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Writing this series has been a labour of love as the mysteries of our existence have walked beside me every day of my life. In this final book of the Fool's Journey series, Follin and Eve fulfil their mystic's quest but only after they are faced with life-changing experiences that tests their resolve and their magical powers.

Once again you will meet your favourite characters as they support Follin and his family while also defending the Wands frontiers. Inspired by the esoteric element of fire, the people of the Wands Kingdom demonstrate how to access and harness fire energy using specific meditation forms.

In this final book I wanted to include some of the esoteric systems that I have touched upon throughout this series. You will find elements of Hermeticism, western and Taoist alchemy, shamanism, paganism, Wicca, Druidry, Greek and Celtic mythology, Plato, Jung's Active Imagination, and the magick art of scrying the Tarot archetypes. It was my intention to weave these themes into the story while trying not to interfere with the flow and development of Follin and Eve's journey. Some of the characters use specific Taoist fire meditation forms, these will help you better understand the esoteric element of fire.

I have to admit that this was a hard book to write as I needed to tie off the many loose ends from the previous four books in the series. It was also important that each suit of the Minor and Major Arcana came together in this, the final book.

I can finally confess that in writing this series I have had to live through the themes they presented as I wrote them. For instance, while writing the Pentacles book I was challenged to focus and address issues of the physical and material world: income, health, diet and what to do with myself in retirement. In writing the Swords book I was forced to examine my long-standing writing difficulties, the writing craft itself, and editing, which is my big weakness. The Cups book came at a time when I was driven to face my own inner demons - it sure is funny what comes up when you have time on your hands. In this, my last book of the series, Wands, I have been guided to re-examine my spiritual path that began in 1980. Interestingly I can see that, as a retired psychologist, astrologer, tarotist and Taoist, my own mystic's quest is reflected in Follin's. 

The Wands suit highlights the characteristics of the esoteric fire element. These include enthusiasm, imagination, courage, pride, honour, respect, conflict, responsibility, and self-control. These themes are reflected in astrology through the three fire signs, Aries, Leo and Sagittarius; the fire houses, 1st, 5th and 9th houses; as well as the fire planets: Mars, Sun and Jupiter.

I shall now leave you to enjoy Follin and Eve's adventures in the Wands Kingdom. I am sure that you will find some useful tips that will guide you along your own mystic's path.

~
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Wishing you every success on your own mystic’s quest,

Noel Eastwood

Canberra, Australia, January 2022
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Prologue: Stealing Fire - a Tale of Magic
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It was a cold evening in the Wands Kingdom when Follin arrived home. His Elf Ranger friends were already sitting around the fire in his chambers inside Dragon Mountain Castle. Ziggy, and his adopted brother, Pandjar, rose and embraced Follin. Pandjar's partner and fellow Elf Ranger, Carwen, a dark-haired elf lass, waited politely before kissing Follin lightly on the cheek in greeting.

Pandjar and Carwen had only recently arrived from a patrol on the northern frontier and were looking forward to a warm meal with their friends. The Elf Rangers often accompanied the Wands Fearless and the Pentacles Mountaineer Commandos on their patrols along the borders of the Tarot Empire. 

Seated around the blazing fire were Ziggy’s wife Sorcha and their two children, Tamotan and Lily. There were also Follin's sister, Theresa, and her husband, Tombei, and their two children Tanika and Atsu. As usual, his parents, the Mage Saoirse and Katlyn, Follin's mother, were also present, lending a hand where they could. It was such a large gathering that they had to bring in the spare table from Follin's alchemy room.

"That cold wind just cuts through my twenty layers of clothing like a knife," announced a shivering Katlyn as she helped serve the evening's meal. "We'll certainly go through some firewood tonight trying to keep everyone warm."

Ziggy looked up from filling his pipe. "All the better to keep the Wildlanders indoors, Katlyn. With luck, this will end their incursions across the borders for a while. We need time to rest up and repair our weapons, bodies and souls."

Follin had always liked Ziggy's brother, Pandjar, a rough yet fascinating character. The Wood Elf warrior was always ready with a joke or an encouraging word. His captivating female companion, Carwen, rarely spoke or engaged in social banter. All the same, like her partner, she was highly respected for her fighting prowess. Follin likened them to a pair of prowling cats, their habits so similar that he caught himself thinking of them as being of one body with two voices.

