen her for months.”


“You haven’t seen her for a couple of days,” Tarrin corrected lightly.  “At least from her point of view.”


“Still, after that much time separated, I am very much going to go home and see my wife,” he chuckled.  “I’ll be back tomorrow morning.”


“We’ll be here.  I’ll have to spend the rest of the day watching the palace.  Somoene might notice the change in the boy.  He even walks differently now.”


“He began this day a boy.  He ends this day a man,” Tsukatta said sagely.


“That’s an astute observation,” Tarrin chuckled.  “I’ll have to stop thinking of him as a boy.  It no longer suits him.”


“Think of him as a king, my friend, for that is what he is.”


“I think I can agree with that statement, Lord Harimashi.”


Tarrin dropped him off at the inn and came back, the guards escorting him to the study the boy—Polin used behind his throne room.  He was sitting at his desk writing on a piece of parchment when Tarrin was brought in, and all four of his advisors were in the room, sitting at the table near the fireplace.  The only man missing was Brint.  “There you are, Captain,” Polin said.  “Since this concerns you, Captain, I wanted you to be here for this.  Uncle, friends, I’ve made my decision about Malendia,” he declared.


“I’ll call in General Brint to organize the troops—“ Rethin began, but Polin cut him off.


“We won’t need the troops, uncle,” he interrupted.  “I studied all the information last night and this morning, and I feel that if we give the Malendians aid, they won’t attack.  So, we’re going to be selling them our surplus grain,” he announced.


“Polin, that’s a terrible mistake!” Rethin challenged.  “That’s not going to stop the Malendians from invading!  They don’t have the gold to pay for the grain!”


“I know.  That’s why they’re going to be paying us in iron ore,” he answered.


“Iron?” Rethin blurted.


“They have plenty of it, thanks to the mines in the Mist Mountains,” he said patiently.  “Where our own mines can barely produce a quarter as much.  The money we’ll save by trading grain for iron more than makes up the gold we’re not getting for the grain, once that iron is smelted and used.  According to my figures, we’ll save nearly five thousand goldmarks alone just on maintenance costs for the army’s equipment, thanks to getting the iron so cheaply,” he declared.  “We can turn around and sell the iron ore we don’t use to Halria at a profit by selling Malendian ore at our current rates.” 

The other three advisors gave Polin a shocked look, completely unprepared for the young king to use economics against their argument.  Rethin, however, looked angry.  “And where did you get this ridiculous idea, nephew?”


“Why, from this book that my tutor gave me to read,” he answered, holding up a book.  “It’s about economics, about how goods and services are bought, sold, and traded from person to person, merchant to merchant, and kingdom to kingdom.  It talks about things like supply and demand, market value, and the true worth of a commodity compared to the gold one might get buying or selling it.  It’s really enlightening,” he said, giving Tarrin a slight sidelong smile.  “So, uncle, while we’re not getting gold for our grain, we’re getting something that will be worth more than gold in the long run.”


Polin’s argument was devastating, Tarrin could see.  Rethin knew that he was right, and he had no logical argument to use against it.  He also never expected the young king to counter him with science, the science of economics.  He had expected Polin to defer to him just because he was Polin’s uncle, as he had in the past, without having to explain himself or offer up a persuasive argument for his advice.  He seemed to be at a loss for a moment, tugging on his oiled beard so severely that Tarrin was surprised he didn’t rip it out, then he relaxed a little bit.  “Even if we entertain this idea of yours, nephew, it doesn’t change the current situation.  The Malendians could invade at any moment, and the time it would take to organize the trade and ship the grain would be too long.”

“Oh, that’s not going to be a problem,” he said.  “I’m ordering Brint to withdraw our forces from the northern border,” he said.


“What?” Rethin flared.  “You guarantee the Malendians will attack!”


“They won’t,” Polin said confidently.  “The means to stop the war is already in the castle.  Captain Shaw, would you find the Malendian ambassador and bring him here?” he asked the guard behind Tarrin.


“At once, your Majesty,” Shaw said in a thoroughly impressed voice, hurrying from the room.


“The Malendians use carrier pigeons to move messages very quickly,” Polin explained patiently.  “The Ambassador can get my trade offer on King Rillithen’s desk by tomorrow afternoon.  He’ll send the order by pigeon to his forces on the border to have his men withdraw.  We just make sure the withdrawl of those forces is part of the trade deal we make.”


“I’m sure I can include that in the treaty I bargain with his Excellency,” the fat man spoke up.


“I’m sure you could, Duke, which is why I’m going to be there as you do it, to see first hand how such an agreement is bartered,” Polin told him, which nearly made Tarrin laugh.  Polin was making it clear that he’d be in the room, so the fat man couldn’t subvert Polin’s intent behind his back and cause the negotiations to fall through when the fat man made impossible demands.  “I haven’t been giving my education in the art of negotiation nearly as much time as I should, so I’ll be quite eager to see how you do it, your Grace.”


