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Chapter One

"...and it came to pass that in the one thousand, six hundred and thirty-fourth year following the
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end of the Great War of Devastation, or 1634 NCC by the New Common Calendar we use today,
the Ancient One did return from the Void. Not in the manner a new birth enters the world, or even
in the manner of a sleeper awakening from a long sleep, which is how the Ancient One once
described this moment. No, it was more in the manner a maggot hatches in a fresh corpse, life
arising from death.”

- Lord Caladis, The Eddasine Chronicles, 1817 NCC

The pain woke me eventually. A long, dull, throbbing pain that couldn't be ignored, yet had to be. |
dowly became aware that | was nude, prone, face down on a cold, stone floor in the dark. | tried to
remember what had happened, who | was, or even what | was, and found | couldn't. The only thing |
knew wasthat | wasdive.

| felt awarm wetness on my head. 'A head. | have a head,' | thought giddily. Somehow, that was
reassuring. Reaching up toiit, | realized | had armsand legsaswall. 'l think I'm a human - or
something very like one." Passing my fingers over mysdf in the darkness, | realized | had breadts. 'l
think | am female - or something very odd indeed." Somehow the ideathat | wasfemae didn't seem
right. I checked my groin, and found | was, indeed, femade. 'Thisis strange. | don't remember being
femal e before. Somehow, that doesn't seemright,’ | thought, puzzled.

| reached up and examined my head again. 'l am wounded,’ | redized, my head throbbing asmy fingers
gingerly felt the large goose-egg on my scalp and a sticky wetness that apparently was blood. No cut
was agpparent, though the whole of the areawas very sore. 'Something happened to me. What was it?'

Wherever | was, it was black as pitch, and | could see nothing. | reached out with my mind, without
thinking, feding theflow of Mana around me until | felt the vibration of a particular frequency of Mana |
needed to correct that problem, then paused in redlization. 'Ah. I'ma sorcerer. Or sorceress, asthe
case may be. Somehow, | seem to remember that not everyone can do this. How very interesting.'
Opening my mouth, | spoke the words of power that somehow lay within my brain, and aflare of light
gppeared a the fingertips of my left hand. 'Ah. I'min a pit of some kind,' | thought, looking around.

Therewas alow, stone edifice within arm's reach, engraved deeply with scenes of battle and mayhem - it
looked very familiar. | redlized after amoment it was a sarcophagus. 'No, I'min a tomb of some kind,' |
thought to mysdlf. "Why is that sarcophagus so familiar, though?' | wondered.

| looked down at mysdlf, and saw | was definitely female, with long red hair that hung down to the middle
of my back. | reached up to brush my hair out of my eyes, and realized my earswere pointed. 'Ah. I'm
some kind of elf. Judging by the build, more likely a half-elf - elves are more willowy," | thought,



then wondered how | knew that.

| found mysdf tired. 'This body is not used to sorcery, and tiresrapidly.' | looked again to the stone
sarcophagus, and rose to my feet. With agesture and an incantation, | lifted the lid and had it float to the
side. Thisdrew aquickening of breath from the body, and a sense of degp exhaugtion. | looked inside
the sarcophagus, and understood a bit more.

A skeletal form grinned up a me, its remains garbed in fine silken robes that had nearly rotted to dust.
That isme. | wasdead ,' | realized. Somehow this female had approached close enough to become
entrapped by the Spell of Hidden Life I'd lain upon myself an age ago. | redized that just benesth this
stone sarcophaguslay my animuary, asmal crystd via that contained my soul - or did, asit wasnow in
the body of this naked half-elf female. | took adeep breath, savoring it despite the dust of the tomb. "
live again,” | said aoud, hearing a soft, feminine voice speak my words. Reaching again to the wound
onmy head, | had aflickering memory of it being sealed and healed by Mana controlled by the force of
my will as| took this body - though my scalp was bloody, there was no cut skin or broken skull-bone
beneath my fingers, just alarge goose-egg. Y et the process seemed incompl ete, somehow, in a manner |
couldn't quite put my finger on a the moment.

Shrugging, | reached down and removed the ten rings my skeletal corpse wore, placing them on my new
fingers. With agesture, | adjusted them to fit snugly. | then reached down and recovered my wizard's
staff, a shaft of oak capped with the skull of awolf. The staff throbbed with the power I'd stored in it
ages ago, and | resolved to useits stored energy for the nonceinstead of drawing upon thisfeeble body |
found mysdlfin. 'I'll have to work on the endurance of this body, or 1'll soon find my soul back in
my animuary,’ | thought.

After resting abit to recover my strength, I looked around my tomb and spotted the hole through which
thefemae had faleninthe calling. 'Ah. I'll have to seal that again before | leave,' | thought, seeing the
carved stone block that had falen, apparently ages ago, lying shattered on the floor below the opening.
Like the stone that had dlipped from it, the hole was a hand short of a cubit across - barely wide enough
for the shoulders of the fema e to havefit through. | touched the light from my fingertipsto the saff and
|eft it there. 'There is something else amiss - thisfemale€'s groin hurts.' | checked, and found a
soreness and atrace of blood. ‘I do believe this body was raped. Interesting.' Drawing on my steff, |
threw a Curse of Infertility on my new body - | wasn't quite prepared to become amother at the
moment. 'l must know more of what has happened to me," | thought, looking around.

| searched around on my corpse until | came up with asingle-edged knife, and used it to cut alock of
hair. It's ensorcelled steel was unblemished and razor sharp, though its scabbard had long since rotted to
dust. Soon, | held alock of red hair in my hands, and | laid the knife aside - I'd have to take it with me



when | |eft. Incanting the words of aspell | knew, | tied aloop into one end of the sirand, and tied
another strand horizontally to thefirgt. | gently separated two haves of the lower section, and lay thelittle
hair-doll on the edge of the sarcophagus. " Spesk to me, little doll of mine. Tell methetale of thisbody |
find," | called. Thelittle hair-doll sat up, hopped to itsfeet, and began to speak in atiny voice.

"I amthe hair of Ellysande Northstar. To come to this place, she has traveled far. Her mother
was human, her father was an elf. After her mother died, she grew up by herself. On the streets of
Greenhaven she grew up alone, the gutters and dark alleys she learned to call home. The
Greenhaven thieve's guild later improved her skill, teaching reading and writing and new ways to
kill. She burgled the house of a mage named Arlon-Hap, and her reward for this crime was an
ancient map. She and four companions set out to reveal the treasure the map said a tomb did
conceal. Her companions once here were angered with Northstar, as the search of the tomb
revealed little so far. An opening was found at the crypt's dusty center, one which only her thin
frame could possibly enter. She refused to go in, and her companions grew enraged. She feared
that this might be the ensorcelled tomb of a mage. They stripped her and raped her and tossed her
down in. At her silence below, they walked out again. Goblets and cups were all of value they'd
found, and their silver and gold they'd simply melt down. As her companions left, they did laugh
up their sleeves - she had forgotten there's no honor among thieves. Ellysande's greedy soul has
now been crushed and destroyed. Another rules her body - one risen fromthe Void. | once was the
hair of Ellysande Northstar. Now | amthe hair of mage Eddas Ayar," the hair doll said, then
collapsed into dust asthe spell ended.

'‘Eddas Ayar. That would be useful if I knew who that was,' | thought. | knew what it meant - in my
native language, the name meant "Word of Honor.' It was dso amaées name. Unfortunately, that was all
| knew. The name seemed to ring a bell, but no other information was forthcoming - | couldn't even
remember what my native language was cdled, or where my native lands might be.

It suddenly dawned on me that the damage to the female€'s brain had addled my own mind when |
possessed her body from the animuary. | nodded to mysdlf. "Well, that may heal as time goes on. For
now, I must be away from here. There are four otherswith knowledge of this place, and their lips
must be sealed. The slightest damage to my animuary, and my soul shall be destroyed,’ | thought to
myself. It seemed logicd that the only reason they'd failed to enter was that they'd neglected to bring the
equipment or sorcery necessary to remove the stone blocks of my tomb and make an opening large
enough for them to enter. They would not make that mistake a second time. | wished the hair-doll could
have said more, but it was only ahunk of hair, after dl - I'd have to have cast the spell on her skull to get
asmuch information as1'd redlly like, and | had other usesfor it at the moment. | couldn't cast the spell
on my own skull in the sarcophagus - it won't work on me, which was why the hair-doll had ended its
tale with my possession of the female's body.

After using the tel ekinetic enchantment on the ring of my left middle finger to replacethelid of my



sarcophagus, | picked up the knife. Placing the it between my teeth, | used the enchantment of thering on
my right index finger and floated up to the hole. It was a narrow squeeze, but | managed to get out. A
dight painin my chest caused meto look down, and | realized I'd abraded the femal€'s breasts against
the granite blockstrying to get through. 'No, 1'd better get used to thinking of them as my breasts -
this body ismine, now ,' | thought. Theinjury was dight - no need to waste my strength onit. It did
remind me to activate my ring of protection, however, and | did so - now the aura of the ring would
provide this body with protection greater than the finest articulated plate. | then knelt down to the hole
and shined my light into it. Using thering on my left middle finger again, | raised the pieces of the
shattered block back in place, then used a spell of repairing to sed them together and sedl them to the
surrounding stones again. Afterwards, | dowly went over al the stonesthat overlay my crypt, repairing
those that seemed lose or cracked. After afew hours, | was satisfied that my crypt would be safe for
another millennium or two. During the process | also found the shreds of Ellysande's clothing, torn off by
the companionswho raped her. | shrugged - none of it was wearable, so | decided to reserve my
strength for repairing the stonesinstead of repairing her garments. Thus, | just used the scraps of cloth to
wipe the drying blood from my wound off of my face, and tossed her rags aside. By thetime | had
finished repairing the stones, | found | was alittle too tired to redlly consider trying to piece together her

clothing with magic, anyway.

Rising to my feet and replenishing the spell of light, | shivered with the cold of the tomb and exhaustion. A
dull pain from my stomach told me | was hungry - asensation I'd not experienced in along time. | looked
down and saw that my nipples were crinkled with the cold, and my flanks were covered in goose-bumps.
It felt strange to see awoman's curves, but | couldn't remember what | used to look like, other than that |
wasamae. "Well, even though she never knew it, Ellysande Northstar did me a great servicein
bringing her body to me. Besides the fact that 1'd rather not die just at the moment, | think |
should at least repay her by taking care of her flesh,' | thought. | activated the ring on my left pinky,
which had an enchantment of adaptation. Shortly the chill eased to nothingness, as| was now protected
agang any natura extreme of cold or heat. Unfortunately, the growling of my stomach reminded mel
wasdill hungry. "That will have to be handled later,' | thought, becausefirst, | had to find the would-be
raiders of my tomb.