Follin's seven-year-old twins, Aidan and Fiana, had often asked their parents how Uncle Pandjar got his scars, the three claw marks on his face had always intrigued them. The fact was that even Follin didn't know, he had simply accepted Pandjar's scars for what they were, wounds acquired in battle. It was quite common to see warriors throughout the Tarot Empire, young and old, wear their battle scars with pride.

Pandjar's rugged, cheerful personality was quite different to his brother, Ziggy's quiet, sombre manner. He was tall and well-muscled, even for an Elf Ranger, and a warrior of repute. His reputation for going berserker was often a topic of conversation in the taverns of the frontier Kingdoms. The three livid scars running down his face gave him a fierce, dangerous presence - a man not to be trifled with.

In contrast to her partner's rugged appearance, Carwen had a startling beauty and a self-assurance that caused people to turn and stare. Certainly, most would say that she was attractive, but it was her shrewd intuition and ferocious fighting ability that preceded her. Her slender carriage and stern bearing, like that of her companion, spoke of the hardship they had faced these past months patrolling the Empire’s frontiers.

It was after dinner, while sitting around the hearth in Follin's lounge room, that Aidan finally asked the question that had been burning up inside of him.

"Uncle Pandjar, umm..." Aidan paused to look at his father. Follin nodded for him to continue. "Well, I was wondering, how did you get those scars on your face? My Da said you got them fighting in the wars, but Grandpa said you were clawed by a crazed demon. Maybe it was from a dragon, like Nangkari? He's only got one eye, maybe he did it?"

The visiting Elf Rangers looked at each other in surprise, to them the scars were invisible. Regaining his composure, Pandjar smiled at his young host.

"Nay, Aidan, Nangkari is my friend, he wouldn't harm me. I have to admit though, I have been waiting for your father to ask me this same question for many years now, but he just won't. It looks like it's time for me to tell my story." 

As he spoke Pandjar unconsciously raised his fingers to trace the scars on his face. "I wear these scars as a reminder," he said as the group drew their woollen rugs closer around their shoulders. "When I was young, I wanted to show everyone that I was tough and brave like my two big brothers, so I embarked on a personal quest into the Hindamar Mountains. I wanted to prove that I was worthy enough to be chosen as one of the famous Elven Rangers. My brothers, Kerrytan and Ziggy, were both warriors of repute, while I was just their weedy little adopted brother. I had something to prove, I wanted to be like them, to earn my place and the respect of my clan."

Ziggy was serving the hot apple pie that Eve and Theresa had made that day, and stopped to put his hand on his younger brother's shoulder.

"Aidan, did you know that Pandjar was adopted by my family when he was little? You see, Pandjar's father was killed in an ambush in the Hindamar Mountains. When his mother heard of her husband's death she pined away and died of a broken heart. So my mother and father agreed that a third son would be good to keep us older boys out of trouble. Kerrytan, our eldest brother, and myself, spent most of our time trying to keep Pandjar out of trouble instead. Our mother's plan worked - in reverse."

"Thank you for butting in big brother. Now let me tell my story," grunted Pandjar. "As you know, our clan was named after Daru, the mother of oaks. She lived on the highest peak of the Hindamar Mountains and was said to be Earth's first-born tree. I wanted to prove my courage and worthiness by bringing a leaf from her tree to my Wood Elf Clan." 

Pandjar stopped talking to look at the firelight flickering on the curious faces around him. He accepted Ziggy's offer of tobacco and carefully filled his pipe - the children quietly waited. "I was young and impulsive and had forgotten that there was a tribe of lions who sometimes hunted in that area of the Hindamar Mountains, and they had a reputation for wickedness."

"So, the lions... did they try to eat you?" asked Fiana almost forgetting to breathe in her joy at finally hearing the story of Pandjar's scars. Beside her, Tanika and her little brother Atsu, were silently watching the elf with wide, excited eyes. Elves love to tell stories around the fire at night and this was promising to be a story better than any the children had heard before.

"Certainly they did. In those early days, elf and lion were on speaking terms. We spoke to them and they roared at us," Pandjar joked. 