The fat man gave Rethin an uncertain look, and Rethin looked mad.  In two swift moves, Polin had completely undercut his position and ensured that he couldn’t sabotage Polin’s intention.  “Your Majesty, I cannot object to this strenuously enough,” he said.  “You are threatening the security and sovereignty of the kingdom!  You should step back and allow us to handle this!  You don’t have the experience or the education to handle this matter!  You may be the king, but you are still only a boy!”

“I am the king, uncle,” Polin said with immediate adamant vehemence.  “And it is long past due that I step up and be the king.  You can’t hold my hand forever, uncle.  If this is a mistake, then it’s a mistake I have to make, so I learn from it and become a better king in the future.  But wether it’s a mistake or not, it is my decision to make.  I have listened to your advice in this matter, uncle, and I have decided on a different course of action.  Your input is valued and your objection is noted, but I disagree with you over this matter.  General Brint is my military advisor, and it’s his professional opinion that the Malendians will not attack if we withdraw our forces from the border.  He has the military training to make that kind of statement, where you do not.  This is his area of expertise, and I’m going to follow his advice.”

“He is wrong, Polin,” Rethin nearly snapped.


“How exactly do you know that, uncle?” Polin challenged.


“I have years of experience and education, which you do not,” he said scathingly, trying to intimidate the boy.


“So does Brint,” Polin countered.  “And his experience deals precisely with this situation.  He is the general here, uncle, appointed to this council by my father before he died.  If my father trusted his opinion on military matters, then so will I.”


Rethin looked a bit scattered.  He hadn’t expected that answer.

Tarrin had to really work not to grin.  All that work they put in training the boy had paid off.  He was already asserting his authority over his uncle and advisors barely an hour after leaving the training field.  Tarrin felt that this half of the problem had been handled.  Polin looked like he was going to be just fine on his throne.

Now they just had to make sure he lived to see his 13th birthday.  Tarrin could see it on Rethin’s face, the outrage, the arrogant disbelief that Polin was defying him.  He had most likely been ruling this kingdom since Polin took the throne, because Polin deferred to him, as if he were a regent.  Rethin thought he was the king, even if Polin wore the crown, and he could see it already that Rethin was not going to give up his power.  If  he could not rule from behind the throne, then he’d remove the one sitting on it and try to take his place…which would be a real stretch.  Rethin was Polin’s uncle by marriage, it was his wife that was the Princess, who had a direct blood relation to the throne.  Rethin was only a Duke, and that title was by virtue of that marriage.  He had been only a Baron before marrying Polin’s aunt.

But, that was why Tarrin was going to kill him, so that wasn’t a big deal.  The deal would be killing him before Rethin made an attempt against Polin.


Or…he permits the attempt on Polin, thwarts it, and then Polin learns the truth about his uncle when they track the assassination attempt back to Rethin.  That had some possibilities.  He’d have to discuss it with Miranda, see how feasible it might be.  This was Miranda’s realm, she’d be the one to decide how they handled this.


Finally seeming to get control of himself, Rethin stood up from the table and advanced towards the desk.  Polin finished writing and folded the parchment in thirds, then took a lit candle and dribbled wax over the fold.  He then imprinted the Royal seal in the wax before it hardened, using a signet ring he’d had sitting on the desk.  “Captain Rex,” Polin called, holding up the parchment.  “Deliver this to General Brint.”


“Aye, your Majesty,” Tarrin said, advancing up.  Rethin gave him a dark, scowling glare as he took the parchment.  He bowed before turning to leave, and once he was out the door, he put a hand on his amulet almost immediately.  “Cub,” he called, Whispering directly to her amulet since there was no Weave in this world.  It was a feature he had added to his amulet long ago.


“Yes, Father?” Jula replied.


“Come to the study behind the throne room and keep an eye on Polin.  Stay with him at all times from now on.  He’s defied his uncle, so he is now a target.”


“I’ll be right there, Father,” she answered.  “I’ll keep him safe.”


“I have every confidence in you, daughter,” he told her with simple pride in his unspoken voice.  “You, me, and Sarraya drew the short straw here, daughter.  One of us has to stay with him until Miranda says he’s safe.”


“I don’t mind, I like him.  And he seems to like me,” Jula chuckled.


Tarrin delivered the orders to Brint, then as soon as he was out of everyone’s sight, he stepped out of reality, put on a different face and a suitably ridiculous waistcoat and breeches favored by the court nobles, and stepped back into reality in a shadowed passage just near the door to the gardens.  Most of the nobles were still outside, strolling around the gardens, standing in groups chatting, so Tarrin had to negotiate the gardens to find Miranda.  She looked like a young, pretty noblewoman wearing a cream colored gown that gave the appearance that Miranda didn’t have much money, but had done her best to look suitably impressive to attend court.  Her gown was modest, even plain, but she wore a tasseled lace shawl with little crystals woven into the lace and a beaten silver belt around her slim waist, trying to fancy up her plain dress.  It was all an illusion, however, supplied by the magical belt that Tarrin had made for her, for just these kinds of situations where she couldn’t go around as a Wikuni.  She was talking with a young dark-haired man that was just on the attractive side of plain but was very well dressed, showing off his wealth with his many rings and the ruby medallion he wore around his neck.  “Cousin, we need to talk,” Tarirn told her.