My crypt was secreted beneath the floor of a cavernous room of pillars, the shadows of which flickered
eerily about as | wandered the silent tomb. There once were poisonous snakes and spiders here, but
apparently they had died. The treasure of golden and silver goblets | had hidden about the room for
would-be tomb raiders had done their job, though - the thieves had taken them and | eft. | checked, and
saw that the chests of gold coins | had left were dtill in their hiding place - and beside them, my old
chatto board. | smiled as| ran my fingers over the carvings on the ancient wood, vaguely-recalled
memories of many gamesflickering through my mind. The board itself was ahinged box that folded in
haf, the delicately carved ivory and ebony pawns and the decks of cards used in the gamefitting neetly
into adrawer on each side. A pair of handles made the whole thing conveniently carried - but | did not
pick it up. Unfortunately, there were till more pressing matters for meto deal with.

| wanted to take some of the gold with me, but being naked, | had no pockets. | searched about some



more, hoping to find a hidden stash of clothes or something else that might have survived the ages, asmy
own recollections of my tomb were abit scattered. To my surprise, | found a hidden pand inthewall that
opened into another crypt. A skeleton lay on abed of stone, a pillow of marble under its skull. 'Ah, |
remember you. Dyarz, my courtesan,' | thought. She, too, had once been athief, as Ellysande had
been - though Dyarzi apparently had been much better at it. | decided she wouldn't mind if |

appropriated some of her belongings - somehow | knew that if she were il dive, sheld have been

happy to givethem.

Her clothes had rotted away to dust, and her jewelry did not appedal to me, savefor aslver ring that
expanded and shrank on command. | pulled my long red hair through it and tightened the ring, pulling my
hair into aponytail to get it out of my way - in aponytail, my hair hung down to just below my shoulders.
All that was|eft of Dyarzi's clotheswas a chainmail garment sheld bought - it consisted of two triangles of
efin-mail that covered her breasts and another that covered her sex, dl held together by dfin chain. The
upper part was held on by two fine chains (one around the back, one behind the neck), and the lower
part was held in place by achain that went around the waist and another that went between the buttocks.
| remember she used to like to wear it as she pretended she was some fantastic warrior-princess and
dancefor me.

That memory was fresh and bright in my mind, and it brought an ache to my loinsthat surprised me- |
didn't know femalesfet that way about coupling. | reached down and touched myself, to discover | was
damp. 'Interesting,’ | thought. My male soul seemed to have no trouble with thisfemae body - though |
could see that being aive again was going to have other problemslater on. "Well, | can't go about nude.
Thiswill have to do until | can find something else,’ | thought, and put it on. Looking down at mysdif,
| saw amass of pubic hair spreading from around the edges. "That looks ugly.' | searched Dyarzi's
possessions and came up with the stone hemisphere I'd bought for her ages ago - it had adepilatory
enchantment on it, and its effects were permanent. | removed the chainmail garment and applied the
depilatory, finding the hair vanished easily. Looking down at the bald sex that remained, | was reminded
of Dyarzi again, and the memories of her were pleasant, indeed. She had used the little cantrip on dl her
hair, save her eyebrows and the hair of her head, and the fedl of her smooth skin was something |
remembered quite clearly. | looked to her skeleton, laying quietly in repose, and bowed to her. "Thank
you for al the pleasure and love you gave me, my swest,” | said, again finding my woman'svoicealittle
drangein my ears.

| was about to put the depilatory away, and redized that | should do as she did to honor her. | think she
would have been pleased by that - assuming she could eventually stop laughing at theideathat | was now
awoman. | rubbed the stone across every inch of my skin that | could reach, then used my telekinetic
ring to apply it to where | couldn't reach. | lft only the hair on my head, my eyelashes and eyebrows, just
as Dyarzi had donefor me. Looking down at theresults, | gave awry little smile. 'Fascinating. My male
soul seems to have integrated with the female brain of this body very well. | find the whole effect
not only stimulating to look at, but interesting to feel. At least | shall not have to worry about
finding female companionship - | need look no further than myself,' | thought, and chuckled a my
own littlejoke.



After replacing Dyarzi's depilatory, | put the chainmail garment back on. It fit fairly well, and was
adjustable. 'Well, at least I'm not naked, anyway - though I'm nearly so," | thought, and | resolved
that I'd haveto find some type of garments as quickly as possible. | searched the rest of her belongings,
and was pleasantly surprised. The enchanted gloves and boots she/d owned were still here. The boots
came up to just above the knees, while the gloves came up to just above the elbows. | dipped the boots
on, and they adjusted snugly to my feet and caves. The gloves easily dipped over my rings, then adjusted
snugly over my handsto cover them. 'Ah, very good. No chance of losing them,' | thought. | felt about
inthe right boot, extracting Dyarzi's knife from the hidden scabbard and dipping in my own (whichwasa
far superior blade). | felt about in the left glove, and discovered her skeleton key was ill there. A smple
yet powerful magic item, it detected traps and could be used to unlock or lock anything that wasn't
aufficiently enchanted to resist its spdll. It didn't look like much, however - asmdl silver key topped with
alittleslver skull wasdl it was. 'That may come in handy,' | thought as| dipped it back into place and
felt the magic glove shug down to hold it. The enchantments on the gloves and boots were dso smple
ones - they alowed the wearer to move as silently asacat, climb like a spider on any surface that would
support their weight, and were invulnerable to harm. They were aso very thin, being made of black-dyed
kidskin. Dyarzi wore them with asilk bodysuit back in her thieving days, but that garment had apparently
long since rotted to dust.

| continued searching, opening a cabinet that |ooked likeit might contain clothes. | jumped back, startled
by the sght of a strange redheaded femde, then redlized | waslooking at mysdf inthe mirror insdethe
cabinet. After chuckling at myself for amoment, | stepped back to get a better view. 'Gods, if this
woman had come to me in my living days, Dyarz would have had fierce competition for my heart
.| thought. | ran my hands over mysdlf to reassure mysdlf that the body was indeed mine, and found it
was a strange sensation. The appearance needed ateration, though, as| redlized that any enemiesthis
half-elf woman once had would recognize her and believe | was she.

| took up my staff again, drawing down itsreservesfor aspell of ateration. Fird, | tried changing the
eyesfrom blueto green. 'l still resemble her too much,' | redlized, looking a my reflection, and dtered
the hair from red to jet black and the eyesfrom green to black. 'Much better,' | thought - | now looked
very much likeaMalani €f, those mysterious folk who dwelt degper under the earth than even the
dwarves. Of course, they aso had pae white skin - with my more norma complexion, | looked likea
half-elf of Maani parentage (as unlikdly asthat might be). 'So much the better - none will suspect who
| really am, or who this body once belonged to,’ | thought. | found Dyarzi's sword, and laid it beside
her corpse next to her knife. Though | could use my staff asthough it were an extension of my will, usng
an actua sword wasaskill I'd never learned. | looked &t the reflection again, and suddenly redlized that
my staff wasincongruous. A shaft of oak capped with the skull of awolf looked out of place in the hands
of thewoman | saw inthe mirror. In addition, any enemies | might have who were still dive (or undead)
might remember meby it.

| focused my will, and molded my staff's physical form until the wolf skull was absorbed into the wood,



then atering the texture and color of the wood itself until it resembled mahogany. It till had the same
length and mass, coming up to about my chin and resembling an caken fighting or traveling staff - but asit
was actudly my wizard's staff, it was aso still anigh-invulnerable extension of my will, no mere club.
Now the woman in the mirror resembled neither the thief Ellysande Northstar nor the mage Eddas Ayar
(at least, | didn't think | looked like my old sdf - | ditinctly remembered having been mae). More,
looking at this outfit and my new body wearing it, | doubted that many would be looking at my face. All
the better, for the momen.

Finding nothing else of useto me, | went back out into the main chamber. Taking up my staff, | did the
stone back into place carefully, so that none would disturb Dyarzi's rest. She had been my closest
companion in life, and had greatly helped me even after her death - | could not smply leave her tomb
open, as though she was merely an offering for tomb-robbers. Still lacking pockets, | went back to the
chest of gold and silver and took out a dozen gold coins. Tucking three coinsinto each glove and boot
and snugging them down tight again so | couldn't lose the coins, | closed the hidden pandl that protected
the chest and scattered the remainder on the floor nearby as offerings for future grave-robbers. With any
luck, they'd find them, find the panel, discover the gold and silver and believe they had obtained the
treasure of the tomb (and leave my animuary in peace). A single halway led to stairs that approached the
surface - it wastimeto leave.

| saw by the footprints in the dust that the five thieves who had entered were indeed skilled - they'd
carefully avoided stepping on any of the stepsthat were the triggers for varioustraps. Thelittle skeleton
key vibrated as | neared each dangerous step, and as | spotted their footprintsin the dust, | Smply
followed them out. At the top of the stairs was the entry-room, which once was seded. Apparently time
and weather had undone the stone, and a shaft of sunlight streamed inside. | doused my own light and
carefully approached the opening - no need to let anyone outside look into the dark hole and see a
glowing staff approach. | hadn't needed the light since hafway up the stairs anyway - theillumination from
the opening shone enough light down below so the haf-elven eyes that once were Ellysande's could
clearly seethe steps. The eyes of eves and haf-eves couldn't seein tota darkness like those of the
dwarves and goblins, but they could seein nearly any other condition where there was at least some light.
| needn't have worried - aquiet forest of oak treeslay before me, with no sign that Ellysande's former
companions were anywhere around.

| clambered out the hole, then listened carefully - only the chirping of birds disturbed the stillness. 'Good.
Timeto seal my tomb," | thought. | knelt and rested, building up my body's strength. | already knew my
body wasn't used to real sorcery, and | couldn't afford to lose consciousness during asummoning - 1'd
die. When | felt | wasready, | drew acircle on the ground with my staff and chanted the words to the
spell of abjurement. Seeing my protective circlewasin place, | again rested for severa minutes before
beginning the summoning.

The earth before me shifted, and from it arose avaguely humanoid being made of stone and grassy dirt.



He was about twice astall as 1, and very broad. "Who calls?" the earth-elementa growled in hisown
language, his voice the deep, gravelly rumble common to hiskind.

"I, Eddas Ayar. | need your service," | said inthe sametongue (my ring of trandation alowing this
feat), and began to focus my mind for the battle of willsthat would shortly follow.

"You are Eddas Ayar?" he asked, not bothering to struggle against me.

"Yes," | replied smply, my mind focused in case thiswas merely atrick to throw me off-guard and alow
him to win our contest of wills.

"Forgive me, earth-friend. | didn't recognize you in that guise. What can | do for you?" the
elemental asked.

| raised an eyebrow. "You will help willingly?" | asked, amazed.

"Of course. You are an earth-friend, and Grome, Lord of Earth, commandsit."

| shook my head. | knew | was safe within my protective circle, but thiswas aresult | hadn't expected.
"You'll have to forgive me. I've just recently awakened to this body, and | find my memories are a
bit scattered. | do not remember becoming an earth-friend, nor how | did so. | only know | needed
my tomb behind you sealed against intrusion, and that only an earth elemental could do the job

properly."

