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      ISLE OF WHISPERS, YEAR OF THE WHITE BOAR, 2012 CE

      Al'dhumarna yawned, stretching his essence, exploring the confines of his cage yet again. Something had awoken the Nagali from his ages-old slumber, something powerful and world-shattering. Whatever it was had weakened the binding the Magi of old had placed upon him, turning him to mythril.

      With time, he would be free. All he had to do was wait. What were a few more years to one who had waited millennia for freedom? He would wait, oh yes. Wait and gather allies.

      The great Nagali sent part of his essence out, questing for just the right kinds of sympathetic minds to aid him. Minds hungry for power, for wealth, for revenge. All these things he promised them, in exchange for their devotion and obedience. Sibilant instructions were given, plans laid by the trapped demi-deity against the time when he would finally be free again.

      UNKNOWN LOCATION, YEAR OF THE GOLDEN HART, 2013 CE

      A young man lay twitching and whimpering in his sleep, tormented by nightmares. A cool voice slid through his thoughts demanding obedience and promising swift punishment should it be lacking. The voice was not happy with his conduct of late. It showed him, through his dreams, exactly what he could expect if he continued to be a disappointment. Death was the least of these things. It whispered to him of what he was to do.

      Pain seared through the young man's soul, eating him alive. He woke then, stifling a howl of fear and despair. The cold, serpent-smooth voice had given him a nearly impossible task. Seek out and slay the Keeper of the Deep Forest, on Argoth, in the heart of the Forest People's empire. The voice had given him the knowledge of 'how' to slay the great guardian. It seemed so simple, yet he knew that was not the case and he shivered, trembling to think of even contemplating such an act as the destruction of a demi-deity.

      In the darkness of night he whimpered again, hugging himself. He seemed destined to be a disappointment to everyone he came in contact with. A strangled sob and the young man drew himself together. He pulled all of his unhappiness and fear into a ball and shoved it away. By morning all that was left were a burning anger, a gnawing bitterness, and the determination to carry out this task without fail.

      SKYCITY SEVFAHL, 10000FT ABOVE THE AERYTH OCEAN, YEAR OF THE GOLDEN HART, 2013 CE

      Kalla kyl'Solidor snorted, thumping her staff against the ground in agitation as she strode down the corridor, red-trimmed black robes fluttering around her. Deep in the dim, dank depths of Dante's Inferno, the mage had come to seek a magister.

      Culled from felons sentenced to death, a magister was bound to their mage, serving as a fierce and deadly protection, and as an extra conduit of power. Until now, Kalla had refused to take one. She felt that a mage should be capable of taking care of themselves, but the Sin' of Cryshal Kanlon disagreed, insisting that she follow tradition, and so she found herself in the pits of hell, following an overweight warden and forcing herself to ignore the lewd, sneering remarks of the prisoners they passed.

      Dante's Inferno was arranged in a series of stacked levels, with the death row prisoners located at the bottom of the facility. She had been drug back and forth on a circuitous path through several levels so far and she was beginning to become annoyed. Kalla was fairly certain that there was a more direct route to the lower level and that the warden was just toying with her.

      Kalla kyl'Solidor was a short female, with bright green eyes and jet-black hair, Argosian by birth. Though petite, the mage was filled to bursting with the power of her calling and the temper of her House. Despite her relatively young age, Kalla was already a maester, worthy of the prefix kyl' to her House name, skilled in healing, alchemy, and seership.

      Kalla followed the warden down another spiraling staircase, but balked when he started to go down yet another shadowy corridor smelling of stale air and unwashed bodies.

      “Enough! I have more important things to be doing today than traveling 'round and 'round through the dismal depths of Tartarus!” she snarled. The warden turned back, an oily smile plastered on his face.

      “It is not much further, Lady, not much further,” he said.

      “That is what you said three levels ago. How many does the Inferno have?” Kalla's voice was low and cold. The warden scowled at her.

      “Twelve levels, Lady kyl'Solidor,” he replied in a sullen voice.

      “Twelve… Basa! No more fooling around. We will go to Carron's Run now!” Reaching out, the mage touched the warden's forehead with the tip of her finger. An instant's discernment and she had a mental image of the Run. Another instant and she had transported them there.

      Kalla shivered involuntarily, leaning against her staff to hide her sudden weakness. Teleportation took a great deal out of any mage, so much so that most did not even consider it in the worst of times, but Kalla was lucky in that it was another gift she excelled in. She scowled, glancing around, while the warden recovered from the impromptu trip.

      Carron's Run, the death ward of the Inferno, was even darker, danker and smellier than the rest of the prison. Kalla held back as the warden walked the Run, bellowing for the inmates to line up at the cell doors, telling them what was expected. A low murmur of excitement and shuffling ensued. The chance to be a magister was a rare and lucky break for a criminal, one they weren't likely to pass up.

      The warden finished his spiel and beckoned for her to examine the inmates. As Kalla passed by she could see the man was still wild-eyed. Her little demonstration of power had put things into a new perspective, giving him a greater respect, if not for her, then for the title she bore.

      Kalla walked slowly up the corridor, silently examining her potential guardians, occasionally stopping for a closer look. None held any particular attraction and she wondered, not for the first time, why the magi used criminals to serve the role of magister. Oh, she knew the theory, but surely there were better options out there…

      Twice she walked the length of the corridor before a soft coughing pulled her attention to a half-hidden door at the far end. Ignoring the warden's protests, she pushed the door open, wincing at the smell of urine, old blood and infection that washed over her. Beyond lay a small room with four tiny, cramped cells, much smaller than those outside. Three stood empty, doors slightly ajar. The fourth, however, contained a shirtless man chained to the wall, feet barely reaching the ground. He looked to be Arkaddian, with his coffee-colored skin and reddish-brown hair. It was unusual for any of the Plains people to be found in a skycity and she wondered how he had ended up here.

      Kalla gave the man a more critical assessment. One eye was completely swollen shut and, if his wheezy breathing was any indication, he also had one or more fractured ribs. Dried blood crusted festering wounds along his face, arms and chest. Just barely visible under the aftermath of his new wounds Kalla could see a series of older scars, deep gashes across his chest and the top of one shoulder.

      The mage frowned. Whatever the man had done, surely it could not be worth torturing him over. Were the conditions of confinement in the Run and the threat of imminent execution not enough?

      “What crime has this man committed that he is locked here, in this state?” Kalla demanded. The man stirred at her words, peering at her through his good eye. The warden shuffled up beside her, nose wrinkling at the stench.

      “This one is of no consequence, Lady kyl'Solidor,” said the warden. The prisoner coughed again, wincing in pain.

      “That does not answer my question.” Kalla narrowed her eyes.

      “What does it matter, Lady kyl'Solidor? This one is slated for execution within the hour.” The warden's tone was surly.

      A hoarse voice pulled her attention back to the cell.

      “I am a thief, milady.”

      Said thief's voice was soft and lilting, despite the hoarseness. Kalla had guessed correctly- his accent bespoke an Arkaddian heritage.

      “A… thief? You were tortured for being a thief? You are to be executed for stealing mere possessions?” Kalla's voice was incredulous. “Truly… how many did you kill to warrant this?” she asked. The man shook his head, grimacing with the pain of it.

      “I killed no one, milady. I merely had the misfortune of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.” He fell silent, bowing his head back down.

      Beside her, the warden snorted.

      “He assassinated the Lord Governor of Sevfahl,” the pudgy man spat.

      Kalla turned to regard the captive Arkaddian again. Just looking at him, she didn't judge him one capable of cold-blooded killing. Kalla released a whisper of power and the cell door creaked opened.

      Deciding to find the truth of the matter out for herself, Kalla reached out and touched the prisoner gently on the forehead. He flinched away, but not before she'd gained enough of an insight to realize that the thief was telling the truth. An Arkaddian had assassinated the Lord Governor, unfortunately on the same night that this Arkaddian had decided to liberate a priceless artifact from the Governor's Palace. A feeling of familiarity lingered from the brief mind-touch, momentarily puzzling her.

      Kalla growled, low and deep, fury igniting in her eyes. A whip-crack of power and the shackles unlocked. She caught the prisoner in coils of air, gently lowering him to the ground. The warden gave her a sullen look.

      “Lord Tysin will not be pleased, Lady.”

      “I do not care about Lord Tysin's pleasure. The man speaks the truth. There were two Arkaddian visitors to the Palace that night, unlikely as that might seem. You caught a thief intent on nothing more than theft. Certainly not an offense worthy of such treatment. Your assassin is still free.”

      Kalla knelt down by the prisoner, where he now lay slumped against the wall. She ran gentle hands over him, assessing the damage. He had many wounds, but most were minor, certainly nothing she couldn't handle easily. Kalla studied him for a moment, then took a deep breath, fully committing herself to her course. Hand under his chin, Kalla raised his face to look at her.

      “What is your name?” she asked softly.

      “Ale… Aleister. Aleister Balflear.” He attempted a wry grin. “The Sky Fox, at your service, milady.”

      “Well then, Aleister Balflear, I am Kalla kyl'Solidor and I am in need of a magister. What say you?”

      A single brown eye widened, then he broke out in a fit of laughter that dissolved into another bout of coughing.

      “Me? A magister? Milady, no offense, but I'm a thief, not a warrior. I fear you would be getting the short end of that deal,” he replied.

      “To be honest, I have no wish to take a magister at all, but the Powers that Be say I must. I'm not looking for brute strength. I value cunning and intelligence more and a fox should have more than enough of that.” Her questioning look was rewarded with another half-smile.

      “Very well, milady. If it keeps me from Tysin's clutches, I accept.”

      “You must be sure of this. Being magister to a mage means you are bound to them. I will be able to sense you, and you I. There will be times when I will need to rely upon you as a conduit of power, and times when I will need to rely on you for protection. If I should happen to die, so will you.”

      He nodded acceptance and sank back against the wall, his strength finally starting to fade.

      ”Then I guess I'd better make sure that doesn't happen anytime soon.” There was the hint of a grin in his words.

      “First things first. Let's get you healed.” Kalla chased the warden out of the small room and closed the door. She took a few deep breaths, falling easily into the light trance needed for this relatively minor healing and rested her hands gently on the Sky Fox's chest.