“Of course, cousin.  Please excuse me, Baron,” she said without so much as a blink.  Though the face was different, his voice was the same, and she showed no reaction at all to his different appearance.  
She gave her companions one of her devastatingly cute smiles as she excused herself, then took Tarrin’s arm and walked away with him.  “My, something must be important,” she told him in a low, playful voice.


Tarrin went over the events of the day, telling Miranda about Polin’s half-year training session inside the dome of altered time, then his defiance of his uncle nearly as soon as he could sit down after he got out.  “You should have seen the look on his face, Miranda,” Tarrin told her.  “He will take a shot at Polin.  I’m sure of it.”


“I hope you told someone to watch him?”


“Jula,” he nodded.  “Me and her and Sarraya can take turns babysitting him.”


“Good,” she said with a single nod.


“Do we move against Rethin quickly, or let him hang himself by taking that shot?”


She glanced up at him.  “That only works if you can stop the musket ball, Tarrin,” she said.  “If you stay with him at all times until the assassin tries, then it’s fine.  Not that I don’t trust Jula’s ability, but she can’t use Sorcery here, and it might come down to magic to save the boy in time.”


“I can do that,” he told her.  “That way Jula and Sarraya can do what they’re here to do.”


“And thank you for remembering they work for me,” she winked.  “If you’re watching the boy, we can let Rethin make his play.  That way he incriminates himself, and we don’t have to worry about Polin mourning him very much once he’s hanged.”

“Have you learned much today?”


“Not very much,” she told him.  “Sarraya, on the other hand, has been quite the little busybody.  She’s already dug up quite a bit of dirt on several people by rifling desks and listening in on private conversations in remote rooms in the palace.  But that’s why I brought her her, so I’m not going to praise her too much.  I told you when we got here, Tarrin, that she was the best weapon I could bring with me.  She’s only doing what I expected her to do.”


“We don’t need her getting an even bigger ego than she has now,” Tarirn chuckled.  “Anything important in that information?”


“Only that Glavia has its claws in the palace even more deeply than I thought,” she replied.  “Rethin and the council aren’t the only nobles being paid quite a bit of gold by Glavian agents.  They’re trying to turn Volinia into a puppet state.”


“With a boy on the throne and the council of advisors nothing but greedy weasels, they think they can just take over the palace,” Tarrin grunted.  “Maybe I should do this world a favor and pay Glavia a little visit before we leave.”


Miranda chuckled.  “Now, now, Tarrin, He told you to do as little damage as possible.  Wiping out an entire kingdom just might be considered doing damage.”

“He said this kingdom, not some other kingdom that doesn’t even border it,” he replied pugnaciously.  “Besides, by the time all is said and done, I might need to raze a kingdom to the ground just to vent.  Would you rather it be here, or back home?”


Miranda laughed brightly.  “So huffy,” she teased.

“I hate this cloak and dagger silliness, it’s not the Were-cat way,” he snorted.  “But, I do think that a little trip to Glavia might be in order,” he added evenly, flexing his fingers in an ominous manner.  “Just dealing with the spies here won’t stop new ones from coming in to replace them.  I think I’ll cut that off at the source.”


Miranda laughed.  “And what do you have in mind?” she asked playfully, giving im a sly-eyed, amused look.


“Oh, just a visit to the Glavian king’s palace for a little friendly suggestion about a change in his foreign policy,” he replied blandly.  “I think it’s time for him to find out that he’s not the biggest bear in the forest.”

“I think leaving smoking craters behind goes against that light touch you wanted, Tarrin.”


“Trust me.”


She shifted her weight onto one hip, putting her hand on that hip.  “Tarrin, dear, that’s the last thing you should ever say to anyone who knows you,” she declared.


He laughed.  “Well, this time it’s true enough.  I promise I won’t knock down a single building, and the messy object lessons will be restricted only to people who actively get in my way.  Does that make you happy?”

“Can I really stop you?” she asked with a winsome smile.


“No.”


“Then I guess you’re old enough to make your own decisions about that kind of thing,” she winked.  “And I won’t complain.  I think sweeping the Glavians out of the city will go a long way towards making Volinia stable.”


“Then I’ll go take care of it,” he told her calmly.  “I don’t see anything wrong with right now.”

“Try not to have too much fun.”


“I’ll keep it nice and boring, Miranda,” he replied.


The throne room of the Glavian king was known as the Hall of Swords.  It was a large vaulted gallery in the ancient castle of the line of Trenos, the family that had ruled Glavia for nearly a thousand years, famous thoughout the continent for the many swords that hung on the walls, swords of every imaginable type, and the many stories and legends of the fights that had broken out in the throne room where aggrieved nobles took down those swords to use on rivals.  The castle itself was known as the Citadel of the Blade, an ancient fortress of dark stone sitting on a bluff overlooking the city of Glavin, the largest city on the continent of Aldron.  Glavin sat at the mouth of a narrow and deep bay, neary a fjord, which was both deep and defensible, a city of dark stone buildings, gray slate roofs, and a nearly continual pall of smoke from torches and fires, and most of those fires were fueled by dirty coal.  The topography of the land caused the rising smoke from the city to become trapped by the hills to the north any time the air was still, which had earned Glavin the dubious nickname of “the City of Soot.”  In the winter, it was not uncommon for the falling snow to be gray after passing through the smoky haze that hovered over the city any time the air was calm.

