
        
            
                
            
        

    
Legal Stuff

Copyright © 2017 Taki Drake and T. S. Paul, All Rights Reserved.

Reproduction of any kind is strictly prohibited unless written permission granted by the editor of the anthology and the individual author.

The scenes, characters, and places included in this story are works of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

[image: ]


Dedication

As always, this book is dedicated to my loving and supportive husband, John. Without his unwavering support and love, I would lack the energy and emotion to share the worlds of my imagination with my readers. 

[image: ]


Table of Contents

Legal Stuff

Dedication

Chapter 1 - Surprises

Chapter 2 – Elementary Vision

Chapter 3 – Gathering Time

Chapter 4 - Orientation

Chapter 5 - Exploration

Chapter 6 – Mingling

Chapter 7 – Fun or Fight

Chapter 8 - Healing

Chapter 9 – Lessons in Adaptability

Chapter 10 – Practical Wisdom

Chapter 11 – Intelligent Actions

Chapter 12 – To Rank or not to Rank

Chapter 13 – Let the Trials Begin!

Chapter 14 – Adapting on the Fly

Chapter 15 – Running Adaptation

Chapter 16 – Wisdom to Say No

Chapter 17 – Thinking Outside the Box

Chapter 18 – Truths and Consequences

Chapter 19 – Results and Reactions

Chapter 20 - Farewells

Epilogue

Contributing Authors

Author - Taki Drake

Author - T.S. Paul

Author Notes - Taki Drake

Heartfelt Acknowledgments

Snippet - Shade of Honor

Snippet - Born a Witch:Drafted by the FBI

Snippet - We Are Not Prey


Chapter 1 - Surprises

There was no warning. The blow that compressed her body and made it impossible to breathe arrived with no betraying sound, no visual clue. Dascha was stunned into momentary paralysis. Her body hung limply, and her mind spun around her skull in confusion. She could feel her fur rippling as she was lifted up into the air. The small cat was helpless and afraid.

There were too many things that she had experienced before for her to stay coherent. Even though the talons of the bird held her firmly and without injury, Dascha could once again feel those earlier talons that had pierced her body and had caused her to bleed so badly that she had almost died. All of the fear and pain that she had felt on that long-ago day crashed into her mind, momentarily overwhelming her ability to think and plan.

Only a split second had elapsed when she moved past her stunned amazement. <<Not this crap again! What is with these blasted birds?>> she thought as she twisted her lithe body into action. There was no way she was going down without a fight.

Stretching as far as she could, the small black cat attempted to sink her claws into the legs of the bird that held her. In the back of her mind, she was surprised that she knew it was a bird. There were flying reptiles and other things that were capable of swooping down and grabbing her, but she had known instantaneously that it was a bird.

It was all up to her. There would be no rescue from this attack. No flying Savior. She needs to be able to do this for herself.

Spitting and yelling at the top of her voice, Dascha was stopped cold by an amused comment from her captor.

<<You need to build up a little bit more muscle before that’s going to work.>>

<<Glenfrey! Why on earth did you grab me like that?>>

<<Because we need to talk and you don’t exactly get email, do you?>>

<<You could have just had Henley call Zhanna, you know.>>

<<This is not about witch business. This is stuff about familiars, and we don’t talk to our witches about familiar business.>>

Dascha turned that over in her mind for a short while, thinking through the ramifications and possible meanings for the things that Glenfrey had left unsaid. She noticed that the steppe eagle had begun to land on a rocky outcropping and held her questions until they were settled on the ground and she could regain her feet.

Standing up and walking on slightly shaky legs after Glenfrey had released her, the small black cat seated herself about 3 feet away from her friend. Carefully wrapping her tail around her paws, she looked over at the huge bird and waited for him to talk. The time she had spent with Glenfrey and his witch, Henley, had taught her that attempting to hurry the bird would simply lead to additional delays.

Shaking his wings out and then settling them across his back, Glenfrey brought first one eye and then the other to bear on Dascha. Of all the things that she could have thought that he would say, what came from him next was so far down her list that it didn’t even appear.

<<Why have you not joined the gathering? Are you not going to the trials?>>

<<What trials?>> she asked.

<<The Familiar Trials. The ones starting soon. Everyone is gathering by the gateway without you. Did the other familiars not tell you about this?>>

<<Glenfrey, there are no other familiars with any of the witches in the village or even in the villages around where Zhanna lives.>>

The large bird considered what she had said. His thoughts came slowly back, <<No familiars. That sounds like it is a bigger problem than I thought.>>

<<What did you think the problem was?>>

<<I thought perhaps that you had managed to annoy the other familiars to the point that they weren’t telling you or bringing you to the trials. After all, you do have a bit of a mouth on you.>>

<<Ha! Who was the person who wanted to teach me how to be snarky? I’m simply applying the lessons that I’ve learned.>>

Glenfrey totally ignored her retort, instead choosing to answer a different question. 

<<We can explore the whole issue of why there are so few familiars later. However, we need to hurry if you’re going to make it back to the gateway before it opens and closes.>>

Dascha stared at her friend. He was not fidgeting, he was not looking sleepy and inscrutable. In fact, as best she could read the expression of a different species, he looked concerned and perhaps even a bit worried. 

<<What are the trials, Glenfrey? And why do you look worried?>>

<<The trials are how familiars get training and establish rank. They only happen sporadically, and there are a good bunch of instructors for this one.>>

The young cat watched as the eagle started to move uneasily from foot to foot. Deciding that she would not subject him to a cross-examination, Dascha simply asked, <<How long do they last? And what do I tell my witch about why am leaving?>>

<<I just tell Henley that I need to go to a meeting of familiars so that my training can be kept up-to-date. He has no problems with that, and you can always tell Zhanna to call him if she wants more information.>>

<<<>>>

Dascha had adamantly refused to leave without telling Zhanna in person what she was doing. The flight back to Zhanna’s house was made quickly. Even so, Glenfrey had gotten more nervous and irritable during the trip. Dascha knew something else was going on but wasn’t exactly sure how to bring the subject up again.

Glenfrey landed heavily on a fence post that was part of the boundary to the garden of Zhanna’s grandmother. The older woman had been weeding the garden as they arrived. With no sign of nervousness or fear, she moved over to confront the eagle.

Standing less than a foot away from the dangerous beak of the large predator, the small but sturdily built woman gazed deeply into the eagle’s eyes. She held that gaze for just a moment before a slight smile appeared on her face, and she turned to address Dascha.

“We had better go talk to her right now. You will have to hurry to be on time.”

Now completely confused, Dascha followed the older woman into the house and through the hall to the large kitchen. Zhanna was seated at the kitchen table with books opened up in front of her and an intent look on her face. Hearing her grandmother’s footsteps, she looked up with a smile.

“I am almost done with my homework, Baba. Do you want me to help with supper?”

“Not yet, dear. I still have weeding to finish, but I think that Dascha needs to talk to you first.”

The young witch looked startled. Her eyes flew to her familiar, and she immediately went down on her knees reaching a hand out to the cat. <<Is something the matter, Dascha? You could’ve called me, and I would’ve come!>>

<<No, everything is all right. Glenfrey came to tell me that I need to go to a meeting and it is one that I didn’t know about before now. I might need to be gone for several days, and I didn’t want you to worry.>>

Zhanna’s eyes grew a little bit wider, and her expression shifted to deeper alarm. <<Is it something I did? Are you in trouble?>>

<<I’m not in trouble, at least that I know of. Well, unless you count the mice that I dropped into that mean girl’s bag at school.>>

<<You did that? Boy, was she mad. She screamed and ran and then was embarrassed. I hope that she doesn’t find out it was you.>>

In the background, there was a smothered laugh from the older woman, but Zhanna was focused on her familiar and ignored her grandmother.

<<Glenfrey says that you could call Henley if you’re worried about it but that it’s just something that happens once or twice a year. I think he really wants me to go because I’m so new at this and there are no other familiars in the village.>>

A wave of love and acceptance exploded from Zhanna through the familiar bond. Dascha felt like she was gently held and petted. She could feel the edge of worry underneath that wave that was Zhanna’s feeling of her own inadequacies in their partnership. Sending a mental purr back at her witch, the familiar tried wordlessly to reassure the person that she loved above all others of her faith and devotion.

The trembling smile that showed on Zhanna’s face was the only thanks that Dascha needed.

<<<>>>

It’d taken Dascha just a short amount of time to get ready to leave. She was very worried about leaving Zhanna by herself, but Glenfrey had certainly made the point that she could use training as well as her witch.

Zhanna had made sure that the traveling harness was set around Dascha carefully before she had sent her off with one last gentle pat.

<<I will miss you, Dascha, but it sounds like it’s a good thing for you to attend.>>

<<Try not to get into too much trouble while I’m gone. I don’t want to find when I come back that you’ve managed to turn yourself into a toad.>>

Zhanna just simply laughed and waved goodbye.

Glenfrey had been waiting outside sitting on the same garden post that he had used before. He very seldom looked nervous or antsy, but Dascha could tell that he was definitely ready to leave. Preferably right now.

<<I’m not sure how you want to do this, Glenfrey. Do you need me to climb up someplace so that you can grab my harness?>>

<<Nope.>>

Dascha kept forgetting how fast eagles were. One second she was carrying on a silent conversation with the large bird and the next he had swooped down and grabbed the back of her harness and was climbing through the air. The breath had exploded out of her body with the suddenness of his movement. There was a split second of fear, and then the same amazement surfaced that she had felt before when Glenfrey had carried her in the harness.

The air rifling through her fur and the lack of anything under her feet gave the normally land bound cat a totally different perspective. She felt free. Nothing was binding her feet, and she didn’t have to worry about balance. There was simply the feeling of slicing through the air, fresh smells hitting her nose in a confusing mixture of tantalizing odors.

The small cat felt excitement welling from deep inside of her. This was going to be an adventure, one that was started with curiosity and interest, rather than pain and injury.


Chapter 2 – Elementary Vision

The day was clear and the sun was warm, even in the cooler temperatures up high from the earth. This time, Dascha was more observant. She was curious about everything, staring around and looking at the pathways of the earth below her. There was a sense of vast speed as the small houses and skinny tendrils of roads seem to almost blur past her eyes.

Once again, Dascha could see the tracery of colored lines that connected clouds in the earth. She could see a slight golden thread that seemed to pulse with Glenfrey’s power. Unsure of what it meant, she simply observed and kept her own counsel.

They continued their flight for the next hour. Dascha stirring up information and simply enjoying the sensation of flight.

The earth below them had changed in character. The uneven ground around the village had flattened out to some degree. Now there were lower and rolling hills rather than escarpments and ravines. The roads looked different even though there were about the same number of them. They tended to be wider and didn’t bother to avoid the hills. Instead, they tried to maintain straight lines whether or not they cut through the hills or went over them.

Up ahead, just coming into view, Dascha noticed that there was a clump of extra tendrils of light that she had learned indicated active magic.

<<Glenfrey, is that where we are going? The area where it looks like there is a lot of magic spiking all over the place?>>

<<Yes. That is the gathering site for this trial. It looks like we are not too late, which I’m very pleased about.>>

<<I didn’t realize the time was that short. I am sorry if you were worried.>>

<<Well, we’re here now.>>

The eagle began a gentle descent toward the clouded area. Dascha found it difficult to look straight at the area inside the cloud. It was as if the haze was trying to convince her eyes to look aside. She could see some of the tendrils of magic that held it together and figured that’s what was happening. She had not noticed that color of the thread before, a purple so intense that it made her want to squint.

The eagle and his passenger approached the edge of the cloud more closely. Dascha’s stomach tensed in response, fearing that they were going to smash into a wall. That did not happen. Instead, there was a strange little popping sound, and they were through the barrier. The lines of magic and the protective haze had both disappeared.

Dascha drew a deep breath in amazement. The ground under them was filled with animals. To her startled gaze, it looked as if there were hundreds, but that was only her confusion. As she regained her composure and started to count, she saw that there were less than 50 overall. The small black familiar saw several more cats and a variety of dogs. There are other animals, including birds, ferrets or weasels, and one tired-looking wolf.

<<I didn’t realize that so many different animals could be familiars.>>

<<There are many familiars and types of familiars. The exact reason an animal can become a familiar is only partially known. The matching of her personality, the capability of handling or storing magical energy, and other aspects are important. As you get additional training, you will learn more of that information, but right now all it would do is confuse you.>>

Glenfrey stopped speaking, instead concentrating on getting his passenger landed safely. The timing was tricky since the eagle was swooping down and needed to release Dascha’s harness at the perfect time. Ideally, he headed to release her so that she did not drop far enough to get hurt but did not have too much momentum. 

The eagle did it as neatly and competently as he seemed to do everything. His release of Dascha let her absorb the momentum with a single, carryover step. His huge form had immediately pulled up and flown further to clear the area after he released Dascha’s harness. The small black cat was terribly impressed. Not only did he execute flawlessly, but he made it look easy.

<<Thanks! At least I didn’t have to fall on my face in front of all these strangers.>>

<<You are welcome! And that way I don’t have to explain why I brought a clumsy idiot to the trials. Instead, I just have to explain your existence in a way that others will understand.>>

No sooner had Dascha’s feet touched the ground then a large badger waddled over to her.

<<Oh, dear. You have to be absolutely, totally, completely new! We don’t see very many new ones, and I don’t have you on any of my lists. Who are you, what and who is your witch, and what is your ranking?>>

Dascha responded to the best of her ability, introducing herself and telling the badger that her witch was named Zhanna. He responded with more confusion, <<Never heard of that witch. How long have you been in the territory? Where’s your sponsor? This is very irregular I’ll have you know. It makes organizing things much too hard! >>

Luckily for Dascha, Glenfrey had circled back and landed on a perch that was close to where she was standing. <<Frank, stop fussing. I am sponsoring Dascha. I have done some preliminary training with her, but she is not yet rated. This is her first gather, and her witch knew nothing about the gathering. So, stop fussing at her.>>

<<Oh! That puts a totally different complexion on the whole thing. I didn’t realize you were confused too, so I must apologize young one. Things will get a lot clearer after you survive the first one. Of course, assuming you survive the first one.>>

<<Frank, stop scaring her. You know we haven’t lost a fledgling for a long time.>>

<<Well, there’s always a chance that it will happen again and it’s not fair to keep them in the dark. We have to at least warn them. I know that you think everything is logical and ordered, Glenfrey, but the rest of us just have to manage to do what we can do, when we can do it.>>

Dascha had not said much of anything while the two older familiars were discussing her presence and what she knew. To herself, she admitted it was intimidating. Even living in the clowder of her birth, she had never seen or been part of something that was this chaotic. The little black cat crouched down slightly and just tried to watch everything at once. She felt overwhelmed, and it must have shown.

The badger rushed into speech, trying to comfort her, <<Here now, don’t worry. Glenfrey and I are old friends. We sometimes tease each other, and it sounds like we are fighting, although we are not. Everything will be fine, and you’ll learn a lot.>>

Dascha simply nodded in thanks and retreated so that she was closer to where Glenfrey was perched.

<<Are you okay, Dascha?>> the large eagle asked.

<<I think so, Glenfrey. This all seems to be pretty strange to me.>>

<<You are doing very well. Just try to relax and observe. That’s how we familiars learn, you know. We watch, observe, and apply.>>

<<<>>>

Dascha soon realized that she and Glenfrey had cut their trip very close to the deadline. They hadn’t been there more than another ten minutes when the milling animals started to drift away from a pile of rocks in the approximate center of the area. 

The sounds of movement stilled, and the cacophony of mental conversations died out. Everyone was staring at the rock, so Dascha thought that perhaps she should also. Without that focus, the black familiar would have missed what happened next.

The surface of the rock appeared to melt and flow until it formed a caricature of a human face with indented holes for eyes and a gash for a mouth. Dascha could feel every hair on her body puff out in her back begin to arch. Adrenaline slammed through her body, readying her for fight or flight.

The rocks in the pile seemed to shift and fall but in the act of falling began to form piles that mimicked arms and legs. A grating sound felt more than heard, preceded a creature of assembled rock rising from the ground. The huge monster stretched arms into the sky before allowing them to drop to his side.

Never had Dascha felt so small. The rock being was over 20 feet tall. It’s aura of enduring age, and restrained power had more than Dascha crouched down in caution and fear. Glancing around her quickly, the cat saw many other animals with flattened ears and tucked tails. At least she wasn’t alone in her surprise and reaction.

<<Dascha, it’s something called an earth elemental. Someday, your witch may work with them.>>

<<Thank you, Glenfrey. What is happening now? Is the earth elemental a familiar or is he coming with us?>>

Dascha could feel Glenfrey’s amusement over their connection. He didn’t say anything to her about that, instead, he said, <<Just watch you’ll see.>>

The rock creature took two steps from where he had arisen and once more stretched his arms toward the sky and place them together. Twisting slightly to the right, the shape of his body formed a curve. The clashing of stone that marked his movement quieted, and the creature held motionlessly.

The singing tension of anticipation that rose from the waiting group was setting Dascha’s fur on end. She felt her back unconsciously arching again as she prepared for motion.

There was only enough time to take two breaths before a swirling flame of fire appeared to fall from the sky and land to the right of the earth elemental. The flames unfolded until the shape of a giant fire lizard could be seen. Stretching up so that his tail touched the rock giant’s outstretched hands, the essential creature of fire formed the other half of an arched doorway.

The heat was intense. Dascha could feel the almost painful heat against her fur and against her whiskers. She wasn’t in the front of the group and knew that the effects of the fire would even worse were she not protected by others’ bodies. Some of the other familiars had to be in more pain than she was, but nobody moved.

Once again, there was only a brief moment before another elemental entered the picture. A narrow spray of water gushed up from the ground between the earth and fire creatures. Widening the top of the liquid spire, the plume appeared to bathe both the fire and the earth elementals in fresh-smelling water. Although there was a slight hissing as the water touched the fire salamander, there was no sign of steam. Instead, the water formed a road-like surface that led between the rock giant on the one side and the fire salamander on the other. The appearance reminded Dascha of cobblestones of glass, slightly shiny and reflective.

It was no longer possible to see through the arch. Until the water had entered the picture, Dascha could see through the opening to the rock pile and meadow beyond. The advent of the liquid element had changed that. 

A sinuous shape formed out of the bubbling water and moved to rest beside the rock elemental. Its form was half woman, half fish. Her long, flowing, blue-green hair trailed down her body and merge seamlessly with the road that ran between the two halves of the arch. Dascha could see how the creature’s hair actually was the substance of the road and held the water element in a fluid and tenuous grip.

For yet a third time all action paused. This one was a bit longer than the previous ones as if the entire world had just taken one long deep breath of preparation.

An explosion of air swirled around the waiting familiars in the gathering area. The wind tossed leaves, dust, and particles high in the air forming them into dancing spinners and swirling clouds. It tickled Dascha’s nose, ruffled the fur on her head, and whipped her tail back and forth. The sheer exuberance of the wind teased a smile from the small cat and invited her to share its joy.

Crying out in a loud voice, Glenfrey joined the other birds in a chorus of welcome to the essential elemental for those that flew. All around the staging area, other flyers joined in. In response to the welcoming course, the movement of air intensified, rushing against the legs and bodies of the waiting familiars. Lifting them up slightly from the ground, as if in an insubstantial hand, it invited them to move freely with it. One more time, air swirled around the area and then blasted through the archway, clearing the last of the clouds from the passageway.

It was it was as if a veil had been ripped open and they could see again. The sight that met their eyes was totally different than what Dascha had expected. Instead of the meadow and rock pile that had been behind the arch when this process had started, there now was a scene of mass confusion and milling crowds. It made the waiting group seem small by comparison.

<<The gate is open. Everyone, it’s time to go through, >> said Frank.

Glenfrey added, <<It’s time to join the Familiar Trials!>>


Chapter 3 – Gathering Time

Dascha would forever remember her introduction to this gathering by the massive confusion. There were animals charging, crawling, and flying in constant motion and in varying directions. The cacophony of sound was incredible. Barking, hissing, roars, and the quieter soft sounds of animals navigating the same space created a tapestry of noise that could only be appreciated as an entirety.

The small cat was totally lost. The press of animals was so strong that she couldn’t get a sense of perspective. Dascha longed for wings so that she could fly above the crowd and try to see the shape and landmarks of the area. The longing was so great that she almost didn’t notice how the crowd cleared away from her in all directions right before the angled slam of Glenfrey’s pounce took her by surprise.

The huge eagle’s wings pumped only a few times before she was high enough above the crowd to see. The feeling of claustrophobic restriction disappeared, and she could breathe again.

<<You look like you needed some rescuing.>>

<<That was crazy! How can anybody breathe when they are all packed in like that?>>

<<They are just so excited to be here that they don’t notice how crowded they are. It will all settle down in the next day.>>

<<Day?!>>

<<Okay, in the next hour. You will see that it gets much better. Until then, how about if we take you on a quick tour and familiarize you with the different areas so that it will be easier to find your way around? >>

Suiting his actions to his words, Glenfrey began to fly around the area, explaining to the fascinated cat the features of the Familiar Trials gathering location.

<<Starting with the far bottom left, you can see that this is where the gate that we traveled through opened. There are eight other gates that come in, and you can see them marked by that strange indentation in front of each of them.>>

<<So all I need to remember is the picture that we came in by?>>

<<Yes. It’s the way that everybody has of marking the right gate to take home.>>

<<Has it ever happened that someone went through the wrong gate?>>

<<Yes, it has happened. A couple of owls that were busy arguing philosophy while riding on the antlers of an elk ended up on the wrong continent in the wrong hemisphere.>>

<<Oh. I bet that was a mess. Could they just go back through the gate?>>

<<No. The gates are dismantled immediately after the end of the trial’s adjournment. Once everybody has a exited the gates dissipate, and they are not there for later travel.>>

Dascha was silent, thinking about the ramifications. She didn’t know what questions to ask at this point, but she would keep all the curious little bits and pieces until she did. Perhaps, later on, she could ask useful questions and understand the answers.

Glenfrey went back to his tour guide role. <<Going around clockwise, you can see the next area is a big field. This field is where we conduct speed tests like races. Right now, they are not set up for anything but contests of sheer speed. Later on, there will be obstacles raised or puzzles set up that will challenge the familiars in that portion.>>

<<Obstacles? Are the contests something that we participate in each time?>>

<<A lot of this will be explained at the orientation sessions. It’s better that I don’t introduce you to all of it before you attend that discussion. Afterward, if you still have questions, I can probably help you.>>

Dascha looked down on the ground and noticed that there were three areas that looked very similar. Each of them had a rock platform in the center of a rough circle. Radiating out from the center were arms of what looked like some sort of honeycombed rock in tendrils that extended from the center platform to a distance almost 40 feet away.

She had no idea what those were. The fact that there were three of them made it look like they had been created on purpose. Deciding that she had looked enough like an idiot with her questions that she was not going to ask anymore, Dascha resolved to hold her own counsel and listen for the answers.

<<Joya Glenfrey! It’s wonderful to see you again, my old friend. Who is that that you have in your talons? Are you finally sponsoring someone in the trials?>> Their questioner was a huge black bird with large talons and a wicked beak.

<<Merry meet, George. Yes, I am sponsoring someone. I worked with Dascha, a new familiar for a while. She is here to learn all about the Familiar Trials.>>

<<Merry meet, Dascha. I’m George, from London. I hope to see you do well at the trials since it reflects on Glenfrey also. He and I have been friends for many years, and you are the first that he has sponsored that I know of.>>

Dascha responded, <<I thank you for your welcome. It will be interesting to find out more about the trials here and what I can learn. Of course, I will try to be a credit to Glenfrey.>>

A ripping sound of amusement issued from George’s throat. The harsh caw of his cry shook Dascha’s bones and assaulted her ears. Wheeling in mid-air, the giant raven dove back toward the ground.

Glenfrey flew for a few more seconds before he added, <<He always was a showoff.>>

<<<>>>

Glenfrey and Dascha had done their aerial tour for close to an hour when Glenfrey made an odd chirp of approval. <<At last! They have registration open!>> 

The giant eagle dove for the ground, pulling up just short of crashing. His maneuver let him hover for a split second, and he gently released Dascha’s harness.

She found herself positioned at the end of a short line. She had only an instant to catch her bearings before other animals came hurriedly to stand behind her. Within a few seconds more there were 20 behind her, then 30, then 50. 

Once again, the tension of facing the unknown without a clue of what to do started to affect Dascha. Understanding that she was in the right place and knowing what to do when she got to the head of the line was different. Hopefully, by the time she got to that position, there would be some clue to what she was supposed to do.

The line moved forward pretty rapidly. It seemed like just a few moments before she was coming up to the front of the line. When the small cat finally got a look at what she would be facing, she lost all ability to move. Staring in disbelief, all she could do was stand there and stare. Finally, the person directly behind her gave her a gentle nudge with the tip of his horn, <<You just need to go give them your name and answer their questions. Don’t worry, they won’t eat you. At least here.>>

Numbly, Dascha moved forward until she was standing in front of the three registrants. The center of the table was occupied by a deer-like creature with a massive rack of horns. Dascha felt pinned to the earth by the weight of his brown-eyed stare. His gaze seemed to stare deeply into her, far too deep for the familiar’s peace of mind. He was so overwhelming that initially, she hadn’t even glanced at the other two creatures.

Ripping her eyes away from the center registrant, Dascha looked first to the left and then to the right. The left-hand registrant was the biggest wolf that Dascha had ever seen. His mottled gray and black fur, coupled with the scar that ran down his muzzle, made him a frightening sight. He watched her with the unforgiving eye of a predator, an apex predator. His awareness of her location and immediate categorization of her ability to fight left her feeling vulnerable and helpless.

That was not how Dascha was willing to feel. A spark of cleansing anger started to grow inside of her chest. When she noticed that he was obviously scenting her by the widening and narrowing of his nostrils, that realization fanned the spark into a towering flame.

<<I suppose at some level, you just really take a lot of satisfaction into scaring the living Bejesus out of new people. So how about if we just admit that you’re scary and you guys do something useful like tell me what I am supposed to be doing? >> 

There is no erase button for mental communications. After her outburst, Dascha felt like an absolute idiot. She wondered if she would actually live through the trials. Perhaps embarrassment would kill her before she got to the first one. She had thought Frank’s comment at the beginning was a joke, but now she was not sure.

A snort of amusement from the right snapped her eyes to the other side of the elk. The sturdily-built short horse that occupied the third place on the registration panel was shaking its mane in both amusement and pleasure. Turning his head to stare at the wolf, the horse took time to deliberately wink at Dascha. The embarrassed familiar thought to herself, At least there is one friendly registrant on this panel!

The horse continued talking to the wolf, <<Tillich, you might as well give up the strong, silent, vicious assassin look. Not everyone is terribly impressed with it.>>

<<Humph, I was just doing my job. Nothing more, nothing less.>>

Dascha responded, <<Then perhaps you need to reevaluate your job process. This certainly isn’t helping with orientation.>>

The wolf lifted one side of his lip in something that could have been called either a snarl or a grin before continuing, <<Registered.>>

There was an echoing repeat of registered from both the elk and the small horse. Silence stretched until Dascha roused herself enough to answer, <<Thank you.>>

<<Next…>>

Obviously dismissed, Dascha moved blindly to the left, giving the wolf a wide margin. She still didn’t understand what it was she was supposed to do.

Glenfrey’s voice sounded in her head, <<See the monkey about 15 feet ahead of you?>>

<<Yes, I do.>>

<<You should be able to see that he’s got several other familiars talking to him.>>

Dascha nodded her head, confident that Glenfrey would see her.

<<Go over by him, and listen to what is being said. If you have a specific question ask him but asked respectfully.>> 

Once again Dascha was alone in her thoughts. Lacking anything better to do, she moved toward the monkey.


Chapter 4 - Orientation

The monkey, who went by the name of Chipper, had been very helpful. He had given her a good general orientation to what she should expect and how should she go about joining the various activities. One of the other first-time attendees had asked him why there wasn’t any organized set of instructions for the new people. His response had been enlightening to Dascha.

<<Familiars are taught by show and tell. Each of us is very different and how we communicate and how we learn varies from species to species, and individual to individual. This is not the world of our witches and mages. They work with the written word, and they work with instruction that is handed down remotely via books and other things. Our learning, our traditions are different.>>

Another of the listeners, a pampered-looking, luxuriously-coated white Persian cat had asked, <<Do we each get our own individual instructor? Like a tutor?>>

Chipper chuckled in amusement, <<No. We show you the lesson and those of you that can understand it will absorb it. Those that can’t will not. We are not your parent, not your dam, not your sire. Those of us that choose to share do so, but there’s no obligation to force you to learn.>>

It was a sobering realization for Dascha. No one was going to try to make sure she learned, and if she chose not to pay attention, she might not ever have the opportunity of that knowledge again. 