"| see. The story isa long one, earth-friend. Can you hold the summoning long enough that | may
tell you?"

"I'mafraid not - this body is weak and unused to sorcery. | only recently possessed it.”



"Then | will have to simply say that you are a friend of the elements. Not merely earth-friend, but
friend of fire, water and air, as well. You earned this honor, the only mortal who holdsthistitle. |
am pleased to see you returned from the Void, and shall spread the news that you live again.
Perhaps you'll cometo visit our plane again some day."

"I think | shall do that, friend. Now, can you help me with my tomb?"

"Gladly," hereplied, and sank back into the earth again. After afew moments, the holein the hillsde
closed, and was covered with grass - it was completely invisible. By the time he rose from the earth
again, | found | was bathed in sweet and gasping with the effort of kegping him on the materid plane. "
see you are exhausted. | thank you for holding me long enough to say farewell, friend."

"Farewell," | gasped, and dropped the summoning. The earth dementd faded, and finaly vanished. |
rose to my kneeslong enough to draw a second circle of abjuration, setting it to abjure predatory
animas, then collgpsed.

Chapter Two

"Lo, intimes of tribulation, | will send my raven among you, to pluck out the eyes of your
enemies, and so render them helpless before you. Such is my promise to you, my faithful ones.”

- The Holy Tome of Yorindar, Chapter 3, Verses 27-28.

When | awoke again, it was approaching sunset. | was too exhausted to cast a spell to conjure food and
drink, and too exhausted to hunt - not to mention unequipped for it. The shade of the towering oaks
combined with my ring of adaptation had protected me from much of the sun, but | found | wasthirsty as
well. Sitting up and gripping my staff again, | pondered my alternatives. It seemed | had no choice- |
drew the last of the reserves of strength I'd placed in the staff, then chanted aspell of conjuration. A
wooden bow! of oatmeal and awooden pitcher of water appeared, and | nearly swooned again. My new
body wastotaly unused to the demands of sorcery, and | firmly fixed the thought in my mind that this
would have to be changed.

After eating the food and drinking the water, | felt alittle better. | meditated for haf an hour to bring my
reserves back up, then picked up the empty bowl and pitcher and moved under the shade of anearby
tree. Using my staff asadigging stick, | cleared out a spot in the ground to start afire. Dropping the bowl
and pitcher in, | sparked them dight with asimple cantrip. Once they were cheerily burning, | cast about
for more dry wood to place upon the fire. Shortly, | had asmall stock of wood that should last through
the night, and had awarming blaze going. My ring of adaptation alowed meto ignore the cold of the



night, and certainly awolf probably wouldn't be able to harm me through my ring of protection, but
somehow the notion of sitting aonein the dark in an unfamiliar forest without even a cheering campfire
seemed quite unappealing. Besides, only anidiot relies completely on an armor spell to savetherr life.
After laying asmple circle of abjuration set to repel insects around both me and thefire, | leaned up
againg the tree to spend the night recuperating.

Asnight fell, I mused upon the humor of the Situation. | remembered the battle scenes on my
sarcophagus, and knew that | had fought most of those battles. An age ago, | had laid wasteto armies. |
could bend an iron poker in my bare hands. Now, | was exhausted after only afew incantations. Of
course, my previous body had been that of amage, one with the Talent. Mana had been flowing through
me since before | was born, and constant practice and use of the Talent to manipulate the Mana that
flowed through me and the rest of the universe infused me with a strength beyond my appearance. This
body | had now, however, was that of amundane, and probably had never even used an ensorcelled
item. It had no experience at mastering the flow of Mana, and the strain was too much for it. It wasn't
that it wasfemale, for gender wasirrelevant to power. No, it was ssimply that it was amundane. To
possess amundane whose endurance would have matched mine, 1'd have had to possess amighty
warrior, with thewslike rippling pythons and fists like ham-hocks. Instead, I'd gotten afemale half-df of
no remarkable physical prowess. "Well, better than being dead,’ | thought. The body seemed agile and
swift, the senses seemed very sharp and its appearance was quite beautiful, so that would have to do.

My lack of memory wasirritating, however. I'd hoped I'd recall more of mysdlf by now, and yet | had
not. Certainly | remembered many things - for instance, | could remember my system of measurement. A
cubit was ameasure from thetip of the elbow to thetip of the middlefinger, a distance about four and a
half handswide. A pace was four cubitslong. A league was four thousand cubits or a thousand paces
long. For dry weight, a stone was the basis of measure, with smaler divisons of pounds, ounces and
grains. A stone was about fourteen pounds, the average man weighing about eleven to twelve stone. For
thelife of me, however, | couldn't remember where I'd learned dl these measurements.

It dawned on me that | might have possessed abody that was nearly dead when | did so - if Ellysande's
companions dropped her head-first through the hole, her spirit might have flown as she cracked her skull
on the stone floor below. Thiswould have left me an easy opening to enter, and my strength of will had
forced the body to live where hers could not do so. It would explain much - as a possessing spirit, my
own mind could only function through aliving brain, and this brain might be damaged. | swore loudly and
profandy, and was again surprised to hear afemininevoice. "Well, like it or not, thisis my body now.
I'll have to make the best of it,' | thought.

"Such foul language from such a pretty mouth." amale voice cdled from my left, my ring of trandation
again dlowing underganding.



| turned to look, and spotted a man standing in the darkness - apparently, either magic or ahigh degree
of skill a stedth had allowed him to gpproach without my sharp ears detecting him. | redlized | wastoo
week to fight, and decided to smply St there - | just gripped my staff and waited.

"What, no words of welcome? No words of greeting or introduction?' he caled in friendliness.

| smply stared at him and waited. If he came close enough, | might be able to smash his skull with my
saff - it was no mere shaft of wood, after dl. The man wasdressed dl in green, and hishood partidly
concedled hisface.

"Come now, my dear. | mean you no harm." the man said, not stepping closer.

| thought about answering him, but decided to remain silent.

"l see. Wdll, perhapsit's best | introduce mysdlf, then. | am called Darian Underwood. I've been
watching you for the better part of aday, now. | saw you come out of the earth, summon that earth
elementd, haveit sedl that hole, then | watched you release it and collapse afterwards. | saw you wake
up later, summon food and drink, and sway afterwards like you were about to swoon. Y ou ook very
hungry, my dear. Y ou know, if | had wanted to do something to you, | could have done so while you
were unconscious. | redly don't mean you any harm at dl, my dear.”

'‘Huh! 'My dear' indeed! | never realized how demeaning that was until just now, having had it said
to me by a stranger. How do women put up with men's asinine behaviors?' | wondered.

"Ah, | see by your expression that | have either offended you or you are afraid of me. Perhapsif you
spoke with me, you'd understand I'm completely harmless”

"Harmlessasawalf," | replied.



Darian shook hishead. "I have never touched awoman save by her permission.”

"Y ou might have restrained yourself because you feared what sorceries | may have had prepared to flay
the flesh from your bones, triggered smply by your touch.”

"Perhaps, but | might also have restrained myself because I'm aman of honor.”

| snorted. A man of honor who addresses a strange woman as he would the love of hislife? | doubt it." |
wastrying to muster what little strength | had hoarded - perhaps ablast of lightning, even weakened,
would bring him down should he movein suddenly. | did not like the idea of being raped, and waswell
awarethat | was smply too tired to resist him. | may bein awoman's body, but | till had the soul of a
man - | found that the thought of even being considered as asexud interest by another man disgusted
me.

"Youreright, I'm sorry. It'sjust that as| watched you, | began to like you. Y ou're very beautiful, you
know," he replied, gpparently looking me over. The whole experience made meill.

"If I'd had acloak, I'd have worn it instead. Thiswasdl | had. Wearing it has nothing to do with whether
or not I'minterested in you - and trust me, I'm not. The thought of lying with you or any other man makes
meill."

Darian nodded. "1 understand. | know another woman who'slike that. May | approach your fire?'

"It seems| can do little to stop you, other than warn you that if you try to touch meI'll do my damndest
tokill you."

"And I'm sure you'd probably succeed. Summoning an elementd isno mean feet, as| undersgand it,” he



replied, stlepping closer.

"Walk dowly, keep your handswhere| can seethem,” | warned. Darian held his hands away from his
body as he approached. | could see he had a bowcase and quiver on his back, and a shortsword and
dagger at his hip. He was wearing a broadbelt, and had alarge pouch on theright side. He also had a
waterskin, and the Sight of it made meredlize | wasthirsty again. | suppressed it with an effort. Darian
dipped off hisbowcase, and | saw that the case and quiver were one and the same. He st it carefully
down, then sat down beside it near the fire. He had brown hair and blue eyes, and | could see his gaze
roaming al over me. It did not make mefed comfortable - in fact, it made mefed distinctly un
comfortable. "Stop that!" | snapped.

"What?'

"You'relooking at melikel was apiece of meat and you were astarving dog. | told you - | didn't have
anything eseto wear."

He shrugged. "Sorry," he said, and focused his gaze on thefire.

| carefully studied him. He didn't appear to be wearing armor, but that didn't mean anything - he could
have achain shirt under that tunic. | redized that if he grappled me, my staff would be lessuseful. | quietly
reached down to my boot and dipped the knifeinto my hand, hiding it behind my leg. It'sensorceled
edge would do about as much damage as a shortsword despiteits small size, though my staff could do
more. He looked up after afew more moments. "Would it help if | gave you my cloak?' he asked.

"Why?" | asked in return.

"Because | want you to understand | truly mean you no harm.”

"Alright.”"



He untied his cloak at the neck and dipped it off his shoulders, handing it to me. | took it with my free
hand and draped it over melike ablanket. With his cloak off, | could see he was wearing achain shirt
under histunic. I'd haveto go for histhroat - his chain might turn my blade. "Better?' he asked.

"If you're asking if | fed more comfortable around you, the answer isno. If you're asking if | fed better
covered up againgt your eyes, the answer isyes."

Darian nodded again. "l understand - like | said, | know another woman like you."

"| doubt that sincerely,” | replied with asnort. 'l really doubt this man has ever met a woman
possessed by the spirit of a dead male sorcerer ,' | thought.

"Do you mind if | ask you aquestion?' he asked.

| nodded. "Yes, infact | do mind," | replied, knowing he was going to ask some rather pointed questions
about my origins| didn't want revedled.

"Well, what if we played the Question Game to pass the time until dawn? | have food and drink | can
sharewith you, if you'd like. I'm sure you're probably quite hungry.”

‘That | can handle," | thought. "What food do you have?'

"Smoked meet. Here," he said, and pulled two dark brown dabs of jerky from his belt-pouch. | felt them
as | took them from him - they were hard as boiled |eather. | lifted up my knife from undernegth the cloak
and cut off abite-gzed piece with easg, like cutting paper. He wasn't surprised to see the knife, but his
eyeswidened when he saw how easlly it cut. 'Good. Maybe you'll keep your hands to yourself until |
have enough strength to blast you,' | thought. He passed over hiswaterskin, and | popped the meat



into my mouth along with aswallow of water to softenit. "Keep it for now," he said when | handed it
back. | set it besde me.