"I thought elves had magic, why didn't your invisibility magic stop the lions trying to eat you?" interrupted Aidan, absently stroking his own face as though he too wore the lion's claw marks. 

"In those days lions also had magic. We were much the same in strength, but since then lions have lost theirs. Perhaps Pan took it away from them for abusing his gift, I don't know." Pandjar stopped to relight his pipe. The tobacco was a prized, aromatic leaf from the same Water Elf village that Follin had visited before the twins were born.

Puffing several times at his pipe to form a lion-shaped cloud of smoke above his head, the elf continued his story. "In the early days, there was magic everywhere. We believe that Pan wanted this for all his creatures so that everything on this beautiful planet would be happy, in perfect balance. Sadly, it corrupted many of them instead. The lion tribes formed gangs and fought ferocious battles against each other. They would hunt and devour weaker creatures for their food and pleasure. The elven people eventually gave up trying to be friends with them."

Tamotar called out impatiently, "Hurry up, Uncle Pandjar! Tell Aidan and Fiana how you managed to trick the lions of their meal."

Pandjar's eyes lit up and he all but roared at his nephew. "Am I taking so long that you've lost your manners, young man? But then, I do go on a bit don't I..." The tough warrior's voice softened as he grinned in satisfaction that his story had not lost its power to draw even his nephew to want to listen one more time.

"The mountain was steep and the going was growing more difficult with each step. It was snowing lightly and it was cold, much like it is here tonight." A sudden gust of wind smashed against the window shutters causing the children to grip their blankets tighter as they leaned forward to catch his every word. 

"Eventually I reached the final slope that led to the mountain peak and the mother of oaks herself when I saw a band of lions chasing a stag. The stag, Kwadinsa was his name, was a sight to see, he was in the prime of life and I paused to admire his beauty. Alas, I was young, naive and very rash in those days so I thought I might trick the lions of their meal. As the stag raced past, I called to him that I would try to distract the lions. I stood on a tall rock and called to the lions that a troop of elves were hunting the stag. 'Leave the stag alone or we'll shoot our arrows into you instead!' I shouted." Pandjar winked at the children before resuming. 

"That made the lions very angry indeed. Kwadinsa was clever and had been on the run since dawn, leading the lions higher and higher into the mountain peaks trying to exhaust his enemies. Lions don't like the cold and they don't like to climb mountains, it makes them mean and nasty. Distracted by my words they lost sight of the stag which caused them to argue among themselves. 

The younger lions growled that they wanted to go back down to the warmer slopes, but their leader forced them to stay. I used my best lion-speak to make them change their minds and go away. Lions are simple creatures and I thought that I was smarter than they were. I tricked the two youngest into turning around but the two eldest lions pricked up their ears when they realised that there was just a single elf voice. You see, a lion can smell an elf a mile away, and that one miserable elf was me. They soon learned that I had no companions to protect me."

"'Stop arguing!' cried their leader, 'our prey is now elf, and he is standing right there on top of that rock.' He roared so loud that I almost fell off the mountain." Pandjar chuckled, his audience now leaning even closer to catch every word of his story. "I knew that if I ran they would easily outrun me and I would soon become their evening meal. Quickly I scanned the rocks around me and found a narrow crack between two large boulders. In the blink of an eye, I had wedged myself as far inside that crevasse as I could."

"'Get him! He’s trying to escape!' One of the lions called, and, with a rush of muscle and sinew, that darn beast reached his paw in between the rocks and sliced my face open. 'I've got him!' The lion cried loudly. 'Come, brothers, we've not feasted on elf for a long time. This one is fat and juicy, I can smell it in his blood.'

"Little did I know that my two older brothers had been following along behind me. Not once did I suspect their presence. I was just a boy and so proud of my brothers. They were masters of evasion and their Elf Ranger training made it impossible for me to notice them. They knew how rash and naive I was and had taken on the role of being my guardians. 