Glavin was an ancient city, as was the kingdom of Glavia.  The ruling family of the kingdom had held power for nearly a thousand years, and after so long in control, a certain arrogance had been bred into the Royal Family.  They were raised to believe that Glavia was the most powerful kingdom in the world, and that they, are the rulers, were the most powerful and greatest men and women to walk the earth.  That mindset, which had taken hold over centuries, had caused Glavia to become extremely aggressive and hostile to all its neighbors, as it constantly sought to expand its influence, both on the battlefield and in the dark alleys of enemy cities.  Glavia was a kingdom with ambitions to rule the world, and ruled by a king that believed that he was but one step down the ladder from being a god.


The current king of Glavia was Olendro the Mighty.  He was a physically imposing man, nearly a head taller than most other men, with wide poweful shoulders and long arms with huge hands.  He was also blessed with good looks, with thick black hair and a neatly groomed goatee and moustache, flashing dark eyes and a rogueish smile that made the women swoon, even the women who weren’t commanded to swoon.  Olendro was a powerful man, a rich man, a handsome man.  He was intelligent, he was cunning, and he was well trained and educated to sit on the throne of Glavia.  He had sat on his throne for nearly fifteen years, since killing his father by strangling him with a bellpull rope and blaming it on the Duke of Castral, and currently felt very confident about the progression of events that would soon expand Glavia’s territory with the fall of Malendia and eventually also gain him Volinia as well, once his agents and spies effectively bought the kingdom from its current greedy, uncontrolled nobles, men who had no respect for the child who sat on Volinia’s throne and cared more about their coffers than they did about their kingdom.


That kind of weakness, Olendro was more than willing to exploit.


Glavia was a kingdom with wealth, power, and potential for the future to become the most dominant force in the world.

Until today.


It was a typical day in the palace.  After having his way with his wife and a few servant girls, Olendro had settled in after lunch for the worst part of the day for him, court.  He hated court because he rarely did anything, just sat on his throne and listened to people talk.  Olendro was a man of action, a man of energy and drive, and just sitting around doing nothing was nearly torturous to him.  He would much rather be out riding his prize stallion Nightshadow, or practicing combat in the lists with his guards and men from the army—Olendro was a warrior king, not one that dressed in silly robes and had trouble holding up his scepter—or even better, competing in jousts and other martial disciplines during the monthly faire.  Olendro’s mentality showed in his clothing, for instead of royal finery, he wore a light, flexible chain hauberk made by his master armorsmiths and a pair of stout leggings tucked into his knee boots, with steel greaves buckled to his lower legs and over his boots.  His prized greatsword, a masterpiece of weaponsmithing named Headstriker, rested against the arm of his throne, ready to be used at a moment’s notice.  It was a weapon so large and so heavy that many of his nobles couldn’t even pick it up, let alone wield it.  The rest of his court chatted quietly in the background as Olendro listened to his clerk drone on about official proclamations that had been formally recorded in the Tome of Law.


Standing beside his throne were his wife and son, the expectedly beautiful Mellia and his nine year old son, Helven.  As was tradition in Glavia, his wife was the leader of the Witches, an order of magicians who were only women.  The Witches were one of the few ways that physically weak women could contribute directly to the cause, using magic instead of steel both on the battlefield and in back rooms to advance Glavian interests, but because of their magic, women in Glavia were given more respect than women in some other societies.  There were orders of male magicians, but it was long seen as a sign of femininity to practice magic, so only the weak, girly, and wimpy men resorted to magic to establish themselves in Glavian society…except for the nobles, of course.  Most noble men were given basic training in magic, mainly to recognize it and be able to counter it on the battlefield more than anything else, but there were a few noblemen who had respectable skill in the magical arts.  Magic required a great deal of study to use effectively, and a man like Olendro wasn’t going to waste his time with jabbering nonsense words and wiggling his fingers when he got so much more satisfaction out of chopping men’s heads off with his sword.

Helven showed a lot of promise.  As smart as his mother and already showing promise to be as big and powerful as his father, Olendro had quiet hopes that his boy would take what he gave him and use it to spread Glavian influence across the entire world.  Olendro would gain control of the entire continent, which would take most of his life, and then his son would sally out across the seas using the mighty navy that Olendro was having built and become the king of the entire world.  And Olendro didn’t mind that it wouldn’t be him.  He was actually more pragmatic and modest than most Glavian kings, and was more than willing to let his son be the one known as the conquerer of the world, so long as he did his part to make it come about.  Olendro cared about the glory of the family more than his own personal glory, which made him rather unique among monarchs.

And when Olendro grew old and weak, he hoped that Helven would do him the mercy of killing him, so he would always be remembered as the cunning and powerful king that he was, not some miserable shell of a man with liver spots and watery eyes. 