"WEell, you chalenged. Ask your firg question.”

Darian nodded. "I saw four men and one woman go into that hole two days ago. Y esterday, the four men
came out, their sacks bulging. The woman did not. Now you come out, and | watched you do sorcery
that the woman who went in didn't seem capable of - she looked like nothing more than a common
pickpocket. May | ask what happened to the woman that went in there?"

| thought about my answer for aminute or two, and realized | could blend the truth with abit of ‘creative
fiction' to explain mysdlf. "I am she. The woman you saw gathered her companionsand wentintoraid a
tomb. There waslittle booty to be found, and her companions grew angry. They ripped her clothesto
shreds stripping her, then raped her and then |eft her for dead. When | awoke, | found | had no clothes
to wear but that which you saw, which | found in the tomb of a dead courtesan. Thiswasdl that
remained in her tomb, asal her other clothes had rotted to dust. | sealed the tomb to protect the
courtesan, who seems to be the only person who has helped methat | can remember - and she
apparently has been dead quite sometime. | have used sorcery to ater my appearance because | intend
to hunt those men down and kill them," | said. 'An artful blending of truth and fiction. In fact, nearly
all of it isabsolutely true,’ | thought, very pleased with mysdlf.

Darian's face grew enraged. "I can see why you'd be repulsed at the idea of aman touching you. |
wouldn't blame you if you never wanted to be touched by aman again. | swear on my honor I'll help you
find them and kill them," he said, then controlled himself with an obvious effort of will. "It'syour turn,” he
sad, looking into thefire.

| was confused for amoment, then remembered we were supposed to be playing the Question Game. Its
originswerelogt in antiquity, but the rules were smple. Each player exchanged questions until one player
was unable or unwilling to answer three questions - the other player then won. It was asmple game, and
was often used asaway of socid interaction in casua environments, asat aparty or pub. | didn't know
how long I'd been in the tomb, but apparently it was still being played. | diced off another piece of meat,
and chewed it as| spoke. "Alright, heré's my question: | know you're name is Darian Underwood, but
whoistha?'

Darian shook hishead. "I can only giveyou apartid answer onthat. All | can say isthat 'masmple



hunter. | wasn't dways ahunter, but that'swhat | am now. Therest, | cannot say. I'm afraid that's one
agang me."

'Interesting. A geas? Perhaps he doesn't answer because his origins are embarrassing - or
criminal? Very interesting,’ | thought. "Ask your next question.”

"Alright. What'syour name?"

'Hmm. Can't tell himthe truth, and | don't think | should use the name of the former owner of this
body," | thought. "My head struck the stonesin the floor of the tomb when they threw me down. | smply
cannot remember what my nameis, or much of anything beyond afew days ago. I'm afraid we're even,

Hisface again screwed up in an expression of outrage, and he had to struggle to master his emotions.
"They will definitely diein pain," hefindly said.

"My turn, | believe. Isthe reason you cannot tell me more about yourself because of honor or sorcery?”

Darian struggled for afew seconds, trying to speak. Finally, he said "Not honor," and seemed to gasp
with the effort of saying eventhat little.

'Ah, | see. He's not only been geased, he can't even speak about the geas. Very interesting ,' |
thought. "Rest afew moments before you ask your question - fighting ageas can be very painful and
exhaudting," | said, and cut off some more of the meat. He nodded, smiling dightly, and waited till he had
recovered his breath before he spoke again.

"Thank you. Hmm. With you not remembering much past afew days ago, | can't think of many questions
| could ask you that you'd remember the answersto... Well, how about this: How good amage are
you?’



| shrugged. "Wéll, | don't have much endurance, but I'm probably the best you'll seeinalongtime,” |
replied truthfully, then spoke again. "Why do you ask?'

"Because | have ag- Because| haveag-g-" hetried to reply, and couldn't - the pain of the geas was just
too much, and caused hisface to grimace in agony each time hetried to explainit.

"I understand. Y ou've been geased - and it appearsto be avery well-laid gess, too."

He nodded, unable to speak for amoment. "I'm afraid that's a second one against me - | couldn't
answer," he said once held recovered his bregth.

| shook my head. "No, it's not. | understood your answer. | am amage, after all. It'syour turn,” | replied,
and cut off some more of the mest. "Ask me your question.”

"Canyouliftit?"

"Possibly. I'm alittletoo tired right now, though - lifting ageaslike yoursisno smple task." He nodded. |
couldn't think of anything to ask him - much of what | was interested in appeared to be concealed by his
gess. | shrugged, and asked asmple one. "Will you help me find the four men I'm looking for?"

He nodded. "And kill them, too. For what they did to you, they deserveto die.”

"For that, I'll gladly try to lift your geas," | said, but he shook his head.

"No. I'm helping you because | think what they did is despicable, not because | want you to help me."



'Hereally isa man of honor. Either that, or he'strying to get on my good side,' | thought - | was till
wary of thelook he'd given me earlier. "Perhaps we should call off therest of the gamethen. | can't
remember enough to answer many of your questions, and you can't Speak enough to answer many of
mine. | think the game has served its purpose, anyway - |'ve gotten to know you a bit better, asyou've
gotten to know me."

Darian nodded. "I've heard that sometimes when memory islost to ablow to the head, it sometimes
comes back over the course of time. Maybe well take this game up then.”

| shrugged again. "Maybe. | don't know. | do know that I'll need to rest before | can even begin to help
you, and | can't deep if I'm worried about what might happen while I'm deeping,” | said, and | sheathed
my knife and stood. | handed him his cloak. "Here. I've sorcery that protects me from the cold,” | said,
and as he took the cloak and again goggled at my body, | used the boots and gloves to clamber up the
tree easily. Laying mysdf down in anotch between two branches, | relaxed. No matter how stedthy he
was, | was sure he couldn't climb this tree without waking me.

"You've left your gaff here. Shall | tossit up to you?' he called from below. | held out my hand and my
gaff flashed to my fist - it was an extension of my will, not just asmple shaft of wood. "Never mind,” he
sad. | glanced down, seeing him wrap himself in his cloak and Sit with hisback againgt the tree.

'| appear to have an ally,’ | thought, and laid back to deep.

Chapter Three

"In the beginning, there was nothing, only the Creator. The Creator did expand their WILL, and
fromthe WILL, the infinite, formless Void did spring. The Creator did gaze upon the Void, and see
it's endless nothingness. Then did the Creator speak the WORD, and from the WORD, some of the
Void took form. The universe in all it's vastness and glory sprang forth fully formed from the
Void, and the godsin all their power and wisdom did awaken, and thenceforth did overlook the
universe, in keeping with it's laws and covenants. Yet did the Void remain, for it was infinite, and
the immense universe that sprang from it was yet finite, and infinity reduced by the finite remains
infinity, just as the ocean reduced by scooping out a teacup of water remains the ocean.”

- The Holy Tome of Yorindar, Chapter 1, Verses 1-6.

| awoke to the smell of cooking meat and a pressure in my bladder. | looked down, and saw that Darian
was roasting two rabbits over the fire. 'Damn, that smells good,’ | thought, and my stomach began
growling. Darian looked up at the noise (it was surprisingly loud), and grinned. 'Oh, really?' | thought. |



activated the ring on my right index finger and rolled out of the tree. He looked up in shock, then blinked
in amazement as | floated to the ground. He looked down a me sheepishly for amoment - he wasfully a
head taller than 1.

"Sorry - | thought you were going to fdl. | forgot you were a sorceress,” he said.

"Wdll, I'm aso asorceresswho hasto pee,” | said, and walked away to go behind atree severa dozen
paces distant. It suddenly dawned on me what | must ook like from behind dressed as| am, and |
glanced behind me. Sure enough, he was staring at my buttocks, his eyes wide. "Stop that, or by the
gods I'll turnyou into adug and sscomp you flat!" | ordered. | wasn't pleased with the femininelittle yelp
that came out of my throat, but he seemed to beintimidated by it.

"Sorry," he said, and turned his gaze to the fire again.

| walked away behind the tree, and reached for my groin. 'Damn, | forgot - women have to do it
differently, I redlized, and unhooked the chain that ran between my buttocks and lifted the triangle of
malil out of theway as| squatted. 'Gods, thisis embarrassing. Why couldn't they have jammed one
of the men down the hole?' | thought to mysalf with arepressed groan. It'snot like | had any choice
myself - when my soul isin my animuary, I'm not redly conscious. It'slike a dreamless deep, and the
whole possession attempt is a subconsciousreflex, like adreamer trying to awaken.

When | wasthrough, | redlized | didn't have anything to wipewith - and | couldn't smply shake myself as
| had before. "What do women do in thissituation?' | wondered. A squirrel buck chattered at me, as
though laughing. 'Oh really? | thought, and gestured &t it, dominating the squirrel'stiny mind with ashort
incantation. | crooked afinger at it, and it bounded over to me helplesdy. Grabbing the little rodent, |
used its soft, fluffy tail. | then stood and tossed the beast away, dropping the spell. It rolled to its feet and
screamed its outrage in astream of squirrel chatter asit tried to clean its soiled tail. | raised my hand as
though to gesture again, and it zipped away in fear. 'There, you little pest. Laugh at me, will you?' |
thought at it's retreating form, and hooked the chain back up. | redlized to get aproper fit again and to
cover my vulvaand anus, I'd have to pull the chain tight between my buttocks. 'How did Dyarz wear
this? | mean, | didn't notice when | was so tired yesterday, but today, | find having this garment
drawn up between my buttocks very distracting. Gods, that woman must have loved me dearly to
put up with this ' | thought. As| came around the tree again and waked back over to the fire, Darian
again goggled at me briefly as he watched my breasts sway while | walked. | gave him astern ook and
he looked back to the rabbits again. | realized | was not enjoying being awoman at dl, especialy not a
young, nubile haf-elf. Now that the sun was up and Darian could see me clearly, | wasabit much for him
to ignore. As such, just being around him was making me distinctly uncomfortable. | wished | could make
the mgjor dterationsto this body necessary to turn it into aman, but that smply couldn't be done at the



moment. Minor changesin the body were nothing - the spell | had used to dter the coloration of this
body's hair and eyes | had origindly learned smply because | hadn't wanted my beard to go gray.
Altering this body's gender, however, was a spel| that would require some research, and this body
hardly had the strength to attempt sorcery of that power and survive. No, | was ablack-haired,
black-eyed, voluptuous, nubile haf-elf maiden, and | was stuck with it for the moment.

"I've made bregkfast for you," Darian said lamely, trying to make up for having stared.