"I was terrified, of course. I couldn't magic the lions away, nor could I magic myself deeper into the rocks. I knew that I would die. But just as the four lions started to claw at me again, I heard the cry of a stag, but it sounded strangely familiar. It was my dear brother, Ziggy. He called those lions all sorts of rude names in the stag's tongue. He made fun of their manhood and laughed at their weakness. Lions are proud creatures, even in those days they were prouder than any other creature, except silly me." This made the children chuckle delightedly as each strained to get even closer to their storyteller without actually falling into the blazing hearth itself.

"One by one the lions stopped trying to get at me and they started arguing with each other again. 'I want the elf hiding in that rock hole! An elf in the claw is worth a dozen stags on the hoof. I say we eat the elf then chase down the stag later!' said the leader of the lions. 'No!' cried one of the younger lions. 'I say we take down the stag first, he'll feed us and our pride for a whole week. We'll kill him then come back for the elf, he won't get far with the wounds we've given him.' That started the four lions arguing all over again. 

"Then I heard another voice, it was my other brother, Kerrytan, he was a master mimic and could lion-speak better than any elf. He had listened carefully to their arguing and had learned each of the lions' names. He started saying things to set one against the other. He mimicked their voices and began to tease and insult them until they exploded into violence."

By now everyone was silent and still. The pipes had long gone out but no one had noticed. They were each there, high up in the snow-swept Hindamar Mountains, trapped in a narrow rock crevice, surrounded by four savage lions and the whisperings of Wood elves cleverly mimicking stags and lions.

"I had lost a lot of blood. My face was torn, and my chest bled from the lion's long, sharp claws. My arms and hands were sliced to the bone from trying to fend them off. I knew that I was dying, so, with the last of my strength, I called upon my powers and drew the lion's energy into my own body. Without realising it, I drew their fiery berserker rage into my being as they fought each other outside my tiny rock sanctuary. I drew their life force into my body like a baby suckles milk from its mother's breast. There was no other way for me to stay alive but to imbibe the lion's power - all of it. When a lion is aroused, it becomes pure fire. Those lions were warriors of their tribe, and they had the Flame, just like the Wands people have. That's what kept me alive, and why I am such a, a... why I'm so ferocious in battle. I turn into a wild, berserk lion." Pandjar chuckled and the children could see an elf shape-shifting into a lion in their mind's eye.

"I was weak and had fainted when my brothers finally came to my rescue. As they pulled me free I could see the four lion bodies strewn on the ground. Three had been killed by their own kind and Ziggy finished the last one with his arrows." 

All was still, the sound of the pine resin crackling in the fire was all that could be heard. The families gathered together were totally immersed in Pandjar's world beyond time, their breathing almost imperceptible as they waited to hear the ending to the story.

"My brothers stayed with me to tend my wounds, it was six days before I could walk out from among those rocks. Together we climbed the last few paces to the mother of oaks where we each plucked one of the few surviving leaves from her outstretched branches. I found an acorn deep in the snow that had fallen to the ground, one of the few acorns left behind by the Hindamar squirrels, and held it high.

"'My dear brothers,’ I said, ‘I will plant this oak seed in honour of our kinship. I shall tend it for as long as I am alive. It will remind me of my stupidity and of the courage of my brothers.'" Pandjar stopped speaking to clean and refill his pipe, his mind back on that mountain top.

As Ziggy passed his tobacco pouch to his brother, he said, "Did you know, Aidan, that the tree we sit below in our Daru village, is from the acorn that Pandjar retrieved from the Mother of Oaks? It has survived beyond time to remind us of honour and the bonds of family and friendship."

In the silence, Fiana softly asked, "But what about your brother, Kerrytan, what happened to him?"

Pandjar spoke as he re-lit his pipe with a lighted stick from the fire. "Fiana, my elf-wise lass, there is a hill in the middle of the Forest of Smoke and Fire, there you will find an oak tree that rises above all others. Surrounding this tree is an oak forest, not a big forest but enough to protect a small herd of deer. These are the kin of Kwadinsa, the stag we saved that day on the mountain top. He had returned to the mountain crest and retrieved his own acorn. He planted it to honour us for his rescue. His grave rests beside that of Kerrytan. Sadly, I was not present when Kerrytan died, he was killed in a skirmish with the Wildlanders in that same Forest of Smoke and Fire. Ziggy and I built a stone cairn to mark his grave. Your Aunt Carwen and I plan to visit his and Kwadinsa’s graves on our next patrol to the northern frontiers. We had many adventures together, my brothers and I." Pandjar fell silent, staring into the fire, puffing on his pipe. Everyone went quiet for some minutes until the mothers began to stir and prepare the children for bed.