The list of proclamations from the clerk were suddenly interrupted by a thunderclap that boomed across the Hall of Swords, and then a sudden bright light that came from in front of the dais, about twenty paces from the edge of the raised stone.  That bright light flared, turned to pure fire, and that fire vanished in a rotating billow, leaving behind an impossibly tall man.


But it was no man, Olendro realized as he stood up, his hand reaching for Headstriker.  It was only man-like, for it had inhuman glowing green eyes with no visible whites or pupils, just green light filling his eye sockets, and cat’s ears atop its head instead of normal ears, and the figure’s left arm and legs were covered with black fur, and its right arm was covered with white fire.  A slender tail longer than Olendro was tall swished behind that incredibly tall, lean, physically imposing body, covered in black fur like most of the rest of it.  It carried a simple pole of some kind, like a staff, but made out of crystal instead of wood, something that looked like it would shatter if it was struck by a real weapon.

The Royal Guard drew their weapons almost immediately and rushed the creature, and beside him, Mellia started chanting in the ugly language of magic as Helven retreated safely behind his mother.  Olendro took up Headstriker and jumped down onto the main floor, ready to defend himself if his guards somehow failed to kill this opponent.


“Olendro the Mighty!” the figure called in a powerful, booming voice.  He raised that crystal pole in his left hand, and then the crystal turned black as night.  He then struck the end of it on the floor as the charging guards nearly got within reach of him.  Without a single word of magic, there was a sudden flare of darkness, and the men were all flung backwards as if struck by a giant’s club.  They flew through the air and crashed into the stone floor, a couple of them sliding to a stop literally at Olendro’s feet, and not a single one of them moved after coming to rest.  Their skin was ashen, pale, and their eyes were open, vacant, and glazed.  They were dead.  The figure strode towards him with ground-eating strides, but Olendro did not back down from the figure’s challenge.  He stepped over his men and raised his huge sword, and when the figure got within reach, he swung Headstriker right at the inhuman creature’s neck.


The creature raised its white-furred arm with a dismissive, nearly scornful look, opened its huge hand, and intercepted the sword by catching it.  And when the sword made contact with the palm of its paw-like hand, why he didn’t look the least bit concerned became abundantly clear.  The mighty weapon, forged by the greatest weaponsmiths of Glavia and enchanted by Mellia herself to strengthen it with magical might, shattered like glass when it struck the creature’s hand, shards of high grade steel tumbling away from him like dandelion fluff, to clatter to the floor in a sound like a table full of broken bells overturned by an angry child.  Olendro stumbled a bit after his sword shattered, then he was knocked backward by a casual backhanded motion from the creature, flying through the air and impacting the back and seat of his throne, falling heavily into the padded seat.  Mellia finished her chanting and pointed at the creature, and a ray of pure magical power erupted from her finger and sizzled across the distance between them.  The creature just held up that monstrous clawed hand and intercepted the bolt of magic in the palm of his hand, and the magic did absolutely nothing to him.  Olendro tried to get up but found himself all but glued to his throne, his backside stuck fast to the cushion and the hand on the arm of the throne stuck fast.  A foot put down on the floor too stuck fast, and he tugged and struggled against his strange prison as the creature looked right at Mellia and closed that huge hand into a fist.  Mellia gave a single sound, a gurgling “urk!” and fell to her knees, her eyes wild, then she snapped forward and prostrated herself before the creature, her body quivering as her hands extended over her head and she put her palms on the floor in supplication.  Helven tried to attend his mother, kneeling beside her and putting worried hands on her shoulder and back, then he gaped at the gigantic creature as it stepped over the prone guards.


He didn’t give away the final defense of the throne room, keeping his eyes firmly on the creature as his archers, hidden in alcoves along the upper walls just below the vaulted buttresses, swung out their bows, took aim at the creature, and loosed their arrows now that they had an unimpeded line of fire.  Dozens of arrows whistled down from the alcoves, and then struck the creature, driving into his sides, back, two through his neck from either side, and one right into his ear canal…yet they did nothing.   Nothing.  The creature paused only briefly with all those arrows sticking out of him to raise the crystal pole, and it again flared with absolute darkness.  A circular halo of black magic erupted from the raised tip and ascended as it widened, retracing the paths of the arrows rained down upon him, and then it struck the many alcoves on the upper floor and the men standing in them tumbled either backwards out of sight or over the railings of their balcony perches and crashed to the floor of the main hall.  The creature’s body then flared with gentle white light, and all the arrows were pulled out of it and fell to the floor, their heads covered in dark red blood.

The creature stepped up onto the dais and bent down to nearly get nose to nose with Olendro, and that close to him, the king realized just how big this creature was.  He was twice as tall as Olendro, and Olendro was one of the tallest men in the entire kingdom!  He was no giant form the Mist Mountains, they were even taller than this creature and looked much different…he was nothing Olendro had neither seen nor heard of before.  “Now that I have your undivided attention,” the creature said in a hissing tone, those glowing eyes narrowing as they bored into Olendro’s own…and looking into them chilled the king’s soul.  “I’m here to deliver to you a message, Olendro the Mighty, king of Glavia,” he said.  “And that message is a simple one.”


