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Firefall

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.”

* * *

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.

* * *

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.
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