Then and there the little black familiar resolved that she would absorb as much as she could. Everything that she could learn would be used for any benefit possible for her beloved witch. 

The subdued sounds and tightened posture of those around her let Dascha know that she was not the only one who had come to those conclusions. The new familiars now knew that this was serious and that they needed to really work at their craft. Many of them were just learning that they had skills that could be improved, rather than just abilities that they were born with. It was a different view on their world, and Dascha was not alone in her examination of what was thought to be “common” knowledge.

Chipper had a few more words to say about the general orientation before he suggested that they might want to move another 10 to 15 yards away and listen to what a large snake was saying to another group of people. Dascha couldn’t control a shiver of deep-seated fear as she saw the size of the snake. Easily 16 feet long, the snake was covered with irregular splotches of color and possessed a thick, muscular body that was wider than her witch’s thigh.

Walking over to the snake’s area, Dascha realized that one of the other familiars that had listened to Chipper’s orientation was walking directly beside her. This familiar was about her size but was definitely not a cat. He moved with an odd gait, almost a gallop. She recognized him to be something her witch had called a “ferret.” His black button nose and dark eyes were friendly and welcoming. The swirl of broken lines that covered his body would make him difficult to spot in the woods or fields of her home territory, but on the cleared ground of the gathering area, just made him look exotic. 

They walked a few more steps before he broke the silence, <<Hi, there. My name is Stinky. Or at least that’s what my witch calls me.>>

<<My name is Dascha.>>

<<First time for me. You too?>>

<<Yes.>>

<<I’m finding it pretty scary. I wasn’t sure what would be here, but I didn’t think anything like this.>>

<<Me either. I guess we just have to go with the flow. We can figure out what’s going on later after we get more information.>>

<<Yup.>>

<<<>>>

The new attendees formed a semi-circle around the giant snake. He was easy to see, positioned on top of the pile of rocks and warming himself in the sun.

<<My name is Sandy, and, yes, I’m a snake. Get over it. All of us that can work with magic and witches and mages have a common bond. The rule here is that none of us eat each other and none of us attack each other outside of the combat fields.>>

Dascha heard more than one gulp from those around her as the shock of that statement echoed through her bones.

<<The reason for the Familiar Trials gathering is so that those of us that are familiars to witches and mages have the ability to be trained to support our partners. In order to do that, we maintain a ranking system. The ranking system tracks your abilities through the multiple dimensions and capabilities while teaching you the skills that a non-familiar simply doesn’t have.>>

The snake paused briefly to wait for any questions. When none surfaced, he continued, <<The ranking system runs like this. Coming into your first gathering, everyone is unrated and unranked. That puts you in a classification of “juvenile.” This means that you have no standing to participate in any of the combat trials. You have no ability to challenge or respond to a challenge. However, this is your entry into being rated and ranked in relation to other familiars.>>

Pausing, the snake sat patiently, turning its head to stare at each of the listeners in turn. Only the flickering of his tongue as he tasted the air in front of him betrayed the presence of more information forthcoming. After a while, he continued, <<The remainder of the rating system is fledging, expert, master, and adept. Most of you will eventually attain a rating of expert or master. Hopefully, at the end of this gathering, or possibly the next, you will have achieved a ranking of fledgling. That would indicate that you have started to learn your craft as a familiar.>>

One of the canines that was sitting in the circle listening to Sandy spoke up, <<What if we are not a bird? It doesn’t seem to make much sense to me to call us fledglings when we don’t have feathers.>>

<<Fledgling doesn’t simply mean feathered. It refers to someone that is new at trying out their skills and entering into maturity. Since that’s an adequate and fairly accurate description of what you will be at that point, that was what the ruling group of the trials agreed on for the ranking.>>

Seeing no other outstanding questions, the snake continued, <<The next ranking is that of expert. This ranking assumes that you are capable of an aggregate score of 30 in the different areas that the trials define. Since not everyone has the same skill areas or specializations, it was decided any accumulation of points in the different areas will give you equivalent ratings. Someone that is an expert familiar has worked at broadening their speed, strength, and basic skills to be an asset to their witch or mage. This is different than simply acting like a battery. You will have achieved a level where you are capable of making contributions to the goals of your partner.>>

Once again, the canine that had asked questions before interrupted, <<You are talking as if familiars and witches are partners. Most of the witches and mages that we know do not expect us to be partners, but simply expect us to be there and used as they see fit. What is the difference?>>

Sandy raised his head higher and curved his body tightly. The questioning canine reared back as if fearing a strike. When the snake answered, his mental voice was precise and controlled. He said, <<If your relationship to your witch or mage never passes beyond the use and abuse of you then you will never be ranked within the Familiar Trials. Those of you or your witches that are incapable of truly bonding will never have as powerful a working relationship as those that can grow in their respect and reliance on each other.>>

A new voice entered the discussion. <<Those of you that are not willing to work on the relationship and prefer not to get involved emotionally with your bonded magic user will remain as juveniles in the rating here. Those of you that are working on establishing your worth are considered candidates. Those of you that have started to contribute to the relationship and have mastered base level skills and power levels are considered fledglings. When your relationship reaches a point where you’re making independent contributions to the objectives of your magic user you are considered an expert. When you finally reach the age and maturity in your bond of equal partners you are considered a master.>>

As the powerful, cold voice ceased its speech, there was a downdraft of air from massive and powerful wings as a giant raven landed on the rock pile next to Sandy. Tucking wings that could easily span 7 feet against his side, the iridescent black bird with the wicked looking talons and beak stared at each of the listening newcomers in consideration before turning back to look at Sandy.

The snake hissed in irritation, and responded, <<I was going to tell them about the rating, George.>>

<<Generalities first, details later. Have them move on, you are backing up the flow.>>

Without any further word, the raven launched himself into the air and departed for another area of the field leaving behind a swirling cloud of dirt in the air and shivers down the spine of the listeners.

Still hissing, Sandy continued at a very rapid speed, <<Ranking is defined by both qualitative and quantitative metrics. We also will look at your major witch rating. When you go to the trials you’ll be judged on competitive merit, technical merit, and artistic application.>>

At the end of the rapid speech, the snake lowered its body and tucked its nose inside of its coils. Dascha jumped a little when she heard a voice directly next to her say, <<I think my mind just blew up.>>

Dascha turned her head to the right and saw that sometime during the snake’s presentation a snowy white bird with a long tail had landed next to her. She had never seen a bird like this and had no idea even how to address it. The bird must’ve realized her confusion since it continued talking after a brief glance at her. <<My name is Trey, and I’m new in the whole familiar thing. I’m bonded to a mage who’s as clueless as I am, so when it was recommended that I come to this shindig, we both thought it was a good idea. So, I’m here. Oh, and I’m a firebird.>>

Much more slowly than the firebird had spoken, Dascha replied, <<My name is Dascha and my witch, and I are both very new to this also.>>

A sharp poking into her side reminded her of her other companion, prompting her into additional speech, <<My friend over here is named Stinky.>>

The small black cat listened only with half her attention as the cheerful white firebird began to babble about every aspect of his life, his family history, and apparently the state of the universe. Trey and Stinky were soon holding an animated conversation, bouncing comments and ideas back and forth, all while happily interrupting each other. 

Dascha simply couldn’t cope with anything else right at the second. She felt overwhelmed and underprepared. Faced with the cheerful, confident speech of the bird and ferret, she felt even more inadequate. 

What if she couldn’t learn enough to help Zhanna? What if she couldn’t make an emotional connection? The thought that she would fail her witch was a sharp icy stab into the center of her chest. She wanted to hide, crawl under a bush, hide in the closet. Something, anything, to give her enough quiet time to think.

That was not an option. Dascha just needed to focus and keep going.


Chapter 5 - Exploration

Activity was going on everywhere. There was a sense of purpose to it and a definite direction. The strangeness of both the location and the situation kept Dascha unsure of herself and in the unfamiliar position of having to try to catch up with the thoughts of everyone around her. She was used to being the fastest to think, the smartest one around. That wasn't happening here.

Instead, she was playing catch up. Like the slowest runner in the race that was straining just to keep from being lapped. She trailed after Trey as he determinedly maneuvered his way around clusters of familiars, over or under obstacles, and from orientation group to orientation group. Along the way, the three of them acquired a few more lost and lonely newcomers.

Dascha was surprised when one of the wolf hybrids from the group that had posed questions during the snake’s presentation joined them. Huge for his kind and unusually calm, the wolf, who went by the name of Jack, seemed to be fascinated with Trey’s constant chatter and cheerful outlook.

Trey’s attractive personality also gathered up another cat. A battle-scarred, inarticulate tomcat had wandered over to the group behind Trey and introduced himself as Kevin and promptly shut his mouth. He was a bit of a mystery to everybody else, but they cheerfully accepted them into the group.

The five of them wandered from discussion to discussion, listening in on the orientation topics without much conversation. It was a different way of training than any that Dascha knew. In this case, it was a show then tell, rather than the reverse. While the alteration of everything she had been taught made her fur ruffle, after listening to various speakers, she could see why this might be a viable approach.

They rambled over the entire grounds, listening to full presentations or snatches of conversation. Eating when they felt hungry, listening and trying to absorb the rest of the time. Occasionally, their orbit touched the wandering of one of the few humans at the gathering. This person held a unique position according to the conversation she had overheard. He was the gathering’s storyteller. It was his responsibility to entertain and educate with the use of stories and occasionally short ditties.

As of yet, she hadn’t heard him really telling any stories, but she saw him often chatting with the other gathering participants, most often smiling but occasionally frowning. She became more curious as the day went on. It was an itch that wasn’t going to be able to be scratched since she hadn’t managed to be where he was talking at any one time.

It was late afternoon by the time they had made almost a whole circuit of the grounds. Dascha had been standing by one of the larger empty areas at the gathering site. She had noticed it from the flight overhead with Glenfrey. From the air, it looked like a round head with tentacles. A closer view showed a smooth-topped, translucent rock with a pinkish crystalline cast in the center. Radiating out from the rock were wide riblets that resembled the roots of a large tree. While the center stone was highly polished, the arms were a totally different story.

There was a peculiar texture and smell to the radiating arms. Looking down at one of them Dascha could see lots of little holes, almost as if someone had made stone foam. Even without bending over she could smell the scent of salt and an odor reminiscent of eggshell.

Trey came streaking through the air and plopped onto the ground right in front of her. <<Dascha! There are three of these areas. What do you think they are? Some of the guys say they smell funny, but I can’t smell a thing. What do you think? Have you touched them? What do you think??>>

<<I don’t know, Trey. I was just trying to figure them out. Maybe we can find out together what they are, or we could have somebody explain.>>

<<What a good idea! I will go find somebody right away.>>

Shaking her head in amazed amusement, Dascha continued to examine the stone root. She had not found any danger to it, but a well-honed sense of survival kept her cautious. Getting more adventurous, she soon was tapping it with her paws, scratching it with her claws, to no conclusion. Finally, she laid down on it. At first, nothing happened. Then, the world changed.

The light was dappled, and she could smell the rich scent of growing vegetation. Cautiously she stalked, moving so skillfully that even the birds kept singing. Closer and closer she crept.

The feel of the ground in the moist and thick vegetation that grew around her seem perfectly normal. A small part of her brain was trapped away in the back of her mind, fleeing in fear from the sensory input about someplace she had never been.

Suddenly, a feral hog charged out of the underbrush to her right. Dascha was frightened, terrified in fact. The only experience she had with hogs of this size had been horrible. Much larger than she was, the porcine monster had an uncontrollable rage and insanity, that no one ever could address.

She glanced around herself frantically looking for a place to climb. She heard the hog crashing closer to her and a vast calm settled over her body. The sense of someone else’s emotions, someone else’s confidence was a subtle blanket, suddenly shielding her and protecting her from fear and providing direction.

She could tell that her paws weren’t shaking and she glanced at them just to make sure that they were hers. <<Oh my God, they’re not! What is happening to me? >>

Dascha had expected to see her small black paws at the end of her legs. What she saw instead was enough to make her mind jibber in confusion and barely controlled terror. Her paws were huge! They must’ve been as big as her whole body! 

What was going on? Dascha had no idea. The color alone was enough to make her mind stumble. Primarily white with black and orange striping on the legs and slashing over the top of the paw, it was like nothing she had ever seen.

Calm settled once more over her roiling emotions. She heard an undertone voice say calmly to her, <<Breathe. Just breathe.>>

Closing her eyes and drawing air deep into her chest and holding it for a few seconds before exhaling, Dascha arm wrestled her fear into submission. Only when she could feel the emotional knots start to loosen did she open her eyes. Opened her eyes into the huge, unblinking stare of a massive tiger.

<<Don’t do that!>> yelled Dascha, as she sprang backward.

<<Much better than screaming in fear, little one,>> responded the deep rumbly mind voice of the tiger. He seemed to be purring at her and this confused Dascha tremendously. 

<<What did you do?>> she asked.

<<I responded to your presence at the circle of sharing,>> he replied. <<Lying down on the transfer arms is a request for anyone that has relevant skill or experience to come and share with you.>>

<<But… Oh my goodness>> Dascha was so confused and so disoriented she had no idea of what even to say. The big cat waited for her to regain her composure for a few seconds but apparently decided that she was too rattled to continue.

<<You must be a juvenile. I bet you don’t understand what the sharing spaces are for and I have just frightened you badly. Is that correct?>>

Dascha simply nodded her head yes. The tiger took that as an invitation to continue explaining and seated himself comfortably. Gazing at his audience of one for just a moment, the big cat made a strange chirping sound and lay down. Dascha could feel her muscles loosen up like water pouring out of a barrel. At least it didn’t look like he was going to attack her any second, so she sat down to listen. However, she carefully sat on the grass and avoided the stone tendril.

The tiger began, <<For the most part, familiars learned by watching and sharing rather than some form of formal class like our humans tend to use for education. These sharing circles were created to share memories of real events so that one familiar could teach multiple others hard-won experience and skills. Of course, some people have different abilities to absorb that type of expertise transfer. And some people simply cannot learn this way. It is, however, one of the most prevalent methods of teaching at these trials.>>

Dascha was now intrigued, and asked, <<So I could learn how to kill a wild hog by riding along on your memory?>>

<<Within certain limitations, yes. For instance, right now you are too physically small to use some of the techniques that I was trying to transfer. You could learn to be someone that warns of danger but was obviously unable to tackle a 200-pound hog and rip her throat out.>>

<<This bears thinking on and I am most grateful for the explanation. Also, I’m very sorry I yelled at you. Okay, maybe not very sorry, but still sorry.>>

Once again, the larger cat rumbled his amused purr of laughter. Dascha gathered her dignity together and turned to walk away, holding her tail up high, the tiger called after her, <<My name is Dinesh, and you are welcome to yell at me anytime.>>


Chapter 6 – Mingling

The others in her group had been busy while she was busy exploring the sharing circle. When she finally caught up with them, Trey chattered at her excitedly about what they had learned about the upcoming schedule and some of the other things that they could do while they were there. He showed her proudly that he had a clip-on badge now that said his name and classification, in this case, juvenile. It was marked with a plain circle. He was chattering so much and so rapidly that she almost couldn’t understand him.

The wolf companion nudged her in the side to get her attention, and when she turned to stare at him, he wordlessly dropped a badge in front of her feet. She saw that he was wearing his which also displayed his name and the same classification. Dascha looked down and saw that the one at her feet was marked with her own name and the classification of juvenile.

<<Thank you so much for picking mine up!>>

Jack ducked his head slightly, and his tail wagged in happy acknowledgment.

Trey had not even bothered to pause to take a breath. <<… And we saw these funny monkeys they come from someplace that has a big rock, and there were even things that look like dogs that came from down under. I don’t know what that means, like under a rock or something? Oh well, it was interesting, and there were lots of them. And everybody was getting their badge. They even said that the badges would update and change as we learn things. Isn’t that cool?>>

Kevin and Stinky managed to get a few words in edgewise, although Dascha wasn’t sure that Trey realized that someone else was trying to be heard. <<Our introductory classes are tomorrow actually,>> contributed Kevin.

Stinky added, <<We are supposed to learn about handling energy, what anchoring is, some guidelines to balancing our magic user, and an explanation of the battle trials, but that is after this gathering. Apparently, we don’t know enough yet to do any of those things.>>

<<Instead, we will go through introductory ranking so we know what we can and can’t do to start with. I think we have lots of tests and then more tests, followed by final tests,>> said Jack.

<<That seems like a lot for one day,>> responded Dascha.

All four of the others laughed at her. She looked from one to the other trying to figure out what the joke was until Kevin took pity on her and explained, <<That is only part of what we have to do tomorrow. We are actually going to have some sort of lesson and sharing thing that goes on. It sounds sort of exciting, but a little scary too.>>

Trey chose that moment to reconnect with the others’ conversation and tried to reassure her, <<I am sure it will be fine, Dascha. This is all very exciting, and you just need to relax a little bit. Once you relax it will become much easier.>>

Faced with everyone else’s cheer, Dascha could just not articulate why she felt so down, so inadequate. She dropped her eyes to the ground and stared there for a while as the others continued to talk. Concentrating on her breathing, she apparently missed part of the conversation because the next thing she knew Stinky had come over and was patting her shoulder with one of his forepaws.

<<Please don’t be sad, Dascha. We are going to have a great time at the party. How about if you let me get your badge on. Do you want it clipped on your fur? Or how about on your collar?>>

Shocked out of her introspection, Dascha responded, <<Party? What party?>>

Stinky started to explain that they all were invited to a party tonight to celebrate the start of the trials. There would be food and conversation but that they had to wear their badges.

His agile little paws managed to get her badge attached to the slim, protective collar around her neck. Stepping back, the ferret looked at the badge tilting his head first one way, then the other. Professing himself pleased and that the badge looked very impressive on her, Stinky curled up on the ground next to Dascha. In just a few seconds, the ferret flipped his tail over his nose and fell into the depths of a nap.

Looking at her friend in bemusement, Dascha glanced around the crowded area and the mass of moving people. Worried that someone would step on the ferret, she sat upright and guarded his nap. After all, wasn’t that what friends were for?

<<<>>>

Once, when she was a small kitten, Dascha had heard her mother and another queen talking about a party that their witches had attended. It had been something called a “cocktail party,” and it sounded like a bizarre experience to her young ears. The idea that someone would go to a crowded area with lots of people and be bribed by food and drink into interacting with those people for mostly shallow and meaningless conversation was something that she thought was a tall tale.

Apparently, she was wrong. It was all too real.

This party was called a “mixer” to indicate that people were expected to talk to many other people. Dascha decided that this was going to be a good place to observe. Perhaps she would hear useful things or see important interactions even if she was not the life of the party like Trey and Stinky. She might even be able to find some other familiars that were from a close by area to where she lived. That would be an excellent thing for her to do. Having someone nearby would mean she could more easily ask questions of things that were confusing while she was trying to learn how to be a better partner to her witch.

Determined to hold up her end of the deal, Dascha moved around the party area, attaching herself to one group or another, listening for a while and quietly moving on. Her ears were tuned to detect the cadence of her homeland or any mention of Russia. There were many familiars from all over the world. Monkeys and big cats from Africa, smaller felines and canines from the Americas, familiars from Germany, the United Kingdom, and so on. But no other Russian witch familiar. In fact, Glenfrey was one of the closest geographically to her.

Distressed at a level that didn’t make conscious sense, Dascha pushed herself to move around more and widen the search pattern. Still no defined presence of a Russian familiar. It began to prey on her mind and added another log onto the fire of doubt. Perhaps, Russian witches weren’t supposed to have familiars. What if her bond with Zhanna hurt the young witch?

The combination of exhaustion and too much social interaction was more than Dascha could handle. Escaping from a small group that had been castigating the unprofessionalism of Russian mercenaries as magical contractors, Dascha spied a small clump of bushes and promptly curled up underneath them, trying to make herself as small and as unnoticeable as possible.

She was miserable. Tired, aching head, convinced that she was somehow doing something wrong, it was just too much to bear. Sunk in exhaustion and depression, Dascha didn’t notice at first that she had company.

<<It can be a bit overwhelming. I remember my first one and how I tried to run away back through the gateway.>> The mental voice was calm and slow. Nothing like the rapid talk of Trey or the constant cheerful chatter of Stinky. A little of the black cloud that was pushing down on Dascha’s spirit eased up as she opened her eyes and looked around.

She was surrounded by hooves. Her first startled glance had only picked up that there were LOTS of them. A second look allowed her to interpret what her eyes were telling her. Eight hooves grouped into one set of four larger, another of four smaller. Two animals.

Glancing up, she saw that there were indeed two animals peering down at her. One was obviously a goat, with a coat of mixed brown and white topped with lively but kind eyes. The second was a horse, but not one similar to the few that she had seen. This horse was relatively short, not more than Dascha’s height different at the shoulder from the goat. The horse was blocky without the slick and graceful poses that Dascha remembered.

The friendliness in their combined gaze helped Dascha even more. She sat up straighter and met their attention with an assurance that she didn’t really feel. <<Hello, my name is Dascha.>>

<<We are pleased to meet you, Dascha. I am Nanny Meredith, and the huge hairy one that I was arguing with is Bolad,>> said the goat.

<<Nanny is always sticking her beard into other people’s business, but we both could tell the things are a bit too much for you right now. Don’t feel badly because many of the juveniles feel overwhelmed. It takes a while to gain comfort with something as confusing and messy as a gathering like this. Each time you come, I promise it will get easier,>> added the horse.

<<Thank you. I appreciate the encouragement, but right now it just feels like it’s too much,>> murmured Dascha.

Staring reflectively at the small cat, the goat reached over and absentmindedly started chewing the bush that Dascha was hiding underneath, showering her with bits and pieces as the leaves and branches were reduced to splinters. <<I bet you would feel better if we got you up a bit higher. It would be very depressing and demoralizing to be on the ground among all the larger and taller creatures here.>>

The intensity of the thankfulness and gratitude in Dascha’s voice startled both of the other animals. <<Thank you! I didn’t realize that it was really getting me down. Most of the time I have the ability to climb up on things so that I don’t constantly feel like someone is going to step on me.>>

Bolad snorted and addressed the goat, <<See if you can get her up on my back, Nanny. I’m a bit taller than you are and it will let her see people as I do instead of staring at their ankles.>>

No sooner had the horse finished speaking than Dascha was startled to feel herself being lifted by the scruff of her neck and moved through the air. The goat had grabbed her and reared back on its hind legs. Standing almost upright, Nanny placed a careful hoof on the side of Bolad. Leaning slightly forward, the goat carefully set Dascha by the horse’s mane.

Although unsure and a bit frightened, Dascha was careful not to sink her claws too deeply into the horse. She found that the area around the mane had more places for her to hold onto, and so she hunkered down there as Bolad began to make the circuit of the area again, this time with Dascha up higher.


Chapter 7 – Fun or Fight

It was a totally different experience. The first time, Dascha had not felt she was part of the conversation since in every group she was staring at someone’s hock, ankle, or belly. She had felt ignored and physically intimidated. That was no longer true. The people in the conversations greeted her and her horse companion actually had a discussion with her and waved goodbye when Bolad took them on toward the next group.

Dascha found herself having a good time. The conversations now were interesting, and the ability to talk with a group of other familiars was exhilarating. Most of the conversations were on exactly the sort of thing that she had hoped to get from the gathering. Skill improvement, suggestions for actions, all the sorts of things that she could use to make herself into a better partner for Zhanna.

They were almost completed with the circuit of the room when the cheerful buzz of conversation was shredded by the reverberating disharmony of a pair of angry snarls. Bolad spun in place to see what was going on. He had turned quickly enough for Dascha to see two wolves launch themselves into the air and merge into a twisting and lethal implosion of flashing fangs and flying fur.

The two combatants were paying no attention to anyone else around them. There was a mad scramble as those closest to the fight tried to gain protective distance. The panic of the densely packed partygoers all trying to leave at the same time produced its own set of victims.

A medium-sized black dog, muzzle streaked with gray, was knocked to the ground by several fleeing the violence. Apparently stunned, she attempted to struggle to her feet unsuccessfully. As the juggernaut of fighting wolves rolled toward her, Bolad moved.

Accelerating from a standing stop to an instantaneous gallop, the small horse charged forward effortlessly weaving in and out of those with only escape on their mind. Reflexively, Dascha crouched down more tightly to his mane. Rather than sink claws more deeply into him, she grabbed a hank of his mane hair in her mouth and determinedly hung on.

The density of those fleeing danger was concentrated around the two sides of the table that have been set up with food on it. Seeing the wrestling wolves getting closer and closer to the incapacitated dog, Bolad gathered himself and leaped. Dascha saw the surface covered with food slip underneath them as the horse’s sheer athleticism carried them over it in an astonishing jump that cleared the wide table.

Just before they reach the dog, Bolad twisted sideways and slid, coming to a stop in a protective stance over the downed dog. Neighing loudly, he planted his feet protectively. The sideways slide nearly threw Dascha from his back. Only her firm bite on his mane kept her on his back.

The next moment her precarious hold was tested again. The enraged stallion reared on its hind legs screaming a sound of challenge and flailing with its hooves. Once again, Dascha was whipped back and forth as he rose and twisted in a defiant display. There was no time to think, only a split second to react. And she still held on.

At some level, the battling wolves must have heard Bolad’s challenge, for the path of their battle altered. It began to veer off to the right, no longer advancing toward the injured dog. Dascha had raised her head and was panting in reaction she watched as the wolves began to trace back along their pathway, leaving trails of blood as they rolled.

Dascha felt a quick flash of relief, like a cool, soothing wash of water on an overheated brow. The relief was short-lived when she realized that there were other victims. The fury and power of the fight between the two large wolves had smashed food tables and caused stampedes of terrified partygoers. What Dascha had at first thought to be food or a bloodstained cloth began to twitch, much to her distress.

The cat realized at that moment that what she had taken to be a napkin or tablecloth was the soft white fur of the pampered-looking Persian cat she had seen earlier. Its body had been smashed to the ground, whether by the wolves or by those fleeing. Dabbled with blood that Dascha feared was its own, the animal was capable of no more than week partial movements. The only thing that the young black familiar knew was that in sending the fight away from the old dog, the still fighting wolves would soon be on top of their earlier victim.

There was no moment of conscious thought. Dascha went from clinging stubbornly to the back of Bolad to a flying, darting streak of black fur. Faster than coherent thought, the small black cat went from survivor to rescuer. She was so focused on the progress of the wolves toward the semi-conscious white cat that she never hesitated, never faltered. 

That focus left nothing for elements of sanity. When a twist in the fight between the wolves shoved them back on the route between her and her objective Dascha didn’t dodge or stop. She climbed. Using fully extended claws, she went up over the fighting wolves using whatever part of their body was momentarily upright as she dug in and launched. 

The arc of her leap ended right by the battered cat. A quick visual check showed that the injuries were severe. Broken bones and blood pouring from nasty-looking injuries. The Persian needed protection, and she needed it quickly. Turning, Dascha was appalled to see that the bloodied furball formed by the fighting wolves was only a few feet away. There is no more time to think. Mentally apologizing for the pain that she was about to cause, Dascha grabbed the scruff of the injured white cat’s neck and started dragging her as fast she could away from the wolves, toward another clump of bushes. Mercifully, the white cat mewed in agony once and passed out. Praying desperately that she had not killed the one she was trying to rescue, Dascha pulled harder on the heavier cat. Struggling mightily, Dascha was nearly startled into a heart attack when Stinky darted in from the side and started pushing from the back of the cat. The extra help made a huge difference, but it still looked increasingly like they were not going to make it. The wolves had stopped their constant wrestling and were now running at each other in passes of fury and deadly intent. They had no eyes or attention for anything else. Knocking tables and perches aside as they charged each other and wrestled in deadly anger, they were oblivious to everything and everyone else.

Dascha refused to despair. They were making progress, and she hoped that they could get far enough away that all of them would be safe. Stinky had his back to the wolves and refused to look. Dascha’s eyes grew tight and burning as she realized how quickly and how strongly a friendship could develop. She hoped with all of her heart that they would all survive this encounter.

The wolves darted back and forth, repeatedly ripping at each other with their teeth and spraying blood everywhere. They were getting closer as Dascha and Stinky were getting more tired. The cat and ferret were moving as fast as they could, but the strain of trying to move a limp weight heavier than the total of their own weight was beginning to show. It did not look good.

Suddenly, reinforcements arrived. Creating a wall of their bodies between the fighting wolves and the rescue party were Kevin and Jack. Posed in defensive mode, Jack looked half again larger than he had during the day. His fur was on end, and his fangs were on full display. Braced to take impact if the fighting wolves got that far, he looked ready to do battle. The large, scarred cat at his side looked just as powerful despite his much smaller size. Kevin’s easy-going attitude and stance were wiped away leaving a deadly fighter. It had taken them a while, but her friends had come for her.