"Thanks," | replied, and sat down. | caught myself before | managed to get into ahalf-lotus position - |
redlized just exactly how that would look just in time - and Smply sat on my hedls. Thisdidn't help much,
but at least | wasn't spreading my legs. 'Gods, how do women survive?' | wondered. It dawned on me
why women often wore long dresses - so that they could sit without looking like they were spreading
their legsto every man that passed by. | could tell my presence in daylight was driving Darian mad. He
didn't darelook at me, for fear of offending me. At the sametime, he couldn't help himsdlf. | knew a spell
of invighility, but thisbody couldn't possibly hold it longer than aminute or two before passing out. In my
previouslife, I'd never redly worried about being invisble- in fact, being invisble on abeattlefidd is
stupid, since your own alieswon't know where you are anymore than the enemy will. 'Wait a minute!
I've just remembered something!" | thought, and grinned broadly.

"What? What isit?' Darian asked, seeing my face.

"l just remembered alittle bit of what life waslike before | lost my memory. Nothing important, but |
think that means my memorieswill eventualy return,” | replied, deciding not to tell him | definitely
remembered being in many different battles and leveling entire companies of men with fiery explosions of
lava

"That'swonderful. Even the smdlest details are important, though. Can you tel mewhat it was?' he
asked, trying to talk to me without staring at my breasts. | looked him over - he was agood man, aman
that if I'd met in my living days 1'd have gladly caled afriend. | could see he was siruggling not to stare
not because he feared my sorcery, but because he really was aman of honor.

"It'snothing, atrifle. Look, | can seethat trying to keep your eyes off of meiskilling you. I'm sorry | said
you couldn't look at me. Y ou can look, | understand you can't help it. Even so, please keep in mind that |
have absolutely no desire to be touched by you or any other man. Just the thought of it makes me

physicaly sick. And try not to have that look you had the other night, where you look at me like ahungry



dog gazes at acut of meat. If you must |ook, please be discreet - it really bothers me. Assoon as| can,
I'll get something to wear that reveas Sgnificantly less. For now, I'll try to understand you looking if youll
try not to stare, dright?’

Darian gazed at my breasts, his blue eyes showing nothing but lust. | immediately regretted trying to
relieve some of the pressure on him, as his gaze made me fed nauseous. He then suddenly wrenched his
gaze away and turned his back to me. "No, absolutely not. | can seeit makes you uncomfortable, and
you've dready explained that you have no interest in men. | told you - I've never touched awoman
without her permission. For you, dressed asyou are, even my gazeislike atouch. It sickensyou. You've
been raped, an assault againgt you that you can't possibly ignore or forgive. My staring at you makes you
remember that, and hurtsyou. | won't do it.”

| stared at the back of his head for awhile, impressed by his sense of honor. I'd met only afew men of
his caliber in my living days, and was proud to count myself among their friendsand dlies. ‘Damn, what
do | do? If he'sa good hunter, I'll need himto help me track down my tomb-robbers. Even so, |
can't have him constantly distracted by me, and | don't think we can take a few weeks out to kill
enough game and tan their hides so I'll have more respectable clothing. What in the hell do | do?'

| thought about it, and redized that having men stare at me was going to happen no matter how | was
dressed, unless | wore so many layers and skirtsthat | couldn't move. | couldn't remember much of my
previous life, but it seemed to methat the sorceresses | knew in my living daysal woreloosg, light
clothing so they could gesture fregly (and run, if necessary). | remembered that | mysdlf dways gave them
aleer behind their backs - | smply couldn't help it. No, men staring & me was just something I'd haveto
get used to. Besides, if they saw my beauty, maybe they'd hesitate in attacking - that split-second of
hesitation could give methe edge | need to kill an opponent with aspell, a stroke of my staff or athrust
with my knife. Asuncomfortable asit made me, telling Darian he couldn't look & mewasliketdling him
he couldn't breathe - he couldn't hold his breath forever.

"Darian, itsadright. Y ou can look, I'm giving you my permission. Y ou've proven you're aman of honor,
and besides - maybeif you aren't prohibited from looking a me, you'll get used to me until | can get
something that conceals alittle more. Just don't touch me, okay?"

He turned back to me. "Y ou mean it? Y ou don't mind?"

"Of course | mind. Just the thought of it makes me very uncomfortable. Even so, | understand it's natural,



and you can't hepit. If you're going to be helping me track down those four men, you can't doit if you're
aways staring a me. For my part, I'll try not to do thingsthat will distract you too much,” | replied.
"‘Which means no stretching, no deep sighs that move the breasts around, no walking in front of
him so he watches my buttocks bounce, no scratching the itch between my thighs that's killing me
right now, no nothing. Just kneel here and eat quietly and hope the muscles in my thighs don't
cramp any more than they already are,’ | thought to mysdf. | suddenly redlized just exactly what
women had to put up with, and | vowed that if | ever became aman again, I'd treat them completely
differently.

"Well, | appreciate that, um, hey - | fill don't know your name. Do you remember it yet?' he asked, his
eyes showing concern.

| shook my head. "No, | don't. Why don't you give me one?"

He thought about it as he looked me over for several minutes. His gaze made me fed uncomfortable
again - it just felt nausesting to be thought of as an object of sexua desire by aman. If | wasin my old
body and saw aman look a me like that, I'd probably have killed him in disgust. Darian spotted my
reaction and turned away, then resumed thinking as he ate hisrabbit. | finished my own, then took along
drink from hiswaterskin. Finaly, Darian shook hishead. "I smply can't think of anamethat's
appropriate. If it'saright with you, for now I'll just call you Sorceress. Eventudly you'll remember your
red name, and then welll useit instead,” he said at last.

"That'sfine, Sorceressit is. Now, shall we find the four men I'm looking for?"

He stood, turned to me and grinned as he held out his hand. "Certainly, Sorceress," hereplied. | stared at
his hand for a couple of seconds, and finally realized he was offering to help me up. My hesitation was
too long, though - hisface suddenly changed to an expression of embarrassment, and he turned away
again. "Sorry, | forgot you didn't want to be touched.”

"That'sdright,” | lied. 'Damn, | could have used a hand up, too. My thighs are cramping from
kneeling as demurely as | could,’ | thought, and managed to stifleagroan as| regained my feet. At
least my joints didn't crackle and pop as| stood - this body was much younger and healthier than my old
one had been, perhaps no more than twenty-three.



Darian spent haf an hour extinguishing the fire and erasing al tracesthat we were here - shortly, |
couldn't tell that there had been acampsite here at dl. 'All the better. This hides my tomb even more
effectively,’ | thought. He then began walking about around the areain wide circles. Findly, he waved to
me. "Here, Sorceress. I've found their trail," he called.

| came over and began following him. | couldn't see what he was looking at until finally he pointed out a
hed-print. "This manistruly skilled,’ | thought, watching him work. Shortly, he began taking long strides
ashefollowed thetrail, and | found my shorter legs couldn't keep up without having to trot. 'I'mglad I'm
behind him - he'd never be able to watch the trail with my body jiggling before his eyes,' | thought.
At firg, it wasnt that difficult - | could tell by the fed of my new musclesthat this body was used to
Sprinting away from danger, and adow trot wasn't going to be much of aproblem. Unfortunately, after
half an hour of trotting behind Darian, my breasts began to hurt dong the top from the bouncing they
were getting.

'Gods, isthere nothing about being a woman that's enjoyable? They can't even run without feeling
uncomfortable. How do they do anything? | wondered. | couldn't just hold them up with my hands -
Darian was sure to turn around and see that. | reached behind me to the clasp that held the chain that
passed around my back, tightening the top up two links. Pressed tightly against my chest, the sorenessin
my breasts eased eventualy. As Darian continued his easy, long-legged stride, his eyes glancing
downwards to continue following thetrail while| trotted along behind him, | dowly began to fed
miserable.

'Gods, at first | thought being a woman would be alright, perhaps even kind of fun. | even joked
to myself that | wouldn't need to look for companionship any farther than myself. | certainly
thought it was better than being dead, anyway. Now, I'mwondering if | shouldn't just turn back to
my tomb, restore my rings and knife to my sarcophagus and dlit my throat with a sharp rock,’ |
thought. | looked up to the sky for amoment. '‘Dyarz, wherever you are, forgive meif | ever took
you for granted, even for a moment. Your life was an endless hdll," I thought heavenward, and turned
my gaze back to thetrail. Of course, sheld had her entire life to get used to this- I'd only had the last day
or 0.

My legs started to wear out, and to cramp up from the constant running. | tried to distract mysdlf by
thinking of Dyarzi. She seemed happy most of the time. Being awoman didn't seem to bother her, and
the everyday thingsthey put up with gpparently weren't aproblem for her. ‘Maybe it's just because I'm
not used to it. After all, | spent my previous lifetime as a man, and mentally | still am a man. Why,
the only times | ever remember Dyarz being uncomfortable or unhappy with being a woman
were... Oh, no!"



| staggered to a stop, exhausted and miserable. Darian stopped, and turned to look back at me. | placed
my hands on my knees, heedless of how it looked to him, and struggled to regain my breath. "Areyou
dright?' he asked.

"Fine. Just tired," | gasped, hating the sound of the gasping woman's voicein my ears. My feet were sore
from running in the thin boots, my legs were cramping, my bresth was coming only in gasps, | wasflushed
and swesty, and | wastotaly and completely miserable because | redized that sometime in the next few
weeks, 1'd have my first menses. Half-elf femaesweren't like el ven females who only comeinto hegt in
the spring - haf-elf femaes had the same monthly cycle as human femdes. ‘Maybe | should just dlit my
throat now, and save myself the trouble later.'

"Couldn't you use your magic and just fly dong?’

| shook my head. "Takes the same amount of effort to fly asto wak. Magic only alows
three-dimensiona movement - the effort you have to provide yourself,” | gasped, thinking of my ring of
flight. With my ring, | wouldn't have to maintain the spell and would only have to make the effort to move.
Even so, I'd till get tired.

| straightened up, and saw Darian looking a me with concern. "Well, we can't spend too much time here.
Weve got to make as much distance as we can before dark."

| nodded, then remembered atransportation spell | knew that didn't teke physica effort. "Wait, I've got
anidea," | replied, and spent afew more minutes regaining my breath. When | had recovered, | gestured,
incanting the words of the Spell of the Invisible Steed. Shortly, the beast appeared, and | was gasping
from the effort of having summonedit. | could seeit, as| was the summoner, but to Darian it was nothing
more than four dishpan-sized hoof-impressions that appeared in the grass. To me, the creature |ooked
likearidiculous parody of ahorse- alarge, squat anima summoned from it'shome dimension, it
resembled a cross between a draft-horse and agiant child'stoy.

Oncel regained my breath, | Sarted to just step into the stirrup and swing my leg over it's back, then |
redized just what that would look like to Darian - a near-naked woman with her legs spread wide
floating in the air. Asthe saddle was merdly apart of the steed'sinvisible body, | commanded the steed
to mold the saddle into aside-saddle for me. It did so, and | mounted. "What isthat?' Darian asked,



seeing medtonair.