“Who are you?” Olendro demanded, trying to sound strong and confident…but it nearly came out as a squeaking croak.


“I have many names, mortal, but you may call me the Messenger,” he retorted, standing up and putting blessed distance between himself and Olendro.  “Your maneuvering and your political games have angered my Master, and he has bade me come here and put a stop to you.  I would prefer to kill your entire family and burn your city to the ground, mortal, but my Master has granted you mercy, so I instead pass onto you this warning.  I give you this one chance, human, and only one chance, to avoid my Master’s wrath.  You will withdraw every spy you have from every neighboring kingdom.  You will cease building your new navy, and you will live peacefully within your borders and cause your neighbors no trouble.  You are the ruler of this land, mortal,” the creature declared, pointing at the floor.  “And to try to expand your dominion a stone’s throw beyond your established borders will be the doom of you, your family, and your entire kingdom.”

“You may have impressive magic, Messenger, but I have the might of the Witches to counter your wild claims,” Olendro said, regaining some confidence.


“I’ve already dealt with your Witches, mortal,” the creature snorted, pointing at his prone, quivering wife.  “You consider yourself mighty beyond all men, but the truth is, you are not even a little fish in a little pond.  You are nothing, Olendro Bardrikson, and it would be nothing for me to end you.”  He reached down and grabbed Olendro’s chain hauberk, then hauled him up off of his throne.  He held him at arm’s length, his booted feet dangling at the creature’s knees, and Olendro’s head still wasn’t level with the creature’s own.  “You think yourself mighty beyond all measure of men, but in reality, mortal, you are insignificant.  You have no idea what forces you meddle with, what enemies you have made with your political games, and for no other reason than to feed your overblown ego.  You are lucky that my Master has deemed you worth mercy.  Had I been allowed to come here to deal with you as I see fit, you would have only lived long enough to beg to die to end the pain.”


Olendro’s ego couldn’t let go of being called an insignificant, as if he were some street sweeper or peasant or clodhopper.  He was Olendro the Mighty, king of the most powerful kingdom in the world!  The fate of men hinged on the snap of his fingers!

But the creature almost seemed to sense the rise of indignance in Olendro, and those glowing eyes narrowed dangerously.  “If you want to be cute about this, mortal, I can kill you here and now and be done with it.  Shall I?”


Olendro gaped at him, feeling cold fear creep into his heart at the utter evil in those glowing eyes as they bored into Olendro’s soul.


“Mother!  Mother!” Henver said in fear, pushing and nudging her with his hands.


“She won’t answer you, boy,” the monster said as he dropped Olendro unceremoniously back onto his throne.  “She knows who I am.  She knows what I am, and when I leave, she will tell your father to follow my orders.  She knows better than to defy me.”  He turned and stepped back down off the dais, then walked out to where he had first appeared.  “You have been giving your warning, King Olendro,” the creature stated.  “You have angered my Master, and now he sends you to your room like the misbehaving child you are.  Your plans for world domination end here and now, mortal.  You will remove your spies from your neighbors’ lands.  You will stop building your navy.  You will tend your own affairs within your own borders, and so long as you obey me, Glavia will be allowed to prosper under your rule.  But know this, mortal.  Disobey me once, interfere in the affairs of your neighors once, so much as throw a stone over your border without provocation once, and not only you will die, but the entire Bardrikson family will die with you.  Your entire line will be exterminated, from your great uncle Larssik all the way down to your three day old second cousin Genivere.  Your line will be torn from the fabric of history, mortal, to be remembered only with scorn and disdain for the ruin you brought upon your kingdom because of your own stupidity.”

The creature turned his back to the throne, and Olendro gasped when something tore out of his back—wings!  Wings, made from fire!  They ripped through the black vest he was wearing and extended out, impossibly far, spread in terrible glory as their light and heat illuminated the Hall of Swords.  The fire of them turned from angry red to incandescent white.  The creature spread his arms, and suddenly, all the swords hanging on the walls started to clatter and vibrate.  Then they ripped free and raced towards him!  Two of his noblemen were killed by the flying swords, decapitated in the blink of an eye because they were too slow to dive to the floor.  The swords didn’t crash into the creature, they instead crashed into each other in front of him, his huge body partially concealing them, but as more and more swords reached them, they became visible.  They collected into a ball of metal in front of the monster, and once the last sword joined the jumbled mass, the monster’s wings flared almost blindingly, and the bundle erupted in magical light.  Olendro flinched away from the blinding brilliance.