Dascha and Stinky had almost gotten the injured cat to the bushes. They stopped abruptly when they heard Trey’s frantic cries from above them. <<No! You can’t put her under that. It’s oleander, it’s poisonous! Come over here.>>

Dascha had no idea what he was talking about. However, she trusted him to not lie to her. It was instinct mixed with hope. Perhaps a shaky basis but she chose to believe him. Apparently,  Stinky did also. Without any conversation, the two exhausted friends changed direction and started pulling the cat toward where Trey had indicated. It wasn’t that much further but the bush had different leaves and was missing the little white berries. It also had thorns which might be even better.

Once Trey could see that they had heard him, he calmed down. Dascha realized later that she didn’t expect Trey to actually do anything in their battle. After all, he was a delicate, bubbly, long-tailed bird with little in the way of claws or a strong beak. She admitted later that she had underestimated him. She had forgotten what he was.

Firebird. Fire bird.

A raucous defiant sound ripped itself out of the throat of the beautiful white bird that was her friend. Spiraling spiraling, he rose up in the air. At the top of his arc, Trey flashed his wings open and turned to drop down toward the fighting wolves. Six feet above the wolves a wash of color slid over the firebird’s body like watercolors over a wall. Intensifying as they ran from his head to his tail, the colors changed from a soft pink to a brilliant, fiery red. As tray leveled off to fly over the wolves, flames sparked from his tail and covered the combatants with fist-sized medallions of fire.

The firebird executed a tight turn and strafed the wolves again. This time the circles of flame were larger and more intense. In response to the heat, Dascha and Stinky crouched protectively over the injured white cat. As Trey passed, the cat and ferret exchanged glances and wordlessly dragged the unconscious feline further away from the fight.

The air support made all the difference. Even infuriated wolves could not ignore burning fur. There was a momentary pause as each of the combatants rolled frantically in an attempt to stop the pain of the fire attack. Before they could resume, the bigger guns had arrived.

One of the wolves was slammed to the ground and batted over on his back by an enraged, oversized Siberian tiger. No longer looking amused or pleasant, the same tiger that had provided Dascha’s earlier lesson pinned the wolf to the ground and held the canine’s throat in a slathering grip. The tiger’s snarl was frightening even at ten feet away. The pinned wolf responded with an immediate stream and puddle of urine as he peed his submission frantically. The tiger didn’t appear to care.

The other wolf fared even worse. He had half risen when he saw the Siberian attack his opponent, whether in alarm or in satisfaction. Before he could make another move, he was slammed to the ground with a dual strike from the air. George and Glenfrey executed a perfect, simultaneous airstrike. The sound of the coordinated impact was harmonized by the sound of breaking bones and a whine of pain from the wolf. Each bird had slammed into a foreleg of the wolf. The snapping of the large bones was frightening, the murderous fury exhibited by both birds was terrifying. Not content with disabling the wolf, the two birds executed a complex mid-air roll that flipped the wolf onto his back before they slammed him back down to the ground. The three of them came to rest with the wolf on his back, broken forelegs splayed to the sides and the murderous beak of a bird positioned over each of his eyes. 

They were not amused. It was apparent in their posture, and the tension of their bodies, as well as in the fireworks display of colored lines that Dascha could see radiating out from them, some into the air, some into the ground. The weary cat was just pleased that it was not directed at her.


Chapter 8 - Healing

The resolution had been a total mess. Apparently, the tradition was that on the first night that there were two parties. One of them was for a scattering of more experienced familiars to be present to allow the new members to talk with them. By not heavily loading the partygoers with the more intimidating elements, the thought was that the lower-level participants would feel that they had more of an ability to talk to the higher-ranked members and that the camaraderie would foster the development of important friendships. At this point, it was obvious that occasionally there were vulnerabilities to this plan. 

The two wolves not only were from opposing packs, but their witches were in direct competition in the same area of the world. Both witches and familiars were very new. Emotional and rational control was something that came with maturity, and neither one of the pair bonds had built that basis.

The wolves were placed under control, and attention moved to the injured. Dascha was not sure how they were supposed to help them. Nanny had trotted over where Dascha and Stinky were huddled around the unconscious cat, kneeling down. Nosing gently at the white cat, she said, <<She’s hurt, but she’s younger. Her injuries are more plentiful, but you’ve done a good job in protecting her. Amira was here out of the goodness of her heart. She is very old and came just to be able to comfort those new familiars that needed a non-threatening face. She’s very fragile, and the healer will go to her first.>>

Nanny’s drooping head and subdued manner was so at variance with the way she had interacted with Dascha before that the cat was compelled to ask her, <<What is the matter, Nanny? Is she one of your friends?>>

<<She was only here because I asked her to be here. She and her mage have been together for 140 years. She passed all of her rankings decades ago and only comes to help out. We were short a high-ranked person, so I begged her to please stay for part of the evening.>>

In a lower voice, Dascha could hear Nanny say <<It’s my fault she got hurt.>>

Recognizing the sound of unreasonable guilt, Dascha rubbed her whiskers along the side of Nanny’s head purring as loudly as she could. <<It’s not your fault. It was just an unfortunate occurrence.>>

The distraught goat did not look reassured, but before she could say anything, a human voice called her name. “Nanny! Vita is here. Where do you need her to help the most?”

It was the human storyteller that Dascha had seen earlier. He somehow looked different than he had during the day. More real and less polished. He was not wearing his cape but instead carried it in a rough bundle cradled in his arms. Only when the bundle started to move did Dascha realize that his cape was wrapped around something that he was carrying protectively in his arms. This must be the mysterious Vita.

Nanny trotted back over to where Bolad still stood protectively over the injured dog. Butting the vigilant stallion in the chest, she forced him to carefully back up a couple of paces. The goat dropped to her knees and managed to get out only the word, <<Amira…>> before a convulsive movement of the covered healer dumped the twisting shape from the storyteller’s arms onto the ground next to the injured dog.

Dascha, lying on the ground in exhausted and determined protection of the injured white cat was uniquely positioned to see the emergence of the big, slow-moving animal that reached out its impressively clawed paws toward the injured dog. Stifling the protest in the base of her throat, Dascha watched the buildup of the green threads of magic from the ground into what was obviously a healer. From the healer, a braided rope of blue, white and green energy slid into the canine victim.

The intensity of the magic that the healer used trailed off as the dog appeared to ease. After about ten minutes of examination and healing the concealed healer pushed back away from her patient, almost falling into the arms of the storyteller, who had knelt behind her. Dascha could hear her voice as she told Nanny and those surrounding her, <<Amira will be fine. She was bruised and has a concussion, but there is no internal bleeding and no broken bones. She needs to be kept warm and prevented from doing anything terribly active. Make sure that her mage knows that she needs to recover and should not have her energy drawn for at least two weeks.>>

The voice of the healer was strange to the mental ears of Dascha. It was a slow voice. Something that was very deliberate and almost hypnotic in its cadence. She had never heard anything like it before but knew immediately that the being associated with that voice was a magic user.

Dascha felt a moment of disorientation. The idea that a familiar could be a magic user was foreign to her. She was used to thinking of a familiar as a passive battery, something to be used by their bond partner. She had seen something different with Glenfrey and Hadley but had not rejected the teaching of her youth. That head formed an unconscious conceptual framework that told her something different than what she saw now.

Familiars as magic users.

The storyteller gathered the healer back up, being careful to cover her with his cloak. Carefully, he found his way over to the injured white cat. Just short of the cat’s location, a long arm with clawed fingers reached out and poked him hard in the leg. Obedient to the healer’s direction, the storyteller carried her over to one of the wolves. It was the one that Glenfrey and George held pinned to the ground.

The healer’s strange voice sounded once more in Dascha’s mind. <<The wolf needs healing now unless you wish him to die.>>

The man stopped briefly, his head whipping between the tiger and Glenfrey. When there is no contravening command, he turned and kneeled with the healer next to the pinned wolf.

Once again, the clawed arm of the healer slid out between the folds of the cloak and touched the injured wolf. Dascha could see a complex mixture of red, green, white, and blue magical threads that spun together into a rope and poured into the wolf. The intense energy from the healer only existed for a short period of time before the arm withdrew.

A pained but relieved whimper ripped itself out of the throat of the wolf. His tensed body relaxed, and he collapsed into unconsciousness. Both of the birds peered down in consternation at the sudden laxness in the body under their talons. In unison, their head spun toward the concealed healer.

<<He will no longer bleed to death inside, but I see no reason to stop the pain at this point. You can decide on his punishment later, but I will reserve my energy for those that are blameless.>>

The two birds exchanged a glance and Glenfrey took off like a rocket-powered airplane. George remained to watch the wolf, mantling his wings and crouching down in vigilant observance.

Wordlessly, the storyteller gathered the healer back up, and they proceeded over to Dascha and her injured victim.

Stinky instinctively moved back away from the injured cat as the healer was laid down next to her. Dascha refused to move. At this point, she was not willing to abandon the cat to anyone. Her protective nature and a strange feeling that might’ve been loyalty and responsibility stapled her body into place as nothing else could have done.

Dascha watch carefully with all of her senses as one arm extended out from the covering and touched the unconscious cat. There was no rise in magical threads at first. After a few seconds, a second arm reached out and touched the lower body of the cat. The cloak convulsed in rapid movement and the thick body of a sloth was revealed.

The light-sensitive eyes of the healer were squinted against the dim lights. It was obvious that the brightness was causing the healer pain but that she was ignoring it. Her watering eyes were focused on her patient, and the flash of magical threads that slammed into Dascha’s mage sight was intense. Dascha squinted her eyes in an effort to keep the threads in focus. Compared to the other familiars that have been healed, the threads that went to the cat were far denser and much larger.

As Dascha focused on the threads, she felt the healer jerk in startlement. Whipping her gaze back to the healer, Dascha didn’t see anything different than what had been done before, but she knew that something had triggered the healer’s interest. Focusing back on her patient, the sloth appeared to become almost comatose. To those that couldn’t see the bands of magic, the healer would not have appeared to be doing anything but Dascha could see the intense weaving and pulsating of the bands and knew that the healer was hard at work.

The healing session seemed to last forever but to the observers unaware of the effort that the healer was exerting it was only a few minutes. Dascha watched as the pulses from the healer got smaller and weaker. Intuitively, she knew that the energy necessary to heal the cat was more than the healer had available.

<<We did not come this far to lose her now,>> Dascha murmured in an immovable statement of intent. Heads whipped up and stared at her from all around the room as she broadcast her thoughts so strongly.

Dascha reached inside of herself and pictured power coming into her paws and her paws pushing that power into the lines between the healer and the injured white cat. Eyes closed, mind focused and determined, Dascha kept repeating to herself that she was not going to lose anyone more.

Even through her closed eyelids, the intensity of the light rays that indicated magic became brighter and brighter. It was even possible now to determine the color of the line that connected the healer and injured one. Dascha could sense the healer’s equal determination to hold the white cat away from the brink of obliteration.

Picturing herself standing next to the healer in support, Dascha had a mental view of clinging to the sliding, slippery white cat as it tried to slip down an incline into a yawning hole. Her native determination helped the black familiar to both visualize her goal and crystallize her stance. A soft intake of extra air was all the notice that the healer appeared to give to her.

The blanket of exhaustion that covered Dascha and by extension, the healer, settled deeper into her bones and muscles, deeper into her brain. Dascha fought it off with every stubborn bit of her mind and body.

The healing seemed to last forever if only a short time for those on the outside. Finally, the gentle touch of the healer on Dascha’s shoulder told her it was time to drop out of rapport. It was like pulling your legs out of thick, viscous mud. Difficult to do but essential for ongoing activity.

Dascha shook herself an effort to regain alertness. Feigning energy that she did not have, the cat straightened up and stared around her. She could see a small group of humans over by the partially-recovered dog. They were endeavoring to wake the injured canine up without moving her too much. Finally, one of them, a very old man in rich robes tenderly lifted the dog and walked away. The others, two men and a woman, rapidly followed him.

Dascha watched them long enough to see the group disappear with the sparking lights that she had come to associate with a teleport. At least one of the victims was going to be all right.

Glancing quickly over to the area where she had last seen the two combatants, Dascha noticed that neither one was still there.

Their absence wasn’t causing her any heartbreak whatsoever, but she hoped that they got the punishment that they deserved. Such a huge amount of disruption and injury, all because an argument could not be left alone for even a little while. Mentally, Dascha made herself a note that no battle was worth damage to the innocent.

The old man storyteller reappeared in Dascha’s field of vision so suddenly that the weary cat jumped. She must’ve looked a startled because the old man was smiling at her. She knew that she was bedraggled, covered with blood, gore, and dust. Not something that could be used to make a good impression. If it was one thing the cats hated, it was to have their dignity impaired. Trying to compensate by holding herself regally, the small cat just stared at the human. <<Now what does he want?>>

Dascha was extremely surprised when the old man responded back with a sure mental touch, <<Only to convey my appreciation and gratitude for your timely intervention.>>

<<You are welcome, although I don’t believe it was anything unusual.>>

<<Obviously, from the lack of your fellow attendees that joined you, it is something unusual that deserves special praise.>>

Dascha decided at that moment that it was a perfect time to make sure that her fur was clean and the dust was picked out of it. Relying on everyone’s perception of cats needing to clean themselves at strange times, she assumed he would take it as a dismissal. She was wrong.

<<I also wanted to convey Amira’s gratitude for your assistance. Without you and your friends, she likely would have been dead.>>

<<I hope she is doing well, or at least as well as can be expected.>>

<<She is doing quite well, thank you. When she was out of active danger, the additional healing and the attention of her mage have made all the difference in the world.>>

<<Please tell her that my friends and I are glad to have been of assistance.>>

<<She has asked me to let you know that both she and her mage owe you a debt of gratitude. One which you are welcome to call in as a favor at a future time.>>

With that, the storyteller straightened up and walked away. Leaving Dascha to wonder who it was that now owed her a favor.


Chapter 9 – Lessons in Adaptability

The sun was not even all the way up in the sky when Dascha woke. Muttering to herself about stiff muscles, aches, and pains, the young cat stretched out thoroughly and started to move around. Taking care of necessary visits to designated areas took just a few moments, so as she waited for her friends to finish their morning preparations she thought back to the previous activities.

The rest of the evening after the healing had been somewhat of a blur to Dascha. Her exhaustion from the fight and healing efforts had left her low energy and inclined to find a quiet place to curl up and sleep. The rest of her group of friends had decided not to attend any further festivities that evening. Instead, they had scouted out the best places to sleep and bedded down within a couple hours of the fight.

She was not the only one with sore muscles. Many of the other familiars were moving slowly while complaining about pains and aches. It didn’t seem to matter if they had fought or fled. The strain on muscles and the damage of colliding with others had formed individual patterns of experience clouded memory the more that the incident retreated in time.

Dascha knew that today was the day that they would be getting some more information about the different areas of skill that familiars could develop. She was excited about that because it meant new areas of things for her to learn. She also knew that ranking was going to be described and discussed. Although she wasn’t much interested in rank, she thought it was a good indicator of something to look for in others. It was going to be important to have representation at that meeting.

From the previous day’s discussion, she knew that general and specific areas would contribute to the overall rank. Familiars were constantly being asked to provide power and other contributions to widely changing and changeable situations. Therefore, adaptability made lots of sense to rank familiars on.

The second area of general skills was wisdom. Wisdom was only applied good judgment, Dascha remembered from vague family conversation and discussion. This never seemed very fair to her, since that the wisdom to avoid poor choices was based on experience, and experience was based on getting into those situations and surviving them.

The third area of familiar ranking was said to be intelligence. In this case intelligence or cleverness was the ability to work things out logically or intuitively and come up with solutions that weren’t necessarily like those that were provided by somebody else. Dascha was looking forward to how those are going to be combined into a ranking and if that ranking was used for anything good.

She also knew that the overall ranking combined contributions from varying perspectives. Someone else had mentioned minimal versus general versus assertive skills. It would seem that she had lots to learn.

Finally, Stinky, the ferret, was done with his morning preparations. He shook himself free of water, incidentally splattering everyone else before announcing happily, <<I’m ready. And I’m starved!>>

Dascha made a small sound of amusement, glancing over at Kevin. The old alley cat had concealed his laughter, but his twitching tail telegraphed how entertained he felt. Both Dascha and Kevin were ready for anything after a few minutes of grooming in the morning. They had been ready far earlier than the rest of their friends but were content to wait for them before going to the breakfast area.

Trey was still muttering about his crunched feathers. Dascha hadn’t realized how vain he was until she heard his litany in the morning of all the things that he needed to do to get ready to face anyone else. His exhaustive list of feathers to preen and arrangements to make made her eyes glaze over well before the fourth set of instructions.

Jack, the wolf hybrid, took even less time to prepare than Kevin or Dascha needed. Looking as if he was sound asleep up to the last second, he simply stood up, shook himself, and was ready to leave. He even offered to let Trey ride on him so that Trey could continue his grooming while they made their way toward food.

<<Food! I am really, really, REALLY hungry!>> said Stinky.

<<How about if we meet back over here when we are done with our meal, and we go to the lessons together?>> suggested Jack.

After a quick agreement, everyone split to find their own food.

<<<>>>

It’d been a quick breakfast for everyone. Less than 15 minutes had passed, and they had rejoined each other by the entryway rock and were ready to start the activities of the days.

Each of them heard during their breakfast time that the next two days would be organized roughly into three parts per day. The first day would be lessons and the second would be the actual trials in three areas for the newer members. Dascha was very intrigued by the idea of the lessons since she thought it might use the strange areas that she had tried yesterday with the tiger. However, most of the others were looking more favorably toward the games part of the schedule.

The whole group of newer familiars was directed toward the areas that Dascha had explored yesterday. She noticed the storyteller and two other animals that she did not know were channeling groups of ranked familiars toward different areas. When they got closer to the front of the entry, their whole group was waved off to the first area on the left. This was the one that Dascha had tried out the previous day, so she had a pretty good idea of what was going to happen.

Settling herself on the ground, her tail wrapped carefully around her front paws, Dascha was surprised and pleased to see that the tiger was not the instructor for the day. Instead, a grizzled old wolf was sitting in the middle of the circle on the polished stone. He was so old that his muzzle was entirely white and white streaks of fur traced down his body from flank to hock. 

The sound of a melodious gong split the air, resonating to the ground and echoing off the rock faces scattered around the area. As soon as the melodious tone had stopped, the old wolf came to his feet.

<<A good morning to you all. That tone you just heard was the gong that will mark the beginning of all lessons during this gathering. Make sure that you are in the appropriate area when the tone sounds, or you may not be allowed to participate in the lesson.

<<My name is Warr. I will be your first instructor. For some of you this will be the first experience you have in our memory share classroom, commonly called a memshare. The platform that I’m sitting on is one that takes the memories that we choose and allows you to participate in them as if they had happened to you.

<<It has always been a problem for familiars that no formal classroom similar to that used by our witches will work for us. In our case, it is more important that we experience what is going on as if it were real. This type of magical reality enables you to feel my emotions, experience what happened to my body, and to understand the judgment calls that were made at the time. Obviously, this is not for those that want to guard against anyone knowing their mistakes.

<<The instructors that have agreed to share their experiences via the memshare are volunteers. We never expect anyone to do so unless they’re comfortable with letting people into their mind. Please be appreciative of those of us that have dared to do so much.

<<You will be sharing several sets of memories with various senior familiars today. These are designed to teach you lessons by examples in the area of adaptability, wisdom, intelligence, and in general assessment. The lessons may be single or multi part, depending on the choice by the instructor.

<<Are there any questions before I introduce the specific lesson arc and begin?>>

A medium-sized owl perched on a branch close to the circular platform spoke up, <<Will the experience reach everyone in a certain radius or do we need to be in specific places to receive the lesson?>>

The old wolf lowered his ears an apology before saying, <<Oh, sorry. I should’ve explained that in order to experience the magical reality, you need to be in contact with the memory coral that runs in the root tentacles, or arms, that come out from this platform. The more physical contact you have with that stone, the more complete your immersion in the lesson will be. 

<<I suggest that everyone get in position so that I can introduce the lesson and we can start.>>

There was a considerable amount of rearrangements as the birds dove down toward the memshare arms and animals stretched out to better arrange themselves over its length. Dascha had staked out a section for herself and got her friends to sit next to her. This made it easy enough for them to simply stretch out so that all of their bellies were against the bubbly rock. Once they were set, Trey flew down and carefully arranged himself and his tail feathers between Kevin and Jack. Protected by the largest members of their small circle of friends, the fragile firebird obviously felt the safest.

Dascha was watching the areas around them as the familiars found comfortable positions. A flash of white to her side drew attention, and she turned her head to see the white cat that she and Stinky had rescued the previous night slowly and carefully making her way toward Dascha.

The approaching feline was obviously shaky. Her tail was partially down, and her steps were faltering. But determination seemed to be driving her. It did not appear to be the same cat that Dascha had seen the first day. Gone was the pampered looking feline, leaving behind an animal with visible scarring and bedraggled fur.

The cat’s shaky, but steady progress brought her up to where Stinky and Dascha were stretched on top of the coral. The white Persian carefully sat down about two feet away from Dascha and said, <<I have not spoken to you before. My name is Princess TT. Thank you for my life. I would’ve died without both of you and your friends. The debt is more than I can repay now.>>

<<There is no debt as far as we’re concerned. That being said, you are very welcome,>> answered Dascha.

Stinky nodded his agreement and scooted further away from Dascha. The black cat also scooted back from the ferret, opening up enough space on the coral arm for the injured cat, in silent invitation.

TT glanced at both the ferret and the other cat for a long moment. Then moving slowly and carefully, she got laid herself down in the open space. Dascha could hear the small moan of pain as the cat laid on its stomach. Resolving to watch out for the cat even though it was unrequested, Dascha prepared herself to participate in the lesson.

The slow arrangement and rearrangement of the familiars along the arms of coral stone eventually came to a stop. The old wolf, who had been watching the activity, straightened his body and surveyed the waiting familiars. <<The lesson that I am going to cover today is adaptability. As familiars, our partnership with our magic user will change over time. It is important to understand that just because you have a role today doesn’t mean that that role tomorrow will be the same. To illustrate this, I am going to share three memories with you. The first of these will show you a typical engagement of my mage and I when we were younger, followed by one of middle-age, and finishing with one that was recent.

<<I would suggest that you close your eyes and relax. Try to put yourself into a receptive state so that the lesson will easily come into your mind. For those of you experiencing your first lesson, good luck.>>

Without further introduction, the old wolf laid down on the polished stone and breathed deeply three times.

Based on her experiences from the previous day, Dascha also laid down and closed her eyes. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She could hear her friends around her doing the same, although a split second after she had started, unconsciously following her lead. The young cat knew that they were looking to her as a partial guide since she was the only other one who had experienced this method.

Once again, there was a swirl of interesting colors and visual artifacts in Dascha’s mind. This was followed by an abrupt clearing of the foremost sparkles leaving a crystal clear scene in front of her.

Worry and fear. Dascha could feel the concern over being in time and the worry over damage. She could feel the panting of her own breath and the play of tired muscles over her chest as she ran full tilt after her magic user. The mage was young, in his early 20s. He had a short staff in one hand and was running full out. She was running slightly to his left, keeping pace with him, neither pulling ahead nor trailing behind. They were in a big hurry to get somewhere, and she wasn’t sure where. The knowledge and the sharing mind didn’t make a lot of sense to her. Some of it was just tantalizing clues of the situation, but the immediacy of the motion and how she automatically ran at the back of the mage told her how they fit together, how they work together.

The path took a bend, and the pair of them turned with the path. They broke out through the woods and into a clearing. Without wording, without communication, she broke left as the mage went to the right. There were two hulking behemoths waiting in the clearing. One of them was pounding a huge club into the carcass of a dead horse. The other giant was attempting to grab an armored knight.

The fighter was battered but still on his feet. Weaving a protective wall of flashing blades and spike shield, the fighter was protecting a huddled group of unarmed people. A flashing thought came from the mage to the wolf. <<Quick. Before the other one overwhelms them.>>

Skidding to a halt, the mage planted his feet and raised the short rod in his hand. Following up the physical action, the mage released a word that sounded as if it hurt the man’s throat. A flashing fireball came out of the end the staff and grew as it slammed through the air into the horse-beating giant.

There was no plan to anything. The wolf, operating on instinct and desire, ran past the other giant, the one fighting the knight. Once, twice, the wolf’s teeth flashed ripping at the hamstrings of the one giant on his way over to the other one.

The slam of a 3-foot fireball into the giant was enough to draw his attention toward the mage. However, with the attack so rapid and unexpected, the first indicator of additional forces in the second melee was the horrific pain of a wolf’s favorite type of attack.

The slashing pain across the back of his legs grabbed the attention of the large giant. Unable to bear his weight on his left leg, he slammed his knee into the ground and roared in agony. The defending knight was so focused that he saw the opportunity without the necessity of any sound or warning. Pulling all of his flagging energy into one last attack, the embattled fighter executed a skillful and perfect lunge skewering the throat of the giant and continuing his blow to cleanly remove the head.

Meanwhile, the wolf had continued on toward the other giant. The mage’s fireball crashed into the front of the clueless behemoth, setting his beard and parts of his clothing on fire. The pain of that had not quite reached his consciousness as he roared and took two steps toward the mage. Knowing that a charging giant would be difficult to stop, the wolf sprang at the danger to his mage without thought of his own safety.

Trusting his mage not to kill him, the wolf concentrated only on the giant under his claws and teeth. Snarling, ripping and climbing, the wolf wrecked horrendous havoc on the now screaming giant as he worked his way toward the back of the monster’s neck. Futilely, the giant first attempted to hit the wolf with the club, only damaging himself in the process. Finally, the giant fell to the ground and tried to cover the back of his neck and head protectively with his arms, but he was too late. The thud of the giant crashing to the ground shook the land in all directions.

The wolf continued to rip, the sour and acrid taste of the giant’s blood and flesh thick and nauseating in his mouth as he continued to try to reduce the danger to his mage to nothing. However, he was not lost in his rage. This was a cold and calculating battle, not an emotional one.

Dascha could feel the analysis, the logic that continued to run through the wolf’s brain. It was, therefore, no surprise when she felt the wolf as his magic user yelled, “Now!” Instantaneously, the wolf sprang away from the giant’s body. A split second later an even larger fireball smashed into the prone giant, incinerating him in place before he could move.

A swirling wind of sparkling particles washed over Dascha’s mind, carrying away the tense adrenaline rush and the stress of the scene she had just lived through within the magical reality. It left behind a refreshed mind, relaxed muscles, and the smell and taste of lemon mint. The bemused young cat had very little time to enjoy the release of tension. Before she could draw more than a single breath, she was dropped without warning into the second stage of this lesson.

The wind was chilled and carried scents of old and rotting things heavy in its moisture. Once again Dascha was riding in the mind of the wolf as he patrolled around his limping mage. The cat could see that the mage was older, more middle-aged than young these days. She could feel the connection between the wolf and his mage as a deeper and wider bond than it had been in the first battle. In that lesson, she hadn’t even noticed the bond very much except as a way of communicating. Here it had become a foundation of their existence.

The wolf was concerned about his mage. He could feel the mage’s exhaustion but knew better than to try to change his mind. The wolf ranged near and far but always centered around his partner. Alert for any danger to his mage, the wolf was using all of his senses to watch for threats.

Suddenly, the smell of putrid and rotten air intensified. Racing back the short distance to his magic user, the wolf turned and faced the approaching danger. Hackles up, low rumbling snarl emerging from his mouth, the wolf body blocked his magic user into stopping. A burst of query along their bond required no words to alert him. The mage’s staff was in his hand instantaneously. Dascha could see and smell that this staff had been the earlier rod and somehow been transformed.

The shambling mound of slime and rot stumbled through the murky trees into a cleared area and faced the mage. The wolf continued to snarl and prevent his mage from going forward, but Dascha could feel the weight of experience in the wolf and was not surprised when the wolf began to execute a series of short darting movements that somehow incorporated attacks with protection for all sides of the mage.

Much was made clear to Dascha when she caught a half-formed thought of, <<never again from the back>>. The wolf continued to spin around his mage making sure that the attacks were always being faced even though it looked like there is only a single attacker. The wolf was suspicious. The smells were too confusing in the dim light for him to be sure. The shambling creature came closer, and the mage raised his staff high and released a huge spell that flew toward the undead monster in the form of a greasy looking fireball.

This was the most dangerous moment when the mage’s focus was on his main attacker. But the wolf was his partner, his familiar. And his balance for the mage was a protection when the mage was focused. When a second creature moved out of the swamp toward the mage from the rear, the wolf was ready.