      Aleister tensed, then relaxed as soothing healing energy washed over him. Bones shifted, tiny fractures knitting together. The cuts healed, pushing the infection from them as they did so. The swelling receded, revealing a brown eye to match the other. Withdrawing her power, the healer surveyed her work. Aleister was much more presentable now, though blood and infection still clung to his skin. The cuts themselves were nothing more than shiny scars along his face, chest and arms.

      Settling deeper into the trance, she focused on the man before her. Reaching out, Kalla placed both hands gently on Aleister's temples and carefully probed his mind. He tensed again, cringing away from the intrusion.

      “Relax. Don't fight it. That will only cause pain,” she whispered. Kalla felt him relax slowly, bit by bit. She didn't try to force her way into his mind, but waited until she felt he was more comfortable before forging the link.

      The forging of the bond between mage and magister was a far cry from the brief mental touch she'd used on him earlier. In a sudden burst of power she tied the Sky Fox to her own essence. A feeling of déjà vu washed over her and she shook her head to clear it. As impossible as it was, the Sky Fox's very essence felt familiar to her. Fear and uncertainty flooded her mind and it took a moment before Kalla realized that what she felt belonged to Aleister rather than herself. Tightening her own mental shields, Kalla sent calmness to him. She felt Aleister pull his emotions under control, then a sense of gratitude from him for the stabilizing force.

      Kalla drew back into herself, coming out of the trance to find a pair of warm brown eyes staring back at her. Aleister offered a shaky grin.

      “Well, milady, I hope you don't come to regret your choice,” he murmured with a wry look. Kalla sighed and shook her head, rising smoothly to her feet. She offered a hand and pulled the thief up. No, not a thief. A magister. Her magister.

      “I see no reason why I should. You're a far more savory choice than some I've come across and I've been searching for quite some time to find a choice I was happy with. Come, let's get out of here and go get you cleaned up.”
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        * * *

      

      A mere twenty minutes later found Kalla back at the top of the Inferno. Sure enough, there was a much quicker way through the labyrinth than the warden had taken her before in the form of a small service elevator. Another of the Inferno's wardens had taken Aleister from her before they left the Run, escorting him through a different area. As he'd left, she'd felt his trepidation and a bit later his contentment. Shortly after she arrived at the entrance he reappeared, scrubbed clean and carrying what she assumed were the belongings he'd been brought in with.

      Aleister was now dressed in simple, but well-made clothes. A slate-grey tunic fell to just above his knees, belted by a thin black belt from which hung three pouches and a long dagger. Comfortable black breeches brushed the tops of a pair of the soft-soled shoes so favored by the Arkaddians (and thieves most likely, Kalla mused). The shoes allowed the Plains warriors to walk soundlessly under any conditions.

      The tunic had a low cut neck and peeking through she could see a jinshin, made of longtooth claws, with one of the long saber teeth of the great Plains cats as a centerpiece. Well, that would certainly explain the scars on his chest. Only Arkaddians who had undergone their Rite of Passage wore the jinshin as a mark of surviving. Young males were sent out into the Plains to face the longteeth and slay one, the bigger the better. If they survived, they were men. If not, they became food for the prides. Apparently her newly made magister had still been in Arkaddia when his time came.

      “Well, now, don't you look much better.” This earned her a dry chuckle.

      “I certainly feel better, that's for sure.” Aleister paused, looking towards the entrance gates. Kalla sensed puzzlement and a bit of loss.

      “Milady, if I get my belongings back, does that include the Stymphalian?”

      “Stymphalian?” she asked.

      “My airship. She's not much- a converted Argosian strike-fighter.”

      Kalla nodded, taking note of his escort's grimace.

      “All of your belongings should be returned, airship included. Guess they forgot to mention that.”

      Kalla turned to the new warden, favoring him with a flat look. He tugged at his collar nervously.

      “The airship was confiscated. It was to be turned over to the new Lord Governor after the execution.”

      “Yes, well. Plans change and life goes on. There will be no execution and the Sky Fox is now a magister. He is entitled to have his ship back and if there is any damage to it I will be most unhappy. You will escort us to the paddocks if you please.” Kalla's cold look brooked no argument.

      They followed the unhappy warden down a long corridor and out into the open area of the airship paddocks. The ships of the Inferno lined the broad plaza. Most were small personal ships, though there were several bigger transports. Through the newly forged bond, Kalla felt Aleister's concern for his ship and she could sympathize. For those who made the sky their home, their ships were family. What she didn't understand was why one of the Plains people would have an airship in the first place. Aleister sighed in relief as he spotted the ship and took off at a trot towards it.

      Kalla followed behind at a more sedate pace, emerald eyes sweeping the ship. The Stymphalian was a Kruetzet-class strike-fighter, equipped with twin ion cannon. She smiled wistfully. When she was younger, Kalla had learned to fly on the original Kruetzet, thanks to her military father. Her smile faltered. It had been years since she had thought of her father. When children blessed with magick were taken to the Kanlon, they lost all family ties. She had heard later, in her second year at the Kanlon, that her father had disappeared while on a mission. Neither ship nor captain had ever been found.

      Kalla didn't know how her little thief-magister had managed to procure one of the ships, nor was she sure she really wanted to. Her people guarded their technology jealously and the Argosian Technomancers' magick was quite different from that of the Kanlon's Artificers.

      Aleister was grumbling to himself as she approached, irritated that they had undone all of his careful security precautions. He fiddled with the hatch panel a bit more and the door hissed open, a thin set of stairs unfolding to allow entry. The Fox gave her a mischievous grin and started up the stairs.

      “HEY! What do you think you're doing. That's mine!” A curly-haired teen was running towards them across the paddock-grounds. Kalla snorted. From the teen's angry voice and the commotion now commencing at the paddock entrance, she could only assume that Lord Tysin had arrived for the execution only to discover that the fox had slipped his trap. Indeed, even as the youth stopped before the Stymphalian, the crowd by the doors started towards them. The boy began to open his mouth again, but Kalla silenced him with a glare.

      “The airship belongs to me now. I'm afraid that's something you are going to have to deal with, young man, unless you care to challenge the

      Sin' of Cryshal.”

      “But it's MINE! Even the magi can't just take stuff!”

      “Indeed. However, a magister's belongings go with him. The Stymphalian belongs to Aleister Balflear and Aleister belongs to me now, therefore the airship belongs to me,” Kalla said in a flat voice. Before the boy could argue further, his father arrived, huffing and puffing.

      “This is an OUTRAGE! I demand that you turn this assassin back over to me for execution. He killed our Lord Governor.” Lord Tysin raged. Kalla's eyes narrowed.

      “I'm sure the warden here has already explained things. You captured and tortured the wrong Arkaddian. This one is nothing more than a thief. Your assassin is still free.

      Magi have the right to claim any criminal on a death-ward as their magister if they are in need. I was in need. Balflear is now my magister. No amount of outrage is going to change that.” Kalla's voice was low, dangerous.

      An unearthly wail interrupted her scolding, the sound rising and falling in the air. The paddocks abruptly erupted in flames as fireballs burst along the grounds, striking several of the airships. Lord Tysin and his son stumbled and turned to flee to the ironic safety of the Inferno, but a fireball engulfed them before they had taken two steps. Kalla beat a hasty retreat into the depths of the airship, where Aleister was already busy with the controls. The ship hummed to life as the engines engaged. Behind her, the door slid shut with a whisper of sound. Another fireball slammed into the pavement, rocking the ship. Kalla settled into the gunner's chair and buckled herself in.

      “What the hell is going on?” the Sky Fox asked, his anxiety spilling over to her before he got it under control. There was a deep thrum within the ship as it lifted off from the paddock.

      “I'm not sure.” Kalla scanned the sky, finding nothing. Aleister pushed a few more controls and the ship's shield snapped into place just as a fireball washed over them. The Stymphalian rocked with the impact and he had to fight to keep control. Both of them screamed as the smoke cleared and brought them face to face with the source of the destruction. A brief glimpse of a nightmare visage of fangs and glittering orange scales and they had flown by the giant creature as its chest filled for yet another fiery assault.

      “Fire wyvern,” Kalla breathed, voice barely a whisper. It had been years since she had seen one. The fire wyvern were slender, serpentine creatures scaled in a fiery orange. Their tapered muzzles were graced with sensitive barbels and a sharp spike tipped the tail. Stubby horns framed the head, terminating in small spikes along the jaw line. Unlike dragons, wyvern lacked forelimbs, having only hindlimbs and an expansive set of wings.

      Now that they were airborne, Kalla could see that the sky was filled with them. Odd, since they normally shunned human cities. The wyvern turned back to them and belched more fire at the ship, which Aleister deftly avoided. The creature bellowed in rage and dove after them, but the Sky Fox was living up to his name. He was quite the cunning pilot, but it was all he could do to avoid the beast's attacks. Kalla pulled the gunner's scope down and activated the strike-fighter's cannon.

      “What are you doing!” Aleister yelped.

      “Don't worry. Just fly!” Kalla tracked her target, then fired the cannon, one after the other. Both ion blasts slammed into the scaly creature, knocking it from the sky. Aleister whistled, impressed with her marksmanship. Kalla was equally impressed. The Arkaddian flew the ship better than some Argosians could, as if he had been born for it. Trusting Aleister to keep the ship safe, Kalla turned all of her attention and focus inward. She took two more of the wyvern down in quick succession, wincing as she did so. Like most Healers, she detested killing, even when it was necessary. Unfortunately the berserk creatures before her had no such compunctions. Two of them quickly paired up to tackle the airship together, forcing Aleister to become even more creative. Another fireball rocked the ship and a shrill warning alarm filled the cabin, followed by muffled curses from the magister.

      “Another hit like that and the shields will be gone for good,” Aleister's voice came out in clipped tones.

      “Not if I can help it.” Kalla divided her concentration, tracing the intricacies of the circuitry in her mind's eye, using her touch on the

      controls as a guide. Finding the places that needed mending, Kalla drew just enough energy to repair the damage, never missing a beat with the cannon. By this time, the artillery of the Inferno's towers were at work, the giant anti-airship guns felling wyvern after wyvern. In short order, the battle was over. As Kalla came back to herself, Aleister turned the ship back to the paddocks. He let out a shaky sigh of relief and looked over at her.

      “Where'd you learn to shoot one of these?” he asked.