Then the light faded.  Olendro blinked and got his vision back, and when he did so, there was a gigantic iron statue standing behind the cat-creature.  It resembled a man wearing plate armor, the face hidden behind a visored helmet, and was even taller than the creature.  The head of the statue was nearly brushing the edge of one of the chandoliers suspended over the hall.  The creature turned back around to face Olendro, then opened his paw and held it out.  The hilt of Headstriker, which was still in Olendro’s numb hand, was torn from his grasp and flew over to the creature.  All the shards of the sword rose up off the floor, and as the king watched in shocked awe, the shards reassembled themselves back into the shape of a sword, the metal flared with light, and a whole sword was in the creature’s hand.  The sword had been restored.  The sword then grew even larger, the blade thickened and elongated, the hilt expanded, until it was was nearly as tall as the creature was.  The creature then reached back without looking, and the iron statue moved!  It took hold of the sword, turned the point down, and then drove it into the floor with an audible thok, driving nearly a rod of blade into the tiled stone floor.  It put both hands on the weapon’s hilt, and then it moved no more.


“Meet the Executioner, Vindictus,” the creature said, those impossible wings folding behind the monster’s back.  “He will serve as an eternal reminder to you, your children, and every king that sits on that throne to mind your own damn business.  He will stand vigil in this hall, Olendro, unmoving and unmovable, untouchable by steel or magic, until you, your descendents, or a future line of kings of Glavia disobey me.  And if you do disobey me, mortal, if you continue your plans to meddle in the affairs of your neighbors and conquer the continent, then it will be him that chastises you, not me,” the monster said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder.  “If you disobey me, mortal, Vindictus will hunt down and kill every member of your family.  No matter how young.  No matter how old.  The guilty, the innocent, the elderly and the babies, from your own children to those so distant from the throne that their Royal blood is as thin as water, it doesn’t matter.  He will not stop until every single man, woman, and child with Bardrikson blood in their veins is dead.  And if it is some other family that comes to power after your line ends, they too will face that price should they defy my command.  Glavia will be a kingdom of peace from this moment until it is no more, and Vindictus will stand eternal vigil, in this hall, to remind you and every king after you every day of the price that will be paid if you disobey me.”

The gigantic iron statue gave a single, unmistakable nod of its head, then raised a metal arm and pointed imperiously at Olendro, then returned that hand to the hilt of Headstriker.


“The survival of the Bardrikson family is now set firmly upon your shoulders, mortal,” the creature finished in a cold, deadly voice.  “Obey me, and your family will be left alone, and Glavia will be permitted to remain under your rule.  Cross me, disobey the wishes of my Master, and there will be a new family sitting on that throne, one that will do as I command, or they will suffer the same fate as yours,” he finished.  “You have three months to comply with my orders, to organize the withdrawl of your agents from distant kingdoms.  You will recall all your spies and the Witches operating outside your borders.  You will cease building your new navy, and you will concern yourself only with the affairs your own kingdom.  Fail to meet my deadline, and your family will be eradicated.  Disobey me, and your family will be eradicated.  Make any attempt to disable or disarm Vindictus by man or by magic, and your family will be eradicated.”  He then turned and looked at the nobles in the back of the hall, still laying on the floor.  “And know that any of you who seek to continue your plots against my command, and against the orders of your king, will also be eradicated,” he called loudly and clearly.  “And not just you, but your entire family.  Any who defy me will have their entire families wiped out, to the last infant.  If you cannot live in a kingdom of peace, then you’d better just pack up your estates and move somewhere else, because any who seek to conquer and rule beyond the borders of Glavia will have their entire family face the sword of Vindictus.” 

Mellia suddenly took in a ragged breath and collapsed onto her side on the dais, her fingernails scrabbling on the stone.  “Mother!” Henver cried, gripping her hand and putting his other hand on her head, against her dark hair.


“Now that you’re suitably educated, Witch,” the creature said in a flat, cold tone.  “Tell him.”


“Do as he says, husband!” she choked from the floor.  “He will kill us all if we disobey!  He will shatter all of Glavia and leave our land nothing but a barren wasteland if we defy him!”


“Who is he, Mellia?”


“He is the Destroyer, husband, the Destroyer of worlds!” she said in a shrill, nearly hysterical tone.  “He will do exactly as he says if we defy him, and there is no man or magic on this earth that can stop him!  There is no mercy in him, husband!  We are as bugs to him, and he will shed no tear in crushing us!”

“My Master has mercy, mortal.  I do not,” the creature said in a voice so cold, so malevolent, that it nearly made Olendro the Mighty wet his throne at the sound of it.  “My Master gives you one chance to save yourself.  Do not squander it.”  He glanced over his shoulder, his wing shifting to get out of his line of sight.  “You have your orders, Vindictus.  Carry them out as I have commanded.  Bring peace to Glavia.”

The massive iron statue gave a single nod.


“Then I am done here,” the creature declared.  “Remember, mortal, that the survival of your family rests on your shoulders.  But I’m sure every time you sit upon your throne and see your executioner staring back at you, waiting for you to defy my Master, it will keep that fact firmly in mind.  Fare well, Olendro Bardrikson, king of Glavia.  Your fate, and the fate of all who share your blood, now rests in your hands.”

There was a sudden flare of heat and light, tightening Olendro’s skin on his face and nearly scorching his boots and leggings.  But as quickly as the light and heat came, it went, leaving a shocked, awed silence in the Hall of Swords.


Swords no longer.  There was nothing left of the swords but that gigantic, menacing iron statue, its hands resting on the hilt of Headstriker, waiting.  Waiting.