Snarling and snapping, the wolf harried the monster and fenced off the mage from the second threat. The frustrated attacker attempted to beat off the wolf, but the familiar was too fast. The only thing that he could do was to slow the impact on the mage down. As aware of his familiar as his familiar was of him the magic user made sure that the first attacker was burnt and dead before spinning and setting his staff toward the second attacker.

This one had gotten closer than the first, but the wolf had kept him at bay. There was just enough room for the mage to slam another fireball into this attacker, narrowly missing his wolf. Aware of his mage’s action, the familiar darted to the side just as the fireball hit. The clinging fire quickly consumed the secondary threat while the mage watched in focused attention and the wolf resumed his spinning patrol on all sides of his magic user.

Once again, the refreshing visual and sensory cleansing swirl washed through Dascha’s mind. The exhaustion and the effort from the second lesson were swept out leaving a blank slate for the third and final lesson from this instructor.

The third scene trickled in, providing a gentle entry into a mind that was a bit battered by so many new concepts to think about and the exhaustion of two fights. Instead of opening up in the middle of an action scene, this lesson introduced itself by entry into a strategy session. 

The wolf’s mage was old now, very old. A long white beard and a semi-stooped posture were key indications of the passage of time. The perception of age was reinforced by a sense of immense power that emanated from the mage’s staff. In the previous two lessons, Dascha had seen the staff start as a rod and grow into an unusually shaped but unscarred short staff. At this point in time, the staff was taller than the mage and darkened with time and use. It glowed to magical sight with multileveled power, and felt warm to the touch.

There were other magic users and soldiers in the room. They were discussing placements and timings for the battle that was yet to come. The wolf knew that his mage would be situated someplace away from the actual battle lines, positioned where his magic could be best deployed.

There was a flash of sparkles as the scene changed. When the glittering cloud cleared, it was obvious that the view was later the same day. The mage and wolf, plus a pair of other guards, were standing in a protected alcove, with stone at their back and covering overhead. The mage had a clear view of the battlefield. 

As the fighting raged back and forth in the pulsing chaos of deadly combat, the mage watched for a signal. The wolf was oblivious to the overall form of the battle. Instead, his senses were alert, and his mind focused on the protection of his magic user.

A red flag was waived in the command group down on the battlefield. Responding to the signaled request, his mage fired off multiple huge fireballs into the opposing army. Sixteen of the major spells were released, one after another, applied strategically and accurately. The impact was overwhelming. Each of the fireballs destroyed more than a thousand of the enemy soldiers. Calmly, the mage watched and targeted, contributing his unique efforts to the battle for his king.

The wolf was calm too. Dascha could feel no tension in the wolf’s mind, only alertness and willingness to do whatever was necessary to protect his mage. That alertness was rewarded when the wolf caught a slight scuffing of shoes that was the only warning before two black-clad assassins jumped into the protected area around the mage. Driving directly at the mage’s human protectors, one of the assassins quickly killed his target and moved toward the ancient mage only to be met by a slashing attack from the old wolf. While the other assassin fought the more senior guardsmen, the wolf feinted and dodged keeping the first assassin away from his magic user.

A sickly, sweet smell that screamed poison into the wolf’s brain made him cautious. As the short swords of the assassin slashed through the air, the still sharp senses of the wolf could see a discoloration on the edges and blade points. He knew better than to allow even the smallest nick from those doubly dangerous weapons. His delaying tactic lasted long enough. Over the top of the wolf, spinning discs of lethal grayness flew and smashed into the assassin reducing his upper body to shredded meat. The poisoned weapons dropped to the ground with ringing clarity, closely followed by the thud of the other assassin falling in defeat to the guardsmen.

The wolf immediately moved toward his magic user, detecting over the bond the level of exhaustion and frailty that the man did not want to display. Moving his hand down to the shoulder of the wolf, the magic user sighed in relief as a wave of power wrapped in caring slipped from the wolf back up to his mage along the wide well-traveled road of their bond.

The now familiar swirling minty lemon smell washed over Dascha’s brain and dissipated. She found to her bemusement that she was outside of the memshare lesson now. The old half blind wolf had ended the session and arisen to look out over the group.

<<This is been your first lesson. We adapt as we grow older and grow stronger with our magic users. As their skills and our skills expand, the balance of what we do in our joint ventures changes. The ability to adapt is highly important to familiars. I hope that what I shared shows you one way of doing that, although each of you will find your own way. Are there any questions>>

Looking around her, Dascha could see that there would be no questions. Some of the familiars were looking confused, others looked overwhelmed. She thought it was a good place to stop, since her brain felt ready to explode at this point and she needed a break. The young black cat wasn’t sure about anybody else, but everyone looked too exhausted to complain.

<<Since there are no questions, I am going to close off this lesson and strongly recommend that you take a short break, even if it’s only 10 to 15 minutes. Eat, drink, move around. Memshare is exhausting and both your body and mind need time to recover. Soon the second lesson will start.>>

<<<>>>

<<Oh my goodness! That was totally intense. Actually was totally freaky!!>> Trey sputtered. <<I almost felt like I was a wolf! That was so weird especially since I kept wanting to fly but I couldn’t. I’m not sure though how it will work for me because I don’t know to do what he did. I only have a few things I can do on earth. Am I supposed to do what he did? Or am I supposed to figure out what I can do but in a similar way? >>

Jack responded saying, <<I could see how his experiences make sense to me. I’m not too sure how they would make sense to others, although I suspect that we each have to look at how we can adapt the lesson based on who we are and what we can do.>>

<<Well, I suppose nowadays my idea of just running up and biting them, maybe crawling up the inside of the pant leg and biting them where they don’t want be bitten, would work really, really, really, really well, >> said Stinky.

Dascha responded, amusement explicit in her tone, <<I have already tried the direct attack approach. I wasn’t even all the way grown when I tried that one. I can see why it requires a younger body and perhaps too little sense, to carry out well.>>

Kevin and TT both looked at her, considering what she had said. The others were a bit too wrapped up in their own drama and angst to pay her visible attention.

Kevin quietly suggested that they take turns and get something to drink and possibly something to eat. He didn’t think the next lesson was going to be as bad, but one never knew. Following his advice seem like the easiest thing to do.

Frank, Trey, and TT headed out first. Kevin glanced over at Dascha and said, <<Sometimes, when you have a moment, I would really like to hear about that experience. No rush, but I would be interested.>>

Stinky just nodded his head, emphatically.


Chapter 10 – Practical Wisdom

The food break had been very important. All of them felt better with some time to stretch their legs, deal with biological needs of one form or another, and make sure that they were hydrated and fed.

Returning to the memshare area that they had occupied for the first lesson, the friends noticed that where they had sat related before had been kept empty. Apparently, where they had stayed for the first lesson was going to be available for them for the next lesson, too. Dascha thought to herself, With so much strangeness around even small patterns of repetition are comforting.

Settling themselves, more or less in the same order and arrangement that they had maintained for the first class session, they chatted idling among themselves while waiting for the next instructor.

It wasn’t too long before that instructor appeared. Wafting down on soft feathers and silent wings, a large barred owl landed in the middle of the polished stone area. Simultaneously with the owl’s landing, the lesson gong sounded once again. The bird waited until the tone had completed before stretching up and extending his wings to gain their attention.

Shaking his feathers and settling his wings back down, the owl turned his head almost in a full circle making sure to make eye to contact with each of the viewers.

<<Good afternoon students. My name is Whetta. I will be providing a short lesson on employing wisdom in your everyday life. Hopefully, you will learn the feelings of before and after more quickly than I did in my growing times. The deep-seated ability to draw conclusions and utilize judgment based on previous experience is something that some familiars never learn. Even some of your magic users may never learn this. In that second case, you have the option of providing that to your mage or witch or letting them make the same mistakes over and over again.>>

Apparently done with any introductory comments, the owl settled down on the stone and stretched its wings and belly out to make more contact with the stone. Dascha quickly stretched out in turn, closed her eyes, and breathed deeply. A familiar wash of sparkling confetti flooded her mind and senses. There was almost a detectable snap as her connection to the shared memory locked in.

It was immediately apparent that this sharing would be different than the first one. Where the wolf had been equally balanced among emotion, senses and thought, the balance that the owl brought to the lesson was different. Dascha was immediately pulled into the feelings and experiences of the owl’s body.

Soft air under her wings. The muted sounds of the night and the feeling on her feathers of the moisture in the air. It was a quiet night and she could feel a danger ahead as her mage stalked through the woods.

There! On the right! It was an attacker with a bow. Her mage was too close and could not see well in the dark. <<Down!>> she shouted across their familiar bond. Her mage dropped instantly to the ground just as an arrow split the space where his head would have been.

Fury and fright overwhelmed the owl, and she plunged toward the attacker talons outstretched, determined to wreak havoc. There was a confused exchange of rapidly moving arms, legs, and wings. Blood on her talons! Pain! A wing disabled, agony almost more than she could bear. A snap of the beak and the feeling of a severed finger. The scream of an attacker, satisfying at many levels.

The attacker was down, blood dripping slowly from a face ripped with her mighty talons, eyes staring blindly at the cloud-covered moon. At least her mage was safe.

Perhaps not! Across the mage bond came fear and pain. She could hear voices but could not force her body to respond quickly. Fear for her mage and anger at her failure to be there for him filled her craw with acid and tighten into determination.

The pain of getting airborne was far less than the pain in her heart. Agony embroidered the effort of gaining altitude with her injured wing. Forcing past the pain, the owl clawed her way back to her mage. 

The scene that met her eyes was worse than she had feared. Two black-clad fighters faced her mage, held away from him in a stalemate. The mage had braced his back against a large tree trunk. Holding his staff horizontally to the ground in front of him, he was generating a protection field that kept the two assassins away from him. The magic user’s arms were visibly shaking. The owl could feel his exhaustion along the familiar bond and knew that he was close to breaking. Pushing as much energy as she dared across the bond into her mage, she felt him straighten and take a deep breath. Before the assassins could respond to the signs of increasing power, the crippled familiar flung herself from the tree branch and slammed into the back of one of the assassins. Knowing that she might be sacrificing her life for her mage did not cause her to hesitate. Her vicious talons and beak tore thru flesh and bit down on the back of the enemy’s neck. If she was going to die, she was going to take this one with her.

Peripherally, she could sense the other assassin as he spun in place and started to come at her with a knife. His rapid reaction left her little hope of living, but the assassin had made a critical error. He had taken his eyes off the mage.

Instantaneously, the magical shield dropped, and the mage’s staff was flipped so that the end touched the ground. Massive energy was pulled from the ground and into the mage. The staff had its protective spells exhausted, but the mage channeled a sizzling bolt of blue electricity directly through his hand and blasted the last assassin.

The fighter under the talons of the owl was dead. Blood soaked her feathers, and she was too weak to move. The other assassin was still alive. She could see his chest moving slightly and knew that his hands were trembling in an effort to do something, anything to complete the murder of her mage. She was just too tired, too exhausted to do anything.

She could feel her mage approaching and warned him as loudly as she could to flee or go away. He wasn’t listening to her. Loyalty ran two ways over their bond, and she had been willing to give her life for his. She could feel his determination to do no less.

The shaking and exhausted mage came up to the scene of their struggle. She was not sure what he could do since he had never had any weapons training. Desperation found a solution and the mage found the strength to take his eating dagger out of his belt and jammed it through the eye of the remaining assassin. The last thought the owl had before she slipped into the unconsciousness that her body craved was, at least he is safe.

The sparkling swirl that indicated the end of the lesson took Dascha by surprise. The emotion and the adrenaline that was attached to this lesson took longer to dissipate as the curtain of light waved back and forth. As it slowly disappeared, Dascha was still left with unanswered questions and the memory of angst. Perhaps that was part of the lessons of wisdom. That you never really forgot.

Dascha took one more deep breath and tried to relax. Her muscles were tense especially across her front paws and back, reminding her that in this lesson she had been flying. It was a strange feeling, one that she said certainly would not forget soon.

Once again, a sparkling wave was the only warning of the start of the second lesson. The entry into this one was just as abrupt as the first had been.

<<Another stinking, festering swamp! I can’t tell you how tired I am of these smelly damn muddy places,>> sent the owl to her mage across the familiar bond. The amused response echoed back to her, comforting her with an ephemeral hug and amused agreement. The owl was flying a perimeter search as her mage made his way down a carefully marked pathway. The feeling of frequent repetition made Dascha think that the mage’s area included swampy regions. It was obvious that this owl and mage were older than what they had been in the previous lesson. There was a broadening to their familiar bond and a settled nature to their communication that told of more frequent repetition than the first time.

The owl flew a perimeter search in expanding circles. Flying high enough overhead that the soft wings of her flight gave no advance warning, the owl quickly found three parties converging on her mage. Totaling five people in all, neither the owl or the mage considered the situation serious, although both were proceeding with caution. There was always a chance that somebody was a ringer, or that there were more ambushers.

Dascha picked up the understanding that the mage and familiar knew the source of their attacks. It tasted a bit like the same group of enemies that had attacked in the first lesson, although Dascha could not be sure.

All of the attackers were dressed in black, the better to blend with the dark forest and moonless night. Sharing her sight with her mage, the owl mapped out exactly where the attackers were in their movement toward the mage. She also allowed her mage to see possible defensive areas for him to better stage the battle scene.

<<There!>> The place that she found and that he approved was defensible. It had a rock face that was solid and had a solid but not deep overhang. If her mage can get to that place, his back and even part of his sides would be protected. Getting there might be a problem, however.

Rather than engage their enemy at a location that was not of their choice, the mage cast a small teleport spell that placed him a few feet away from the stone alcove. He quickly backed into the rock wall protection and cast two quick spells, one on either side of the opening, directly into the stone. Placing his staff firmly on the ground, he waited.

The owl continued to fly surveillance, watching as the attackers moved closer to her mage. He shared her vision, seeing the enemies’ positions change as he waited. The attackers were close enough that the mage could see the single fighter that was their point person. He knew from his familiar’s overwatch that the other four were split into two teams. One was approaching from his right and one from his left. Acting as if he were unaware of the placement of the rest of the attackers, the mage called out to the visible, black-clad fighter.

“Beware, minion of Artok, you trespass borders in violation of signed agreements. Be gone before I am forced to take punitive action.”

The response from the warrior was nonverbal. A jagged flying disc of death glistening with noxious chemicals flew toward the mage, only to be stopped short by an invisible wall. Rapid strikes of smaller thrown weapons appeared to define the edges of the protection to the satisfaction of the invaders. 

Dashing to one side, the lead attacker threw himself onto the ground, attempting to find cover behind a small hillock. His movements were obvious and designed to hold the attention of the mage while his teammates got into position.

Without the aerial surveillance of his familiar, the mage might have been fooled into focusing on that attacker. However, a pulsed warning from the owl told him that the other two teams were moving up. The calm and disciplined response of the mage kept him centered and able to better maintain his defenses. His next action appeared to have no immediate response since a flash of magical energy down his staff into the ground appeared to dissipate.

At the same time, a spell was released from the left side alcove wall sending a large sphere toward the mage’s right. The sphere sliced its way through the trees and caught the two attackers of that team by surprise. Even the honed speed of their reactions was not enough to get them far enough away from each other to allow only one of them to be caught. The sphere grew and gobbled up both of them and then began to shrink. The membrane surface of the sphere showed the frantic movements of the captured invaders. The tough skin did not yield to futile slashes with weapons or panic-induced attempts to break out. The motion inside the sphere quickly stopped as the sphere compressed and crushed its captives. Finally, it dissipated into nothingness with a final puff of acrid air.

None of that action was visible to the other three invaders. The one that was hunkered down behind cover would stretch up every once in a while and throw another hand weapon. His role was that of a distraction for the mage, supposedly preventing the magic user from understanding the total number of attackers and where they were.

The team that was approaching from the left of the mage could hear the clash of bouncing weapons as the first attacker put pressure on the mage’s position. They had worked their way closer to the mage until they were within 15 feet of the edge of the alcove. They were in position, but appeared to be waiting for some sign from the other team.

The yells and attacks from the concealed frontal force had started to get strained. Apparently, it was not in their plans to have an extended confrontation between the mage and single opponent. Finally, the remaining team decided to advance. Executing a flawless combination of evasive maneuvers, one attacker dove straight for the mage in a rapid charge while the other ran further to the mage’s left and attempted to sneak up beyond his peripheral vision. It might have succeeded if the mage had been alone. That attacker was hidden by the stone that blocked the arc of his gaze. However, the familiar’s vision was strategic and unimpeded. The mage responded, and the familiar went into action.

Thumping his staff onto the ground, the mage sent a secondary pulse of energy through the earth. Paying no more attention to it, a quick motion of his staff and a jerk to the left released a spell from the right-hand side of the doorway. It slammed into the charging assassin, sending a cloud of slivered knives through his body. Reduced instantly to many shredded little pieces of meat, the assassin did not have time to make a single sound. The bloody mess of his body and his shredded clothing pattered to the ground, while his metal weapons dropped soundlessly to the cushioned landscape.

The second team member started to pull up short in shock. Thinking himself unobserved, the remaining assassin slowed momentarily in his thoughts trying to adjust his mind to what he had just seen. He was further thrown off when an agonized cry rang out from the initial attacker.

Seeing the horrific destruction of the charging invader, the original attacker had tried to stand up only to find out that in his efforts to take cover behind the small rill had been a fatal error. He was now anchored by rootlets that had rapidly grown over his body and trapped him against the ground. Struggling to free himself, he went from dismayed to panic quickly. He could feel the roots starting to penetrate his skin, and the urge to flee became overwhelming. Attempting to rip himself free, the assassin found himself weakening as his blood was drawn by the thirsty roots. One last death-defying attempt ripped an agonized cry from his chest as he was pulled underground, down into the boggy soil.

It was too much for the final assassin. Turning to run away from the mage, back toward safety and a place to report what happened, the fighter made it only two more steps. Dropping like the hammer of the gods from the sky, the owl made a practiced, quick kill using the speed of her attack and the strength of her talons. The assassin was dead before he hit the ground, his neck snapped and his spine crushed.

The sheer satisfaction in the efficient and successful fight flooded through the familiar bond, and the mage returned it in full measure. Raising his arms up toward the sky, the mage stretched his staff out so that the owl could settle her considerable weight on the offered perch.

The shock of the sparkles was intense as the end of the lesson abruptly flooded her senses. Dascha was disoriented. She had been so entwined in the mind and emotions of the familiar and mage that she had been wrapped up in the moment and totally oblivious to what was going on around her and her real world.

The panting of her breath was loud to her own ears. She could hear similar short, half sobbing breathing as her friends recovered from the abrupt end of the lesson. It was a few moments before any of them could talk.

Unsurprisingly, it was Stinky that responded first. <<Wow. Just wow, >>  was all that he said.

Murmurs of agreement came from the rest of her friends and those that were close by them on the coral arm.

<<Wisdom gained helps older mages and familiars be more effective with less stress. The trick is surviving the lessons that teach us. Hopefully, some of you will have learned part of that lesson from my sharing of our experiences. Those of you, however, that need to make your own mistakes to get to this level, I wish you good luck,>> thought the owl.

<<There will be a short break while you have a chance to recover. I would suggest you get up and move around, make sure to drink and eat, and do whatever else you need to be ready for your last lesson of the day which will commence in 15 minutes.>> With that, the owl shook her feathers and quickly launched to fly away. The class watched in silence as she flew, lost in their own thoughts.


Chapter 11 – Intelligent Actions

Trey had harassed their small group to go over and make sure that they ate and drank something. He kept up a cheerful conversation with Stinky as they moved around. Dascha thought perhaps that he was doing that to encourage everyone. It seemed to be working since his light chatter pushed them past their exhaustion into action.

<<I know, Stinky, what you mean. You wouldn’t think that lying down and watching something in your mind would make you really tired but boy am I exhausted. It was like I was actually there. My muscles were all working, and I was going through all of the adrenaline and everything else. It was crazy!>> said Trey.

Stinky replied, <<I am really tired too. And I could almost feel the impact when the owl slammed into that one tree. I suppose that’s a really good way of learning a lesson without having to actually do it yourself. Too bad my witch can’t learn that way.>>

Dascha mentally agreed but was content to let the two of them carry the burden of the conversation. She looked around their group, noticing that both Kevin and Jack were applying themselves to food and water without any complaint.

However, TT was not doing much of anything. Instead, the injured Persian cat was staring at the bowl of food with flattened ears and a bedraggled looking tail. It didn’t even look like the cat had groomed herself, something unheard of for such meticulous animal.

Dascha moved over by TT and push the bowl closer to the white cat with her nose. <<If you don’t like this food, I’m sure we could find you something else for you to eat.>>

The other cat gave herself a small shake and lowered her head to the food bowl. <<That’s okay. I’m not really that picky.>>

The words sounded okay, but Dascha was not convinced that all was right with the cat. Perhaps, she just needed some time to recover from the shock of her injuries. Turning her attention back to her own food, the young cat quickly finished her own meal and spent a few minutes grooming herself while the others ate their larger portions.

<<<>>>

It had taken longer for the lesson group to reassemble this time. Looking around, Dascha could see signs of exhaustion and overload on many of the familiars’ faces and postures. She could feel it in her own bones, which ached. Her energy levels were down, and her muscles gave strange little jerks when she wasn’t consciously controlling them. Who knew what they were going to be like after the last lesson.

The lesson gong sounded again, but there was no one on the polished stone area. Murmurs ran around from animal to animal as a few seconds clicked by. Dascha happened to be watching the stone when she realized that a slight haze was lifting from an area about a foot across in the center. Until it started to lift, she hadn’t even noticed that it was there. Watching the haze carefully she was still startled when the fuzziness of the airlifted and a medium-sized rat appeared. The sight was so startling that she popped straight up in attention.

The abrupt movement drew everyone’s eyes to Dascha. Following her intent gaze, more people looked to the polished stone and their waiting instructor. The rat waited calmly until the majority of the students were staring at him. Sitting upright, his forelegs pulled against his chest, his resonant mind voice rang out clearly, <<I am impressed. Most of the time that I make a staged entrance, it takes five minutes or more for people to be observant enough to see that I’m here. This time, one of your fellow students actually caught me in the act of appearing. Good job, young cat!>>

Dascha’s tail twitched at the compliment, but she gave no other sign that it was directed at her. Her friends were more demonstrative, looking back at her in approval. A restrained wag of the tail was Jack’s congratulations, while Trey warbled a three-note fanfare of pride.

The rat continued, <<My name is Brett and I am your final instructor for the day. The experience that I’m going to share is one that addresses an area that many of you may not think of as one that familiars should concentrate learning. This is the area of intelligence. If you’re going to be a true partner to your mage, then that implies that you’re going to give them not only relevant advice based on your wisdom but also will add to the general pool of knowledge when you know something they don’t.>>

One of the larger cats in the session, a strongly marked Savannah cat, asked, <<But they are the magic user. Aren’t they supposed to be the smart one in the relationship? How can I be more intelligent than they are when they’ve had all the schooling?>>

Brett replied, <<Schooling doesn’t imply intelligence. It provides training and education into how you can use your intelligence. Everyone has a certain level of wisdom and intelligence. It is all about how you apply it and how it gets pooled. 

<< In general, pooled knowledge provides a broader base of information for good decision-making. When you’re trying to figure out a problem, both you and your mage need to be contributing what you can. If you use everything you have and your mage does the same, you will be working from a bigger inventory, whether that be skills or knowledge.

<<It’s time to start the lesson and in this case, there’s only one memory share for this lesson. I suggest you get comfortable, this may be a bit of a rough ride.>>

The familiar sparkles swirled through Dascha’s mind as she quickly laid down against the coral. She could hear her friends settling down around her but the memory share had overtaken her senses. Her actual physical surroundings were whisked away by the winds generated by Brett’s memory.

She understood immediately what he meant by rough ride. The punch of the rat’s emotions hit her like a massive airstrike. Suddenly, she was there, in his skin, in his head, and in his emotions.

Running, running, frantically running. Pushing exhausted muscles long past the point where all he wanted to do was settle down and die. He couldn’t die no matter how much it hurt. His mage was in trouble. The familiar could feel agony through the familiar bond. He was trying to take some of it away, so his poor mage didn’t hurt so badly. Trying to block his own pain, so it didn’t feed back along the bond. He had to hurry, hurry now.

Danger! Tramp of feet. Scuttle down, hide against the wall. AHHH! The gaping hole on his side brushes the wall. Pain worse than anything he had ever felt floods through his system. His legs feel like jelly but he can’t, will not give up. His mage is in trouble.

Huddled down, the rat is motionless. Waiting for the tramp of soldiers’ feet to go past him. He waits, almost not breathing, afraid that his gasping pain may alert the enemy.

The feet go past, and quiet descends again. Forcing himself to move once more, the rat runs by the side of the wall down the hallway, drawn by the beacon of his mage’s agony. He is getting closer, he can feel it. The beacon of pain has become overwhelming, but he is drawn to it beyond conscious control. Just before he turns the last corner, he hears a voice and stops dead.

“Even mages bleed! You arrogant power mongers are no better than the rest of us. See how well you like starving for a day or so and then we will have some fun. I bet we can make you scream in five minutes or less.”

The clump of a large man with armored feet approached the corner. The rat shrank back as far as he could into a crevice of the wall, ignoring the slashing pain when his bloody side once again ripped open a bit more against the rough brick. He knew better than to look up at the man that was passing. Any available light would glint off his eyes and make him more visible to this, a hated enemy. So he huddled down and made himself as invisible as possible.

Hate, an emotion corrosive and vile, slipped through his veins as he listened to the man chuckling to himself. How could anybody be happy with the pain that he had caused another person? But he waited, knowing that there was a risk in moving too soon.

Just as he had suspected, the man returned on quiet feet. Carefully, the large male walked softly part of the way back to peer around the corner and check the doorway to the mage’s cell. The guard’s feet were inches away from the injured rat’s body. The rat could smell the filthy odor of the man’s breath and the miasma that clung to his armor.

He held absolutely still. As much as he wanted to attack the man so close to him, better judgment interfered. He would do no good to his mage if he was killed in such an unequal battle. His two pounds of flexible, little body would not fare well in a standup fight with a 250 pound armored man. So he waited.

Finally, the guard left, truly left. The rat waited a few minutes to make sure but eventually started creeping his way around the corner and toward the doorway. The beacon of pain that was his mage called to him, forcing his body to perform well beyond any expectation.

Soon, he was at the cell door. He sniffed, looked, and tested his teeth on the doorway, not not finding any vulnerability, especially anything that he could overpower. He could feel his mage on the other side of the door, semi-conscious, and in massive pain. Stymied by the door, the rat began to explore the hallway, looking for anything that might help. He noticed a blood trail that led to another room. Sniffing the blood, he recognized the scent of his mage. Moving as quickly as he could, he followed the trail of blood back into the other room and saw where his mage had been beaten. There was a pool of blood on the floor, but there was also something that might help.

A key. There was a small rack of hooks on the wall and keys hung from each of the hooks. There were no numbers or marks on the keys, but they seem to be arranged in a specific order. Additionally, propped up in the corner, he saw his mage’s staff. The staff with healing spells in it. Something that would deal with the pain that his mage was feeling.

How to get to the keys? This required some thought. It would be hard to get to them at all but he had a feeling that he was only going to be able to grab one. It needed to be the right one. There was one key missing. The rat took a deep breath and scuttled out of the room. Moving as quickly as he could, he ran up and down the halls looking for a door that had a key in it. Counting carefully, he found the open door with the key. It was the one next door to his mage’s cell. There were three rooms locked, then the open one, and six more rooms. Trying to think past his weakness and pain, the rat managed to match the pattern. The key he wanted was the fifth one.

Now to put the plan in motion. There was a chair that was close to the wall. And it looked like there was a crack in the brick that he might be able to cling to close by the key rack. He was not going to be able to do this more than once. His body was failing him, and his vision was starting to develop gray patches. To save his mage, he had to climb up the chair and jump onto the wall. Somehow he would have to cling to the wall and make his way across to the key rack. Once there he could grab the key, hoping it was the right one. There would be no alternative but to take a big jump down, jarring his side badly.

Something didn’t seem right. He stopped and forced his aching head to think through the process. If his mage was too hurt to come into this room, then how was he going to get his staff. If the staff were in the hall when a guard came by, all surprise and other options would be lost. He had to get the staff someplace where his mage could reach it but in a place that the guard would not see it if they came by.

Think. He had to think!

Scurrying over to the staff, the rat saw that the strap that his mage had put on it to help his grip was still there. This gave him an idea. Steeling himself against expected pain, the rat ran as fast as he could and slammed himself into the bottom of the staff and causing the staff to slip sideways and come crashing to the floor. It made a lot of noise. The rat froze in place, worried that the sound would summon a curious guard. But there was no response.