Before moving away from the warmth of the fire, Aidan had one more question that was burning inside of him and needed to be asked.

"Uncle Pandjar, you know how you said that you have lion energy, do you really become a lion when you go berserk?" There came a soft chuckle from the adults. 

Turning to look at the youth, Pandjar replied, "Young man, that is a question I ask myself too. When I go into battle, I can feel my fiery lion energy. I become like a wild lion, yes, indeed I do." Aidan could see Carwen smile as she nodded her head in agreement. "But, no one has said that I look like a lion. As you know, the Wands Kingdom is founded on fire energy, and that's what the lion has, fire. I think that's why I love to visit my friends of the Flame here in the Kingdom so much because my type of fire needs fire friends to keep it company."

Pandjar put his hand on his partner's shoulder. "If you want to see another form of fire energy just look at your Aunt Carwen here. Her wolf energy may be a little cooler than the fire of a berserker lion, but when I'm going into battle, I prefer the presence of a fire-being above all others to stand beside me." The pretty elven lass affectionately leaned her head on Pandjar's shoulder.

Sorcha yawned, stretched as she stood then gently took her daughter's hand. Reminding the children to say 'good night' to their guests, she led them towards what had become, on nights like this, the children's communal bedroom.

Mage Saoirse helped his wife, Katlyn, pass steaming cups of spiced mead among the adults quietly warming themselves around the log fire. But Follin wriggled uncomfortably in his seat, he still had questions and didn't know how to ask them without appearing uncouth. Carwen noticed and asked him to speak up.

"Well, I don't want to be rude, but, Pandjar, all your wounds seem to have healed except those scars on your face, so, why do you keep them?"

Pandjar once more lifted his hand to trace the claw marks on his cheek. "I was an excessively proud and impulsive youth. I decided to keep these scars to remind me of my folly that day. It was pride that killed the lions, and it was pride that almost killed me."

~
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Ace of Wands
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the beginning of an exciting adventure.
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The children screamed with delight as they raced into their new home in the Wands Castle. They had been assigned the Master Mage's quarters which had lain derelict, dusty and unused, since the last Wands Mage lived there, and that was almost two hundred years ago. Their chambers had a view along the foothills of Dragon Mountain, home of the dragons of old.

Follin's parents, Katlyn and Mage Saoirse, and his sister, Theresa and her family, lived nearby. After their arrival the families practically lived in each other's homes, Eve said that it was like a family reunion every day.

Their rooms were a mixture of living quarters and alchemist laboratory. A large central kitchen and dining room also served as a meeting room for family gatherings and official business. Fortunately, it was big enough for Follin's extended family to gather of an evening to sing, play, and tell stories around an enormous fireplace. This was where the family spent most of their time, the fireplace provided that homely feel that was a balm to the cold of winter. This was especially so as the days became shorter and colder.

"Ma!" cried seven year old Aidan, throwing his haversack in a corner and grabbing a piece of fruit sitting on the table. "Ma, guess what we did today!"

Eve looked up from the kitchen bench, one hand holding a carrot and the other a small kitchen knife. Following him in through the door was Aidan's twin sister, Fiana, next were their cousins Tanika and Atsu, followed by Ziggy's children, Tamotan and Lily.

"And what did my little prince do at school today then?" Eve called making sure to watch where her children's various belongings ended up as they were left lying around the room.

"We did exercises!" cried Aidan rushing towards the freshly made potato, leek and pepper sandwiches his mother had prepared to feed the starving children. This was a common after-school snack in the Cups Kingdom from whence they had recently arrived.

"And we did a, a, a something like running and jumping and crawling along tree trunks, it was so hard!" interrupted Fiana.

"It's called an 'obstacle course' and it's for training warriors to be strong and agile," Tamotan explained as he reached for a second helping of sandwiches.