Waiting….


Olendro gave a nervous swallow, then jumped off this throne to help his wife up off the floor.  She was pale, trembling, her eyes horrified and haunted, and her skin was cold to the touch.  And what was more, a lock of her hair over her left eye had turned white as snow, extending back to over her left ear.  “Are you alright, Mellia?” he asked, helping her to her feet.

“I…no.  I will never be alright again,” she replied in a weak voice.


“Who was that thing, Mother?  You called him the Destroyer,” Henver said, helping support her.

“That is what it is, my son,” she told him, clinging to Olendro for support, her knees weak.  “It is the Destroyer of Worlds, a primal force of death, destruction incarnate   Husband, recall our agents at once.  Our very lives hinge on our obedience!”


“Is there no magic—“


“There is nothing in this world that can stop it, husband!” she cut him off.  “You do not understand what it is!  It is Entropy given material form, husband!  It is an Entropic!”


That was a term that Olendro remembered from his magical training.  Entropy, the force of destruction, the force that seeks to unmake the world and return it to the nothingness from which it was born.  The agents of that destruction were known as Entropics, the bane and anathema of all that was.  Their sole purpose to exist was to destroy, to kill and shatter and ruin, until they eradicated all life and brought unmaking back to the universe.

“But if it was Entropic, it would have no master,” he protested, remembering his training.


“If there is a god out there that has brought an Entropic to heel to serve it, husband, it is not one we dare defy!” she told him with burning eyes. “Order the recall of our agents!  Order them to burn the fleet they’re building at Skorris!  Do it right now, husband!  Do not wait a second!”


Olendro paused, his noble arrogance starting to creep back into him now that the creature was gone.  He looked away from his wife’s intense gaze, and found himself staring right at the iron statue the creature left behind.  Vindictus, the monster had named it.  The Executioner.


And that sucked the arrogance right back out of him.


Just looking at that thing made him remember the Entropic’s voice, a voice of utter remorselessness, of evil.  That voice…there was no denying that voice.  If Olendro defied it, it would kill him, his son, his wife, and his entire family.  And if Mellia was to be believed, then there was no force on earth, magical or mundane, that could stop that iron monstrosity from carrying out its orders.  It would be a juggernaut, an unstoppable force that would not stop until every single Bardrikson was dead.

“I…can’t give that order so abruptly, Mellia,” he told her.  “It will take some preparation.  I will call in my advisors and my Master of Assassins, and begin the process.”


“I will recall the Witches, no matter what orders you give, husband,” she told him, almost defiantly, grabbing her son and pulling him against her, almost as if to protect him.  “I will not defy it.  It touched my mind, husband,” she told him, touching the white lock of snowy hair at her temple.  “I have seen the truth of it.  I tell you this right now, and without guile, husband, it will do exactly as it threatens if we defy it.  And there is no magic on this earth that can protect us from its wrath.”


“I…I believe you, wife,” he said, looking at that iron statue, as his nobles behind it started to pick themselves up off the floor, the two dead men completely ignored, all but forgotten, as they all stared at the newest addition to the Hall of Swords.  Vindictus, the Executioner, awaiting the opportunity to carry out its task.

Waiting….


And just like that, it was over.  The dreams of conquest, the glory of battle, the plans for the future.  Gone.  If Olendro wanted to protect his family and himself, then he had to obey.  He had to abandon his family’s ambitions to rule the world…or there would be no more Bardriksons.


And it wasn’t just his plans.  The creature made it clear that anyone who sat upon his throne would share the same fate should they disobey the creature’s ultimatum.  And anyone who acted outside Olendro’s orders, continuing the cause in defiance of his or her king, would also bring down the wrath of the Destroyer upon them and their entire family.

A daring, ambitious goal nearly a thousand years in the making…done.  Ended.  And that end did not come on the glorious field of battle, where Olendro fought valiantly until the very end like a hero from an old tale and died a warrior’s death.  It came in the form of a single being, a being that appeared with no warning and laid down its ultimatum, had stated in no uncertain terms that if the Bardriksons wanted to live, they would obey.  A being of such awful, nearly incomprehensible power, that there was nothing Olendro could bring to bear against it to stop it.


An Entropic.  An Entropic.  Olendro had almost not believed such a terrible creature could exist, but the look in Mellia’s eyes gave him no doubt as to what the strange creature was.


And if it had been conquered and tamed by a god to serve it, and the monster’s orders were from him, then Olendro would be an absolute fool to disobey.


Olendro cared more about his family than himself, and the threat of having the entire Bardrikson family eradicated, to the last infant, by that Entropic’s creation…that was a threat too dire to ignore or deny.  To save his family, and their legacy, they had to obey.


Their lives depended on it.


“We will do as it commands,” he declared, speaking more to the giant iron statue than his wife, as if to assure it that they were complying.  He spoke not in the voice of a king, but in the voice of a father, a father protecting his children.  “To protect our family.  We will not squander this mercy.”


The iron giant’s head shifted almost impercitibly, giving Olendro an approving nod.