Taking a deep breath of relief, which only intensified the ache in his ribs, the rat grabbed the strap in his teeth and dragged as hard as he could. It might’ve been a minute, it might’ve been an hour, the pain didn’t seem to go away. But inch by inch, the rat managed to drag the staff toward the doorway. Finally, finally, the top of the staff was just inside the doorway. Still hidden in the shadows but only a hallway width away from his mage’s cell door.

There was no time to delay. Who knew how long before the guards came back to do even more damage to his mage. And who knew how long he could last. His side was on fire with every breath, a dagger of pain dug deep into his stomach with every movement. The rat familiar knew that he was on borrowed time.

No more time, no more delay. Gathering his flagging energy, the rat took a deep breath and then moved. Not giving himself any time to think, no time to consider the danger, he ran up the chair onto its back, flinging his body in a jump with every iota of energy toward the wall.

Slipping! Oh no he was slipping! Frantic grabbing wracked him with more pain, but he caught himself in a crack. It wasn’t the one that he had expected to use, but it was better than falling to the floor. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to get up again if he did. Inch by inch, an agonized distance that receded oh so slowly, the rat managed to get over to the rack of keys.

His vision graying, he counted one with the key, two with the key, three. Reaching a foot out, he almost missed the next count, catching himself on the hook itself where the key was missing. The next one was the one he wanted, the one he needed.

Another hook. Carefully, carefully, he reached down and bit the key, lifting it carefully so that it slipped off the hook. His vision was dim enough he could not see the floor. He knew where it was because he could feel the drops of blood from his ripped side trailing downward. Falling would be easy. Falling lightly enough to be able to move afterward would be hard.

Bam! The floor smashed him into semi-consciousness. As he fell, something else broke inside of him. Something that increased the pain in his side and made every movement of his chest unbearable. But he had to move past it. Dragging the key, the staggering rat made his way toward the beacon of pain that was his mage. Step-by-step, by torturous step he made his way toward the mage’s cell door.

The journey seemed to take forever. It might have lasted forever except that a rude introduction to the cold metal door slammed the rat into minimal alertness. He was there! The familiar pushed the key under the door as far as he could move it. The key had cleared the door! He knew it did because he could hear it. The sound was different when it was out from under the door frame.

There wasn’t much energy left, and he knew he was close to done. But his mage was there, and if his mage could get out, the one he loved more than anything would live.

<<Jarwoc! Please wake up! The key is there, and you can escape. Please!>> he sent with the force of his emotions.

<<Brett? What have you done? What key?>> the mage replied with exhaustion and agony threading through his mental voice.

The rat could feel his mage crawling across the floor toward the door. The man was very badly injured and very weak. The rat knew that he needed his staff as soon as he could get it. That might be the last gift the familiar could give him.

Dragging his body once more across the width of the hallway, the rat grabbed the strap on the staff. He could hear the mage on the other side of the door gasping in pain. He could feel the intensity of the pain rising as the man found the key and attempted to get to his feet to unlock the door. The two efforts, mage on one side, familiar on the other, crashed together like opposing waves meeting in harmony. The rat was losing more feeling in his feet, and the splotches on his vision were getting larger. Just a little ways more and his mage could grab a staff when the door opened.

Pull! He had to pull harder. The small animal pulled and dragged, too tired even to moan from the pain. But finally, the door to the cell creaked open. The rat could feel the air going over his fur. The familiar had made it back to the doorway, and the staff was there for his mage. Now, he could rest.

As the last bit of his consciousness descended into the abyss, the rat heard his mage cry out, “O my friend, what have you done to yourself? Do not leave me, I beg of you!!”

The swirl of light that signaled the end of the memory share was wrenching. Dascha found herself panting and mewing, emotionally trashed and exhausted. The echoes of the shared pain hurt her chest and caused an ache deep in her throat. Dragging herself to a sitting position, the black cat looked around.

Some of the familiars were curled up in protective balls, some lying flat and panting heavily. There was no active movement in the whole lesson area. Dascha turned her attention to the instructor still sitting on the polished stone. The rat met her eyes and nodded his head.

Dascha responded to that acknowledgment, saying, <<Now I understand.>>

Brett twitched nose and tail in surprise, answering, <<I actually believe you do.>>

A haze settled over the rat and as she watched his body seemed to disappear. Brett had made his goodbye.


Chapter 12 – To Rank or not to Rank

It’d taken the students quite a while to recover from the last lesson. It was a very subdued group that eventually got up and wandered away. Even Trey was quiet. The intensity of the last lesson had certainly left an impact on the students, one which would haunt them for many days. Dascha and her friends were no exception.

This time it was Kevin that pushed them into making sure that they had something to eat and drink. Their numbness gradually wore off as they got something in their stomach and slaked their thirst. Slowly, they got more alert and started to pay attention once more to their surroundings.

The horn that announced general meetings sounded and Dascha and her friends started to make their way toward the assembly area. All of the juveniles were quiet. The combination of exhaustion and remembered pain keep them subdued, at least for a little while.

The assembly area was almost filled when the last of their group arrived. Once again, one of the senior familiars was waiting, perched on the rock outcropping. This one was a sleepy-looking buzzard. Large and nonthreatening, the bird was still awe-inspiring.

Raising his wings to get their attention, a deep powerful voice pushed inside of their heads, <<I am Mackroy, the head arbitrator for the trials themselves. At this point I’m going to give you a general outline of how the trials are run and answer a limited number of questions. At the end of that time you’re going to have to make a decision that will affect how you interact for the rest of your participation in the Familiar Trials.

<< At each of our gatherings we conduct additional trials. Trials are tests of your different skills, such as wisdom, adaptability, intelligence, and the ability to work as a team. In each trial, the judging panels will determine if you have made improvements or not. There is no objective scale. This is totally based on the perception of the reviewers.

<<Familiars do not gain rank like our mages and witches do. Instead your relative abilities are acknowledged so that you can choose to focus or ignore the development of further skill levels in each area. Those of you that have been here before have already made the decision on whether you want to move up in a ranked or unranked fashion. There is no requirement for you to be ranked. If you prefer not to be hung with the label of ranking you are welcome still to go to the trials and learn what you can. It is up to you.

<<During this gathering, we will be conducting games to set improvement rankings or acknowledgment in adaptability, wisdom, and intelligence. The juveniles at the trials need to make their decision on whether to join the ranked or unranked track at this point. Those of you that are choosing to hold formal rank should go to the area where you registered the first day and find the line that is marked by a set of four images on a flag. Those of you that choose to compete in an unranked fashion should line up by the flag that is shaded from light to dark.

<<Once you have registered your choice, you are free to visit, talk, sleep, or whatever for the remainder of the night. Bright and early tomorrow morning the trial day will formally begin. Good luck and welcome to the Familiar Trials.>>

There was an immediate surge of familiars toward the registration area. Dascha and her friends took a little more time, figuring that things would start to sort out by the time they got there. They had discussed the choice and were unanimous in the selection of the ranked pathway for the trials. Each had their own reason, but everyone wanted to KNOW their rank.

Their thoughts about the congestion in the room appeared to be spot on since when they got to the correct area lines of waiting familiars had started to form and some of the initial confusion was abating.

Trey flew up in the air looking around. His voice could be heard as he directed them to the right place. <<Ah! I see the banners!! The one to the left is really pretty, it has red and yellow and a bright pink! I love the banner, but I want a rank. The pretty one is for the unranked! Bummer!>>

Stinky was laughing as he responded, <<Perhaps they will let you have a copy of the banner for your nest. You could always ask, you know!>>

<<Brilliant! I will ask them after we get signed up!>> burbled the firebird.

Dascha just smiled at their antics and kept walking. They joined the end of the line and patiently followed the queue as it shortened. All too soon she was at the front of the line. Banners flew from the side of the table also. Sitting up high in the air, they showed a series of four symbols. The one at the bottom showed a single set of wings. The one above that had a spiral of one wing and a tail all set in a circle. The two levels above that had symbols that increased both the tail and the wing, with the topmost having three of each around the circle.

Kevin said, <<Those must represent the four levels of ranking. I bet the bottom one with just wings is the fledgling while the other three would be expert, master, and finally, adept.>>

<<I am pretty sure that you are right,>> said Stinky. <<I think I’ve seen some of the other familiars with those symbols on their medallions. We’ll have to look more closely as we go on.>>

The fox that took her information smiled and greeted Dascha by name, <<Hello, Dascha. I am pleased that you are willing to go the ranked route. You should know that there already have been votes to promote you to fledgling based on your behavior the first night. Congratulations on becoming part of the ranked familiars and I’m looking forward to seeing your performance in the trials. Please allow the mage at the end of the table to mark your medallion.>>

The young cat felt a bit intimidated by being singled out. She nodded respectfully to the register and walked to the end of the table. The old storyteller was sitting there with a carved ebony stick in his hand. The stick was only the length of a large man’s hand but Dascha could see the lines of magic that connected the stick to the mage and to the ground. She leaned forward and the mage carefully touched the end of the stick to the middle of her medallion. Something that felt like a small spark ran through Dascha’s body when the stick made contact.

That was it. A few words and a tap on the medallion and she was all set. The black cat moved about 15 feet away from the table and waited for the rest of her friends to finish. All of them had made the same choice, even TT. That surprised Dascha a little bit since she didn’t know what TT was going to do. However, it was nice that they were altogether.

<<This is really cool! Did you notice that all of our medallions now have a plain circle on them? I bet that means that we are ready for rank trials! This is going to be so cool!!>> said Trey.

Suddenly, the firebird took off into the air, winging his way over to the other banner. Dascha couldn’t exactly hear what he was saying but from the birds posture he was trying to finagle a copy of the banner.

<<You had to tell him that he could go ask for it,>> Dascha accused Stinky. The ferret shrugged his shoulders and continued to watch the rest of the familiars in the room.

<<Who knows. Perhaps they will give them a copy of it.>>


Chapter 13 – Let the Trials Begin!

Dascha had slept the night deep in the slumber of the truly exhausted. Waking up as soon as the soft light of pre-morning appeared, Dascha looked around to see the slumbering bodies of her friends. Trey was perched on a low hanging branch directly over the entangled bodies of Kevin, Stinky, and Jack. They were close enough to Dascha that she could feel the heat that the pile of slumbering furred males emitted. It was a bit comforting to know that they were this close.

Expecting to see TT someplace close also, Dascha was a bit concerned when she could not find the white cat. The Persian had been very subdued the entire day and Dascha’s concern about her had grown. Quietly rising to her feet, Dascha started to explore, looking for TT.

Avoiding the area where the trial courses were being set up, Dascha searched more than half the rest of the space before she saw a sign of the Persian’s white coat. Quietly, Dascha walked up behind the larger cat. TT was sitting beside a small pool of water, staring down at the surface. The black cat walked over beside her friend and sat without a word. There was a moment of shared silence and then TT began to speak.

<<My witch is very beautiful. Everything she has around her is without flaw. She came to our clowder after her previous familiar died. She asked to see all of the cats without defect. Seven of my sisters and cousins joined me and she looked at all of us. One she rejected because her whiskers were too short. One had a tail that was a little too long. But she said I was perfect. And that she would be my witch and I would be her familiar.>>

Dascha didn’t know what to say. Between Zhanna and her there was no expectation of perfection. And she didn’t think that Zhanna really cared how Dascha looked. This was something outside of her experience and the only thing she could think to do was to listen.

After a few moments of shared silence, TT continued, <<That was the first time in my entire life that anyone had ever wanted me. My littermates and cousins are faster and smarter than I am. They can run longer and farther, jump higher, even are better hunters. The only thing that sets me apart in a positive way has been the softness and thickness of my fur, and the lack of blemish. I was happy because finally someone wanted me. >>

In the following pause, Dascha could hear the sound of more familiars moving around and calling cheerful good mornings to each other. The black cat knew that food would be available shortly in the feeding area. Her stomach chose that moment to make a gurgling sound but Dascha remained silent and supportive next to TT.

<<Whenever my witch has something that is scratched or marred, she gets rid of it. She has nothing around her that is not perfect.>>

The sentence hung in the air carried by the sorrow in TT’s mental voice and a feeling of inevitable resignation that tore at Dascha’s heart. There was nothing that could be said that would comfort TT at this point. Dascha knew that the white cat truly believed that her witch would repudiate her because of her scars. The smaller cat couldn’t conceive of that type of shallow attachment but she didn’t know the other witch. Again, all she could do was listen.

Finally, TT turned her head and looked at Dascha. <<She will not want me anymore and my family will not want me either. No cat in our line has ever been repudiated and I will have become an embarrassment to them all.>>

Dascha interjected, <<I think perhaps you are borrowing trouble before it’s here. It is truly possible that the situation will be as you think it might. However, until you really know what is going to happen it doesn’t make sense to let it consume you with worry.>>

TT didn’t appear to have even heard Dascha. Her sad voice continued, <<Ah, the funniest thing about this whole matter is it was my choice to come here. I wanted to be a bigger help to my witch. I didn’t think sitting there and looking pretty was enough and I wanted to be even more special and make her proud of me. My decision ruined everything.>>

Dascha jumped to her feet. <<Come on! That’s enough of the doldrums. It may not be as bad as you think. However, if it is then you can come by me and my witch and we will find you a new magic user. If your current witch doesn’t appreciate you for more than your gorgeous body then she’s treating you more like a vase than a partner and you are more valuable than that. So, let’s go eat before the guys eat all the food and then we can go off and try the trials.>>

The black familiar could see that TT was trying to look less depressed. The white cat got to her feet and the two felines set off at a brisk walk toward the food area. The trials would start soon and they wanted to be ready.

<<<>>>

An hour later found the full group of friends standing around the trial fields. Dascha felt like she was sitting on hot coals. She kept shifting her body and getting up and moving around, coming back to sit in the same place, and then repeating. Most of the others weren’t any better.

The only two that seemed to be calm about the whole thing were Jack and TT. If anything, Jack looked almost sleepy, eyes closed to slits and perfectly relaxed. TT didn’t look relaxed at all. Instead, the cat just looked sad and introspective.

Dascha worried about her but there wasn’t much she could do right then. She was really hoping that TT’s witch was not as bad as TT thought. Only time would tell and in the meantime they had new and difficult things to do.

The three-note fanfare sounded loud and clear. Everyone looked up at the top of the rock pile and saw that the huge tiger was standing there. The Siberian had no problems projecting his mental voice to the whole crowd.

<<This marks the beginning of the official trials. This trial is primarily for the lower ranks and is the easiest level presented for ranking in adaptability. Each candidate is to run the trial by themselves. It is a solo ranking at this level and measures a variety of things but primarily the ability of the candidate to change to meet conditions.

<<Dralor will be casting the spell on the course and on each familiar prior to the run. During the trials there will be a single impairment that appears for each familiar. It is randomly selected by the spell and differs for each candidate. Since adaptability is the only metric here, the objective is to finish the run. Partial finishes do not count.

<<There will be a ten-minute time period at the beginning of each heat of ten candidates. During that time that group will be allowed to wander the course and examine the conditions that exist. Required pathways are marked in red, blue hash marks identify forbidden pathways. As long as all required pathways are followed, the remainder of the progress is up to the candidate.

<<Are there any questions at this point?>> The tiger waited for a few minutes and when no questions were forthcoming he called the first heat of ten.

None of Dascha’s group was in the first ten. She was actually quite happy about this since it would give them some time to watch what others did and perhaps learn some tricks. She watched as the different familiars flew, crawled, ran, and slithered through the course. Most of them seem to be looking at the blue and red guidelines, followed by the terrain that connected the required pathways. Making a mental note to do the same when it was her turn, she felt herself getting tenser as the time clicked down.

A single, silvery note marked the end of the inspection time. The candidates that were up for this first heat quickly got back to the starting line. Waiting beside the tiger was a creature that Dascha had never seen. It looked like a mixture of a powerful dog and a massive cat. Taller than any cat except the Siberian by his side, the animal blended the powerful front legs of the cat with its clawed paws and the shoulder and muzzle of a massive wolf.

Turning to Jack, standing by her side, Dascha asked, <<What on earth is that?>>

<<It is a catog. I’ve heard of them but never seen one before. They’re very dangerous and extremely smart. They can even cast their own magic. I’ve never known one to be a familiar so I think this one is a wizard,>> he answered.

Dascha turned her attention back to the Siberian and the catog. She watched as the ten familiars in the first heat stood in a rough line in front of the two. The catog lifted up one huge impressively-clawed paw. Dascha could see the spinning threads that emerged from the bottom of the animal’s paw. A slightly different colored one extended out and touched each of the waiting familiars first on the medallion and then on their head. Turning to face directly toward the testing field, the catog raised its paw even higher and let out a banshee yell.

The power of the initial spell had fooled Dascha into thinking that the second one would not be difficult for her to watch. Unfortunately, she was wrong. An explosion of multicolored threads came out of the catog’s paw and blanketed the field. The entire area was awash with brightly colored and intertwined threads. Dascha was blinded by the mage sight, letting out a yelp of pain.

<<Dascha? What’s the matter?>> asked Trey.

She could feel the brush of his wings against her head but her streaming eyes had forced her to close them. The pain of the light burst still echoed through her head. Her vision was impaired for just a few seconds. 

Raising her head up, she swabbed her face with one of her paws. <<It’s okay, Trey. The spell just caught me by surprise.>>

Licking her paw, Dascha swiped it across her eyes once more. The saliva seemed to help and she could manage to open her eyes a little bit. Trey and Jack were looking at her in concern but she shook her head, and told them, <<Really guys, I’m fine!>>

She straightened up and looked back at the starting line only to see the catog watching her intently. His gaze startled her, and she crouched down in response. Holding her eyes for just a split second more, the huge creature turned his attention to where the first candidate was ready to run the course.

While she had been dealing with her visual over-flash, the panel of judges had assembled on the rock outcropping. The tiger was there, as was George the Raven. They were joined by the sleepy looking buzzard that had talked to them earlier. The three of them were engaged in the heated discussion about something, but appeared to resolve it. Straightening up, they turned to stare toward the course. Once again, the tiger stretched up and boomed his message to everyone’s mind, <<Heat one, candidate one. You may start when ready.>>

The first familiar to run the course was an otter. Slightly larger than the ones that Dascha was familiar with, he looked strong and capable. She saw him take a deep breath and then he was off running across the ground and up to the first obstacle. His skills at climbing trees and descending from the steep hills were impressive. He seemed to be going very fast and Dascha was discouraged, thinking that she would not do as well.

Kevin leaned over toward Dascha and said softly, <<He is trying to build momentum so that when he slows down later it won’t count against him. Just watch, something in the middle is going to cause him a problem.>>

There were barks and hisses, caws and yelps of encouragement from the spectators as they watched the otter moving forward. There were only six total obstacles in this course and he had managed to get through two of them easily. Dascha thought he would fine because the next one was a waterway.

The otter slipped into the stream and slid down the stream heading for the bottom. It was obvious that he was at home in the water because his efficient travel and pleased smile spoke of his comfort. Slipping out of the bottom of the stream and heading along the mandated red route to the next obstacle, the otter came to a stumbling halt.

In a split second, a horrendous thorny thicket had grown up. It totally covered the marked route that was required to successfully complete the course toward the next obstacle. Vicious-looking thorns and dripping vines formed a nasty barrier. The otter was stymied. He had to follow the route or he would fail. But the route was impassable. Running back and forth the otter attempted to find a way through but could not seem to locate one.

Hesitantly, the otter reached out to attempt to push one of the vines away. The vine reacted as if it were alive, snapping and biting at his paw. The familiar yanked his front paw back with a cry of pain. There must’ve been something that was causing a burn because the otter quickly ran back to the pond at the end of the stream. He plunged his paw into the water, sighing in relief when the water seemed to neutralize the pain.

It was if Dascha could see a lightbulb coming on in the otter’s head. Glancing around wildly, the otter spied an elephant leaf plant on the edge of the woods. He ran over there and broke off two leaves. Quickly, he fashioned them into a rough bucket carefully scooping water up into it and trotting back to the attacking plants. Bracing himself with his tail, the otter flung the water on top of the bushes.

There was a hissing sound and immediate movement. All of the splashed thorns and the vines pulled back away from the water, as if the moisture was burning the plant. Quickly the otter ran back to the water and refilled his temporary bucket. Trotting even more quickly back to the pathway, he flung the next bucket load farther in. The vines that were hit by the water also retracted immediately. Spying a small area that he could scoot through, the otter took off in a flat out run and made it through the required passageway before the vine started to retake possession.

Now limping, the otter came up to his fifth obstacle. In this case, the obstacle was one that required steady feet and the ability to ignore heights. A series of stepping rocks formed a high arch over a series of ravines. The top of the curve was narrow, no more than 6 inches wide. It towered more than 40 feet above the ground and appeared to sway dangerously in the mild breeze. The red guideline of required pathway led up to the top of the arch.

The otter stopped and gazed up at the high path. It was obvious that this was not something that he really wanted to do. But moving carefully and determinedly, he began climbing the archway. It was obvious to the watchers that the arch was not stable. Small stones slipped and slithered down, the entire structure swayed in the breeze.

Dascha could see puffs of breath coming out of the otter’s mouth as he panted in stress and fear. But he kept going. Every step was something he tested, each step a little closer to the top. Finally, he reached the summit of the archway and began to descend.

TT startled Dascha when she said, <<Thank goodness! At least the worst of that is over.>>

Dascha soft comment disagreed, <<I don’t think it’s over. It feels like something nasty is coming.>>

The two felines leaned against each other for comfort as they watched breathlessly. The suspense was killing them.

The otter had made it about a third of the way down the back of the arch when it happened. The small stones that were slipping out of the archway accelerated into a larger fall. Six feet of it disappeared directly in front of the otter and the stones under his feet started to fall away from him. There was no hesitant movement or pause. The otter made a massive flying leap across the widening gap and caught himself on the remaining archway. Clawing his way further down, the spectators watched in horror as more of the stone tumbled loose from beneath his feet.

Making a dive for the ground, the embattled candidate slammed his body into the top of the rock outcropping that anchored one side of the arch. Sounds of sympathy rippled through the spectators as the dull thud of his body slamming into rock was heard all the way across the field.

For a long moment, the otter just laid there. Many of the spectators had risen to their feet as if to go to his rescue but were held back by the stern faces of the judges. Finally, the outer dragged himself to his feet, trembling and moving gingerly.

Climbing down from the rock pile, the otter seemed to gain strength and recover his equilibrium. By the time he got to the bottom he was moving with at least a shadow of his previous speed and surety. There was only one obstacle left.

The final obstacle consisted of a series of arboreal climbs and jumps. From the red guideline that showed expected pathways, the candidates would need to climb up a major tree trunk, climb out onto a limb, and jump across to the limb of another tree. From that location they would have to make a series of jumps and precarious transfers to traverse another tree transfer. The final portion of the obstacle had a red guideline that went directly down a stretched rope. The end of the rope was anchored at the finish line for the course.

Many of the spectators were looking at this in awe. It looks complicated, and it looked difficult.

Dascha was watching the otter as he examined this last obstacle. She saw his hesitancy and knew that he was exhausted. She didn’t know how he was going to do this and she almost couldn’t bear to watch. However, knowing that she was going to have to do the same thing when it was her turn, she gritted her teeth and watched as the otter started his climb.

Even years later, Dascha was not able to remember that the exact details of what the otter did. Successfully climbing up the first tree, he managed to inch his way over to the end of the branch and gather himself for the leap. Flinging his body through the air, the normally water-bound mammal sank too far to catch the branch that would’ve been the easiest. Instead, he crashed down three more branches, slamming his body with each one before he could grab hold. Panting in pain, he then started the laborious climb back up to the point where he could rejoin the mandated guideline.

Many of the spectators were whimpering or whining. Dascha could tell that the number of people running this course had just been highly reduced. She could hear muttering about a lack of willingness to endanger their lives on something so artificial. She did not know how she would feel when it was her turn, but at this point, she was just watching.

The otter succeeded in climbing back up the tree. He now was at the next point of transfer. It was another big gap one that required him to run along the branch and jump, flinging safety to the winds and praying he would land in the other tree.

Dascha heard TT muttering in a soft voice, <<No, no, no. Just stop, don’t go.>>

Dascha didn’t say a word. She just watched.

The otter started his run. When he jumped there was a huge intake of breath from the spectators and there was no other sound. When the otter managed to span the gap and grab hold of the branch, spontaneous cheers broke out. 

The otter was too focused to hear the crowd. Dascha knew that in his place, she would be so focused on what she had to do to finish that she would not have heard anything at all either.

Slipping and sliding, the otter managed to make his next transfer. He laid flat on the limb all of his paws clutching the bark and gasping air frantically, trying to catch his breath. 

There was only one last piece to do on this obstacle. The long rope that had to be traveled down. The otter faced the obstacle and started going down the rope, forepaws and hind paws grabbing hold of the tight line, sliding down inch by inch, going slower and slower. He was trembling in all four limbs but still was holding on. He came to the bottom of the rope where it had been marked with the guideline and moved past that point. As soon as his entire body was clear of that he simply let go. He fell to the ground about 2 feet away from the finish line. Rolling over, he crawled across the finish line before lying in success and complete exhaustion.

The spectators roared in celebration. Wings were flapped, the roar of large cats could be heard and the various avian calls. They all celebrated when one of them succeeded.

Jack looked over at Dascha and said, <<This is only the first one. Oh my God, what have we gotten into? >>

<<<>>>

The otters run was the most successful of the first heat. Although the others tried to reproduce his success, none of the other nine managed to complete the course. One of the others, a powerful looking wolf, managed to quickly complete the first three obstacles.

However, the fourth obstacle proved his undoing. Instead of the thorny and corrosive hedge, the fourth obstacle became a whirling fiery dust storm. To Dascha’s eyes, it looked like someone had trapped a sandstorm inside a wall. The wolf attempted to push his way through and was slammed out with such force that the spectators could hear the audible snap of one of his legs. Murmurs of sympathy and empathy filled the trial arena, but no one interfered.

Bravely, the wolf made another attempt to push through. Once again, the wind blew him out and another leg cracked. There was no way he could walk well enough to continue. Whining in defeat, he laid down on the course and waited to be removed.

At a signal from one of the judges, two of the larger owls flew down to the wolf, picked him up carefully, and flew away. The spectators watched in silence, some of them in concern, others in fear.

<<That is a total bummer! I heard from one of the other wolves that this is the third time he’s tried to pass this obstacle. Hopefully, he’ll heal up well enough to try it again,>> muttered Jack.

Dascha nodded her head in agreement. She suspected that she wouldn’t be the only one reevaluating her choice of ranking. On the other hand, after watching the first heat she knew that if someone had achieved a rank that it was backed by a high threshold of ability.


Chapter 14 – Adapting on the Fly

It’d been an exhausting morning. Candidate after candidate had attempted the adaptability challenge. This trial was very difficult to complete and there only a few that had managed to complete it. The first four heats were done and it was time for the fifth, which was the last heat of candidates for this trial.

Dascha and Trey were the only two in their group that had decided to accept the challenge of this round. The luck of the draw had put both of them in the last heat.

Dascha had watched carefully as the other candidates had attempted the course. She made mental notes of what worked and what didn’t work, trying to focus her observations and thoughts.

As much as she attempted to stay calm, her nerves had tightened as the day had progressed. Trey had gotten quieter, his cheerful chatter stifled. Dascha had no idea what was going through his mind but she could see that his body was trembling in tension. She didn’t feel much better.

She and Trey had examined the course when it was their turn. During the progress of the trials some of the obstacles had been reconfigured. While the first portion of the course was the same, the arch of stone had been transformed after the third heat. There had not been enough of it left to provide any possibility of candidates successfully completing that portion, so the judges had gone into consultation and decided to replace that part of the trial.

Instead of the open-air environment, a warren of tunnels had appeared through the rocky hill. Trey was disappointed, since he had looked at the arch and realize that his wings would help him manage that obstacle with ease. The underground challenge was a totally different issue for the bird. Although the candidates were allowed to examine the course, that did not include actually traveling the obstacle pathway. So, none of them have had seen what was underground and inside the tunnels. This worried both Dascha and Trey tremendously.

The time for inspection was up and they had to go back to the starting line. Dascha’s stomach was doing flip-flops and her muscles twitched with tension. She noticed Trey’s flight was a little less smooth than it normally was. His graceful control of his wings was somehow different. Obviously, both of them were suffering from nerves. Dascha just hoped that they could both settle down when they started.

<<<>>>

Standing in front of the catog and waiting for the spell to be cast was a crystalline moment of tension and excitement. Dascha felt like she was standing on the edge of a knife where one side was elation and the other was despair.

<<Focus! We need to focus!>> contributed Trey.

<<I am trying! But this is really, really difficult,>> responded Dascha.