"Aninvisble steed, asummoned beast. It can carry me effortlesdy, and will remainfor aday. Let'sgo.”

Darian nodded, and returned to his ground-devouring stride. Theinvisible steed kept up with him easily
at awak. The'Steed, being asit was a bit smarter than an actua horse, eventually figured out that | was
trying to follow Darian. Onceit finaly did, | didn't have to control it anymore, and it Ssmply walked
behind him. | tried to relax, regaining some of my strength as | rode. Darian continued following the trail
al morning, glancing about him as he kept an eye on signs he spotted on the ground that were completely
invisible to me. We passed over a patch of bare dirt where | spotted afew footprints, but other than that,
he seemed to be reading bent blades of grass and disturbed stones. " They appear to be heading towards
Greenhaven - | think we can catch them before tomorrow evening, if we can keep up this pace,” he
caled at about mid-day.

"That soundsright - | seem to remember something about atown called Greenhaven,” | replied, mentally
kicking mysdf for not mentioning it earlier. Of course, | knew nothing of the loca geography anymore -
the mountains and forests gppeared to be the same, but | was certain their names had changed. Darian's
language was smilar to mine, but different enough so that | needed the trandation ring to understand him.
| guessed his culture was a descendant of mine - though | had little ideawhat my own culture waslike.

"Do you remember having come from Greenhaven?'

"Actualy, no. | can't remember much of anything before awakening in the tomb. | don't even know the
name of the country we'rein,” | replied truthfully.

"Widll, the name of the country is Arcadia. Ring any bells?" he asked, looking at the ground.

"No, I'm efraid not."

"Hmm. Wéll, we'rein the Myrmidon Fores, at the western foothills of the Granite Mountains. Were



headed west, towards Greenhaven. Greenhaven'safairly large city - maybe thirty thousand people. It lies
at the edge of the Bright Sea, and the Silver River passes by it and emptiesinto the sea. Anything yet?"

"No, though the Granite Mountains does sound alittle familiar. Don't dwarveslive there?" | asked,
remembering afragment of information.

"Y es, the whole of the Granite Mountains bel ongs to the Dwarves, though the Goblin-races are dways
fighting them for possession of various parts of it. Arcadiais bordered by the Granite Mountains on the
eadt, the Bright Sea on the west, the Black Forest and the Black River to the south, and the Hyperborean
Wastesto the north. The Black River marks the edge of Larinia, anation which split off from Arcadia
about three hundred years ago after acivil war. On the other sde of the Granite mountains and bordering
Lariniaisthe df-lands, which dretch dl the way from the mountainsto the Inland Sea, of which littleis
known. Many leagues across the Bright Seais another human nation called Vilandia, and there's a distant
nation called Palome even farther away than it. Caravans come from beyond the inland sea from a desert
nation called Mysantia, but | know little of it. There's aso another nation far to the northeast called
Schnee-Vurste, but al | know of it isthat it snows most of the year there. Does any of that sound
familiar?'

‘Part of that sounded very familiar ,' | thought, and spoke up. "Y es. Wasn't there akingdom of some
kind cdled Hyperborea?'

"Y es, but they became involved in aterrible war about fifteen, sSixteen centuries ago and were destroyed.
Only dragons, giants and other monsters live there now. The legends say that the survivors fled south and
founded Arcadia”

'Definitely sounds familiar. | think my living days may have been spent in that kingdom - the name
has a "home' ring to it. That would make me at least fifteen or sixteen centuries old - probably
older. No wonder the language has changed ,' | thought. | concentrated on it, but nothing specific
cameto mind. "Well, some of that soundsfamiliar, like I've heard it before.”

"Good. That means your memory isdowly returning, Sorceress. In time, you'll probably remember
everything," he said, glancing at the ground again.



'l sureas hell hope so," | thought grimly.

Darian dowed, and | rode up next to him. "What isit?' | asked, seeing hisface.

"Goblins. Raiding party, | think. Off in thetreesto theleft, there," hereplied quietly.

| looked, and the sharp half-elven eyes1'd appropriated spotted short, black-haired, pointy-eared
humanoid forms hiding in the bushes. "They've got bows. Stand next to me," | said, and began a spdll.

Two goblins suddenly rose up, their small bows drawn. | could seetheir faces twisted in a grimace of
gleeat launching thefird atack of their ambush, and their skin gleamed from the dily green pigment
they'd applied to conceal themsalves. 'Interesting. Goblins still paint their skin, even after all this
time," | thought. | finished the spell with aflourish just asthey fired. "Don't movel” | caled. Darian started
to try to dodge, but halted a my words. The two arrows the goblinsfired struck the edge of my spell's
effect, and bounced back in the direction they came from. Two short criesresulted, and the goblinslay
gtill. "A spell that reflects missiles - the more accurately they shoot at you, the more accurately the arrows
arereflected. Watch my back, I'll try to handle these pests,” | said. Darian walked around the steed,
feding it'sinvisble sdeswith hishand. It didn't move, of course - it wasn't ared horse, and was aware
that nothing on this plane of existence could damageit. The goblins, after recovering from their surprise
and redlizing their arrows were usaless, drew their knives and charged. | spotted sx onmy side, o |
uttered the words to one of the more deadly spells| knew and thrust my hand out at them.

There was a thunderous detonation, and the goblins were enveloped in the flare of an enormous ball of
lightning that erupted in their midst. Their scorched and blasted remains pattered back down to the
ground as | swayed in the saddle. | gasped with the effort of having cast the spell, and turned to look
over my shoulder at the thrum of abowstring.

Darian wasfiring hislongbow a sx goblinsthat charged from my right, the spell not affecting him - it only
reflected missilesfired from outside itsradius. Unfortunately, goblins are fagter than the swiftest ef and
only aslarge as ahuman child - they dodged his shotseasily. "Duck," | called, and began my next spell.
Darian did so, and | swept my hand horizontdly. A lance of fire from my fingertips swept acrossthe
goblins, immolating them and sending them to the ground writhing and screaming. In afew seconds, they
were dtill. | swayed in the saddle, nearly faint with the effort.



"We mugt fleg, theforest isablazel" Darian called.

| uttered the incantation for ablast of water - useful for not only suppressing rioting crowds but also for
extinguishing ablaze. | played the water-stream across the burning grasses and tree trunksfor severa
seconds, then dropped the spell. | felt the blackness of unconsciousness closein, and | struggled to push
it back. Through force of will aone, | mastered thisfrail little body | found mysdif in. 'l will not pass out!"
| shouted inside my skull, and managed to remain conscious. My heart was fluttering like acaged bird, |
was bathed in sweat and my breath camein shalow gasps, but | remained conscious. Darian didn't
notice me swaying in the saddle - he only saw the destruction I'd wrought.

'Gods, this body isweak, | thought sourly, trying to control my labored breathing. Darian gaped at the
destruction I'd wrought with two spellsthat | once could have tossed off with hardly any effort at dl.

"Unbdlievable" hesaid at last.

"I'm efraid I'll need to rest for awhile. I'm alittle too tired to continue at the moment."

"Alright, go ahead and rest under that tree there. I'll check the bodies for anything that may help usaong
thetrip,” Darian replied. | led the 'Steed beneath alarge ogk, then tried to lift my right leg from the grip of
the sdesaddle, and found my trembling muscleslacked the strength to do so. Darian, seeing medumpin
the saddle, quickly trotted over. "What'swrong?" he asked, hisface amask of concern.

"I-1'm too wesak to dismount without falling," | said, angered and embarrassed.

"Shdl | help you?'

"Please" | replied, feeling mortified. Darian reached up, placed his calloused hands about my barewaist,
and eadly lifted me from theinvisible steed. Hetried to smply set me on my feet, but | lacked the



strength to stand. He gently lowered me to the ground, then loomed over me for amoment, hisface near
mine. 'Oh, Gods! He's going to kissme! | think | may retch!" | thought, redlizing | didn't even havethe
strength to draw my knife and stab him. He didn't, though - he smply stood up and walked away. | lay
there for severa minutes, bresthing hard and staring at the green, leafy canopy above me. Finaly, despite
my best effortsto remain awake, | fell adeep.

Chapter Four

"May you live forever."
- Ancient elvish curse.

| dreamed | wasin my tower, and Dyarzi waswith me. | drew her face close to mine, and we kissed
long and passionately. "'l love you, Dyarz," | said, stroking her smooth skin.

"I love you, too, Eddas Ayar, Master battle-mage of the Dyclonic Circle," shereplied, tugging my
beard and laughing.

We coupled with passion and intendty, and in the languorous moments that followed, she rose from the
bed and smiled. She then drew away from me, and danced about the bed-chamber. As | watched, it
dowly changed into an enormous, shadowy room of pillars, and she danced between the stone columns
like aflitting spirit. The room seemed ominous, and | feared for her. "Where are you going, my love?"
| called. Her laughter echoed after her, and | rose to follow. She danced through asmall doorway, and |
stepped into the room that lay behind it. Dyarzi smiled at me inside her tomb, then lay down on abed of
stone and placed her head on amarble pillow. She closed her eyes and breathed her last, then her flesh
melted away, leaving only bones. "Dyarz!" | cdled, weeping, but she did not rise again. | knew no
spelIsfor raisng the dead, and wept a my impotence. "Dyarz, please don't be dead. | can't fix that. |
can smash an army, | can level a castle, | can summon a roaring demon from the pit of hell, but |
can't make you live again. Please don't be dead, Dyarz, please,” | begged. She remained silent, her
skull grinning at me from her repose in response to some eternal joke beyond my comprehension.

| wept. Dyarzi's soul had gone to the Plane of Shades, to be with her family and friendsin the afterlife.
Minewasin an animuary, like al the members of the Dyclonic Circle. Our soulswould never move on. If
we died of old age, our spirits would animate our corpses asal.iche. If we died of accident, disease or
foul play, our souls entered our animuary. If it was broken, our souls were destroyed. | would never see
her again.

| lived forty-nine more years after Dyarzi's death from an n'sknife. | managed to live without her,
but | never forgot her. In my sparetime | searched every tome and grimoire | could find, but never found
away to bring her back to me. Asmy end approached, | realized | had no desire to spend the rest of
eternity asamoldering corpse, aLiche who wandered histomb in slence and aone, waiting for the



Dyclonic Circlescdl to fight their latest battle. | lay mysdlf into my own sarcophagus and closed thelid
over mysdf. Just asthe end came upon me and | felt my soul being drawn to my animuary, | saw abrief
vison of Dyarzi, happy and carefreein the afterlife. | reached out to her, but the pull of my animuary was
stronger. | fell into a dreamless deep, to awaken in the battered body of ahaf-elf woman.