      “My father was captain of the original Kruetzet. I lived and breathed these ships growing up. Where'd you learn to fly one, Arkaddian?” she returned.

      “I ran away from the Plainslands when I was young. Took up with an elderly Argosian who had turned to the life of a thief. He left me this ship.”

      There was a sadness to his thoughts and Kalla didn't press him for more information. Instead, she turned her attention to the destruction below. The Inferno's paddocks were littered with bodies, both human and wyvern alike, and crews ran over the grounds, trying to get the fires under control. Aleister banked the ship and circled again, seeking a safe place to land. He found one along the outer rim and brought the ship to ground.

      They wasted no time in joining the crews seeking survivors, though these were few and far between. The air was filled with acrid smoke and the sickly sweet smell of burnt flesh. Most of those who had not perished from the flames were too badly damaged even for the mage to heal. The most she could do was make the passing easier. Dante's Inferno has certainly lived up to its name this day.

      For hours she and Aleister worked among the dead and dying, until finally the sun began to set. Enormous Artifice lamps came on all across the paddocks, allowing the people to keep working. Kalla sighed as she turned away from yet another whose passing she had aided and leaned against Aleister for support. They paused to watch as chains were wrapped around the body of a wyvern. While others had been tending the wounded and the dead, prisoners had been brought out from the upper levels of the Inferno to aid in disposing of the giant bodies. Chains were wrapped around the corpses, hooked to the undercarriage of transport vessels and carried off.

      A deep, rumbling growl sent the team around the body scurrying away amidst shouts that one of the beasts was still alive. Wardens came flocking to the area, bringing heavy rifles to bear on the weakly struggling creature. Kalla frowned as something caught her eye. A flash of silver glinted from beneath one of the wyvern's thick neckplates.

      “Hold off.”

      Kalla gestured for the wardens to stay back and warily approached the wyvern. She talked softly and steadily, maintaining eye contact with the fiery-scaled creature. It snorted and tried to toss its head, but the chains weighted it down. She called the prisoners back.

      “Grab the chains. Keep the head down.” Kalla came closer, the fierce hawk-like eye following her every move. Behind her she could feel Aleister fairly dancing with anxiety as she carefully prised back one of the heavy neck scales. The wyvern bucked, throwing her back, but the prisoners quickly pulled the chains taut and she approached it again, still talking softly. Once more she prised the scale back, revealing a silvery knob lodged underneath. Kalla touched the object gently with her mind. It was embedded deep in the skin, like a giant metallic splinter. The area around the metallic splinter was inflamed and taught with infection. She beckoned Aleister over and had him take hold of the splinter.

      “This… thing is tapped into the creature's spine. I want you to pull it out.”

      “Wouldn't it be better to wait until it's dead?” Aleister asked.

      “I don't want it dead. I want to heal it. As you draw the pin out, I'm going to heal the wound behind it.”

      The Sky Fox gave her a look that said he thought she was crazy, but he waited until she'd settled into a healing trance, then gently started to pull the silver spike out. The wyvern twitched feebly, but did nothing more aggressive than growl at them. After what seemed like ages Aleister drew the point out. The entire thing was as long as his palm and, as he investigated it, he found that the tip was hollow and dripped the remains of an oily, green substance. Aleister carefully laid the spike to the side and turned back to Kalla. She was working now to heal the rest of the wyvern's injuries. Towards the end he started to feel a slight pull on his own energy reserves and from the fatigue he felt through the link between them, he guessed she was at her limit.

      Kalla finished her work on the wyvern. She started to stand, and pitched forward suddenly, leaving her slumped against the giant creature's neck. It stirred and, with a movement swifter than a striking serpent, jerked its head free. The chains gave a metallic hiss as they slid to the ground and Kalla found herself wrapped in a haze of translucent red as the wing nearest curled around her. The great head dipped around to face her. Dimly Kalla heard Aleister yelling at the men to hold their fire, for fear that they would hit her instead. The wyvern snorted and smoky breath washed over Kalla.

      You healed me. You saved me. Why?

      Kalla could only gape in amazement at the distinctly feminine voice in her mind. Though credited with being extremely intelligent, it had never been noted that wyverns had anywhere near the sentience that their closest cousins- dragons- did.

      “It's okay! Everything's okay! Don't shoot.”

      Kalla turned her attention back to the wyvern. “Your… people… are not known to be this aggressive to humans. When I saw the spike I assumed that it might have been part of the reason. I don't approve of killing simply for the sake of killing. It goes against all a magi Healer is taught. My name is Kalla kyl'Solidor.”

      The hawk eye blinked slowly.

      I am Amaterasu, seer to the Cove Rock Clan and I thank you, both for healing me and for sparing my life. For that, my life belongs to you.

      People came, many days ago, to the lands of the Cove Rock Clan. They came with guns that paralyzed us. They embedded the spikes in my people and we lost control of who we were.

      Amaterasu shook her head, as if to clear it. There was a voice in our minds. It whispered to us that we should leave our home. That we should attack the skycity. We were promised great riches and plentiful hunting, if we would do as we were bid.

      Grief filled the mage at the wyvern's words. She couldn't imagine who would do such a thing, to cause such death. If all of the wyvern's clan had attacked the Inferno, then Amaterasu was the last of her clan left alive.

      “I don't know who would wish to cause such calamity. I've never seen anything like the spike, nor the drug used on you.” Kalla laid her hand on the wyvern's neck. “If you trust us enough, I will do my best to get to the bottom of this and see those involved punished.”

      I thank you, Lady Mage. Amaterasu unfurled her wing, revealing Kalla to her relieved magister. There was a rustle of weapons as the wyvern levered herself upright, folding her wings about her body.

      “There is no need to worry. This wyvern we have no need to fear. She will harm no one,” Kalla said.

      “She? How can you tell if it's a she? And how do you know it won't attack again?” One of the wardens was brave enough to question the mage.

      “She told me, that's how.” Kalla allowed Aleister to help her up, ignoring the puzzled looks all around her.

      “You need to rest, milady. You've done enough for today. I'm sure quarters can be found for you in the Inferno,” said Aleister. Kalla shook her head.

      “No… if the Stymphalian still has her living quarters, it is there I would prefer to rest,” she replied in a drowsy voice. All Argosian ships had living quarters in them. The Kruetzet had featured two tiny sleeping rooms, one for the captain and one for the gunner. In addition, there had been a tiny bathroom area complete with a cramped shower, a tiny 'kitchen' and a cargo area. Aleister nodded and guided her back up the ship's stairs, to one of the small berths. He took the staff from her and made to help her onto the bed, but she waved him away.

      “This isn't right…,” Kalla mumbled. She reached out and touched the bunk, pulling a small amount of strength from Aleister as she did so. The air shimmered and the bed disappeared, reforming into a hammock like the ones that had originally been on the ship. Kalla swayed on her feet, hardly aware of Aleister scooping her up and putting her in the hammock. Hardly aware of his good-natured grumbling as he did so.

      “…I can see why they wanted you to have a magister… I have my work cut out for me. Do you always overdo things?” muttered Aleister as he gently covered her with a blanket and crept from the small quarters.
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        * * *

      

      Morning found the paddocks cleared of bodies, if not of debris. Kalla yawned and stretched as she stood in the ship's doorway. She had to admit, sleeping in the safety and security of the Kruetzet-class ship had been wonderfully relaxing, though she had been a bit put out that the hammocks had been removed. It had been a foolish risk to completely drain herself to change it back, but she'd slept better for it and was now completely recovered.

      A thud behind the ship brought her out of her musings, and a fiery-scaled head dipped around the side. A fierce orange eye fixed itself on her.

      Good morning, Lady Mage.

      “Good morning, Amaterasu. Don't be so formal. It's just Kalla,” the Healer said.

      As you wish, Lady… Kalla. I am bid give you a message. The grumpy male went to get food. He said that they had taken the metal bird's stores. He will be back soon.

      He slept not last night, Lady Mage. He was worried that you had overdone yourself.

      Kalla frowned and cast her mind in search of her magister. She found him in the Inferno and he was indeed grumpy and tired. Worry tinged his thoughts and she felt a momentary twinge of guilt. The young mage was not used to having another concerned for her well-being. Before, it had just been her, looking out for herself. She often did push herself past her limits, but before she'd had the safety of the Kanlon in which to regain her strength and unlike most magi, she could recover her power in a few hours, rather than the many hours to days that it took other magi so completely drained of energy.

      Kalla had another level of protection, too. She had gained the nickname 'Wolf that Sleeps' long ago, because she was prone to strike out at people who disturbed her in her sleep- the calculating and deadly attack of a disturbed frost wolf. Strength had bred in her a certain flippancy and casual attitude towards her own welfare. Kalla supposed that was one reason the Sin' had insisted she take a magister.

      Irritation filtered through the link as Aleister dealt with the Inferno officials. No doubt they still harbored resentment over the fact that he had been freed from 'justice'. Kalla shook her head and turned her attention back to the wyvern looming over the ship.

      “Amaterasu, you said last night that you were the seer of the Cove Rock Clan. I would like to do a scrying, to try and find some answers or at least a starting point. I would appreciate your help. Two minds are always better than one,” she said. The wyvern nodded.

      If you can scry by fire, Lady Mage, then I can help. I'm sorry to say, I know no other way.

      “Fire is fine. And it's just Kalla.” the mage replied absently, turning her gaze to the doors as she sensed Aleister heading back their way. He trudged across the paddock grounds, his arms laden with bags and packages. Kalla went to meet him and collected some of the packages.

      “I see you're awake, milady. Did you recover your strength?” he asked.

      “Aye, I did. It never takes long. And it's just Kalla! Why do all of you insist on calling me anything but that,” she grumbled. Kalla followed her magister up the steps, turning back to the wyvern before going into the ship. “Give me a bit, Amaterasu, and we can begin. Breakfast wouldn't hurt first.”

      “Begin what…?” The Sky Fox's voice was weary. He took the supplies from her and began stashing them in the necessary compartments.

      “Amaterasu and I are going to do a fire scrying, to seek out the cause of this.” She caught his frown. “Don't worry. I'll be fine. I'm fully recovered. You, however, should get some sleep.” Kalla paused for a moment and her voice was soft when next she spoke. “Thank you for keeping watch. I will try my best to not overdo things in the future. I've gotten so used to it just being me.”