"My goodness, it's warriors I have here in my chambers! Brave girls and boys ready to fight the evil from the Wildlands." Eve looked affectionately at the children now feeding themselves and each other in a frenzy of movement. Aidan was slightly taller than his sister, Fiana. Both wore happy smiles that warmed Eve's heart till it almost burst.

"My Da said that the obstacle course here is harder than what the Elf Rangers have for their training, Auntie Eve," added Lily breathlessly.

"And what did you do on your first day at the new school, Lily? Did you run and climb and jump like the others?" Eve often worried that the tiny elf girl would be left out. Lily had witnessed too much sadness in her life, and Eve decided that she needed a guardian auntie who would stand by her.

"Auntie Eve, I tried my best but it was too hard. The teachers let me play on the swings till the others finished their races," replied Lily. 

"Well then, little one, you've had the best day ever," announced Eve with an encouraging smile.

"Auntie Eve! Did you know that Tamotan will soon earn his wooden sword?" The twin's cousin, Atsu, was so excited that he almost lost his sandwich to Follin's fae dog, Sox, waiting strategically for the children's scraps to fall to the floor.

"Even though they're new, they'll all get to play games and sing when they do the Moriscan Dancing too. You should come and watch us, Auntie Eve!" squealed Tanika in her unusually high-pitched voice.

The children's first days at school were important, and Eve decided that she needed to take time off from unpacking their boxes of belongings and go with them in the morning to learn their routines. 

It was at this time that Grandma and Grandpa arrived. They had been waiting to greet their grandchildren after their first day at school and wanted to hear their stories. When Mage Saoirse and his family arrived in the Wands Kingdom, Follin’s sister, Theresa was in her early school years. They could still remember the excitement of her first day at school.

"And what did our young champions do at school today? Did you run the gauntlet? The river race and the tree climb?" asked Mage Saoirse, 'Grandpa' to his grand-children.

Aidan had by now finished his sandwich and leaped at his grandfather, landing on the old man's chest almost knocking him off his chair.

"I, I, I..." He stuttered trying to speak faster than his brain could keep up. "I won the race across the river, and I swam it all underwater! None of the other kids could stay under long enough to even get half-way across." He beamed with pride. "And Fiana beat all the girls her age too, she stayed under so long the teacher had to dive in to get her out! They thought that she had frozen solid in the cold water." 

The twin's cousins, Tanika and Atsu, had made sure to escort the new arrivals on their first day at school. Both of Theresa's children were quiet, serious in manner from their many years of training in the ways of total warfare expected of all who lived in the Wands Kingdom. Their father, Tombei, held a position on the war council and was a master swordsman responsible for training the Wands' Fearless Commando. His physical appearance was uncommon, having arrived as a young man on one of the trading boats from across the seas to the east. His mastery with the katana, a curved sword designed for cutting and slicing rather than stabbing, was beyond any seen in the Wands Kingdom.

The children gave accounts of their days adventures and finally things began to settle down in the household. Fiana's newly acquired kitten, Puss, eventually came out of hiding from under the sofa, while Sox crept carefully between the scampering feet of the children to snaffle up scraps of food dropped on the floor. Molly, the blind elemental introduced to Eve by the High Priestess and The Hierophant, suddenly appeared on Eve's shoulder as the children's wild energy began to dissipate. It was the first of many homecomings after an exciting day at school.

A few days later, while Eve and Follin were meeting with the Wands Royalty and Nangkari, the Wands' one-eyed dragon, the children came bounding inside to pester their afternoon babysitter, a lone and somewhat distraught grandmother.

"Grandma!" called Aidan. Like his twin sister, Fiana, Aidan's light brown hair flashed with sparkles of light as he ran into his grandmother's waiting arms. "Can we go and visit Nangkari now?"

"Heavens and horses, grandson! Didn't I tell ye just yesterday? Nangkari is busy with your Ma and Da? You'll just have to wait till he's free," grunted Katlyn, Follin's mother. Her fingers raked through her grey hair as she held her breath to the count of ten before releasing it.

"But, Grandma! You said we could," added Fiana.

"Galloping ghosts of Grendale's Farm! Not you too!" The elderly lady tried not to smile. She needed her grumpy voice to survive the twin's onslaughts until Eve arrived home. "Do you two nay listen when I speak? As I told you this morning, Nangkari is busy."