They were out of time. The spell of the catog stretch out from his paw to touch Dascha’s medallion and then her head. She saw it coming at her and it seemed like she was looking down at 2 with a big light coming at her. In this case, it was a blue projectile and she felt it hit her chest and swarm up to touch her on the crown of her head.

Part of her attention was making notes on the type of spell and how it felt. The other, more basic portion of her mind was gibbering in terror and trying to hide. That part she ignored.

<<I refuse to let my fear stop me,>> she said, more to herself than to anyone else. To her surprise, all three of the judges turned toward her and nodded their heads. If cats could blush, Dascha would have been dying of embarrassment. However, she was a cat. She drew herself up straighter and brought forward into her mind the attitude of “I meant to do that” and proceeded to check her grooming.

A wordless wave of amusement splashed over her. Being unsure of who she had entertained, she simply pretended the whole thing had not happened.

Trey was the seventh one in the heat. None of the others had managed to get past the second obstacle whether it was the effect of watching so many others fail, the lateness in the morning, or lower abilities, the fifth heat was completing fewer of the main obstacles than any other heat.

Trey was at the starting line, perched on a horizontal bar that had been provided for the avian contestants. When the tiger told him he could start, Dascha could see Trey taking several deep breaths. Once he was ready, he began.

The firebird took off like a speeding rocket. If he had any uncertainty, it was no longer apparent. Her cheerful and bubbly friend had been transformed into a focused competitor. His wings gave him a natural advantage on the first several obstacles. Zooming up the sides of the trees and descending the jumbled rock hill was no significant challenge for a bird with wings. His rapid completion of the first two obstacles put him far ahead of anyone else’s time, but the next one was going to be interesting.

Dascha focused on sending encouraging energy and thoughts toward Trey. Firebirds were not fond of water and having to take a water slide through rough rocks was not friendly to a creature with light and breakable bones. She was curious on what he was going to do.

Trey had obviously been thinking about this obstacle. When he came up to it, instead of jumping into the water, Trey flew down and picked up one of the elephant ear leaves that had been used by the otter in the first heat run. Dragging that back to the beginning of the water obstacle, Trey stuck his claws in the leaf enough to lift it and entered the stream, riding in the leaf as if it were small boat.

Dascha found yourself on her feet yelling encouragement to her friend. His intelligent selection of strategy was impressive. No one else had thought to float down this the stream. Trey had turned some of his disadvantages into advantages by this strategy. When Dascha thought about it, the lightness of his body was an advantage to floating on something down the stream, rather than trying to compete in the same obstacle by the same rules as those familiars with sturdier bodies.

Coming down to the end of the stream, Trey thankfully left the streambed and flapped over to the entry into the ground. Dascha could tell that he was worried, his crest was drooping and he had to visibly gather himself before heading underground. To Dascha’s surprise, Trey chose to walk into the tunnel rather than attempt to fly through it. Again, he made an unusual choice of strategy but one that had a lot of evaluation and intelligence behind it.

There was no visibility as to what was going on in the tunnels. All the spectators could do was wait. Dascha found yourself pacing nervously in small circles. The tension was unbearable and the group of friends were worried, terribly worried, about Trey. Dascha glanced over at the judges. They were clustered around a bowl that was set on a small table in their midst.

<<They must be scrying to see how he’s doing,>> explained Kevin. When the rest of them stared at him in surprise, the scarred old alley cat shrugged his shoulders and said, <<My witch does a lot of scrying.>>

Dascha’s tension kept ratcheting up. She felt like even if her nerves got just a tiny bit tighter they were going to snap. How long were they going to wait? What if he was hurt and unable to get out?

The judges ceased to huddle around the scrying bowl. They returned to their seats and focused on the exit to the tunnels. Dascha drew in a deep breath as Trey’s bedraggled body made its slow way out of the tunnels.

The firebird’s left-wing was obviously injured. It hung half open along his body and he walked with exaggerated care. He made his shaky way to the base of the next obstacle and collapsed for a short period of time. In obvious pain, he carefully preened and groomed his injured wing. Once again, Dascha was impressed by her friend. This is not a decorative, beautiful bird. Instead he showed another side of himself to everyone there. That of a fighter, someone to depend on.

He only had two more obstacles to go, but Dascha could see the exhaustion in every movement that he made. How he could keep going on, she had no idea. All she knew was that Trey was not going to quit.

When the course had been changed to eliminate the rock arch, the fifth obstacle have been changed to both an up and down over the rocky heap. Trey, with his injured wing, was looking at the horrendous jumble of sharp and jagged rocks. Without strong control over his wings, he would be walking that, something that birds were not designed to handle.

Dascha wondered why Trey didn’t simply try to smooth out the passage up and down the hill with a series of gliding hops. She knew that there was a reason, but at this point she didn’t know what it was.

Trey carefully began to pick his way up the hillside. Sometimes hopping, sometimes walking, the firebird made slow progress up the hill. The thought foremost on everyone’s mind was why the bird didn’t fly.

The answer to that was made clear with a speed that startled and frightened most of the spectators. Snapping up between the rocks were snakelike heads with glistening fangs. Arising out of the rocks as if they had lived there forever, the snakelike entities were armored and eyeless.

A murmur of surprised realization washed over the spectator group. What they had not known, because they could not see it, was that the fourth obstacle did not have the impairment. Instead, the impairment had moved to be resident in this obstacle. Trey had realized that and was acting cautiously by husbanding his energy and his capabilities.

Forcing his tired body to exert more effort Trey launched himself into the air and flew just out of reach of the snapping heads. He could not fly very far, but he was aiming for places to touch down where he would be safe.

What ensued then was something similar to what happens when water droplets are flicked on a hot griddle. Trey would come in for a short landing. If any of the heads were there snapping, he would abruptly change direction and keep flying. Forcing his damaged wing to obey him must have hurt incredibly. But he managed to get all the way up the hill. Now he needed to come downhill. There was no sign of the snapping heads on the downhill side but everyone there knew that that could be deceptive. The descent side of the obstacle did not have a specific pathway marked for. Instead, there was simply a landing point where they had to arrive.

Launching himself into the air, Trey aimed for that endpoint. Fighting against the wind that came up out of nowhere and airborne dust that made seeing difficult, he headed down the hill.

He made it. One more obstacle to go. This is the one that it almost killed the otter. Go up a tree, jump from branch to branch and end up coming down a taut rope to the end of the obstacle course. Obviously, steeling himself, Trey did not rest long but pushed on to the last part of the trial.

Into the tree without a problem. His flight was somewhat labored, but he appeared to be in control. Scooting out on the branch before jumping to the next one, Trey carefully followed each of the red-marked pathways. At home in the air, he didn’t exhibit difficulty in completing this portion of the challenge but it was obvious that he had run out of energy and that his stamina was falling rapidly.

He was at the point that there was only one more rope between him and being done. Looking at the Firebird, Dascha’s concern increased. His head was hung low and his wing wasn’t pulled back against his body at all. It hung there limply like a rag, to hurt to control. Dascha was convinced that he had overstressed the wing and it might not do him any good at all.

The marking on the guide that defined a required pathway colored the rope most of the way down. That meant that Trey would have to keep in contact with that rope as he moved down. This would be much harder than skimming along the rope. With his damaged wing, Trey didn’t have enough control to hold the rope and fly. Instead, he would have to walk down the rope using his wings only minimally for balance.

This is a very difficult thing for a bird to do even when they were energetic and healthy. Dascha knew this was going to be a major test of Trey’s abilities and his determination.

The firebird stepped out onto the rope. His useless left-wing hung down and he began to carefully sidestep down the rope. There was no wind, thankfully. Step by trembling step, Trey moved down the seemingly-endless rope. His progress was watched by the thousands of people that weighted in the spectator area of the trial.

At last, Trey came to the end of the marked red guideline. He looked at the last 3 meters of the rope and then looked down toward the finish circle, obviously choosing which strategy to implement. Apparently, his exhaustion was such that he decided it was better to try to go quickly. Doing the best he could with his left-wing, Trey pushed off of the rope heading straight for the circle.

His flight was wobbly, his navigation crooked, but Trey managed to land in the circle before he collapsed.

The spectators rose in a roar of sound that combined individual voices and congratulation from everyone. Dascha added her voice to that sound but continued to watch Trey with concern. The firebird had not moved after he landed. Only the rapid rise and fall of his little chest told Dascha that her friend was still alive.

The old storyteller approached the circle where Trey was lying and carefully reach down and lifted the exhausted and injured bird into his arms. With a nod toward the judges, the old man headed back toward the aid and repair area of the trials.

Resolving to check on Trey as soon as her trial was over, Dascha set herself to watch the two candidates that were supposed to follow Trey. Dascha had not been pleased to find out that she was going to be the last candidate to run, but knew that it was a random chance. She was just going to have to live with it. At least, she would have some time to settle down before it was her turn.

That was the plan but it didn’t turn out to be the reality. The two candidates between Trey and Dascha decided to bow out after seeing what happened to Trey. The tension was too much for them and their confidence in their abilities eroded as others failed repeatedly to complete the course. 

There was no penalty for dropping out of any particular trial. Candidates were expected to only come forward when they thought that they could pass. If they changed their mind, obviously they weren’t ready. The judges allowed the two candidates to drop after a simple request was made.


Chapter 15 – Running Adaptation

It was push comes to shove time. Dascha was up and she heard the tiger give permission one last time to a candidate to run the adaptability challenge. Her heart was pounding and her muscles trembling with leashed energy. She was scared, excited, and a whole bunch of other emotions that she didn’t know how to name.

The small cat could hear her friends shouting her encouragement as if they were right next to her. She took heart from them and then blocked everything out. It was only her and her objectives. Drawing a deep breath, she ran.

Moving as quickly as she could, Dascha sped her way up the first obstacle. Pausing not even for a split second, she jumped off of the branch lowest to the ground and made her way down the rocky hillside. Instead of traveling all the way on the ground like most of the other candidates had done, she chose to leap lightly from rock to rock. Many of the other candidates had been injured or wore themselves out on the descent and she had vowed not to make that same mistake.

Now it was the waterway. While she didn’t hate water, it was not her favorite medium. She never actually learned how to swim but sliding down to the stream was something she thought she could do. To borrow part of Trey’s idea, she had seen a branch that had spherical seedpods. She knew that they were light because she had seen them out walking with Zhanna. Her witch had called them Chinese lanterns or something, and she also knew that they floated in the water. Grabbing a couple of branches of those, she jumped into the water holding the branches to help her keep afloat.

Keeping her body as relaxed as possible, Dascha floated down the stream on her back. The balloon-like seedpods added just enough of buoyancy to keep her head clearly above the water. The third obstacle had been navigated with success. 

Climbing out of the small pool at the bottom of the stream, she shook herself thoroughly to get rid of the excess water. That was the last thing in the world she needed to carry with her. More weight would slow her down and the uncomfortable feeling of wetness would bother her and break her attention.

Approaching the fourth obstacle Dascha saw that the hedgerow was still looking like a contained whirlwind. The sand and debris inside that space would make visibility very difficult and the wind buffeting would tend to pull her off track. Pausing briefly to consider options, Dascha noticed that there was a thick green energy thread that ran straight to the wall. Closing her eyes, she could still see the imprint of that thread through her eyelids.

It was a chance, something that might work well. She didn’t think she could get through this without a strategy. She decided to go with her instinct.

Taking a deep breath and crouching low to the ground, Dascha entered the wind barrier. The violence of the wind was everything that she had expected and more. It pulled the breath out of her body and disoriented her. It kept trying to catch portions of her body and flip her over so she dug her claws into the ground and bent even further down.

The swirling, driven debris try to make its way up her nose and inside her eyelids. Her hearing was muffled by the sound of the wind and the impact of the dirt and sand hitting her sensitive ears. Bending her head down, the small black cat focused her mind and managed to catch sight of the thread. Her closed eyelids were no barrier to being able to see it, so Dascha began to creep forward.

From the outside of the barrier, it had looked very thick. Being inside with the wind and its disorientation, it seemed like a longer distance. Doubts bubbled up in Dascha’s mind. Perhaps she had turned in the wrong direction. Perhaps she was going backward. No! I am going to do what I decided to do. Focus! I need to focus!

Clinging to her stubborn determination, Dascha pushed onward. The abrupt cessation of the wind surprised her so much that she tripped and fell. Opening her eyes through the caked-on grit, she could barely see the quiet air. Gasping and spitting, the cat cleared her mouth and nostrils of the sand and grit that have been forced into them. Licking her paws, she took time to clear her eyes.

A random thought percolated through her mind that made her pause and chortle in laughter. My mother always told me grooming was everything. Now I can actually say that she was right!

Dascha stood up and stretch slightly, taking a quick inventory of her energy levels and capabilities. She was a bit tired, but not exhausted. There been no major damage to her body and she felt ready for the next obstacle.

This one was worrisome. There was no way of knowing what was underneath in the tunnels. Trey had not come back to their group before Dascha had to take off. And none of the other candidates had made it through the tunnels. Once again, Dascha steeled herself to proceed and moving at a rapid but cautious pace started down into the warren.

The first part of the journey was not too bad. The tunnels were fairly straightforward although they did head downward. For the first hundred or so feet, there was enough light leakage that Dascha could still see. As visibility became less and the darkness rose, a feeling of being closed in started to clamp itself around Dascha. She could just imagine how difficult it would’ve been for Trey to come this way.

Every bird that Dascha knew loved the open air. The freedom to move around in the sky that was their birthright. This tunnel would’ve been his worst nightmare. It was not so bad for her, but his bravery in keeping going through the warren made Dascha vow to be equally brave when her worst moment came.

The Russian Blue familiar had not thought about the random impediment, even though it was supposed to appear and ratchet up the danger of an obstacle. She was  focused on just what she was facing. That tunnel vision made her vulnerable to surprise and she was caught unaware when the course changed in an instant. 

Dascha had very little warning before a crushing wall of water slammed through the warren and smashed her into the side of tunnel. There was no fighting the power of the water. It pummeled and spun her around.

She was helpless before it.

Her lungs started to burn and the desire to take a deep breath became overwhelming. Dascha refused to give into panic. Remembering a stray conversation between Zhanna and her Baba about someone who had been tossed out of their boat in a storm, the small black cat allowed the force the water to push her to the side of the tunnel and scrambled her way up toward the top surface. There was a small pocket there of air and Dascha sucked it in greedily.

I have to think! I cannot stay here because the air will go away. How can I get out of this? Dascha looked around to see what she could see. There was no light in the tunnel at this point. The sound of the water rushing around created strange echoes in the small air pocket. Dascha noted that the violence of the flowing water had toned down. Apparently, the initial release of water into the tunnel was responsible for most of the smashing. The water was calmer now but cold.

Dascha could feel the chill of the water stealing the energy out of her body and knew that she couldn’t stay there very long. She had to get moving. 

Closing her eyes, Dascha stretched the rest of her senses. Her hearing was acute and she could hear the difference in the pitch of the sound when the water was going past her little pocket of air. She was also surprised to see a faint blue line, a thread of magic, that seemed to run through the tunnel.

Could she follow it? Could she use it as a guide to get out? Dascha didn’t know. But her alternatives were not good and she was determined to finish this course.

The small black familiar thought about the memory share lessons that she had experienced the previous day. The memory of the wolf stuck in her mind. How he had adapted as his mage got older and how his contribution had changed as his abilities changed. Perhaps that is what she needed to focus on. What did she have to work with and how could she apply it?

The ability to see the threads was part of her arsenal. Refusing to give in, refusing to just curl up and die, Dascha closed her eyes, took one last deep breath of her little pocket of air, and dove down into the water. The water was now relatively still with no current. Dascha had never learned how to swim but some instinct took over and she found her limbs moving in a bizarre way. It felt strange to her but it seemed to be propelling her through the water.

What her lungs started to burn she would listen for the odd echo in the sound that told her that there was an air pocket someplace by nearby. Three times she scrambled to find an air pocket and stopped momentarily to draw frantic breaths in each one.

She kept going. Dascha focused on a stubborn goal. She would finish this course. Nothing was going to stop her, nothing.

She was so intent on her goal that she lost some of her situational awareness. Dascha was shocked when she realized that there was a growing light around her. She put on a last burst of energy, swimming her way toward the light source. Abruptly, she was out of the water and lying on dirt. Dragging in huge gasps of fresh air, Dascha almost cried in relief. Never had breathing felt so good. Using her claws to grab the earth, Dascha dragged herself out of the tunnels. The warming touch of the sun outside of the cave mouth was like a benediction and a reaffirmation of life.

The roar of many voices raised in surprise and triumph was only a faint background for the pounding of Dascha’s heart and the panting of her breath. The chill of the water had dragged part of her energy out and she laid there just for a few moments absorbing the heat. She knew she had a go on, but reaction and exhaustion were settling deeper into her bones.

After a few moments, Dascha dragged her body up to a standing position. She had more obstacles to overcome. One more and she would be done. Focus, dammit!

The first tree looked huge. Dascha felt very small staring up at the giant tree that she had to climb to start the next obstacle. From where she was positioned it looked insurmountable, even though she knew it was not. Telling yourself that she could just take it one step at a time Dascha began to climb as rapidly as she could manage. Freely using her claws, the small cat scaled up to the first tree branch walking across the length of the branch to the end that swayed in the breeze, Dascha stared across the gap to the branch that she wanted to land on.

Sticking that landing would be really important. She had seen what happened when the otter missed his landing spot and he had been pummeled by the fall, but still had to climb up again. She didn’t think she could get past that type of injury and she wasn’t sure that she had any more energy to climb up.

Taking a deep breath and without any more thought to slow her down, Dascha leapt from the end of the branch, focusing intently on where she wanted to land. Feeling as if she was throwing her mind to where her body needed to go Dascha was surprised to realize that she’d actually landed in the right place. Pushing forward while she still had the energy, Dascha moved as quickly as possible from one jump to the other.

The second of the leaps over the gaps between trees was shakier. Her energy was running out and her muscle control was eroding. The combination of the exertion, the pummeling, and the chill were taking its toll on the small feline body. Dascha needed to finish and do it soon or she might not complete this at all.

One more step.

It was the last one that she would have to do and the one that she put the least thought into solving. She looked down the tight rope, thinking that it certainly looked longer than it had from the spectator perspective. How could she solve this one without damaging herself too much?

Pieces of the solution started to percolate in her mind. She remembered the otter with his bucket and Trey with his little leaf boat. Was there something that she could use to change the effort necessary to ensure way down the rope? Wait! That might be the solution!

Dascha looked around and saw a branch that had partially broken off the tree. It was hanging just by a small portion of the bark and was obviously dead. The small cat went over to inspect it and took the end in her mouth and twisted until it snapped free. She could practically hear the spectators wondering what on earth she was doing.

She had a plan. Carrying the branch over to the rope with her mouth, Dascha positioned the sides of the forked branch over the rope, sinking her claws deeply into each side of the branch. She took a deep breath and shoved off the tree, hanging by the broken branch as it slid down the rope.

Wheee! This feels like flying! Like when Glenfrey carried me. Dascha thought as the speeding of the branch over the rope increased. A second later, the feline familiar realized that she forgot one thing. How are you supposed to stop this? It was too late to change the plan and the rapidly moving cat and her trusty branch hit the end of the rope. The force of impact broke the branch and Dascha was thrown forward with considerable force.

It could have been fatal, it should have been damaging. Instead, Dascha landed exactly in the middle of the final circle on her feet.

The crowd went wild!


Chapter 16 – Wisdom to Say No

Dascha was still a little bit shaky after the first trial. The food break and small rest had helped. Of even more benefit was the fact that Trey was back, healed and had returned to his usual bubbly self.

Dascha caught more than one other familiar staring at her with a questioning look on their face. While her friends had rehashed every moment of both Trey’s and her runs, the questions were not really thick from the other familiars. Only the otter from the first heat had come over to personally deliver his congratulations and to complement her on an intelligent solution for the final obstacle.

Dascha and Trey had both extended their appreciation for being able to see the otter’s run. Trey told him outright that without seeing what he had successfully done that Trey didn’t think he could’ve made the run. The otter left gratified and pleased, promising to look them up after the trials were over.

Of the 50 familiars that had signed up initially for the first trial, only six had passed. It made the two upcoming trials even more intimidating. Trey had opted out of the next one, but Kevin had signed up to participate in the wisdom trial in addition to Dascha.

There was a break for all participants and spectators to get something to eat and relax. Dascha was too tired to eat. Kevin and Jack bullied her into drinking enough water that she didn’t feel dehydrated, but food was just beyond her. She thought she could relax after she had survived the first trial. But she been wrong.

If anything, she was getting more tense than she had been at the start of the first one. Knowing how horrendous it had been, she couldn’t imagine what they were going to throw at her next.

None of her friends teased or harassed her about signing up for all three of the trials. They respected her right to make her own decisions, even if they were bad. It didn’t make her feel any better overall, but their faith in her gave her a faint ray of hope. It also made her worry about disappointing them.

The small black cat was huddled down beating herself up mentally when she felt a gentle purr against her back. She raised her head expecting to see Kevin. Instead, it was TT, providing wordless comfort to the best of her ability. Putting her head down once again, Dascha was able to drift off for a brief nap, comforted by TT’s presence and warmed by the companionship.

<<<>>>

The crowd was much subdued for the second trial. The scope and breadth of physical injury that had been received in the adaptability trial were sobering to the new gathering participants. Many of them had experienced a rough awakening over the last few days as to what being a familiar involved. The sanitized romance of the whole bonding concept had been replaced by a better understanding of the very real dangers and strong commitments that effective familiar bonds demanded.

Dascha knew that her perspective had changed radically in those few days. She looked back at her expectations before the gathering and realized how shallow they were and how naïve she had been. Wanting to be a good partner to her witch was a worthwhile goal. Understanding what that meant would take her whole life.

The three-toned chime that announced the start of the trial sounded, resonating through the air. Dascha had to swallow carefully past the lump that had just appeared in her throat. Her heart rate was up, and her limbs were already shaking. What would this trial bring?

Looking to the outcropping for the judges, Dascha was surprised to see Whett, the owl. She raised her wings and fluttered them to get everyone’s attention before her confident mental voice brought them all to attention.

<<This is the Familiar Trial for wisdom. This tends to be a quick challenge to complete and is one that is performed by all candidates simultaneously. In the trial today, all of you that have signed up for this examination and challenge will go to the starting area. There you will pass through the arch that leads into an area that is clouded. When you get into that area, you are to pick up one of the items from that area and carry it with you.

<<You are then to bring that item out to the exit and deliver it to the judge on that side. There is no other direction or another set of instructions for this challenge. You simply go in, pick up something of your choice, and carry it out.

<<If you choose not to take this trial and accept the challenge, then please make your way over to George, the raven, perched over to my right and let him know that you are withdrawing from this challenge today. It does not prejudice you against taking the challenge at a later time. No one will remember, and frankly, no one will care if you choose to bypass today. Only those that are confident in their ability to apply wisdom to situations should participate in this trial. 

<< Please remember that there is always an element of danger in any of these challenges. As you saw yesterday, the challenges are designed to mimic situations that you might encounter in your life as a familiar. Every day there is a possibility of death or injury. To avoid making you understand that would be doing you a disservice.

<<You have the next five minutes to either tell George that you are not going to participate or enter the starting area for this challenge. Good luck, you’ll need it. 

Dascha looked over at Kevin and caught him staring back at her. She was amazed to see that he didn’t appear to look nervous when she could feel her heart hammering in her chest and the trembling in her limbs. Only the twitching of his tail telegraphed the tension that he was under.

His battle scars were very visible. The older cat was obviously an experienced fighter. The lesson on wisdom that the owl had given them showed how experience and failure could lead to wiser choices. The younger cat was partially comforted by the idea that someone with broader experience would be with her. Whett had not told them that they couldn’t talk to each other, nor that assistance was forbidden. Dascha wondered how wisdom could be tested in a group but was willing accept the challenge and see where it led.

Neither of Dascha or Kevin had any intention of avoiding this trial and made their way down to the starting area immediately. There was a noticeably smaller group taking on the challenge for wisdom. Where the adaptability challenge initially had had over 50 entries, only 17 familiars were nervously waiting by the blocked starting arch when the five minutes were up.

A clarion tone rang out, indicating the start of the trial. Although no one was standing close to it, the opening under the archway cleared, the blocking door dissipating into thin air. For a few seconds, the group was motionless, waiting to see if something else would happen. When nothing else occurred, the group closest to the door started to walk through.

The door was only wide enough to allow single file entry. Dascha was about halfway back in the line and was watching to see what would happen as everyone passed through the entrance. As each person stepped through, she saw a small flash of deep green mage light hit somewhere on the torso of the entering candidate.

There didn’t seem to be any immediate effect of whatever spell was being cast on the familiars. The indrawn breath as a few of them walked through the entry was not really an indication of a spell effect. Their normal nervousness and uncertainty would have evoked the same responses even without magic.

As Dascha took her turn through the entrance, she felt a slight tingle. Other than that small indicator she didn’t feel any different. Kevin was directly behind her, and she stopped a few feet away from the doorway and moved to the side to wait for him. As he came through, Dascha saw the same colored light hit him. He appeared to be oblivious to the casting of the spell since he walked smoothly through the arch without breaking his stride or affecting his body language.

He took two more steps toward her and then stopped as Dascha bent forward, reacting to what felt like a punch in the gut. There was no real blow, but she was reminded strongly that she had not eaten before she had come here and the intensity of her hunger was immediate and overwhelming.

Kevin stepped closer to her. He wrapped his tail protectively over her back, and asked, <<Dascha, what is wrong? Are you all right?>>

<<It is nothing, Kevin. I really should have eaten before I came here. Something in the spell that tagged us as we came in reminded me that it has been a long time since breakfast.>>

<<That is strange. I ate a full meal, and now I’m ravenous too. I shouldn’t be since we just finished eating a little while ago, but I am.>>

<<It may just be a side effect of the spell, I can manage, but it’s a little distracting.>>

<<I’m sure they’ll have food available after we get out of this trial. Let’s just see how well we can do with it, and then we can go find both of us something to eat.>>

Forcing her hunger into the back of her mind, Dascha straightened up and turned in the direction that the rest of the candidates had gone. Their brief interlude had been enough to position them in the back of the entire group. The two friends would have to hurry a little bit to catch up and not be left out of whatever this test was.

<<<>>>

Dascha and Kevin hurried down a short corridor that made an abrupt turn to the right. Another few steps and an abrupt turn to the left let them see the rest of the candidates milling around in a large room. Dascha could see a clearly-marked exit on the far side of the room.

<<Kevin, that must be where we are supposed to carry things,>> said Dascha.

Kevin did not respond immediately which was unusual for him. Dascha turned to look at the older cat and realized that he was staring beyond her toward the middle of the room, and not even glanced at the exit. Instead, Kevin’s eyes were locked on the table of food that was on the right side of the room. He was so mesmerized by the food display that he didn’t appear to even have heard her comment.

Dascha glanced quickly around the room to see two other tables equally burdened with a range of food. The three tables had very different types of items. While some of them displayed food that would primarily appeal to a carnivore, the other tables were directed at those familiars that routinely ate either vegetarian or mixed diets.

The more that Dascha looked at the tables, the more her gut ached with emptiness. Her mouth flooded with saliva and she could feel droplets that threatened to slip out of her mouth and run down her chin. Telling her stomach sternly to wait until later, the small cat looked up just in time to see Kevin march determinedly over to the table displaying freshly caught fish.

<<Kevin! Kevin, wait up! What are you doing?>> Dascha called out as she hurried toward him. The older cat didn’t pause in his progress toward the table. Instead, he accelerated, his rapid movement pushed to a run. Following him as fast as she could, Dascha had nearly caught up with Kevin when she was dropped to the ground in agony. The aching in her stomach was overwhelming. She needed to eat, and she needed to eat now!

The smells from the table were overwhelming. The cucumber-like odor of fresh fish with overtones of brine, the rich, creamy smell of milk. Between the ache in her gut and the smells and appearance of the food, Dascha was finding it difficult to think at all. Focus! I need to focus!

Kevin had slipped away and was over by the salmon. Reaching over the table, he was helping himself to large sections of the fish, carrying it a short distance away. Crouching over his food, he hissed at anyone who approached him. Dascha got a good look at his face as he guarded his food. The lack of rational thought displayed by his eyes was frightening.

Dascha realized something was wrong, very wrong. Kevin was paying no attention to her, so she called loud enough to be heard by everyone in the room, <<Something is not right. Not all of us should be hungry! Stop eating, you don’t know if the food is all right!>>

Almost no one responded to her.

<<Help! Something is pulling me to eat, and I’m losing my ability to resist. Please help me.>>

Dascha looked up. A glance around the area showed that there were only a few familiars that had not started to eat freely from the tables. One was a small, spindly-looking rust-colored bird. He was perched on a corner of one of the tables, huddled down with his head turned away from the bounty of edibles. A small fish was clutched in his little tiny talons, but he was not eating it.