      Aleister had gone still while she'd been speaking. Kalla felt a bit of fear through the bond, but mostly she felt a sadness. He quelled it quickly, burying it behind his mental shields. Kalla had to admit- he was getting better at keeping his emotions from spilling over too much.

      “Bloody wyvern,” he muttered under his breath, turning back to the kitchen area.

      “Yes, Amaterasu did tell me you'd been up all night, but I would have figured it out anyway. Your mind is grumpy when you're tired,” she laughed. The Sky Fox gave her an indignant look.

      “I am not grumpy,” he huffed. She laughed again, the sound ringing through the ship.

      “I rest my case. Go relax a bit. I can fix our breakfast. I do know my way around these ships, remember?” she chided gently. Aleister turned over the kitchen to her, grumbling as he made his way to the front, where he flopped down in the captain's chair. Within minutes he was dozing peacefully and Kalla didn't have the heart to wake him when she was finished making breakfast. Instead she conjured a covered tray, charmed it to keep the food hot, and left it on the counter.

      Kalla found Amaterasu at the far end of the paddock, where the wyvern had already collected a pile of debris together. When she saw Kalla approaching she swelled up and spat flame at the pile, igniting a roaring bonfire.

      I trust this will be satisfactory, Lady Mage.

      “It's perfect. Will you allow me to link my mind to yours? That will make things go more smoothly,” Kalla said. When the wyvern nodded assent, Kalla reached out and put a hand on the muzzle before her, sending a bit of her own essence to join with Amaterasu's in a simple scrying link. Thus bonded, the two settled before the fire, letting the hypnotic flames lull them into a trance. Scenes began to form in the dancing flames - people with tranquilizer rifles, sneaking into the lands of the wyvern, impaling them with the spikes. They melted away and were replaced by scenes of the same wyvern clans attacking skycities all around the world of De Sikkari. One city, though it managed to take out all of its assailants, still fell to the flames of destruction.

      Kalla recognized it. The skycity of Ben'talen had been completely destroyed.

      They saw Argoth's response, the great flagships with smaller strike-fighters swarming around them. Few of the skycity's attackers managed to get near enough to do damage to the land itself. Kalla recognized the flagships Kujata, Fenrir, Barghast and Tengu, as well as the Grand Flagship Phoenix.

      Skycity after skycity they saw, most faring as Sevfahl had. There were other scenes in which humans spiked land-bound creatures and set them to attacking ground cities. Some fell, some survived. More of those attackers survived, running off into the wilds to nurse their wounds.

      The scene shifted again, coalescing into images of a statue of monolithic proportions, whose eyes glowed with a radiant malevolence. Coil upon mythril coil glittered in the dark light. Another shift and they saw the same great creature, a Nagali, alive and in the flesh. A winged warrior drove home a spear whose tip was bound in parchment, impaling the beast in the heart, turning it to mythril. Images of a white feather, a palace in the mountains, a spear with a two-foot point. Kalla knew without knowing, what they needed to find to use against the creature, that they would need to face the fearsome Nagali. The vision began to fragment, but the final image that came to the linked minds was of a terrible cataclysm and a land sunk beneath the waves.

      Slowly the two came back to themselves. Kalla broke the link and leaned against Amaterasu's side.

      “Mercy of Balgeras… if I understand right, the Nagali is waking. It was he who sent the humans to the wyvern and the wyvern to their deaths in the sky,” she breathed. Amaterasu growled, a long, low sound.

      Al'dhumarna. Bound aeons ago on the Isle of Whispers. If he truly be waking, then we are in terrible danger. It is the Nagali's delight to cause havoc and destruction. We must recreate the binding of old, in order to stop him.

      “But how… in the legends the Nagali was bound by a scroll penned by the Elephant Lord, using the Quill of Ma'at. The white feather. And by using the weapon called Grael's Fang, said to be forged from a tooth of the Dragon Goddess herself. I have no idea where to even begin looking for such mythic artifacts.”

      Kalla paused, thoughtful. “We should consult Gasta, the Keeper of the Deep Forest on Argoth. If any can point us in the right direction, it will be the Keeper.”

      SKYCITY SEVFAHL, 10000FT ABOVE THE AERYTH OCEAN, YEAR OF THE GOLDEN HART, 2013 CE

      Kasai watched from his perch atop the highest ramparts of the Inferno as his scapegoat walked back across the paddocks to the Argosian ship. He chuckled to himself. Now that had been a lucky break, finding another trespasser to take the fall for him after he'd carried out the assassination. Lucky break for the other, too, that the mage had come just in time to save him.

      The Arkaddian uncoiled his wiry frame, running a hand over a scarred face. Kasai favored the looks of his people, save for the fact that his right eye was the color of mahogany, glinting with red highlights in the light. The left eye had been taken long ago, in battle. All that was left was a milky orb that saw nothing. The scars were a source of pride, the mark of a true warrior. His shoulder length red-brown hair was pulled up in a traditional Arkaddian bob.

      Kasai was one of the Khan's Harriers, an elite group that served as guards, assassins, information gatherers. The Harrier adjusted the slender swords across his back and slipped away into the shadows, lips curling at the mere thought of the assassination he'd been forced to carry out. He'd bet good vykr that the order hadn't really come from the Khan himself, but had been instigated by the mage that came to Karokorum quite often of late. Kasai wondered who the other Arkaddian was and how he'd come to be on Sevfahl in the first place.

      DASHMAR, EVALYCE, YEAR OF THE GOLDEN HART, 2013 CE

      Merryn crept quietly down the smooth stone corridor and edged into a small work chamber off the left. It was the middle of the night and the room was lit only by a pair of gently flickering glowlamps. A small furnace stood in one corner, the door slightly open, radiating heat into the workroom. The lamps cast eerie dancing shadows along the walls and floor, making it seem as if the night air itself were alive.

      A long, low table ran the length of one wall, tools arranged neatly over it. A handful of uncut gems- sapphires, rubies, emeralds, diamonds, even a single multi-hued zarconite- were piled upon a velvet pouch, glittering in the dim light like dragons' scales. Merryn froze as the man sitting hunched over the table sat back and stretched, running a hand through thick blond curls, before returning to his work.

      Absorbed in his project, he gave no indication that he heard her enter and Merryn curled up quietly in the far corner. From her vantage point the area before him was visible and she could see that he was painstakingly shaping an emerald. The man was Merryn's husband, but the marriage had been purely political. She gave a barely audible sigh. She'd tried, she really had, to make things work, but he paid her little mind. Small wonder that he didn't notice her the occasions she did sneak into the workroom. She knew he would probably be angry if he found her, especially this time of the night, but she couldn't help herself. She wanted to be close to him. And she could hope things improved… Merryn watched him work and wove dreams of a happier future until she fell asleep, propped against the wall.

      

      The blond-haired man slipped the jeweler's loupe from thin-rimmed glasses and let it fall to thump dully against his chest. He took it from around his neck and tucked it away into its proper place. The glasses quickly followed suite. Running his hands over his face, he yawned. Hours had slipped away during his crafting. Trapped in the depths of the caverns, he had little idea of the true time but he suspected it was early morning. Putting his tools away, he surveyed his final product- a leaf-shaped emerald set into a ring base. It winked green fire at him as he turned it this way and that, assessing the soundness of it.

      Satisfied, he put the ring into a velvet pouch containing a similar one cut from carnelian and tucked the pouch into his robes. Rising stiffly, he turned to leave and heaved a sigh as he realized his young wife was sound asleep in the corner. Usually he heard her enter, even though he rarely acknowledged it, but tonight he'd been too lost in his work.

      There were times when he wondered why he had agreed to the marriage to begin with. Among a people to whom such alliances mattered not at all, theirs was an unusual partnership indeed. A very surprising and unlikely one whose proposal had thrown him off guard. Merryn deserved more than a man with the chains he bore about his neck, but he'd needed to keep this particular alliance and so he found himself with a young woman nearly ten years his junior, whom he had no idea what to do with.

      He didn't imagine that Merryn was very happy with her situation either, given that his attitude towards her tended to be brusque to the point of disdain, but she seemed drawn to him like a moth to flame so often did she creep into his workroom. It wasn't that he hated her. Far from it. It had simply been so long since he'd cared about anything that his heart had forgotten how. Stifling a twinge of regret, he carefully picked her up. Merryn made a small noise of protest at being moved and burrowed her head against him. With a deep breath, she lapsed once more into sleep. Carrying her back to their room, he tucked her beneath the blankets and collapsed into exhausted slumber beside her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            SEEKING GASTA

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      STYMPHALIAN, 10000 FT. ABOVE THE AERYTH OCEAN, YEAR OF THE GOLDEN HART, 2013 CE

      Kalla yawned, shifting position in the gunner's seat. She glanced out the window, smiling at the sight of Amaterasu's graceful swooping around the ship. The wyvern had had no trouble keeping pace with the strike-fighter, even over long distances.

      As they approached the outermost boundaries of Argoth's skyspace, they were greeted by the flagship Kujata, strike-fighters swarming around her like bees around a hive. Static crackled on the radio.

      “This is the Imperial Flagship Kujata. Identify yourselves.”

      Aleister gave her a wry look.

      “So much for blending in,” he said, reaching for the radio. “This is the Stymphalian, requesting permission to enter Argosian skyspace. We have business on the mainland. The wyvern is with us!” The last was added hastily when he noticed several of the fighters were making a beeline for Amaterasu. His message must have been relayed, as they broke off and went back to circling the flagship.

      “Argoth's boundaries are closed. No one is allowed through.” The voice sounded apologetic. Kalla gestured for the radio and Aleister turned it over.

      “This is Kalla kyl'Solidor, of House Solidor. I have urgent need to reach Argoth. If needed, send an escort with us, but we must reach the mainland.” There was a long pause before the radio came to life again, and when it did it was no less than the Kujata's Admiral himself.

      “Lady kyl'Solidor, this is Admiral Ventaal Karlgraffsson. We must acquire permission of the Phoenix before we allow you to pass. Please bring your ship into the Kujata.”