The other children had left, having eaten their fill they were escorted to their homes by their parents. Sorcha and Theresa saw that Grandma would have her hands full with Follin's twins and didn't want to impose their own on her for another exhausting afternoon of mayhem. Katlyn led the twins to sit near the warmth of the hearth and sat herself in the leather chair facing them. Sox had already settled himself in front of the warm fire, Puss was curled and asleep beside him on the floor rug.

"But he's a dragon, Grandma," grunted Aidan, climbing precariously along the top of the rickety old sofa.

"And he's a shape-shifter too," added Fiana. "He should just get his business over and done with and then wind time backwards. Grandpa said that a dragon can finish his work before he even starts it." She looked up at her grandmother and giggled, pulled at the ribbon in her long hair and then threw herself into her grandmother's lap.

"Dragons, dungeons and castles! You children will cause me to shape-shift any minute now if you don't stop pestering me."

"But dragons can change time backwards, Nangkari told us so himself," said Aidan, finding the kitten's tail and pulling it. There came a hiss and the kitten disappeared into the alchemy study.

The old woman rubbed at her gnarled fingers and noted how quickly the wind had picked up, it had a chill to it that signaled snow - and she felt it in every bone. The once youthful maiden of the Mystic Isle, decided that she had put up with enough nonsense from her grandchildren and wondered what she might do to distract them.

"My goodness, 'tis time to prepare dinner and your mother is still not home," she muttered as Fiana grabbed her ribbon and tied it in a complex weave through her grandmother's hair. With an inner sigh Katlyn said, "Perhaps we could play hide and seek?"

"Nah, but we could take Puss with us into Molly's world? She loves it!" exclaimed Aidan now heading towards the alchemy workroom where he had seen the kitten escape to.

"Yes, let's do that! Aidan! Let me hold Puss, she likes to be with me when we visit Molly's home." Fiana tried to grab the wriggling kitten, but her brother held it high in the air out of his sister's reach. Grandma wisely stood and accepted the wriggling cat from a surprised Aidan.

"You can visit the elementals after we have dinner prepared. Right, Aidan, fetch some wood and stoke the fire. Fiana, put the kettle on the stove top, be careful that ye use the wooden stool Argyll made for you. And I don't want either of ye to play with the fire magic Nangkari showed you. The last thing I want is for your mother and father to come home and find two little children burned to a crisp because they didn't listen to their wise grandma."

~
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Nangkari's business was with Follin and Eve. They were seated around a large fire with the Wands Knight, Sir Alwyn, the King and Queen of Wands, and Follin's father, the Mage Saoirse. The Emperor, who seemed to spend more time in negotiating with the Wildlanders along the Empire's frontier than at his own castle, had been called out to attend to some issues in the Pentacles Kingdom with Sir Darwyn, the Charioteer, and couldn't attend.

"I know that you have only recently arrived and are still settling into your new home, Follin, but we need you to begin your studies in our Kingdom's fire magic as soon as possible," announced the King. Their meeting place was deep within Dragon Mountain, the den of Nangkari, the last dragon of the Tarot Empire. "We understand that Nangkari, your father, Mage Saoirse, and Sir Alwyn, will be your mentors while in our Kingdom. Your father is the only Fire Mage left in the Tarot Empire. It is an extremely difficult and dangerous quest to become a Fire Mage, and it is even harder to stay alive once initiated. There is a high attrition rate for those who wield the magic of the Wands' Flame."

Nangkari was in his human form, his chair close to the blazing hearth. He was hunched over, smoking his pipe and apparently thinking. There was nothing outstanding about the dragon other than the fact that he had only the one eye, the other socket was severely scarred.

"May I?" asked the dragon politely.

"Certainly, Nangkari," replied the King who had to move his chair a little further back and away from the fire. Where Nangkari loved the heat, no human could handle his idea of 'warm' for long - not even those born and trained to the magic of the Flame.

"For you, Eve, I will leave your training to The Empress and the Angels, the Flame is not for you. You do understand that this is a blessing, do you not?" He turned to look at Follin's wife, his single eye unblinking.