There was nothing that Dascha could do about Kevin at that moment. He was far larger than she was and a wily fighter on top of that. Instead, she darted over to the tiny bird and asked, <<Why are you holding the fish? Wouldn’t it be easier to resist if you weren’t holding it?>>

<<The instructions said to bring something out of here and give it to the judges. I knew I could carry this but all of a sudden, I want to eat it. And I don’t even like fish!>>

<<I agree that something’s wrong. I’m so hungry that I feel faint, but that’s not usual for me!>>

A third voice intruded, saying, <<Yes, there must have been a spell cast on all of us. I have eaten recently and should not need to eat for another day or two, but the urge to eat is very strong. I mistrust things that don’t make sense.>> The owner of the voice scampered over to join them. It was an iguana, a 3-foot lizard, wearing the same blank circle medallion as Dascha and the small bird. It continued to speak, <<I was going to carry food out of here in my mouth to give to the judges, but I don’t dare put it in my mouth. Even though I’m not truly hungry, the feelings of hunger would lead me to eat it. And I believe that that would be a very bad idea.>>

Dascha said, <<I have to get my friend, Kevin, out of here. He’s over there eating food like he hasn’t eaten for a week. There something wrong with eating the food or the food itself, but I don’t know what it is.>>

<<Yes, my thoughts are the same,>> answered the lizard. <<But I need to carry something out of here. Can you help me fashion something that will let me carry something out of here without putting it in my mouth?>>

Realizing how important this was to the lizard, Dascha glanced frantically around her surroundings for something that would help. Her eyes were drawn to a pile of small napkins that had been placed on the table. Stretching up, she reached out with her paws and hooked a napkin edge. She pulled the fabric toward her until it fell to the ground at her feet. Sniffing the fabric cautiously, the black familiar could not determine any scent or smell of poison, nor did she feel any need to eat the piece of fabric. Hopefully, this at least would be safe.

Dascha chewed holes in the corners of the napkin. She urged the iguana to force his head through the hole in two of the corners, Dascha snagged a small group of grapes and dropped it into the center of the napkin. Without any prompting, the iguana then wiggled his head into the other two holes, creating a temporary bag to carry his booty.

Glancing over to check on Kevin, Dascha was horrified when she saw that the older cat had fallen into a sprawled heap beside his food and was lying motionless on the ground.

<<Oh, no! Kevin, are you all right?>> Dascha cried as she rushed toward him. Just moving that near to the table of fish and dairy was enough to intensify the craving for food that Dascha felt. However, her concern was all for her friend and not for her own comfort. Ruthlessly suppressing the feelings of hunger and need, Dascha bent over Kevin’s unresponsive form.

He was still breathing, his chest rising and falling in rapid, short breaths. The small black cat shoved him with her nose several times, but he did not respond. Her concern went into overdrive when she noticed that there was a bubbly blue froth that had dripped from his mouth and puddled underneath his head.

<<I have to get him out of here, right away! I think this food is poisoned! I have to get him to a healer,>> she cried.

<<Let me check the others,>> the little bird cried. He immediately began to fly around the room checking various animals. Without a word, the iguana started running through the other side of the room, checking from the ground while his avian ally checked from the air.

Dascha did a rapid reconnoiter around the rightmost table that Kevin had been closest to. There were four other animals scattered on the ground by that table. All of them unconscious, and all of them exhibiting the same blue froth. By the time she had satisfied herself that all of the unconscious familiars were still breathing, the bird and lizard had come back with their own reports. All of the other 14 familiars in the room were still breathing. Only the ones by the rightmost table exhibited the symptoms of blue froth and rapid breathing.

The victims close to the center table had very slow breathing and limbs that twitched even in their unconscious state. All six of the animals that had eaten the food from the leftmost table appeared to have been frozen in place. They were paralyzed in mid-motion and were becoming encased in a slowly growing clear gel.

The situation was dire, and the three could not figure out how to solve the problem. All Dascha could think of was for the three of them to get out of the area, complete the challenge, and then possibly come back in to rescue the others. She didn’t think that the purpose of the trial was to make them die, but she wasn’t willing to leave Kevin’s unconscious body here while she finished the challenge.

Fighting down her panic, Dascha said to the other two, <<I need to get my friend out of here. He’s heavy so anything you can do to help me would be appreciated. I simply refused to let him lie here and possibly die if I can drag him out.>>

Without waiting for promises for additional input from them, Dascha went over to Kevin’s body. Grabbing the harness that encased his upper chest, Dascha started to drag him toward the exit way. She was quickly joined by the small bird who stuck his little fish under one of the straps of Kevin’s battle harness. Taking time to secure the fish’s tail securely, the bird then joined his tiny strength to Dascha’s pulling ability.

Grateful for any help at all, Dascha concentrated on dragging Kevin toward the exit as quickly as she could. Unlike the previous trial, the ground inside this area was fairly level. There were no hedges or significant obstacles, so the path was clear. At least there was no uphill effort that would be needed. It was hard enough dragging his unconscious body across 20 feet of flat land.

They had not gotten very many steps before the iguana joined them. Dascha and the little bird stopped to catch their breath. Dascha noticed that the iguana’s sack was fuller, almost to the point of bursting. Instead of more food sticking out of it, she noticed a feather and a couple of tails that telegraphed additional passengers.

<<More friends?>> she asked.

<<Yes,>> he answered, <<two small birds and another lizard friend. We were keeping each other company, and they are small enough that I don’t think their weight will slow us down. I’m worried about them because if it’s poison, many times the little ones die first.>>

With that somber thought, Dascha grabbed hold of Kevin’s harness and began to pull again. Both the iguana and the small bird added their power to the effort. With the iguana helping, progress was a little bit faster. Much faster, in fact, than it had been without him, even with the weight of three additional passengers. They were making good progress, and Dascha was encouraged.

Unfortunately, the cravings chose that moment to return with a vengeance. Dascha’s mouth was in a constant state of salivation, and her stomach was so hungry it was tying her into knots. Staying focused and aware was becoming increasingly difficult. She could run from the room and get away from the temptation and the danger, but to do that would be to abandon her friend, no, her friends. And she wasn’t willing to do that.

She WOULD conquer this effect. Feeling hungry was one thing, giving into that craving was another. Focus! She needed to focus!

Foot by foot, inch by inch, the stubborn party of three small animals dragged their burdens closer to the exit door. The distance was shrinking, but their stamina and energy were evaporating. Unsure of what would run out first, Dascha focused instead on simply getting her friend out of the testing area to where he could get assistance.

The small black feline was so focused on the next step and suppressing the cravings of her stomach that she was surprised when they broke the plane of the doorway. The disorientation was immense, and she felt unsteady on her feet.

The desperate feeling of hunger was gone immediately. The exit doorway had neutralized the spell that been cast on them on their way in. She no longer felt the horrendous craving for food although the knowledge that she had missed lunch was very much prevalent. Helpful hands and paws were all around them now, taking the passengers from the iguana’s carry sack and gently removing Kevin from her grip.

Unsteady on her feet, Dascha headed back for the testing area without conscious thought. She was so tired she couldn’t see, still hungry, and faint and shaking from effort. However, she was still ready to go back in there. She managed three or four steps before she was brought up by the powerful voice of the tiger, <<Where do you think you’re going?>>

<<I am going back in after the rest of them,>> she answered.

<<There’s no need for that. Others have gone to pull them out and get them to a healer.>>

<<I have failed this trial, but I don’t care! My friend was more important.>>

<<It is the judges’ ruling that you did not fail the trial, young one.>>

<<What? What do you mean? I did not bring any food item out.>>

<<It did not have to be a food item. Nowhere was that said. The one item you brought out was your friend.>>

With her friend receiving medical assistance, and the rest of the unconscious familiars being rescued, Dascha relaxed enough that her iron control over her body failed and she fell into the deep pit of unconsciousness.


Chapter 17 – Thinking Outside the Box

Dascha had slept for an hour and a half after the wisdom trial. The effort expended and the spell resistance had cost her a lot of energy. She had been depleted well beyond the point of exhaustion. The nap did her a lot of good, and she awoke feeling both ravenous and rested. She also woke up tucked between the comforting warmth of TT and Kevin. Once again, TT was not talking. Instead, the bedraggled-looking white cat was offering what comfort she could by her quiet presence.

Kevin was a different story. Dascha had never seen the tough looking alley cat look so embarrassed. She would’ve laughed but knew that he already felt enough shame.

<<I feel like such an idiot,>> he said. <<I can’t believe that I just let the cravings turn my brain off!>>

<<Kevin, don’t feel so bad. Almost everyone was overwhelmed.>>

<<I will do better next time. Embarrassment tends to reinforce things for me, and this certainly was embarrassing.>>

<<Better embarrassing than fatal!>>

<<You are absolutely right.>>

Trey came zooming over to where Dascha was eating, trilling, <<You had better hurry! You only have 10 minutes to get to the trial’s starting place. Jack is saving us places, and Stinky is helping them. Hurry, hurry, hurry!!>> As fast as he had arrived, the firebird turned and darted away.

Gulping the rest of her food, Dascha took off at a trot for the trial arena. Thank goodness this is the last trial of the day. I am not sure I could manage anything more.

The three cats arrived at the trial arena barely moments before the three-toned chime sounded. There was no one atop the rocky outcropping, and Dascha looked around in confusion. Before she could ask anything, a powerful voice broadcast to everyone’s mind, <<This is the start of the final familiar trial of the day. It is designed to test candidate’s intelligence. There are very few rules, and the ones that exist are stated explicitly to cover exact situations. Listen carefully, I will only be saying these things once.>>

A huge crocodile, at least 12 feet in length raised his head from the ground right below the rock pile. His large golden eyes panned around the arena seeming to catch everybody’s attention. He continued with the rule definitions.

<<Only candidates who desire to attempt the challenge for intelligence are permitted in the start or end areas. Additionally, candidates will take turns on going through the course, but the order is to be determined by the candidates themselves. Furthermore, candidates cannot provide direct assistance to each other during the trial. Finally, the trial is successfully completed when a candidate walks out of the exit doorway under their own power.

<<There are no other rules.>>

The crocodile had stopped talking, and Dascha was frozen in place, waiting for any further information. When none was forthcoming, she stood up and took a deep breath. <<I guess it’s time for me to go down to the start.>>

Jack also stood up, saying, <<I am going to try this one also.>>

The others around them made encouraging sounds but watched without further speech as Jack and Dascha made their way to the challenge start.

George, the Raven, and Whett, the owl, had joined the gravelly-voice crocodile as the panel of judges for this trial. They stood silently, waiting. Dascha and Jack both grew increasingly nervous. Dascha wondered if Jack also felt like he had hot coals under his paws. She had put out so much energy today that right now she felt a little numb. Nervous, but numb. Not the best combination, but it was all she had right now.

The familiar single chime sounded to the air, marking the beginning of the trial. Apparently, Jack and Dascha were going to be the only two that attempted this trial. Jack turned to stare at Dascha his ears up and his tail in a question mark. Motioning her head to tell him to go forward, Dascha walked to the side allowing him free access to the entryway.

Jack’s deep breath as he prepared to start to the archway was audible to Dascha. From the crowd’s murmur, it had been loud enough to be heard even by the spectators. The hybrid wolf set off at a trot through the doorway. The instant that he cleared the plane of the door, the flat ground became covered by dense hedges, and the doorway turned opaque. Dascha swore under her breath at the brief sight of the complex maze. Just what you didn’t need when you were tired. Too bad there was no way to see from the top, Dascha thought.

Wait! They said that the candidates couldn’t help each other, but they never said anything about people outside of the candidates. And… They did say there were no other rules! How can I help Jack without directly helping him?

Thinking rapidly, Dascha turned and waved to get Trey’s attention. Some of the spectators waved back at her, but eventually, Trey looked over and saw that she was trying to tell him something. 

Pantomiming for the firebird, Dascha pretended to grow in height by jumping up on top of a field rock that was lying next to her. She peered down and slapped her paws to look like she was flying. 

Some of the spectators laughed, amused by her antics. Trey looked confused for a moment, but TT rushed over to him and seemed to be talking to him. Kevin and Stinky also rushed over to add their voice to the conversation.

The moment that Trey understood the logic, Dascha could see his agile little mind putting it all together. Springing up from the ground and launching himself into the air, the firebird flew over the maze. Dascha heard his voice, yelling in her head, <<Jack! Air support central here. I’m not a candidate so I can help. >>

The firebird flew in slow circles over the maze, calling out directions to their wolf friend as he ran through it. <<Jack! Turn left at the next corner but then stop. There’s some sort of weird creature waiting!>>

A short time later, Dascha heard Trey again. <<It’s safe now. Go forward and take the third left. Then two rights after that and you should be set to get out.>>

The cheer of the spectators told her that Jack had made it safely out of the challenge. The doorway had cleared again, leading Dascha to think that her turn had started. Hopefully, Trey would be allowed to help her too.

The black cat began her run. Keeping up a rapid lope, she cut through the doorway. She could feel the closing of the doorway behind her when the light breeze abruptly stopped. Once again, the maze flashed up from the ground. This one was noticeably different than the brief glimpse that she had of the previous obstacle. It was narrower, shorter, and grown from a different kind of bush.

Maintaining the steady pace, Dascha entered the maze. Moving forward along the single pathway for about 5 feet, she had a choice of left to right. Just before she got to the intersection, she heard Trey’s voice from above calling out directions.

<<Right! Turn right! Then go two more intersections and take a left.>>

Trusting her firebird friend, Dascha kept her rapid pace and followed his directions. She still kept an eye out for unusual things and situations, because getting guidance didn’t mean not thinking. Right before the next possible turn, Trey yelled, <<STOP!! Don’t move! There is a repeating flame that is shooting out and coming across the maze! It looks like you’re in the right place to have it go both in front and in back of you.>>

Coughing slightly, Dascha immediately stopped and waited. In the silence, she could hear a soft whooshing and crackling that was coming closer and closer. The smell of some sort of chemical made her sneeze, but she held her body rigidly in place.

Suddenly, a sheet of flame shot through the hedge across the maze gaps. Cutting from hedge to hedge, one line was in front of her and the other flashed behind her. The heat was intense but short-lived. Still frozen in place, she watched as the moving danger continued to burn his way through the maze on her right, traveling at a steady speed away from her.

Glancing back to her left, she could see where the maze had been burned all the way through line after line, moving in a totally straight plane. It was eerie and frightening.

<<I don’t like the way this looks!>> Trey yelled. <<I think you need to hurry up and get out of there before it can come back.>>

Dascha agreed but didn’t know if the rules would allow her to yelled back up at Trey, so she just kept running. Immediately, Trey was back on the job as her air support. <<Straight through three intersections, a right and then a left. Then run like all holy hell straight for the exit! You need to be out of the maze shortly, so hurry!>>

The small black cat knew when advice sounded good and proceeded to follow his directions as fast she could. The sight of the exit doorway from the maze drew her like a magnet. Speeding up, she managed to break the plane of the door just as a flame wall shot the entire side of the maze right behind her. She could feel the singeing of her tail hairs and threw her body on the ground, gasping in relief.

Dimly, she heard the excited whirring the spectators. More prevalent was Trey’s voice, singing a song of celebration and joy.

Her exhaustion and the efforts of the day all combined to reach up and punch her consciousness into the abyss once more. 

Dascha fainted.


Chapter 18 – Truths and Consequences

Once the final trial was over, Dascha had been swarmed by her friends. Each of them had checked her out to make sure she was all right. Jack was thrilled that he had managed to pass one of his trials. Apparently, his half-brother had made a big thing about passing his first trial on his third gather, and the competitive nature of their relationship gave Jack a lot of satisfaction in besting him.

There was no objection from the judges concerning the strategy that they had employed. Kevin had leaned over and quietly told the group, << A whole bunch of people went over to complain to the judges after the trial. They were trying to say that you guys had cheated. They all left disappointed. Apparently, the old crocodile had told them off. The part I heard was “… What part of, there are no other rules, was unclear?” I think it’s pretty funny. And all of the judges seemed to be both amused and sort of proud. I really think that you’re good.>>

The only thing left before they went home was the final decisions on the trials. Dascha knew that she couldn’t do anything else. She was so tired and exhausted that she could not even move quickly. Looking at the sun, it was only late afternoon. Where had the entire day gone? And how could it not be later? The incongruity of those two questions didn’t occur to her until much later. It had just been a long and tiring day.

As she was sitting there leaning on one friend or another for comfort and warmth, the small black cat overheard conversations that offered the opinion that somehow she had cheated. Dascha ignored them. She didn’t react when the comments were made within her hearing or act ashamed. She had done the best she could, and if that were judged to be good enough, then she would have a ranking. If it weren't good enough, then she would not have a rank this time. But she had tested herself against the metrics for the trials and felt in her heart that she had done well.

Once when most of her friends had gone to grab food or explore something, Dascha and TT were left by themselves. Dascha’s concern for the white cat had not abated. Despite the advanced healing that was available to the familiars at the trials, it was obvious that TT had taken a beating. Her once smooth and luxurious coat was dirty and bedraggled. The scar of her injuries left faint lines that marred the pure white that had been present when she came.

The mood of the Persian familiar had not improved. She seemed sad and resigned as if there was nothing she could do. Carefully, Dascha tried to check on her state of mind, but TT knew what she was doing and answered forthrightly.

<<I know you said not to borrow trouble before it came, but I would be pretty stupid not to think through possible ramifications. Despite how I’ve lived up to now, I’ve decided I’m not just a pretty cat. I’m not sure what my strengths are totally, but I know I have them. I will see if my witch still wants me. If she doesn’t, I will go back to my clowder and see if they want me.>>

Dascha replied, <<I hope you will let me know. My offer was heartfelt, and I meant every word.>>

<<Thank you. If my witch repudiates me and breaks the bond, I know that it will hurt. I’m hoping that my family doesn’t add to it. But, who knows. You may have an out of work familiar come knocking on your door sometime.>>

Their slightly contemplative mood was rudely interrupted by a dramatic show from a strange black wolf bitch. Charging up to them, she crowded both the cats and snarled, <<You are nothing but a cheater! There’s no way you could do this well as a juvenile without breaking the rules. Even if you fooled the judges, you haven’t conned the rest of us.>>

TT drew back with a hiss, but Dascha stood her ground. Drawing herself up, the black familiar responded, <<I broke no rules, and I was the one down there trying. I didn’t see you anywhere around.>>

<<We will be watching you and waiting for you to fail. You’re going to get caught in your cheating, and they’re going to take away your ranking. Just you wait.>>

Dascha had had enough. Standing up, she walked straight up to the wolf and stuck her nose in the wolf’s face, and projected firmly, <<Original. Congratulations. I’ve never heard those words in that combination before. And articulated in such an absolutely, dramatic way. Once again congratulations. I’m awarding you one star, which is the lowest ranking I can give for artistic merit or technical difficulty. Get out of my way, bitch, I am out of patience!>>

The female wolf was shocked. This was not going the way she had planned it to go. Instead, the wolf expected the small cat to be intimidated. Apparently, Dascha was supposed to be apologetic or conciliatory. The very last thing that the larger wolf expected was for the small familiar to get in her face.

Incensed and infuriated, the wolf pulled her lips back from her teeth into a snarl and looked ready to attack Dascha. Before she could make any move, Jack was there. His massive form towered over the female and his snarling display caused her to take a skittering step backward.

His voice rumbled with anger as he asked, <<What gives you the right to attack my friend? Did you learn nothing from what happened the first night? Or are you so stupid that you would pick a fight at the Familiar Trials? >>

The black wolf fled. Routed completely and embarrassed tremendously in front of the very audience that she wished to impress, the wolf bitch retreated in shame. Kevin’s voice sounded from right by Dascha’s left elbow. He said, <<That one is trouble now and will be trouble in the future.>>

There was no arguing with that sentiment, so no one commented. Lines had been drawn, and sides had been taken. This type of trouble would only grow.

Kevin said, <<It’s time to get the judging results. Let’s go to the main presentation area and hear what they have to say. Then after that, we can go home. I, for one, am going to be happy to get back to my mage. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m ready to be spoiled with good food, warmed by a fire, and sleep tucked up against my companion.>>

Dascha couldn’t agree more.


Chapter 19 – Results and Reactions

It was somehow appropriate that they were meeting once more in the same area in which they had started. The symmetry of entry through the gate and the intro meeting with the exit meeting and departure through the same gate appealed to Dascha’s sense of balance. The Siberian tiger was at the rock outcropping for the final words before they went home. Once again, he stood in a magnificent pose, waiting until they had all quieted.

After he was sure that he had their attention, he began to speak, << We have had a successful and interesting Familiar Trial gathering. Many of the familiars have participated in the various trials to measure their advancement and skills and ranking. 

<< Those traveling the unranked route have exercised, learned, and tried to improve. The unranked achievements have been noted in the colors on the participants’ medallions already. But those that have chosen to travel the ranked route are announced individually as we award their achievements. We will start with the highest ranked advancements and end with the lower ranking changes. For those whose ranking has changed from master to adept, we have no advancements as of this trial.>>

From the murmurs in the crowd, Dascha and her friends could tell that this was not unusual. Apparently, advancements in the higher ranks were few and far between. Dascha thought to herself, if what I went through is the low ranked, I can see why higher ranking is not very often!

The tiger continued, <<For the advancement of an expert to master we have two awards. I would like to call Breva, the Kodiak bear, and Jonas, the hawk, to the front please.>>

The large form of a massive bear made his way to the front of the room. Moving with surprising grace through the crowded floor, the bear stood on all fours waiting for the hawk. Apparently, they were old friends because when the hawk came down in a power dive and landed on the back of the bear, the large ursine didn’t even twitch.

The tiger continued, <<We are proud to acknowledge your ranking has moved from expert to master. Your growth and abilities in all areas have justified this unanimous decision by the judges.>>

The Siberian turned to his left and called out, <<Dralor? Would you please do the honors?>>

The catog that had been present during one of the fledgling trials walked up to the bear and hawk. Reaching a huge paw out to the medallion around the bear’s neck, the catog touched it with a single claw. A flash of light was visible to everyone, and a rustling sound ran through the spectators in response. When the after-effects of the flash had disappeared, the change in the medallion was apparent. Where before a single set of wings with a single tail image had been in the circle of the bear’s medallion, built on the base of the fledgling lines, now there were two of each.

The bear huffed in pleasure and lowered himself to lie flat on the ground so that the catog could reach the hawk on his back. Reaching out his paw again, the catog touched the bird’s medallion with a single claw and again a flash of light occurred. The same change in emblem happened to a harsh cry of joy from the hawk.

A cacophony of sounds indicated the spectators’ pleasure in the ranking change. After a few quiet words between the judges and the newly promoted familiars, the newly promoted duo walked back into the crowd. It was now the turn for the tiger to announce the next ranking change.

<<Unusually for the gathering of this time a year, we have a fair number of advances from fledgling to expert. I would ask that all of those that have their name called come to the front.>>

In a dry voice, Whett called a series of 12 names. As he called each name, that particular familiar came to the front of the area. The familiars so named covered a wide variety of species and animal types. Ranging from snakes and mammals to birds, these familiars all shared an emblem of a single tracing of a wing pair base against a background circle.

Once Dralor had finished his transformation spell, the candidates returned to their seat proudly displaying an emblem with one set of wings with a tail that sat on the baseline of their fledgling foundation. Again, the celebration was vocal and overwhelmingly happy.

Dascha, Jack, and Trey all were tense. It was now time for the juveniles to see if anyone had been advanced to fledgling.

They were on tenterhooks waiting to hear if their names would be called. Luckily, each was called. With pleased smiles, they moved toward the front. Kevin had already figured out that he hadn’t done well enough in the trials to be called, but he was philosophical about it. He had no real expectations of passing on the first trial, and so he wasn’t disappointed.

They joined three others in front of the tiger. Dascha was extremely pleased to see the otter from the adaptability round and her two new friends from the wisdom trial. The iguana looked stunned, his color shading from green to red, while the rust-colored bird was also in shock. The tiny flyer fluttered over to Dascha and landed on her head. She could feel him shaking and purred to calm him down.

Differing slightly from the pattern of other announcements, the Siberian stared down at the five of them, and said, <<It is very rare that we have one, let alone multiple of our juveniles advance at their first gathering. The five of you have proved to be exceptional in different ways, and it is the judge’s opinion, unanimous, I might add, that you should be promoted.

<<All of you successfully completed at least one trial. Some of you completed multiple. However, sometimes challenges and trials occur at these gatherings that are not part of our original plan. 

<<It has always been the policy of this gathering to take extraordinary responses to those unplanned challenges and opportunities into account when considering advancement. During the life-threatening events that happened on the first evening of the gathering, three of you responded with quick actions that protected or saved others. Each of you, applied intelligence and wisdom while demonstrating adaptability and skill. Additionally, three of you responded with great determination and bravery in addressing a life-challenging danger to your fellow candidates during the wisdom trial. Therefore, it is my great pleasure to ask Dralor to change your juvenile status to fledgling. 

<<Great efforts deserve great rewards.>>

The catog walked over to each of them and touched their medallion. The flash of light and the spark that accompanied it, set Dascha’s senses tingling and re-energized her body. She felt like she had spent two days resting and being cosseted. Energized and appreciative, she smiled through weepy eyes at the catog. There was a gentle wash of amusement that touched her mind and passed on.

Dascha was very happy.


Chapter 20 - Farewells

When Dascha had decided to come to the trials, it had seemed like she would be gone a long time. Being apart from her witch that long had been a scary thought. She had worried about being gone for the three days, and now she was finding it hard to say goodbye. Everyone in her circle of friends seemed to feel the same sadness.

There were many protestations of things that they wish they would have done, efforts to explain where they and their magic user lived and how to communicate with them. Unfortunately, until they got to be higher ranking, their abilities were not at a level to allow them to keep in close communication. Dascha was carrying home a scrap of perforated paper that Trey had given each of them with his witch’s cell phone number and email address. The black cat was unsure what she was supposed to do with this, but hoped her witch would know.

The best they could do as a group was to promise to come back to the next trial. Dascha knew that Zhanna would not forbid her to return. Most of the others agreed that they would have no problems returning. Only the white Persian cat was unsure. Looking down at her paws in shame, TT confessed that she was not sure if her witch would keep her. When this was explained to the rest of the group, their indignation appeared to be soothing to the sad little feline.

Leaving TT to be comforted by the rest of their friends, Dascha set off in a determined search for either Glenfrey or another senior familiar. The first one she spied was the half-blind wolf that had taught the first lesson on adaptability.

<<Excuse me, sir, I have a question for you.>>

The Wolf turned toward her examining her intently. He asked, <<Yes, little cat. What can I help you with?>>

Gulping a little nervously, Dascha pulled her courage together and blurted out a question, <<My friend is worried that her witch will repudiate her because she’s no longer perfect. She has a scar, and her witch does not like anything that is broken or messed up. Can she still come to the next trials or will she be barred if she doesn’t have a witch?>>

The old wolf became motionless. Dascha had a horrifying moment where she thought she had somehow made a grave error before the tiger was suddenly next to her. He glanced at Dascha but addressed his question to the old wolf, <<Warr, what’s the problem?>>

The wolf responded, <<The young cat here has an issue, and I believe it something that you need to know about.>>

The tiger looked at Dascha and motioned her to explain. Dascha explained once more what the core problem was and posed her query on whether TT would be allowed to come back to the Familiar Trials.

Once again, the senior familiar froze. Rumbling in a dangerous tone, the tiger responded, <<She has an amulet, and she may always return to the trials now. However, I would like to be informed if her witch repudiates her. I do not wish to cause her any stress, but I would ask that since she is your friend that you let me know if such a situation happens.>>

Feeling slightly confused, Dascha agreed to let them know. She asked if Glenfrey had a way of contacting the tiger directly. When she was told yes, she promised to let Glenfrey know and he, in turn, would relay that information to the tiger.

Before she could make any more embarrassing fumbles, Dascha fled back to her friends. Kevin looked at her in query, and she mouthed “Later” at him. She wasn’t too sure what had just happened, but she knew it had been significant. Something was going on, and it wasn’t really her problem, but somehow TT would be affected by it.

There was a fanfare of horns and a loud announcement from George, the raven. He was perched up on top of the tallest spire in the trial grounds. <<Everyone, thank you for attending the gathering. We’ve enjoyed having you here at the Familiar Trials, and we look forward to you coming to our next gathering. To make sure everyone gets back to the area they’re supposed to go to, please return to the circle and gate location from which you came.>>

There was a flurry of last-minute comments, affectionate nose licks and chin rubs. Dascha obediently went back to the circle that she thought was correct, relaxing when she saw Glenfrey was waiting for her. Stinky’s clever paws had helped get her harness back situated properly, and she felt like she was ready to go.