"Dyarz!" | yelled, and awakened to the sound of awoman's voice echoing her name. | looked, and saw
| was lying on the ground beneath the branches of an oak tree. A manin agreen cloak | didn't recognize
sat next to me, hisface turned down to my own in an expression of concern. "What-where?' | asked,
gtting up. My voice sounded strange in my ears, like that of awoman or boy. | felt breasts shift on my
chest as| sat up, and | remembered. | was dead, my spirit in repose in my animuary. 1'd possessed the
dying body of ahdf-elf woman, and now traveled to day her rapists, her would-be murderers and the
robbers of my tomb. Dyarzi was dead and gone, and had been for many centuries. | was aone, and
trapped in the pathetically weak body of a half-elf woman. | struggled not to weep, but the tears il
came.

"Sorceress, are you dright now?" Darian asked.

"Yes, I'mfine" | lied, controlling mysdlf with an effort and wiping my tearswith the back of my gloved
hand.

"Y ou had adream, and it seemed to disturb you. What happened? Can you tell me?' he asked, hisface
showing deep concern.

| shook my head in answer and wiped my eyes, ashamed to be seen crying before another man. Then |
realized it was compounded by the fact | wasin the body of awoman - it made melook more vulnerable
and thus desirable to him. | wanted to snatch out my knife and dit my throat to escape the shame and
humiliation.

"Who'sDyarzi?| heard you cal that name - it sounds like awoman's name.”

| looked to him, cold rage burning in my eyesthrough my tears. "Never speak that name again. Your lips
are not worthy enough to even shape its sound. She was the most wonderful, beautiful human being who
ever lived. Now she'sdead, just as| should be, and I'm adone.”



"No, Sorceress! You'redive, and I'm with you! Y ou're not dead - you dew the goblins with ease.
You're not done - I'm right here, by your side, as| have been these last two hours. Y our invisible steed
isgtill here- I've seen grass disgppearing, so | think it's been standing right here, egting. Everything's
aright. You just had abad dream, that's dl."

| Sighed. "Part dream, part memory," | replied, placing my back againgt the tree and drawing up my
knees. | hugged my kneesfor awhile, thinking.

"So Dyarzi was real ? Someone you remember? Who was she?' Darian asked, heedless of my earlier
warning.

| placed my forehead on my knees, too distraught to care. "'Y ou wouldn't understand,” | replied, fervently
wishing | was dead.

"Try me," he shot back.

| shook my head. " Someday, perhaps, but not today. Just |eave me be for amoment, and then well
continue on.”

"What's the matter, Sorceress?' Darian asked, unabletolet it lie.

"Nothing, nothing. Y ou wouldn't understand,” | replied. "Yes, how could you possibly understand that |
am completely and utterly miserable because | find myself having awakened in the body of a
woman who's so weak | can hardly cast three spells before I'm exhausted, I'm fifteen or sixteen
centuries out of my time, my one true love is dead and my memories scattered?'

"Alright," hereplied, and fell slent. | could see by his expression he deeply wanted to comfort measa



woman, and the thought of him hugging me and telling me something stupid like "everything will be
alright, my dear' made meill.

When | was again the master of my emotions| stood, finding my seep had restored most of my
endurance. Stepping over to the 'Steed, | swung up into the sidesaddle it presented for me. Darian rose
and stood beside me. | could see hiseyes stray over me, but | just didn't care anymore. "Let'sgo. | want
thisto be over with."

"Alright, Sorceress,” hereplied, and turned back to thetrail.

By evening, Darian said we were about two days out from Greenhaven and only haf aday behind the
men we were following. The forest was thinning as we approached the sea, with large clearings scattered
about thetrail. Darian estimated we'd catch them around noon tomorrow. | nodded my assent in silence,
lost in my own maudlin thoughts. | sat down by the smdll fire he made, over which he wasroasting apair
of rabbits he'd shot aswe traveled. Taking up my staff, | concentrated and pushed some of my body's
grength into it. The staff stored it readily, and | meditated to recover. | was charging my staff because |
felt I'd need some reservesto call upon - | wanted to make sure these men died, and didn't want to pass
out during the battle. | repeated the process severa times, until my body was wracked with
bone-cracking weariness and muscular cramps. | carefully assensed the amount of power 1'd stored -
lessthan aquarter of what my staff could possibly contain. By repesting this process for perhapsfive
days, | could fully charge my staff. | dapped it to the ground in frustration - this body was smply too
wesk for any real sorcery to be done.

"What's the matter, Sorceress?' Darian asked, startled by my dapping my staff to the ground.

"Nothing, nothing. Y ou wouldn't understand.”

Darian looked into my eyesfor awhile, then spoke again. "Thank you for saving my life."

| blinked in confusion. "When?"



"With the goblinstoday. There were fourteen of them. They'd have easily riddled me with arrows hed
you not used your magic to protect me and kill them. The goblinsyou blasted with your first spell were
blown asunder - their limbs and entrails were scattered for adozen paces. Those you struck down with
that jet of flame were burned and charred. | was so shocked by the destruction | forgot to say it earlier -
thank you for saving my life. They'd have easily killed meif | wasaone.”

| shook my head. "If you were done, then that means you never would have met me. I'd be lying in that
tomb, dead, as| should be. Alone, you never would have set such afast clip infollowing that trail so that
you stumbled into their ambush - hell, you'd never havefollowed it in thefirst place. No, thisdl started
because | refused to die and stay deed, like | should have donein the first place.”

Darian roseto hisfeet and looked down at me angrily, the fire adding eerie, flickering highlightsto his
face, making him look ferocious. "Stop it! Stop it right now! | don't know why, but ever since you had
that dream, you seem to be yearning for death, Sorceress! | can seeit inyour eyes, and | can hear itin
your voice - | won't haveit! You're alive! Breathein theair, smell the smells of thewoods! | don't know
what happened to you in that tomb, but I do know those men are responsible. Y ou're a beautiful,
intelligent woman, and from what |'ve learned of you, | think of you not merely as a powerful mage but as
afriend. You haveal your life ahead of you, not behind you. Y ou caled aname as you dreamt; Dyarzi. |
don't know who that is- asister, afriend, alover, | don't know. All | know isthat from what you've said,
that person is dead, and you cared for them deeply. Think! Would Dyarzi want youto dieandrotina
grave, or would she want you to live? | think that if shetruly cared for you, sheld want you to live, as|
do."

| looked a him, my anger risng to meet his. | nearly screamed 'Yes, she'd want meto live, but not as
awoman!", but managed to hold it in. | looked into the fire and struggled to control my emotions. Once
| was the master of my soul again, | looked back up a him. "Sit down next to me."

Darian looked down in surprise.

"Doit," | ordered, hating the sound of the woman's soprano in my ears and wishing | had my old basso
profundo voice back.

Darian came around the fire and sat down beside me, and | spoke again. "I promised you I'd remove
your gess. Thefirst sep isexamining its congtruction. Sit quietly and alow meto concentrate.”



Darian nodded and held histongue.

| extended my hand and held it near his head, then closed my eyes and extended my mind to fee the
Mana flow that was passing through him. "Y ou have avery carefully laid geas on you. It prohibitsyou
from speaking and acting in reference to asingle subject. | cannot tell what that subject is, only that it is
never far from your thoughts. Most geasa are laid with acommand pattern called linear structuring. Y our
geasislaid with acommand pattern caled laterd structuring, which is harder to phrase but also harder to
resst. Themagethat laid your geas was skilled, and it will be difficult for meto remove. It was not laid
on you voluntarily, so a least it can be removed - ageasthat is voluntarily accepted is unbreakable. It
does not seem to affect your ability to help me, however, so once we have dain these men, I'll sit down
with you and remove your geas,” | said, and leaned back again. | didn't tell him that | also sensed some
sort of minor artifact, its purpose being the detection of mora statesin living beings - it seemed totaly
harmlessto me, and | figured he'd revesl it when he wasready (if ever).

"Thank you," he replied, and resumed his seat across from me with the fire between us. "I'm sorry |
ydled at you, | just got angry for amoment. I've dedlt with my own dark thoughts for many years, and
seeing a beautiful woman like yoursdlf succumb to the same thoughts was too much for me. Even with my
geas removed, however, dl it would mean isthat 1'd be able to spesk fredly. Even afterwards, I'd till just
be asmple hunter.”

'‘Damn, | wish he'd stop calling me a 'beautiful woman'. It makes me feel very uncomfortable,’ |
thought. Of course, | was one, now. That thought made mefed even worse. "Why didn't they jam one
of the men down the hole? Why did it have to be the woman? | wondered. | hated thislife. |
couldn't think of one good thing about being awoman. "1 need to deep, I'm very tired. Wake me after
midnight and I'll spell you onthewatch,” | said, and then | laid down on the ground on my side with my
arm asapillow and tried to relax and deep. | heard him over me and found he was covering me with a
gmadl blanket.

"Something one of the goblins had. | checked it - no fleas or lice. Perhapsit'll make you fed alittle more
comfortable desping near me."

Paced under my chin, thelittle blanket reached down to my knees. It wasn't much, but it did make me
fed better. "Thank you," | replied, and after he moved away again | closed my eyes.



| dreamed of battles, and of traveling the e ementa planes. | dreamed of becoming an dementa-friend by
saving the dementd planes from a gphere of annihilation that threatened to return those timeess landsto
the chaos of Unity. | dreamed of shipsthat sailed the sea, and ornithoptersthat sailed the skies. All that |
dreamed seemed familiar, and yet strange. | knew it was from my own life, yet | could not fully
remember. | remembered the instant of possession, when | entered this body just as Ellysande's spirit left
it. The hair-doll waswrong - of course, it was only ahunk of hair, and couldn't know everything.
Ellysande's spirit wasn't destroyed by the spell of Hidden Life - I'd felt it dip away as| animated her
flesh. I'd focused my will and forced her body to live where her feeble will could not, the Mana flow
crystalized by the Spell of Hidden Life asapoint of focus, dlowing meto hed some of her injuries
before | lost consciousness. The damage to the skull was too great for me to remain conscious for long,
but her body did not die - it was animated by my soul, now. Had | been able to remain conscious, I'd
have been able to use my will to not merely knit her damaged flesh together, but to re-shape her body
entirely, following the pattern laid down in my animuary, made at thetime | wasthirty. | would have been
my old self again, amale Hyperborean battle-mage of the Dyclonic Circle, a the peak of my youth and
power, down even to the minutest detail of my germ plasm. Instead, 1'd beenin acomafor perhapsa
day before | awoke again - the chance to manipulate the energies gathered by the Spell of Hidden Life
having long since vanished asthe Mana had disspated, unused. As| remembered awakening in the body
inthe crypt, | awoke from my dream and saw the glowing embers of the fire Darian wastending. Darian
looked up, and saw my face. "Did you have another bad dream?" he asked, hisface again amask of
concern.

"A dream, and amemory,” | replied quietly.

"So your memories are coming back. Can you tel mewhat you remember?’