A little flustered and holding back her annoyance, Eve replied. "I'm not quite sure I understand, Nangkari. I did breath work with Hermes, and Hera has taken me to the depths of the earth where the fire energy is hot beyond imagination. So I don't think I need to be spared your knowledge of the Flame."

"These things I know, Priestess Eve. You and Follin were taught the highest of elemental meditations in the Cups Kingdom, were you not?" continued the dragon.

Eve looked questioningly at Follin. When she saw his blank look she turned back to the dragon. "We learned the water meditation of the Cups, if that's what you mean. They all do it in the Cups Kingdom, it isn't a secret. It can't be the most powerful meditation in the world, can it?" she asked in all seriousness, but there was a slight edge of exasperation in her voice.

Nangkari looked at Sao then back to Eve. "Mage Saoirse should have mentioned this fact, since it seems both Hermes and Hera did not. The water meditation is considered the highest form of magic. Did you not travel out of this plane of existence during your Quest of Life? Have you not traveled across time and space with the water breath? Why did no one tell you of its power?" The dragon's voice grew strong with frustration, not quite a shout but it echoed through his chamber.

Mage Saoirse looked at his dragon friend and thought how easily the shape-shifter could mismanage human interactions. At his first meeting with the dragon, he remembered how the beast could barely hold a cordial conversation. 

Sao coughed to bring attention to himself, then spoke. "Nangkari, at the time of the Quest of Life no one thought to go beyond the actual experience of the water meditation. We did inform Follin and Eve that it was too powerful even for most of the Cups people. It was very soon after their quest that the High Priestess was attacked by the Wildlander mages. We had no idea what to do until Molly managed to stop the rot caused by their evil spell. Mage Hermes, nearly died trying to find that caterpillar creature that rescued Hera from her entrapment. Then there was Eve's pregnancy and the fear of another Wildlander attack which would be directed at her, the future High Priestess. In addition to this was Ziggy's quest to rescue his wife and children. That was such a rush-about time that no one thought to do more than introduce the water meditation. Afterwards, well, we just forgot. Follin and Eve were left to find out for themselves the power of the water form."

"Harrumph! It seems you humans place a lot of trust in 'finding-out-for-themselves'. That meditation could have crushed your apprentices’ future development," came Nangkari's gruff response. He pulled his chair a little closer to the fire and puffed at his pipe as the others waited. The air began to fill with a tranquility that was palpable and the tension in the room eased.

"Nangkari, I love that pipe of yours. One day you must teach my husband how to do that trick, it is so comforting," oozed the Queen. Her smooth charm made Follin almost laugh, and Eve giggled into her hand. Sir Alwyn tipped a salute to his mother and the King winked at her.

In a tone to show that he knew what the Queen was doing, Nangkari continued. "Perhaps I will, perhaps I won't. It depends on my mood," he said dryly.

Sao looked around at the group and took the dragon's response as a hint that he should continue to explain the significance of the fire meditation.

"As you can tell from sitting here in this dragon's furnace, fire can be a difficult master. Once aroused, fire can burn down a village or even the plains of an entire Kingdom. Water, on the other hand, has its own unique dangers, but it is a passive energy. Nangkari wants to remind us that fire is active and extremely dangerous to the uninitiated." Sao paused, waiting for his son and daughter-in-law to respond. "Um, that’s a hint."

When Eve remained silent, Follin decided that he should say something. "Yes, we know that water is passive, we've practiced it for years now. Hera taught us how to dissolve into our meditations, it was one of our first lessons. But you wanted to know what we have experienced with fire, so I shall do my best."

Eve watched her husband and noted with pride how much he had changed since his rescue of Sorcha, Ziggy's wife, and their children. Neither Follin nor Ziggy spoke much of what actually happened, but she clearly recognised the leap in confidence that her husband gained that day.

"Fire burns, Master Pew and Mage Hermes have impressed upon me as such. I know from my own experience that fire can be exciting, it enlivens the spirit and drives power into the limbs." Follin put his finger to his chin and thought for a moment. "Many years ago, I used the fire meditation just as my father taught me. I melded with my campfire on my journey through the Major Arcana, I felt consumed with joy. It was one of the most amazing experiences I have ever had. I think it was as powerful as the Cups water meditation, but I don't have enough experience with fire magic to really be the judge of that."
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