      “Thank you, Admiral. We shall do so.” Kalla put the radio back as Aleister guided the ship into one of the Kujata's numerous docking bays, passing easily through the airshield that kept the workers safe when the bay doors were open. Strike fighters of many different classes filled the bay in neat, orderly rows. The bay flagmen guided them to an empty spot and Aleister snugged the Stymphalian into place as neatly as one of the military pilots might have. The flagmen gave nods of approval.

      Amaterasu had followed them inside, but hung back by the hanger doors. The Argosians in the hanger gave her a wide berth, nervous as horses near fire to be in the presence of the great creature.

      An aide scurried up to Kalla and Aleister, bowing to them.

      “Greetings Lady kyl'Solidor. Admiral Karlgraffsson will see you in the great-room,” he murmured. Kalla gave Amaterasu a wave, which the wyvern returned with a solemn nod, and turned to follow the aide. The great-room lived up to its name. It was a large room containing an immense table of burnished oak surrounded by plush chairs. The Admiral was at the far end of the room. He looked up as they entered and dismissed the aide, who snapped a salute and left.

      “Well, well. If it isn't little Kally returned home.” Ventaal had dropped all pretense of formality once the aide had left. Hazel eyes twinkled in delight and he wrapped her in a bear hug when they reached him. Kalla chuckled to herself as she felt Aleister's alarm.

      “What brings you back to Argoth, Kalla? Official business for the Kanlon?” Ventaal turned to regard Aleister. “And who is this fine, young gentleman?”

      “Something like that, Ventaal. This is Aleister, my magister,” she replied. Ventaal gave the Sky Fox a hearty handshake and an appraising look.

      “Magister, huh. So they finally made you get one?” the Admiral asked in a jovial voice. Ventaal turned back to Aleister. “I don't envy you, son. You're going to have your hands full.”

      Kalla could fairly hear Aleister's teeth grinding.

      “Yessir, I've already figured that out,” he muttered. Ventaal laughed and Kalla turned a scathing look on the pair of them.

      “If you two are quite done now… perhaps we might discuss business?” Kalla growled, earning more muted laughter.

      “How long do you think it will take to get permission for us to travel to Argoth, Ventaal. We need to go to the Deep Forest,” Kalla asked.

      The Admiral shuddered. “Why on earth would you want to go there, Kalla?”

      “Argoth was not the only skycity assaulted, Admiral. We seek answers as to the 'why' and I believe I may find some with the Keeper of the Forest.”

      “It shouldn't take too long, not with the request coming from a mage, though we will likely have to escort you in, especially with the company you keep. Why do you have one of those beasts with you?”

      Kalla sank into one of the plush chairs and told her friend of the events at Sevfahl and her healing of Amaterasu. While the Admiral was pondering over what they had told him, the intercom came to life.

      “Admiral? The Phoenix has granted our request. We are to send a quarti-talon of fighters with them in escort.”

      “Very well. Advise the pilots to make ready.” Ventaal turned to Kalla. “I assume you'll want to leave right away?”

      “Yes, Admiral, that would be nice. The sooner, the better. I want answers.”

      “Just so. I hope you find them.” Vetaal wrapped her in another hug. “Take care, Kally.”

      The Admiral turned to shake Aleister's hand again. “It's been a pleasure to meet you, Aleister.” His look turned serious. “Take good care of her, magister.”

      The Admiral himself led them back to the hanger. He gave their ship a once-over as they crossed the bay to the Stymphalian.

      “Kruetzet-class. Good ships. I'm not even going to ask how you managed to get your hands on one.” Ventaal slapped the side of the ship affectionately. He started to walk away, then turned back, an odd look on his face. “I could swear I've seen this ship before.” He waved the thought away and bid the pair farewell. “Good journey and good luck, Lady Kalla!”

      Kalla returned a wave and a nostalgic smile, before climbing the Stymphalian's stairs. Ventaal had been one of her father's dearest friends. He had been as close as family before Kalla had gone to the Kanlon and seeing the Admiral again brought back painful memories and the guilt that she had never gotten to say 'good-bye'. The mage sank down into the gunner's chair without a word, lost in thought.

      Aleister powered the ship back up and smoothly lined up to follow their escort out the doors, casting a worried glance at his broody companion. Kalla kept to her thoughts as they traveled the final distance to Argoth. Aleister's soft, lilting voice drug her from her reverie as they approached the skycity.

      “We are here, milady.”

      The mage looked up to see the skycity loomed ahead of them. Though called 'skycity', Argoth was in fact a sky continent, an Empire ruled by House Sykes. It was strange to be back home. Kalla had not set foot on Argoth since she had left to become a mage. She had not even returned after she had become a full maester and was free to leave the Kanlon on her own. Her father had been missing and declared dead many years by that time and returning was too painful for her. It still was, but now it was necessary.

      Kalla became more watchful as the great guns of the Outer Wall tracked them, ready to take them down if they proved hostile. The Trinity Claw banners of House Sykes snapped and fluttered all along the length of the great Wall. In the distance she could just make out another of the great flagships, with its attendant swarm of fighters. By the shape, it looked to be the Fenrir.

      Aleister followed the escort into one of the military paddocks lining the Outer Wall, bringing the Stymphalian into line with the others. Amaterasu landed, coiling protectively around the ship. A large, official procession was already at the paddocks, waiting to receive them. The lead dignitary bowed to them and Kalla gave a half-bow back. Though Kanlon magi were above royalty, it never hurt to pay respects.

      “Greetings, Lady kyl'Solidor. Greetings Magister Balflear. The Admiral has informed us of your mission. Passes, supplies and mounts have been obtained for you.” He glanced up at Amaterasu. “I am sorry, Lady Amaterasu, but I must ask that you stay here. Given recent events, it would not be a good idea for you to be away from the protection of the Imperial forces.”

      The wyvern nodded, bringing her head down to his level. He

      flinched back.

      Tell him, if they can feed me and allow me to stretch my wings, then I do not mind waiting with the ship.

      Kalla relayed the message and the dignitary visibly relaxed. Clearly, he had expected this to be a sticking point. If Kalla had insisted, they would have had to let the wyvern accompany them, but she could see the wisdom in avoiding unnecessary conflict. Besides, the vykr mounts would not be controllable in the presence of such a predator.

      “We will be back as soon as we can, Amaterasu. Please keep the Stymphalian safe for us.”

      The wyvern let out a rumbling assent that caused the assembled escort to shrink back.

      I will do so, Lady Mage. Be safe and come back soon.

      “We'll try our best. It will take about a week and a half to reach the Deep Forest, but no telling how long until we find Gasta. The Keeper can be hard to find if he doesn't want company,” Kalla replied.

      I will try to be patient, Lady Mage. May the wind guide your wings. The wyvern's voice rumbled through her mind. Kalla put a hand to her muzzle.

      “Thank you, Amaterasu. I pray it will be so,” said Kalla.

      Kalla and Aleister followed the escort across the paddock and through the checkpoints of the Outer Wall. They were given Imperial passes to aid them when they came to towns, packs full of the necessary supplies, and a pair of vykr.

      The beasts snorted uneasily, stamping their hooves. Vykr were sturdy creatures, with a stocky build. They had a single, stubby spiral horn in the center of their foreheads and were covered in a thick, shaggy pelt of black fur. Aleister grinned, patting the vykr on their velvety noses. He spoke softly to them and they calmed. The Arkaddian handled the beasts as if they were old friends. Vast herds of vykr were kept by the nomadic Arkaddian Empire and he had no doubt learned to work with the hardy creatures at a very young age.

      Kalla took his hand, pressing hers over it. It was a matter of mere concentration to create a few small cubes of sugar in his palm. She stepped back, twitching a small smile as the vykr pressed against him, eager for the sweet treat. Kalla and her magister swung themselves up into the saddles, bid farewell to the Imperial escort, and made their way through the gates.

      ARGOTH, 10000 FT. ABOVE THE AERYTH OCEAN, YEAR OF THE GOLDEN HART, 2013 CE

      Kalla sighed and slid from the saddle, stretching as she did so and slipping her staff from its tether. Nearby, Aleister climbed down, mirroring his mage's stretch. They had stopped before the Dancing Bear Inn, one of the finer ones in the small town of Millan. A stable boy came to take the vykr away. His eyes widened when he realized she was a mage and he tugged a forelock in respect.

      “Take your vykr, Lady Mage?” the stableboy asked. Kalla smiled and handed him the reins. Aleister did likewise.

      “Dos mere…” Her voice trailed off questioningly.

      “My name is Pip, Lady Mage,” the boy said. Kalla made a gesture, plucking a small coin from thin air.

      “Well, then, Pip. Take good care of our vykr and there will be one of these for you now and one when we leave.”

      The boy's eyes grew wider as she handed the coin over to him. It was likely more than his wages for a month. She winked conspiratorially. “It'll be our secret. The innkeep need never know.”

      His eyes lit up. “I'll take the bestest care of them, Lady Mage!” Pip led the animals to the stable, back straight with pride. Kalla chuckled softly as she and Aleister went into the inn, packs slung over their shoulders.

      Conversation died away as everyone craned to get a look at the newcomers. The innkeep hurried forward, wiping his hands on his apron. He was a chubby man with a good-natured face and his establishment seemed every bit as welcoming as he was, for the gazes weren't hostile, merely curious.

      “How may I help you, Lady Mage?” He dipped a bow.

      “We'd like rooms for the night, Master Innkeep. Dinner would be nice too, if it's not too much trouble.”

      “No trouble at all, Lady Mage, no trouble at all. My name is Wylsin. Will you eat here or dine in your rooms?”

      Kalla glanced around the inn's common room. It was pleasantly crowded.

      “My name is Kalla kyl'Solidor and this is my magister, Aleister Balflear. We'll eat down here, if you please.”

      Master Wylsin gestured for one of his assistants to take their packs and led them to a table in the corner.

      “Something to drink then, Lady Mage? Magister?”

      “Fury wine, if you have any,” said Kalla. Aleister gave her an incredulous look.

      “Oh, gods be good. Well, I'm not going to try to compete with that… I'll have fire whiskey, Master Wylsin.”

      The innkeep chuckled.

      “Indeed we do, Lady Mage. Your drinks and dinner will be right out.” Wylsin bustled off into the kitchen, cheerfully yelling to the staff. Aleister turned back to her, one eyebrow raised slightly.

      “Fury wine, milady? Are you sure that's such a good idea?” he asked. Despite its name, fury wine was not a wine at all, but one of the most potent alcoholic beverages in all of De Sikkari. The best came from the distilleries on Port Jericho.