A reverberating gong tone sounded, and in each of the circles, half of an arch made of stone appeared. A deep breath and another gong tone sounded. The matching arch of fire that Dascha remembered from her first experience with the gate appeared to join that of the earth. The third gong tone seemed to go on and on. As the sound cleared from the air, a wash of water came through the arch and created a pathway for paws and feet. The thirsty ground soaked up the water, but the shimmer of the pathway remained.

The final gong sounded, somehow balancing out the other three into a strong harmonic cord. Air wafted through the now open archway, bringing her smells of home. Led by the senior familiars, each group started to move through its gateway. Excitedly bouncing along beside an unknown wolf from her area, Dascha moved forward with the group.

The transition from the trial grounds to the circle near home was mildly disorienting. It combined all of the feelings of dropping through the air and being washed by a flood. The feeling of great distance was unmistakable.

Calling out goodbyes, Glenfrey only gave Dascha a few seconds warning before he swooped down and grabbed the back of her harness. Winging his way powerfully up into the sky, the steppe eagle was soon talking to Dascha.

<<You did very well! I am proud of you and impressed with your resourcefulness and how much you learned. I am also pleased that you decided to take the ranked approach which is more stringent than those who want to dabble.>>

<<Thank you so much, Glenfrey. I learned a lot and made some friends. It was exciting and really changed my understanding of what being a familiar means. I hope that I can take the things that I learned and help my witch to learn also.>>

<<I’m sure you will, young Dascha.>>

Having said all that he wanted to say, the massive eagle focused on getting her home. They had a long way to go before this extraordinary day was ended.

<<<>>>

The sun was setting, and the golden orange glow of the sunlight was fading as Glenfrey swooped down into the garden by Zhanna’s home.

Dascha had been in a fury of impatience for the last half hour. Recognizing more of the landmarks and looking forward to being home. Home with her witch, home with the familiar comforts and challenges of her everyday life.

She had apologized to Glenfrey for making him take such a long journey. The eagle had told her that it was not an imposition. He added that he frequently took long trips and that this was shorter than most. When she tried to apologize again, he cut her off, telling her not to be silly.

Even though Dascha thought he was overly kind, she knew enough to leave the subject alone.

But now she could see home.

The dusky evening was deepening in its darkness, and the fireflies were starting to fire up their little sparkles of moving starlight. Glenfrey swooped down and gently dropped Dascha onto the soft grass in front of Zhanna’s house.

Shaking her body to try to get rid of the stiffness, Dascha had not taken more than two steps before a flying bundle of arms, legs, and dark hair came flying through the door of the house and tumbled down the stairs. The beloved voice of her witch rang out “Dascha! Dascha! You are home. I’ve missed you so.”

The next moment, Dascha was swept up in a tight hug. Clutched to the young woman’s chest, the black cat listened to the witch’s heartbeat and realized that her own was settling to the same rhythm. She smelled the familiar scent of Zhanna’s shampoo and the odors of Baba’s cooking. Something that had been tensed and tight at the core of her body and soul loosened and relaxed.

Dascha was home.


Epilogue

Somebody really needed to do something about all these butterflies. There was just too many of them for a single cat to be able to catch. Dascha had been chasing all over the garden, trying to catch the blasted things in an effort to play the game with her witch. Zhanna had been weeding the garden for her Baba and had been bored. Dascha thought she could help by amusing her witch. So, they had invented the butterfly hunt.

While Zhanna weeded a row in the vegetable garden, Dascha would try to catch three butterflies. She wasn’t allowed to just hit them and squash them. No, she had to catch them. That was much harder. It made her witch laugh, plus it was good exercise.

Dascha had almost recovered totally from the Familiar Trials. She still felt a little sore and a little tired. However, she could already feel her energy coming back and knew that she would be able to apply what she had learned to the studies that she and Zhanna were going to do.

It was a warm, beautiful day. The witch and her familiar were determined to enjoy it, chores or no chores.

A shadow over the sun caused Zhanna and Dascha to both look up quickly. It was hard to see was such a bright sunny backdrop but it looked like a large bird.

<<Glenfrey? Is that you?>> asked Dascha.

<<Yup,>> came the answer.

The big steppe eagle landed on his favorite perch, one of the large fence post. Dascha trotted over to him and stared up into the eagle’s eyes. <<Is it something the matter?>>

Without a word, the eagle dropped a small bundle by Dascha’s feet. Zhanna had come up and greeted the eagle, inquiring if he needed anything. At his headshake of negation, the young witch knelt down by her familiar and picked up the bundle.

<<Dascha, do you want me to open this?>>

<<Of course I do! I have no idea what it is.>>

Her witch opened the bundle, and two pieces of parchment slipped out, hitting the ground before Zhanna could grab them. Zhanna picked them up and smoothed them out trying to see what they were.

A harsh gasp of breath told Dascha that something was not right.

<<Zhanna! What’s wrong? What is it?>>

Zhanna lifted a suddenly teary face to her familiar, straightening the pieces of parchment in shaking hands, the young witch said, <<It is a spell of familiar repudiation.>>

<<But it’s cut in half. Does that mean that the witch changed her mind?>>

<<No. The final step in the spell that breaks the familiar bond is to slash the paper.>>
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The desolation was complete. It looked like God had reached out a hand and flattened the entire village. Building walls were toppled, roofs were broken, and the usual structure of their daily life had been totally destroyed. It would’ve been impossible to determine from the current scene that only a short number of hours before this it had been a village of over 4000 people. One teeming with the normal activity of a small village.

Zhanna stood with her hands balled into fists, staring around her. The sick feeling in her stomach was overwhelming. She didn’t know whether to fall to her knees, crying torrents of tears or to scream her rage to the heavens. Stuck between grief and anger, she was frozen.

How could have come to this?

The muted sound of soft sobbing filled her ears, and she turned to her left. Curled protectively around two small children, an older woman in the traditional head covering, or babushka, stared blankly at what remained of her home. It was Baba Marta. Zhanna knew that probably meant that the two crying children were Gregor and Anna, but she couldn’t see for sure. The sound of the children’s soft, frightened sobs told her both that they were alive and kicked off an unconscionable rage.

How could it have come to this?

Zhanna had seen other places where disasters had happened. There was always a bustle of people trying to rescue and repair. Men rushing around, caring stretchers, comforting their families. But all that she could hear and all that she could see was a frozen aftermath of a horrible disaster. There was no bustle, no rescue. No men.

There was the main problem. There were no men in the village right now. They were all out on contract. Without the men’s mercenary work, there would be no food, no shelter. The entire village was dependent on having the best, and the brightest spend huge amounts of time away from their families.

Her dark thoughts were rudely interrupted.

<<I suppose you just going to stand there and look like a thundercloud waiting to mess up a nice day,>> sniped through her thoughts.

She looked down into the brilliant eyes of her cat, her familiar. Dascha stared back at Zhanna with a wicked glint in her eye. The cat was gorgeous. The deepest gray coloring and the black undertone of the fur seem to glow in the sunlight. Almost too dark for a Russian Blue, Dascha looked more like a Russian Black. Looking at her cat, Zhanna felt the blast of astonishment that occurred whenever she thought of how she had ended up with such a beautiful, powerful, impressive familiar.

She must’ve stared too long at the cat because the next thing she knew her ankle was pricked by a set of very sharp claws. 

<<Stop staring at me! Aren’t you going to do something useful?>>

<<I was planning on it if you’d stop drawing my blood!>>

<<Well, think faster because standing here until you grow roots isn’t going to help the people that are hurting or bleeding. So, get your act together, girl, and let’s do something useful.>>

Zhanna drew a deep breath and straightened her spine. Forcing a calm look unto her face, the young woman walked toward the older one who was still clutching the crying children, calling out as she walked, “Just a moment, let’s see how you’re doing…”

<<<>>>

It had been a totally devastating time. Four days of unrelenting labor to take bodies out of the rubble, patch up the wounded, and salvage what they could of belongings. Zhanna was exhausted, and the remainder of the people in the town weren’t any better. Some of them were grieving the loss of friends and family, while others were coping with the destruction of their homes. The grief and the tiredness cast a dark cloud over the huddled people, one that was almost visible.

No one knew what had kicked off the twisters that had come through the small village. Appearing like evil fingers of fate, five of the roiling black clouds had zeroed in from the far side of the fields, ripping through the crops and colliding in the center of the town.

One of the observers had mentioned that it looked like a choreographed dance of death. The green cast of the clouds and the way that the winds twisted people into pretzels of tortured bodies and reduced sturdy buildings into a collection of splinters made Zhanna even less inclined to live anywhere where twisters were a common phenomenon.

Everyone was working tired. There just wasn’t enough food in the village to take care of everyone, so many of the healthier people were skipping their meals or splitting them. The children and the old people were the ones that everyone needed to watch. They were the ones most fragile in the face of injury or shock. Zhanna knew that her elderly grandmother would be especially vulnerable and resolved to somehow get her to eat. It would be an argument that she wasn’t willing to lose. Baba would eat!

<<Zhanna? I think you need to come look at this. But quietly, please. I don’t think you want the rest of the people to know what you’re doing. Or what I have found.>>

The mental tone of Dascha, Zhanna’s familiar, worried the witch. Granted, the cat had only been her familiar for less than six months, and they were still learning about each other every day. However, Dascha’s normally snarky, semi-humorous tone was totally missing. The cat sounded serious, deadly serious.

Groaning audibly, Zhanna stood up and stretched her back. The other three people in her small work group looked up at her movement, most of them too tired to do more than look. However, obedient to the “suggestions” of Dascha, Zhanna simply said, “I think I’ll take a last turn around the area just in case something got overlooked.”

Weary nods were the only thing that she got in response, so she thought that perhaps she had made the transition unobtrusively.

She walked toward the directional line of the psychic bond feeling in her head. The one that said, “Dascha is fine, Dascha fine” as a background mantra in her brain. The black cat was waiting for her in the semi-twilight just around the corner. The plush coat of the Russian blue was so dark that the subtle mixture of dark gray and black provided wonderful camouflage in the fading light of the evening.

Zhanna asked quietly, “Dascha, what is wrong?”

Dascha replied, <<This damage was not natural. Someone sent this to us.>>

<<What!? Who would do something so evil?>>

<<Someone who knows blood magic. Just look at this>>

Dascha moved to one side, allowing Zhanna to see what her body had been blocking. It was a small embroidered bag, about 4 inches tall and tied with brightly colored yarn. Even being within a few feet of the charm bag made Zhanna uncomfortable. It was like a cloud holding the stench of rotten blood in place. It made her skin crawl and her breath tight in her throat. A feeling of overwhelming stress and strain seem to press down on her from every direction. Zhanna shuddered involuntarily.

<<You can obviously feel it.>>

<<Yes, I can feel it, but why would anybody send blood magic against us?>>

<<I don’t know, and that worries me worse than anything else about this whole nasty mess.>>
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“I insist that you do something about that child!” Camilla Blackmore was a mean spirited woman. She was on her fourth husband. Number three dropped dead at the grocery store surrounded by innocent people. If she was killing them, they were the perfect murders.

“What has Aggy done now?”

“What hasn’t she done! That child is menace! Have you noticed the squirrels lately? Whatever she did to them was on a genetic level. They are breeding like that. Changing nature is against the rules Marcella. You, yourself, should know that.”

“Camilla calm yourself. She transmuted the squirrels when she was barely four years old. She holds the record for the youngest witch to perform a transmutation.” Marcella Blackmore was the oldest and current matriarch of the Blackmore clan. She was also the High Priestess of the Clan.

“Why do we celebrate this? She didn’t zap just one squirrel. She zapped all of them for ten square miles! Purple! She made the squirrels purple. They have become a tourist attraction for the Goddess's sake. I have to chase mundanes off my lawn every morning. For some reason my yard attracts the little monsters.”

“The tourists or the squirrels?” Camilla made a nasty face at Marcella.

“The squirrels of course! The mundanes are just annoying. I would zap those lavender tree rats but they are immune to magic!”

“The money those tourists bring into our shops has been good for the family. You can’t discount that.”

“Fine. Whatever. Her mistake as a young child can be forgiven. It is all the other things that we cannot forgive.”

“Camilla seriously? We all make mistakes when we come into our power. Even you did crazy things. I can remember making Mother’s clothes three sizes smaller so they would fit me. I can still feel the sting of Father’s belt to this day. A brave man my father.”

“I remember making all the bushes on the property taller, not changing the genetic makeup of animals.” The two women were standing on the back porch of the Blackmore mansion. The backyard was a jungle of herbs and flowers. The perfect place for a young witch to get lost in. I could hear them, but I was essentially hidden from view.

“It was just some squirrels Camilla. She will do great things one day, you know she will. Our seer has foretold she will change the world.”

“That is if she doesn’t kill all of us first. Her magic is out of control. The simplest things go haywire and chaos happens. Her change could be permanent. I have no intention of living out my life as a pink chicken or some other creature. Her poor mother.”

Marcella’s face got very stern, and she glared at Camilla. “That, was not the child’s fault and you know it. Teegan’s mental collapse was more the fault of losing her husband than it was Aggy’s misadventure. That was just a coincidence. That party was too much for her that day.”

Camilla blew out a breath. “My ass! What was it? Her seventh birthday? I was there Marcella. My dear husband and I organized the damn thing. I was the one who invited the other children. You cannot change my memories of the incident.”

I bowed my head at the mention of Mommy. It wasn’t my fault. It really wasn’t. Poor Daddy had died the year before on my sixth birthday. He was bringing a cake back from the store when a drunk driver hit him and he died. I felt a tear roll down my face. Pulling out my handkerchief I wiped my face. Mommy cried for almost a year. She was finally almost back to normal when the incident happened.

“Then the blame for the incident is on your head Camilla. Yours and Harrison. Teegan was not ready for guests, much less a yard full of young children. And then there was the gifts. Really, gifting a young child a Unicorn? She was far too young for that.”

“Don’t blame Harrison, may he rest in peace. He thought she would like a Unicorn. What witch child hasn’t dreamed of riding one? I know that Teegan and I both wanted one as children. It’s a status symbol that’s all. Only witches ride in style.”

Marcella shook her head. “Agatha apparently. Camilla, I don’t know why you are blaming her. Only the Unicorn was affected. None of the other children had so much of a hair harmed on them. You should know that we ran diagnostic spells immediately after the event.”

“It was the shock of it. Poor Teegan. She fainted dead away. After that she was never quite right. I visit her, you know. Every week I check on her progress at St Bridget’s.”

“It was not Aggy’s fault and you know it. If Teegan had been more aware, she would have noticed the strength of her child’s magic. Teegan was never as strong a witch as you are Camilla. She wasn’t ready to accept that her daughter was so strong at such an early age. I myself would be very hard pressed to whip off a spell such as that without any preparation.”

“Once again, my whole point Marcella. She zapped that poor creature right in front of everyone! Then she tried to fix it and only made it worse. Has anyone been able to fix it?”

Marcella winced again. She breathed out a huge sigh. “No we have not. It’s not for lack of trying, mind you. I have had every traveling witch or wizard come and take a look. I even sent to Europe for one of their dispelling mechanics. Nothing. She did something… They all say the same thing. It was an impossible spell. Especially for a seven year old.”

“Have you considered what would happen if she does it again? It might be a person this time. She is a walking time bomb.”

“So in your opinion we should parade the child around like a broken toy and subject her to the ridicule of the mundanes? Is that what you are saying?”

“That is not what I am saying at all! You are putting words in my mouth now. She is seventeen years old. It’s not like we can just send her off to college with the rest of the children her age. Won’t any of the witch schools take her?”

“You know the answer to that one, since it is your fault they won’t even consider her.” The older woman had a cross look on her face.

The younger woman hung her head in shame. “For that I am sorry. At the time I was frightened for my own daughter. Winter could have been harmed, and I was very upset. She is the one bright light in my life. I just could not allow Teegan’s daughter to attend any school Winter attended.” Marcella rolled her eyes at the bright light comment.

“So nice of you to worry about your daughter and screw over your sister’s daughter, your niece, at the same time.” Marcella’s voice was so cold her breath could freeze water.

“How many times must I say that I am sorry for that? Grandmother, I was scared.”

Marcella shook her head. “That was not an excuse then, and it still isn’t one now. You are a full grown witch with mastery of your powers. Being afraid of a mere child does not make the coven or the clan look good in the eyes of the council. You are this close to being censured.” She held up her hand in a pinch.

“Me? They want to censure me? How dare they! Why haven’t they not done anything about her?” She pointed toward the garden.

“What makes you think they haven’t? Aggy has had the best homeschooling teachers that money could buy. She just needs some refining and a purpose to her life. Come inside and I will explain.” Marcella pushed Camilla toward the doors. She looked over her shoulder and caught my eye. There was no hiding from her. She shook her head at me.

<<<>>>

“Why do you care so much about what that old bat of a witch thinks? She just wants to ship you off to some boarding school or something.”

“Who, Grandmother or Camilla?” I glanced back at the house. They had gone back inside. I went back to picking flowers. Grandmother promised to show me how to weave them into a crown. Tonight was midsummer.

“Camilla of course. That bat has it out for you. She has ever since your birthday party.”

“Fergus, you aren’t still mad at me because of that are you? I can try to fix you again if you like.”

“No! Don’t. I really don’t want to get smaller or turn into one of those squirrels this time. I would look terrible in purple. No offense Agatha but your magic can be a little lopsided in its effects.”

“Lopsided. I have never thought of it like that. Remind me to tell Grandmother the term. The squirrels were a mistake. I was only four years old. I can do the basics without bad things happening.” I pointed at the flowers I just picked and muttered ‘danzleikr.’ The flowers sat up and began to dance. They held each other's leaves and danced around me. I spoke ‘stǫðva.’ They all collapsed on the ground and lay still. I scooped them up and placed them in the basket by my feet.

“Things like that I can do. It’s when I try big spells or off-the-cuff things that disaster happens. Like at the party. All the girls were screaming and the parents freaking out. I reached for Momma and she was on the ground. I just reacted and tried to reverse it.”

“Tell me about it.” Fergus was my sort of familiar. He was a unicorn.

“Let’s take these into the house. Maybe Aunt Camilla is gone.”

“Do you want me to stab her? I can get her good. Once you go horn, you never go back!”

I looked down at Fergus. He was shaking his head and dancing about like he was fighting someone. I could only shake my head and laugh. Unicorns! It’s all about the horn with them.

“Don’t make her mad. She is still a little scared of you. Don’t remind her that she is the one that paid for you in the first place.”

“Like she could take me back now. It’s been what ten years? Who would buy a used micro unicorn?”

I braced myself and stood up. Careful not to step on my friend I scooped up the basket and started to walk toward the house.

“Hey! Super short unicorn here! Did you forget about me?”

I reached down and scooped my little friend up. He was pocket sized. I have special pockets on all my shirts made just for him. They are lined with spell-infused Kevlar. He gets a bit pointy sometimes.

“Oooh, I get to ride on the boob again!” He began jumping about in my hand.

I held him up to eye level. “Cut that crap out Fergus! I’m sure Zeus would give you a ride back to the house. How about I give him a call?”

“I’ll be good! I promise. Just keep that monster away from me.” The tiny Unicorn shuddered at the thought of being Zeus’s plaything again.

“He’s not that bad, Fergus. You know he won’t eat you or anything. He just wants to play.”

“Yeah, fun.”

I smiled to myself. Threatening Fergus with Zeus was one of my standard threats that worked with the little terrorist. Zeus was my Grandmother’s familiar. He was a what is known as a Savannah cat. He was a hybrid of a Serval cat crossed with a Siamese cat. He was big, really big, and Fergus was his favorite toy.

I could still hear voices inside the house as I climbed the stairs to the wrap-around porch. The mansion was an early Victorian showpiece. Three stories with a wrap-around porch, it has been used as a model for several Hollywood movies. Every time she sees one Grandmother calls her lawyer and sues them. Magic Margarita’s indeed. I sat down in one of the really comfy wicker chairs that lined the back porch. I had lived here since my seventh birthday. This house had so much history in it.

Grandmother liked to tell the story of how the house was originally constructed to serve as a hotel for the town. Her father had other ideas and hexed the owners into selling it to him for less money than it cost to build. The town elders had, of course been outraged that he would dare to impose his will upon others in such a way. He got away with it by saying that a hotel would only attract strangers to town and expose all of us. Thus our clan gained a house and the town a new alderman. He never wanted to be mayor. He was content to stay in obscurity.

Supernaturals came out to the world twenty years later. Germany declared war on Europe in a mad power grab and made use of its Adepts and witch covens. We, as a people, were dragged into the light. The mundanes didn’t know what to believe. Magic was real. So were the mythological creatures that made things go bump in the night. The Hun were using vampires, backed up by witches, to kill Allied soldiers in the dark of night all across Europe. The Allied powers were desperate and patriotic paranormals volunteered for service by the dozens. Grandmother said that their reasoning was this. “Join now and be seen as heroes. Hide and don’t help and be persecuted for it later.”

For many, neither was a good choice. The Vampires suffered the most of all the paranormals. The British army was getting annihilated on the Western front and they were desperate. They made a deal with the witch and wizard councils. If they took care of the Vampire threat, the government would formally recognize the paranormals and incorporate them into the country. Someone knew the proper cheese to use when luring rats. They of course leapt at the offer. A great spell was created. British vampires in a rush to be patriotic and avoid future persecution even volunteered to help. The nests here in America told them it was a bad idea and pleaded with their brethren to avoid the battlefields.

The great spell was triggered on Valentine’s day. The covens claimed it was to harvest the energy of love to bring about change. Stupid mundanes fell for it. If they had been paying attention, they might have noticed that it was actually Lupercalia  they were celebrating not a holiday named after a Christian saint. It was a festival of sacrifice and that is what they did. They sacrificed the leader of the British Nests in a symbolic blood sacrifice. He was supposed to survive. He didn’t. Neither did any vampire within five thousand miles of Paris, France. As a race they were devastated. Only those on the West coast of North America and those in Asia survived what became known as the Great Purge. Needless to say the Huns were defeated. In the aftermath, laws were enacted to give all paranormals the same rights as norms. Or at least that is the theory.

I heard a door slam and tires screech away. It looked like Camilla had left. I stood up and stepped into the house.

“Grandmother? Are you still here?” She wasn’t in the kitchen or the still-room. Those were her favorite places to relax after a visit from one of the more strident family members.

The parlor was filled with really uncomfortable Victorian era furniture that she claimed her parents bought. It was only used for special occasions. I knew she wouldn’t be in there but I looked, anyway. “Grandmother?”

The front room was where many coven meetings were held if the weather didn’t cooperate. She wasn’t there either. I raised my voice. “Grandmother? Are you here?” I was starting to get worried.

“In here, child.” I blew out a breath in relief. Camilla could be a handful, but she only killed husbands, or at least that was the family rumor.

Grandmother was sitting behind the massive oak partners desk in her office. I loved that desk. It had to weigh a good five or six hundred pounds. The backside was covered in drawers. As a child I like to peek in them looking for sweets or things to play with. The top of the desk was covered in really cool green stained leather that she said was original to the desk.

“Are you OK Grandmother?” She smiled at me and closed the folder in front of her. I caught a glimpse of some sort of Government seal as the file closed.

“I’m fine, Aggy. Have a seat please.” She clasped her hands together in front of her. As I watched, she studied them for a moment and rubbed them together. “I guess you heard Camilla voice her concerns and comments?”

From my pocket the muffled voice of Fergus could be heard saying. “Yeah, we heard the old bat! You should tell to go kiss a warthog and leave us alone.” I giggled and pulled him out of my pocket. He stood on the desk and began walking back and forth as if pacing.

“I won’t apologize for her to you Aggy. She is family.”

There was one rule. Family is everything. We didn’t hurt family.

“I understand. Are you sending me away like she asked you too?”

The older woman shook her head. “Heard that did you? Well I need to do something with you, my dear. I have taught you almost everything that I know. Regardless of what my daughters will say, you are my best student and my successor one day.”

I started to protest, but she held up her hands to stop me. “Hear me out Agatha, please.”

“I will listen.”

“Thank you. Ignore Camilla and the rest of them. They know very little of the training you have had. You have all of my knowledge in herbs, lore, and practicality. They never chose to learn any of that. The members of our coven have been exposed to too much television and Hollywood theater. Power and magic is not the solution to everything. You must use your head and your heart to show you the way. None of them have shown any interest in learning. They believe that my successor is Matrilineal. The council of course knows better. Believe it or not, none of them have ever asked. Your mother… She may have been a victim of someone who broke the first rule. It is one of the reasons I have kept you here rather than allow you to go to one of the schools.”

“I thought that they wouldn’t take me because of Camilla?”

“Trust me. If I asked they would have taken Fergus as a student. Camilla is too easy to guilt.”

I started laughing. My Grandmother was very sharp.

She let me calm down then looked at me seriously. “Now we have much to discuss. You need to receive training, but it doesn’t necessarily have to be from the witch schools. Have you thought what you want to do with your life? Do not say run a shop in town, because I know you better than you think I do.”

I thought hard about it. I knew what I wanted to do deep in my heart, but it was something regarded with contempt by almost every paranormal race.

“Spit it out Agatha. I won’t be offended.”

I looked down at Fergus and he had a look in his eye directing me to tell her the truth. “I want to be join the police and help people.” I half expected her to yell at me. I looked up, and she was smiling.

“Very good. Did you think I would miss all the mysteries and crime books you read? Or the cops and robbers show you like on the idiot box? Child, I pay very close attention to what interests you. Now, down to business. What exactly do you want to do? Do you want to work with Cappy and be his new deputy or strive for something bigger?”

Cappy was the police chief here in our little slice of heaven called Blackbriar Heights. He cruised about town in an old police cruiser that has seen better days. His primary function was to keep the mundanes out of trouble.

“Bigger. No offense Grandmother, but we don’t have crime here.”

“We do, but you would not have heard about it. No, I will not explain. You can ask me later after you finish school.”

“What school am I going to?”

“How about the FBI Academy? Would you like to work for the US Government?”

“Really? How?”

“The Council has been trying to get someone to join for a few years. The Fed’s have to deal with paranormal crime on a daily basis. Some of the less powerful groups already have trained agents serving. They have been asking for a magic user for a while.”

“And they want me? Don’t they know about the mistakes and bad stuff that happens?”

“Dear one, even the Council knows that it is not your fault. The have offered to train you, under the auspices of the FBI of course. If you want to help people, this is your chance.”

I of course said yes. So begins my journey. Wish me luck because heaven help the FBI if I cut loose. I hope they have good insurance.

Read more of Born a Witch on Amazon.com
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A series of deep tones and subtle vibrations begin to build within the room. As the sounds got more musical and louder, the swirling lights began to subside. Pawlik’s figure became more visible although Cal was having some difficulty seeing his mother. She appeared almost fuzzy to his eyes, which made him repeatedly rub his eyes in a vain attempt to see what was happening more clearly.

Finally, the sound transformed from a cacophony to a small repeated musical motif. The strength of the sound rattled against the hard surfaces of the room and rebounded to assault ears everywhere. There was a moment of an almost unbearable sound and intensity before all noise abruptly ceased, just as the swirling lights disappeared.

No one moved for a moment, as the entire room stared at the tableau. Pawlik was frozen in a kneeling posture with Ruth’s body held to his chest. His face was contorted in a grimace of pain, but his hold on Ruth was gentle. Flickers of light continued to crawl across his skin in small tendrils. His appearance was startling but paled in impact beside that of the body he was holding. Ruth’s face was calm and unlined, seemingly serene and untroubled. Her arms were crossed over her chest, and her legs were extended, toes pointed. Wrapping her lower body in multicolored leaf shapes were shiny, veined petals of a reflective material.

The shapes appeared to be slowly building a covering around Ruth that reached from her toes to her mid-thighs. Even as the onlookers stared, the shrouding encased another handwidth of her body. Cal started up with a cry and lunged for his mother’s form, only to have his motion arrested by Gray. The man had ceased his muttering and was looking resigned but in control. He gave Cal’s arm a small shake and said, “You can’t help her now boy. Let Pawlik take care of her. He’s the only one that can touch her.”

Cal stared uncomprehendingly at Gray and asked, “What do you mean? I have to do something to help her.”

“They have bonded, and Pawlik is now her Anchor. All Mages are said to need someone that connects them to a planetary residence. When she broke her mind, her harmony with the place of her birth was forever destroyed. She will never again be able to live inside or on a planet without an Anchor.”

Cal drew a shaking breath and straightened up. He looked over at Ruth and saw that Pawlik had stood up, still cradling Ruth’s body. In total silence, Pawlik carefully strode across the floor and through the doorway, taking his burden to the privacy of a different place.

Find this book and more here!
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