      “Magi aren't affected quite the same way by alcohol. It takes a great deal more to cause even a pleasant buzz. Hence the fury wine. It is a built in protection for magi. It comes with the magick. Think the damage a mage not in full control of their powers might wreak. Don't worry- that immunity will pass on to you as well, now you're a magister.”

      Aleister shook his head, muttering to himself, something fast becoming a trend. Wylsin arrived with a fine dinner of roast mutton, soft brown bread covered in butter, Argosian wild rice and a twelve bean salad. The pair ate quietly, content to watch the crowd. Aleister finished first. He pushed his plate away and relaxed, resting his chin against his hand. The fire whiskey had left him relaxed and content, the feelings filtering over to Kalla. Another emotion ran undercurrent, though she couldn't tell just what. He was unconsciously dampening it, but the fire whiskey had weakened his control enough that she felt it intermittently.

      Kalla chuffed a laugh as she noticed what he was watching. At a nearby table a game of kessala was in progress. The dice game was popular among the Argosian military and Aleister had no doubt learned it from his previous companion. She gestured to the table.

      “Go join them. I'll let you know before I go upstairs,” she said.

      “Are you sure you don't mind?” the Fox asked. Kalla yawned, finally starting to feel the effects of the fury wine.

      She nodded. “I'm sure. Go on.”

      Aleister gave her a mock salute and the feeling of familiarity overcame her again, as it had in the Inferno. As if the pair of them had played this same scenario out before.

      “Thanks, captain,” he said. Kalla snorted as she watched him thread through the tables, where he was readily accepted into the dicing circle. Extracting a slim journal and a pen from a hidden pouch inside her robes, Kalla spent the next few moments writing before a tug on her robes broke her concentration. She looked down to see a tiny girl standing by her knee. Two more children stood farther back, too shy to approach the mage.

      “Yes, little one? Can I help you with something?” Kalla asked.

      The little girl blushed and scooted her toe in the dirt.

      “Can you tell us a story, Lady Mage? Mages have the best stories!”

      Kalla couldn't help but smile. While bardcraft wasn't her particular interest she wasn't a half bad storyteller. Kalla nodded and gestured for the children to gather around her. They all shuffled forward and found places in the floor before her.

      “I think I can spare a story. What kind of story do you want to hear?”

      “Magick!” A chorus of little voices chanted back to her.

      “Well now, I'm sure I can find something to fit the bill,” Kalla said as she settled into her storyteller mode.

      “Once, long ago, when the world was young and the creatures new-made, all things were wild, even the Tame Creatures. The Vykr was wild, the Goat was wild and the Booa was wild. So, too, were the Geese and the Mir'aj. But the wildest of the wild was the Sabretooth, the little cousin of the Longtooth. The Sabretooth, he walked by himself and no place was closed to him.

      “Of course, Man was wild too. Terribly so. It took Woman to tame Man, for she would not live Man's wild ways. Woman it was who found a nice, dry cave, a cave within Berkhat Keldon, to dwell in, rather than lay her head wherever she be. She strew clean sand and made rush pallets for bedding. At the far end of the cave, she made a warm fire and before the opening to the cave she placed the skin of a Pronghorn, that the winds and rains might not enter the home of the Woman and the Man.

      “That night they feasted upon wild sheep flavored with garlic and pepper, roasted upon the fire. With it they had shilan mushrooms, wild-rice and the fruits of the Plains. After the fine meal, Man was content and he went to sleep before the fire, but Woman, she was not content.

      “She stayed up, thinking. As she thought, she whittled a flute from a bone of the pronghorn. And then? Then the Woman made magick, the first magick the world had ever known and a magick now lost. It was Woman that birthed the magick of the True Harpers, the magick of the Spellsingers. She played a song upon her bone flute, a song of her needs, her wishes, her desires and one by one they came to her.

      “Out upon the vast plains the Wild Ones gathered together where they could see the fire from a long distance and they wondered what it meant for them. Wild Vykr stamped his foot upon the ground in agitation.

      “My friends and my enemies, why have Man and Woman made a great fire in the cave of Keldon and what does it mean for us?” he asked.

      Wild Booa lifted his nose to the winds and caught the scent of roasting pronghorn. Finding it pleasing, he decided to investigate.

      “I will go and I will look, for I do believe it a good thing. Sabretooth, come with me!” Wild Booa exclaimed. Sabretooth merely sniffed.

      “Nay, I am Sabretooth who walks alone and all places are the same to me. I will not come.” replied Sabretooth.

      “Then no more shall we be friends,” replied Wild Booa and with that he trotted off to the cave. But Sabretooth was curious, as all his

      kin are, and he found himself stealthily following Wild Booa. At the cave he hid himself and watched as Wild Booa approached and cautiously poked his nose beneath the door hanging. When Woman caught sight of him she thought to herself, 'well, here is the first.'

      “Welcome Wild One of the Wild Plains. What is it that you seek?” Woman asked.

      “Wife of my enemy, what is that that smells so good?” Wild Booa asked. At this, Woman picked up a haunch of the roast meat and threw it to the Wild Booa.

      “Wild One of the Wild Plains, taste and see for yourself,” she said. Wild Booa gnawed the bone and it was more delicious than anything he had ever tasted. When he was done, he begged Woman for another.

      “Wild One of the Wild Plains, go with Man by day to hunt and guard our lands and guard this cave, our home, by night and I shall give you all the bones you desire,” Woman replied. Wild Booa agreed, for he thought the deal a good one and from that day on he was no more Wild Booa, but simply Booa, he who would become the guardian of the herds.

      “Aah,” thought Sabretooth. “This is a wise Woman, but she is not so wise as I.” And with a swish of his tufted tail, Sabretooth sauntered out into the Plains, thinking Booa to be very foolish for having given up his freedom.

      “When the Man woke the next morning and spied Booa he said, “What is Wild Booa doing here?” To which Woman replied, “His name is not Wild Booa, but rather, it is First Friend, because he will be our friend for always and always. Take him with you when you go hunting.”

      “The next day, Woman collected great armfuls of green grass from the grassy seas and lay them by the door, so that the air smelt of fresh cut grass. She sat weaving a halter from sturdy grass fronds and when she was done, she once more played her Song on the bone flute.

      “Out on the Wild Plains, Wild Vykr stamped his hoof, agitated by the absence of Wild Booa and tempted by the smell of new cut grass drifting over the Plains. He decided to see what had become of Wild Booa. Once more Sabretooth followed in stealth and hid himself

      nearby. Trotting up to the Cave, Wild Vykr stopped before Woman.

      “Greetings Wild One of the Wild Plains. What seek you here?” she asked.

      “Wife of my enemy, where is Wild Booa? What have you done with him?” Wild Vykr asked.

      “Wild One of the Wild Plains, you did not come here for the sake of Wild Booa, but for the green grass I have here.”

      “This be true,” Wild Vykr said, for indeed it was. “Give it to me to eat.”

      “Very well, Wild One, come to me. Bend down your wild head and wear that which I will put upon you and you shall eat the fresh cut grass thrice daily.” Woman said. Wild Vykr came near, allowing the Woman to slip the halter around his neck. Bending his head down, Wild Vykr touched his horn to the ground in submission.

      “Oh my Mistress and wife of my Master, I will be your servant, for the sake of the wonderful grass,” Wild Vykr said and from that day forward he was Wild Vykr no longer but simply Vykr, the mount and companion to those who would be rulers of the Plains.

      “Aah,” thought Sabretooth. “This is a clever Woman, but she is not so clever as I.” And with a swish of his tufted tail, Sabretooth sauntered out into the Plains, thinking Vykr to be very foolish for having given up his freedom.

      “When Man and Booa came back from hunting that evening and spied the Vykr, Man said, “What is Wild Vykr doing here?” To which Woman said, “His name is not Wild Vykr any longer, but rather First Servant, because he will carry us from place to place for always and always. Ride on his back when you go hunting.”

      “The next day Wild Goat came to the Cave and as before, Sabretooth followed and hid himself to watch what would happen. Everything happened just as it had before and when Wild Goat promised to provide the Woman with warm milk in exchange for wonderful grass, Sabretooth said the same things as before. And just as before, Sabretooth sauntered out onto the Plains savoring his freedom.

      “Next day, Sabretooth waited to see which of the Wild Ones would approach the cave, but none dared. Finally he decided to go himself and found Woman there milking Goat. When she saw him, she said,

      “Wild One of the Wild Plains, I have not summoned you. I have put up the magick flute as we have no more need for either friends or servants.”

      “At this Sabretooth lashed his tail. “I am neither friend nor servant. I am Sabretooth, he who walks alone, and I wish to come into your cave.”

      “If that be the case, why then did you not come with Booa, the first night?” Woman asked. “You are Sabretooth, he who walks by himself, and all places are alike to you. You are neither a friend nor a servant. You have said it yourself. Go away and walk by yourself in all places alike.”

      “At this Sabretooth pretended to be sorry and asked, “Must I never be allowed into the cave? Never to sit by the warm fire as Booa does? Beautiful lady, you could not be cruel, even to a Sabretooth.”

      “Beautiful lady am I? Very well then, I will make you a bargain. If ever I say one word in your praise, that is when you may come into the cave,” Woman replied.

      “And if you should say two words?” Sabretooth asked.

      “If I should say two words, then not only may you come into the cave, but you may stay and curl up by the fire as Booa does.”

      “Very well. I shall remember,” Sabretooth said and took himself off to the Plains. There he stayed for a very long time, until the Woman had long since forgotten about him. Then one day, little Bat came to Sabretooth with news that there was a small, pink baby in the cave now and that the Woman was very fond of him.

      “Just so,” said Sabretooth, “but what is it that the baby likes?”

      “The little one likes things to play with, things that are soft and cuddly. He likes warm things to hold when he sleeps,” Bat replied. Sabretooth thought then that his time had come and so he made his way back to the Cave. He hid nearby until Man, Booa and Vykr left to hunt for the day. Woman was busy cooking. The crying of the baby interrupted her work so she carried him to just outside the door of the cave and gave him a soft vykr hide ball to play with. Yet still the baby cried.

      “Sabretooth chose this moment to make himself known. Approaching the child he reached out with a velveted paw and batted the baby gently on the cheeks. The baby cooed happily as Sabretooth rubbed against his chubby little legs. Hearing the baby's laughter, Woman smiled and came to the door to see what had caught the child's attention. When Woman saw Sabretooth, she angrily chased him away, but this set the baby to crying again.

      “On and on the baby cried, until Woman was at her wit's end. Finally Sabretooth came back. From outside the cave he called to Woman. “Bring the child back outside and bring with you a clay knob tied to a string and I will make your child laugh once more.”

      “Woman did as the Sabretooth bid, for she could take the child's crying no longer and nothing she did had any effect. Tying a string around a small clay knob, she carried it outside along with the baby. Sabretooth bid her place the baby on the ground and drag the clay bauble around in the dirt. As she did so, Sabretooth chased the bauble, patting it with his paws, rolling head over heels with it and soon had the baby laughing once more. The baby chased after Sabretooth and together the two of them played until the baby was exhausted and curled up against his warm, furry sides. Sabretooth sang his own kind of Song to lull the baby to sleep, leaving Woman amazed.

      “Very well, you who walk alone. Come and be welcome in our home, so long as you do as you have done today, for all time. You are quick and you are clever and for that you have my thanks. Come and go as you please, sleep by the warm fire, and tend the child gently when he cries,” Woman said. Sabretooth eagerly agreed, for the warm fire was pleasing indeed.

      “And even to this day, do the Plainsfolk keep the little sabreteeth among the yerts, for they do keep the children entertained and they will band together to drive away their cousins, the longteeth, should the great Plains hunters come calling at the herds or the camp. Yet still, the sabreteeth walk alone, coming and going as they please and calling no man 'Master'.”

      The children laughed and clapped at her story and she laughed with them, wondering what Aleister would have thought of her choice of story.

      For the next half hour Kalla regaled the children with several more stories from all over the world of De Sikkari. By this time, more children, Pip included, and several adults had gathered around her, entranced. Even Aleister and the gamblers had wandered over.

      “Hmm… we have, I think, time for just one more story before little heads should be laid to sleep. Big ones too, for that matter.” A yawn accompanied the last.

      “This last story is a personal favorite of mine. It begins long ago, in the province of Tishal, here on Argoth. It just so happened that in Tishal there lived a merchant who had made a vast fortune in trade. This merchant's name was Soren. It was autumn and Soren's wife left the skycity for the Plainsland, to visit family. Soren was very lonely. Days passed and the merchant grew ever more lonely. One beautiful autumn evening, while out on a stroll, he came upon a most lovely young maiden. Soren could no longer contain himself and he grabbed the young woman.

      “Who are you?” Soren asked. The maiden smiled at him.

      “I am nobody, milord.”

      “Well, then, Nobody, come away with me to my place,” Soren said. At this the maiden tried to pull away, but Soren kept a firm grip on her.

      “Oh, no, milord. I couldn't do that.”

      “Then where do you live, most beautiful one? I will go home with you!” he replied.

      “Just over here, milord.” She set off with Soren right beside her, keeping a good grip on her arm. It was not long before they arrived at a most wondrous house. What a surprise to find such a place nearby! Male and female servants clustered around to greet the young girl and it was only then that Soren realized that she was the daughter of the house.

      Much to Soren's delight, the two slept together that night. In the morning a man whom Soren understood to be the girl's father came in.

      “You were meant to come here,” the master of the house said, “and now you must stay!” The girl was ever so nice and Soren was so smitten with her that he soon forgot his wife. As for his house and children, he never gave them the first thought. He and the girl pledged eternal love to one another.

      Meanwhile, Soren's family waited for him to return. At first they just assumed that he was out catting around, like usual, but when days passed and he never returned, they began to fear the worst. They searched and searched, but no trace of him could they find. During this time Soren became comfortably installed in his new home and before long his new wife was pregnant. After she had an easy delivery of a healthy baby boy, the two grew even closer. Time flew by and Soren had not a care in the world.

      Back at his old home, his affluent brothers grew more and more worried. Search though they had, they had found no trace of Soren. They assumed he was dead, though they had not recovered a body. The brothers carved a statue of the god Carron Death-bringer, just the height of Soren. When the statue was completed they prostrated themselves before it, praying that they would find Soren's body.

      Suddenly a man with a large stick arrived at Soren's new house. While the whole household fled in terror, the man poked Soren in the back with the stick and used it to force him through a tight passageway to the outside. This was the thirteenth day since Soren's disappearance. The family was outside before the statue, shaking their heads over what had happened. Imagine their surprise when a small, monkey-like creature crawled out from under a storage shed nearby! Through the jabber of astounded voices, one managed to break through.

      “It's me!” Soren said. “Don't you recognize me?” Though they didn't recognize the man, they recognized the voice. His brothers drew him up onto the veranda and into the house. Soren explained how desperate he had been for female companionship, what with his wife gone away and all and how he had married the gentleman's daughter. He went on and on about his new family, bubbling with pride over his little son.

      “But where is he?” the eldest brother asked. Soren pointed to the storage shed.

      “Why, right over there!”

      Soren's brothers exchanged looks. This was strange news. Soren looked terribly thin and sick. He still wore the clothes he had disappeared in, though now they were all dirty and disheveled. The brothers sent servants to check under the storehouse, where they found a passel of foxes. Their brother had been tricked by a kitsune, a fox spirit. He had married the fox spirit and was no longer in his right mind.

      A Technomancer trained as an esper architect was sent for to try and purify his mind. It took the esper architect many a long day to break the spell over Soren, but the merchant finally returned to himself and was sorely embarrassed over the whole incident. The thirteen days he had spent under the storehouse had passed as thirteen years to Soren and the few inches between shed and ground had seemed a grand and stately mansion. Such is the power and the mischievousness of the fox-spirits. So remember, never get too greedy or be unfaithful, lest the foxes come to teach you a lesson!”

      This last story elicited quite a bit of laughter and applause from the adults in the crowd. Belief in the fox-spirits and their pranks were quite prevalent among the Argosians. Kalla bowed to her audience and the crowd began to dissipate. She yawned as Aleister came up.

      “Looks like we could both use some rest!” she said. He nodded agreement, trying, and failing, to stifle a yawn.

      “Indeed. After you, milady,” Aleister replied.

      Master Wylsin was waiting for them by the stairs.

      “Your rooms are on the upper level, last on the right. I hope you find everything satisfactory.”

      “If the beds are soft, I'll be happy.” Aleister yawned again. Kalla gave the innkeeper a nod.

      “I'm sure all will be fine. Dinner was wonderful, Master Wylsin.” Kalla pulled another coin from thin air.

      “I know the Empire will foot our bill, Master Innkeep, but I prefer to pay my own way. Save it for a special occasion,” the mage said. Wylsin nodded as he pocketed the coin.

      “You are too kind, Lady Mage, too kind. You are a credit to the Kanlon.” His voice dropped, muttering darkly. “Unlike our last magi guest.”

      Kalla had started up the stairs, but she turned back.

      “What was that? When was another mage here? What did they do to you?” she asked. Wylsin flashed her a sour look, at odds with his cheerful disposition.

      “No offense, Lady Mage. It was two weeks ago. Another of the House Solidor came through. An arrogant male, tall, quite slender, with flaming red hair and icy blue eyes. One of the Wolf-folk I believe, though I've never seen one with red hair before. He scared the young ones so bad, I'm surprised they even approached you. Said it wasn't his place to provide 'common entertainment'. Said a great deal more too.

      “But his magister, that man was enough to put fear in the Death-bringer Himself. Very cold, aloof. A towering giant of a man, with spiked plate armor, all in black. Never took it off. Insisted on standing guard all night outside the mage's door, he did. As if I would allow harm to come to any under my roof!”

      With those descriptions the mage and magister could be none other than Vander kyl'Solidor and Shingar, two she knew well and avoided when possible. Vander had expressed an interest in her long ago and had not been pleased when she turned him down. The fiery-tressed mage had been cold and distant towards her after that. She shuddered. Even if she had been interested in Vander, knowing that Shingar would feel any passion shared gave her the shivers, though at the time Vander hadn't yet taken a magister. She wondered if it would have made a difference. Shingar was one reason she had never had any desire to take a magister. The man had been a rapist and a killer before Vander had chosen him. She made a face, shuddering again at the thought.

      “I am sorry, Master Wylsin. I hope the encounter hasn't tainted the people too badly. Most magi are not nearly so… brusque. I can assure you, I feel quite safe here! My magister will stay nice and snug in his own room, won't you, Aleister?” Kalla said.

      “Indeed I will, milady,” Aleister replied with a grin. Wylsin returned it.

      “Sleep well, Lady Mage, Magister,” the innkeeper replied. Aleister nodded to the innkeep and started up the stairs, Kalla following behind. Her thoughts turned from Vander and Shingar to yet another complication she had often dwelt on. Mage and magister were tuned to one another's feelings. The bond was primarily empathic at the moment, though eventually they would be able to share coherent thoughts as well. Useful, but it meant that all emotions were shared.

      She blushed without meaning to. That wasn't something she really need worry about. Most who had approached her with a romantic interest had been people seeking to get at her power, something she wasn't falling for.

      It was a disturbing thought anyway, that a magister felt such from a mage. She found the reverse equally disturbing, but she could buff her shields enough to keep out such an unwanted intrusion should Aleister choose to find entertainment somewhere along the way.

      Lost in thought, Kalla was unaware that said magister had stopped walking. She ran smack into the back of him.

      “Oof,” the mage grunted as she hit him. Aleistet whirled around, catching an arm to steady her. Kalla jerked away as if he'd burnt her, causing him to frown.

      “Are you okay, milady?”

      “Yes, I'm fine. Just tired. Guess I wasn't paying attention to where I was going.”

      Concern creased the magister's face and Kalla felt a tentative probe to her own mind. Alarmed at how swiftly Aleister was learning, she slammed her shields shut with enough force to cause him to wince, but not before she again caught the odd undercurrent in his emotions.

      “Very well. Your room is here, looks like.” Aleister held the door open for her. “Sure you don't want me to stand guard all night?” he asked, favoring her with another mischievous grin.

      Kalla thought that was another reason he had the name 'Sky Fox', for fox he did look like when he grinned like that. She scowled.

      “No, I want you to get some sleep so you aren't grumpy in the morning.”

      “I am not grumpy!” Aleister returned her scowl with one of his own.

      “Yes, you are. And I'm going to get grumpy if I don't get to sleep.

      Good night, Aleister.”

      “Good night.” The Fox disappeared into his room and Kalla closed the door to her own. She slipped out of her robes and changed the baggy pants and tunic underneath for some more comfortable for sleeping. The clothes provided by the Imperials were an almost perfect fit. She wondered briefly if Aleister had fared so well. If not, she could alter them tomorrow.

      The next several days passed much the same. Traveling filled the mage's days and storytelling her evenings. At every town, she heard news of Vander and Shingar and what she heard was not good. The Solidoran Mage had declined to help many who needed it. She knew that healing wasn't his strongest skill, but they were good enough to have helped at least a few of these people. Visits by magi were not that common, after all.

      Kalla helped any who came seeking, spending quite a bit of time and energy in healing. She couldn't begrudge the people that. To her, helping and healing was the point and purpose of what being magi was all about. She found it a bit troublesome that Vander had refused help and resolved to bring the matter to the Sin' of Cryshal. It was a breach of Cryshal's unspoken contract with the people of Sikkari, if aid was refused for no good reason. One errant mage could cause a great deal of trouble for the Kanlon.

      As they drew closer to the Deep Forest, the towns grew further and further apart, eventually disappearing for good. At the last town, Kalla stocked up on extra supplies for both the humans and the vykr. There was no telling how long they might have to wander the Forest before finding Gasta. If the Keeper did not want to be found, he would not be found and though she could weave edible food from nothingness, that took power she could little spare in the Forest.

      DEEP FOREST, ARGOTH, YEAR OF THE GOLDEN HART, 2013 CE

      On the eleventh day, they reached the Forest itself. Aleister's

      trepidation grew as they approached the massive forest with its monolithic trees. All week, as the forestlands grew thick about them, the magister had grown more and more uneasy. Though he had lost a fear of the sky, the Arkaddian still had a healthy fear of being hemmed in by trees.

      Mage and magister stopped the vykr at the Forest entrance. Kalla took a deep breath, inhaling the rich smells of green, growing things. Scents of jasmine and thistlehart drifted on the air. She drew in another breath and let it out in a long, ululating sound that rang through the trees. Aleister jumped, cursed his reaction.

      “What in blazes was that for?”

      “To let the guardians know we are here.” Before she could say more, a call echoed back at them, first from one point, then another, then another.

      “There. Now we have permission to enter. Stay to the path. This is important. You must keep to the path or you will become hopelessly lost. There are beings in the Forest that would take great delight in luring a human to their deaths in the trees. No matter what you think you see or hear, do not leave the path,” Kalla said.

      Aleister gave her a shaky nod.

      “If it's so dangerous, should we be going in?” the magister asked.

      “The Forest can be dangerous, kas, but only if you do not show it proper respect. However, this is where Gasta lives and if any can give us a good starting place, it will be the Keeper of the Forest.” Kalla nudged her mount to a walk and started down the path, the Forest swallowing her like some great hungry beast. With some hesitation, Aleister followed.

      The farther in they went, the darker it became, until the light vanished altogether. Kalla conjured magelight to light the way, the orbs glowing like tiny suns in the darkness. She could feel her magister getting more and more antsy, so she decided to halt for the night.

      “Here's a good place to stop. We'll make camp and get some rest,” she said.

      “How can you tell it's night-time?” Aleister's voice sounded grateful.

      “It is. Trust me.” As he would figure out soon enough, day and night counted for nothing in the Forest. From here on out they would have to use magelight to show the way. Kalla fixed the orbs in place.

      Aleister took the vykr over to a tree and tethered them, leaving the leads long. Kalla walked the area, pacing out a circle, letting Aleister's soft voice relax her even as it soothed the beasts. He unsaddled them, brushed their long, shaggy fur, checked their hooves and fed them, while Kalla walked the circle twice more, each time weaving a stronger shield.

      By the time she was finished, her warding was strong enough to keep out all but Gasta himself, but it served another purpose as well. It kept them inside. Though Kalla knew she was strong enough to withstand the temptations beyond the path, she was not so sure about Aleister, especially in his current fretful state. Despite her reassurances, the gloomy forest still unsettled the Arkaddian.

      Their tasks complete, they made camp- building a fire, collecting wood, putting dinner together, cleaning up- all in relative silence. Kalla wondered how long it would be before Aleister would go crazy in the quiet. Quiet didn't bother her. She enjoyed the Forest, having spent quite a bit of time in it when she was younger. Her father had brought her here as often as he could to teach her respect for the unknown, and to instill in her a certain degree of fearlessness. The pair were drowsing around the fire after dinner, when Aleister finally lost the battle. Kalla chuckled to herself, as his voice broke the silence.

      “Milady, can I ask a question?”

      “You can ask. I might not answer,” she said.

      “Fair enough. Lady, why did you choose me? Out of all the others? Surely there were better choices, yes?” Aleister asked.

      “I've already told you, I wasn't looking for brute strength. Nor was I looking for someone who had truly been worthy of a death sentence.” She shrugged. “Choosing you felt right. I knew you weren't a killer, by your own admission and by the truth-read. Help any?”

      Aleister nodded slowly and Kalla again caught the strange undercurrent to his thoughts, tinged, oddly enough, with a bit of shame and fear. This time she felt him actively suppress it before she could focus on it. He was silent for a moment more.

      “Another thing I've been meaning to ask- the coins you've given the stableboys and innkeepers, you made them from nothing. How?”

      Kalla laughed softly.

      “No, that was merely illusion, not magick. I am skilled enough to weave something from 'nothing', but the coins came from my own purse.”

      “But how is it possible to make something from nothing?” Aleister asked.

      “I'm not sure I can explain it to one not a mage, but I'll try. There are tiny particles all around us. Everything, even the air itself, is made from these unseen particles. I'm not really pulling something from nothing, but reweaving the pattern of the particles. Not all magi are skilled in Alchemy, but it happens to be something I excel at,” Kalla said.

      Aleister shook his head. “I'm not sure I understand. If it can't be seen, how can you manipulate it?”

      “I don't have to see it with my eyes. I see it in my mind. We see with magick's eyes.”

      Aleister shook his head, puzzlement drifting through the link. He opened his mouth to say something more, but an eerie howling rent the air, causing the Magister to jump. His eyes were wide in the firelight.

      “What was that?” he asked, voice barely a whisper.

      “Cus silthair, better known as sabre wolves. They won't bother us. The area is shielded and they will avoid the path,” Kalla said. She noticed her magister squinting into the darkness beyond the shield. In the distance, pale balls of blueish light bobbed and wove, accompanied by eerie blue-green lights that winked off and on as they darted low to the ground.

      “The blue, bobbing lights will be will-o-wisps. One reason you shouldn't leave the path. Follow one and you'll get lost and end up in the wolves' bellies. The others come from the wolves themselves,” Kalla explained.

      Aleister hugged himself, working to put a stranglehold on the fear he was feeling.

      “Tell a story? Please? Anything to take my mind off of this place,”

      he asked in a plaintive voice.

      “Very well.” Kalla relaxed, settling into her 'story mode'.

      “Long ago, when the world was young and new, Bear had a long, beautiful tail. Bear was so proud of his long tail. He would go around asking everyone-

      “Don't you think my tail is the most beautiful you've ever seen?”

      And everyone agreed with Bear, but not because they truly liked his tail. They thought Bear very vain, but sharp claws and teeth make for pretty compliments. They all told Bear how much they loved and admired his fluffy, plush tail.

      Now one day, during winter, Bear happened to come across Fox fishing in the ice. Fox was surrounded by a whole pile of delicious-looking fish and Bear decided he wanted some fish too. Fox knew that the prideful Bear was hungry and so he decided to play a trick on him, to teach a lesson. Bear ambled up to him and plopped down on the ice.

      “Hello, Brother Fox. Where did you get all of those tasty looking fish?” Bear asked, mouth watering. Fox pointed to a hole in the ice.

      “I caught them, Brother Bear,” Fox replied.

      Bear gave Fox a puzzled look. “But how, Brother Fox? You have nothing to fish with,” he asked. Fox gave a sly grin.

      “Why I used my tail, Brother Bear. It's the best thing to fish with! Shall I show you how? Then you can have as many fish as you want.”

      “Yes, please,” Bear answered in his deep, gruff voice. He was so surprised. Using one's tail to fish? What a novel idea. Bear followed Fox to another part of the frozen lake and Fox showed him how to dig out a fishing hole.

      “Now put your long, beautiful tail in the water. Wait until you feel the fish bite it, then you can pull out your tail with the fish attached. But-” Fox held up a cautionary paw, “it is very important that you sit very still. Be patient and do not move or you will scare the fish away.”

      Bear nodded and put his tail in the water. He sat very still, waiting patiently. Time passed and Bear fell asleep, waiting for the fish to bite.

      Meanwhile Fox had gathered his fish and returned home.

      A few hours later Fox returned to the lake, to find Bear still asleep on the ice. His dark fur was white with snow. Fox chuckled to himself and snuck up behind Bear.

      “Bear, Bear! Wake up! I can see a fish on your tail!”

      Bear woke with a fright and felt a sting in his frozen tail.

      “I can feel it! I can feel it!”

      Bear jumped up, expecting to pull a fish out of the lake. Instead he snapped off his beautiful tail. Fox ran away laughing, while Bear bewailed the loss of his wonderful tail. That is why Bears today have only short, stubby tails.

      So remember the lesson of Bear and Fox whenever you begin to become too prideful. Remember, too, that quite often cunning is better that brute strength any day!”

      Aleister had grown more and more relaxed during Kalla's story and he was now so drowsy he was almost asleep. The magister stirred, and gratitude filtered through the bond, along with a faint echo of the unusual feeling that Kalla couldn't quite place.

      “Thank you, milady. You must think me a fool for being scared of the Forest,” he said.

      “Not at all. Each of us carries our own fears, magi included,” Kalla replied.

      “What could you possibly be scared of? You don't seem afraid of anything,” Aleister muttered sleepily.

      “My fears are less tangible, but they are there. I just hide them well.” Kalla sighed softly.
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