For one wild moment, | opened my mouth to tell Darian everything.

| knew Darian was aman of honor, and thought of measafriend. | wasgoingto tell himthat | wasredly
Eddas Ayar, an ancient battle-mage from his nation's past. | was going to tell him how 1'd possessed the
dying body of ahdf-df woman, and the strength of my will had forced the body to live where her will
could not. | was going to tell him how Dyarzi was my courtesan, and we were going to be wed until an
n's knife struck her down amonth before the wedding. | was going to confessand tell him
everything | could remember, and everything | thought | remembered.

But then, | realized held probably be horrified and disgusted at knowing the truth. He would probably
look at metotally aghast as heredlized | was not an ordinary being, but someone risen from beyond the



grave. He might be so horrified he refused to help me find my tomb-robbers and silence them, and might
even dig up my tomb and try to find away to destroy my animuary, destroying what, to him, might bea
ghadtly liche,

| closed my mouth and shook my head. "No," | replied, hating the sound of the soft woman'svoicein my
ea’s.

Darian looked into my eyesfor amoment. "1'd like to take up our Question Game again. May | ask you
aquestion?'

"It was your turn, as| recdll."

Darian nodded, then prodded the fire with astick to move the coadsinto a more favorable position
before speaking again. "Why can't you tell me the things you remember? Are you under agess, or isit
that you think I'll be upset by what you tell me?”’

| carefully consdered my answer as Darian lifted a branch and placed it on thefire. | decided to tell him
the truth - he obvioudy cared for me asafriend, and deserved at least that much. "Thelatter,” | replied.

Darian nodded, and reached up to his neck. He pulled athin silver chain from beneath his chainmail shirt,
and | saw that there was a pendant at the end of it, asilver medallion of somekind - after afew seconds,
| realized it was a stylized owl's head. "I've had thissince | was aboy, agift from my father. It has one
power - it growswarm in the presence of good, and cold in the presence of evil. That'sdl it does. I've
fet itswarmth ever since | saw you come out of that cave. No matter what you tell me, | know yourea
good person. If you decide not to tell me anything now, I'll understand. Even o, | want you to
understand that | won't pass judgement on you based onwhat | hear. | dready know you're a good
person, and nothing you say can changethat,” he explained, and put hislittle artifact away.

| looked at him for severad minutes. Y ou say wélll catch them tomorrow. Well, after we've finished them
and I'velifted your gess, I'll tdll you then."



"Thank you," he replied, nodding.

| roseto stand watch asit looked to be after midnight, and handed him the blanket so he could roll it up
for apillow. 'Yes, I'll tell you then," | thought, 'because afterwards, | intend to return to my tomb,
store all my possessions in my sarcophagus, end this miserable existence and return to my
animuary. | cannot live like this- it's ssmply more than | can bear. | only hope I'll catch another
fleeting glimpse of Dyarz before | enter the dreamless sleep again.'

Chapter Five

"And as the Age of Chaos draws to a close and the dawn of the Golden Age approaches, you will
see three of my Ravens come among you, one at a time, to defend you from mine enemies. The
first shall arise fromthe grave, a horrid, mad thing. The second shall stride out of the wastelands,
a quiet, lonely thing. The third shall appear at the death of a queen, a smiling, happy thing."

- The Holy Tome of Yorindar, Chapter 42, Verses 64-67.

As noon approached the next day, we stedlthily advanced around the edge of aclearing, Darian using his
skillsasahunter and | smply relying on the enchantment in the magic boots to insure near-slent
movement. Four men we'd been following were seated in the shade of atree. Unlike Darian and 1, they
traveled at aleisurely pace and stopped for lunch - after dl, they had no ideathey were being followed,
and as such werein little hurry. That was why we'd been able to catch them. | looked them over - four
men and a pack-mule laden down with sacks that were obvioudy full of my treasure. They looked like
common thieves, and | doubted they had any real magic. We hid behind alarge oak, and as Darian
watched over me, | used aspell of astral projection and sent my soul over to investigate. Beneath their
glowing white outer auras, their inner auras glowed red, and they were shot through with red and brown
flashes and green blotches. | looked closely, but none had the neon-blue sparkles of Mana-flow. They
were Smply mundane human thieves; evil, greedy, and gpparently occasiondly contemplating betraying
each other for alarger share of theloot. A movement of my own limbs caught my attention, and | looked
down to my astral form - then sighed. My soul was that of mysdlf, Eddas Ayar - aHyperborean
battle-mage and aMaster in the Dyclonic Circle. My astral form was that of atal, mature, bearded male
with ashaven pate. Seeing mysdlf on the Astral reminded me | wastrapped in the body of a half-elf
woman, and depressed me grestly.

| released my will and returned to my body, afeding not unlike awvakening from deep. Quietly, | asked
Darian to hand me hisquiver. Pulling out dl hisarrows and drawing on my staff for the stored power, |
quietly incanted a battle-ass stance spdll 1'd developed mysdlf back inmy living days. Squeezing tightly,
the arrows dl collgpsed into one arrow. "Fire this at the onein the center,” | whispered, handing the
arrow to him.

Darian nodded, and nocked the arrow. Drawing it back, he took careful aim and released. He gaped in
amazement at the results. The arrow he fired burst asunder into al the twenty-odd arrows of his quiver,
and rained down upon the thievesin asingle volley. They never had a chance - each was simultaneoudy



punctured with severd arrows, and fdll thrashing to the ground to diein apool of blood. Suchisthe
sorcery of aHyperborean battle-mage, trained to augment an army's striking power like spikeson a

gauntlet.

"That wasamazing!" Darian said asthe last of thethievesfinaly lay Hill.

"You did it, not me- it's your accuracy with theinitia shot that determines the accuracy of dl the arrows.
| merely helped,” | replied truthfully.

While Darian recovered hisarrows, | searched the pack-mule's bags. All my cups and plates were here,
aswasal my gold and silverware. | stopped as | looked through the collection. *'Ah. I'd forgotten | put
thisin here. My wit must have been a little muddied with senility towards the end,’ | thought. | held
the silver goblet up to the sunlight. It wasn't much to look at, just asmple engraved cup. | clutched it to
my bosom and held it tight - it once was to have been the cup Dyarzi and | drank from at our wedding
ceremony.

"You act like that cup has specid meaning to you," Darian said, coming up from behind me.

"It does. I'll tell you later,” | replied, and gently set it down on the grass. "That will go in the
sarcophagus with me," | thought, and turned my attention to helping Darian.

We packed up the mule again (I carried the cup in my free hand, not wanting to loseiit), and moved
across the clearing to the shade of another tree. Darian had searched the thieves, and strapped everything
of vaueto the pack-mule. It stood quietly in the shade, eating grass. Darian had said it |ooked thirsty,
and had emptied two of the thieve's waterskinsinto its mouth. The animal seemed pleased by that. Once
Darian was seated comfortably, | sat down in front of him, setting my cup aside. Drawing deeply upon
the reserve of strength I'd placed into the staff, | began the incantation. | wanted to make absolutely sure
I'd succeed, s0 | took extratime with the spell. Normally, | could have snapped off asmple
disenchantment in under three seconds, like any other spell. In thiscase, | spent an hour, weaving the
Mana into the desired pattern, repesating the words of power carefully and precisaly. With afina gesture,
| released the spell upon him. Ordinarily, a disenchantment smashesinto the targeted knot of Mana,
blasting it gpart. This one dipped carefully between the Mana-threads and snipped them, causing his
geasto smply fade. Darian blinked, and found the walls of pain that had surrounded his mind were

gone.



"You'vedoneit! I'mfree!" he cried beaming with joy.

"Yourewelcome," | replied, and picked up my cup. Standing, | walked over to the mule and took its
reins. | remembered the way back fairly well, and besides - if | got lost, | could dways resort to another
of my spells- the Spdll of Returning. Anyplace1'd been in thisbody, | could ingtantly transport mysalf
back to. Since | no longer needed the invisible steed (as | had no need to travel quickly), | dismissed it
with anod.

"Where are you going?' Darian asked in confusion.

"I'm leaving. Y ou've helped me, and now I've helped you in return. I'm going home," | replied, and turned
the mule back theway Darian and | had come.

"But-but Greenhaven's that way!" he caled, risng to hisfeet and pointing.

"I know," | replied, and kept waking.

"Wait! Sorceress, wait!" he caled, trotting up to me.

"Why?" | asked, looking up into hisface as| halted.

"You said you'd tel me your memories after you removed my gess. I'd liketo hear them, if | may."

| paused for along moment, Staring at him. Findly, | decided he at least had earned knowing the truth
about me, no matter how horrid he may find it. He had proved himsdlf honorable - perhaps he would



alow meto rest in peacein my tomb. Nodding to him, | turned and led the mule back into the shade,
then sat down. Darian sat next to me, and waited.

"Alright, Darian, I'll tell you. | can't tell you everything, for | find my memory islikeadice of dwarven
cheese- it formsasingle, solid piece, but it'sfull of holes and bitter to thetaste,” | said, and began.

| told him everything I'd remembered, and everything | thought | remembered. | told him who and what |
was, and how | cameto bethisway. | told him why he'd seen me weep, and who Dyarzi was. | dso told
himwhy | hadn't told him before - | didn't want him to destroy my soul. | told him what the cup was, and
why I'd clutched it tightly. In short, | told him everything | could remember, even though | knew it was
pitifully little. He sat through it dl in slence, and when | findly stopped, he spoke. "So they didn't redly

rapeyou.”

"They raped and murdered the woman who used to inhabit this body, however. | merely possessed it
shortly after her spirit had fled, and forced it to live with the strength of my will. They were rapists and
murderers, and deserved to die. Y our honor isintact - | did not trick you into killing innocents.”

"l see. | understand why you thought you couldn't have told me the truth before, but I'd like to tell you
that 1'd probably have hel ped you anyway. My amulet tells me you're agood person, and it's never
wrong."

"Thank you. Now, | must go," | said, and stood.

"Where? Back to your tomb?’

"Yes. | intend to return my possessions to my sarcophagus, put these cups and things back where they
belong, then dit my throat,” | said, and turned away from him.

Hejumped up and grabbed my shoulder, spinning me around, then grabbed both my shoulders. "Why in
the hell would you do that, Eddas?" he asked.



"Take your hands off me," | said coldly. Hedid so, and | looked up a him. "I can't livelikethis. I'm
miserable. At firgt | didn't realize how much | missed Dyarzi. My old body was used to solitude, and the
cal of the flesh was weak. Thisbody isyoung, and the blood sings hotly in my veins. In my old body, I'd
become used to being done. Now, al | can think about is her. | can't walk around like thisfor the rest of
my life- and that'll be awhile, too, because half-elves are fairly long-lived. | estimate thisbody is about
twenty-three. On average, that meansI'll live over three centuries more. Over one hundred thousand
days and nights, each and every one spent done. And | will be done, Darian. Evenif | found another
woman to replace Dyarzi, what would | do with her? Meanwhile, I'm aways going to be the focus of
male sexud attention, no matter how | dress, and I'm not interested in men at dl. No, I'm absolutely
miserable, and | want to go home."

"I can't let you do that. For you, that meanskilling yoursdlf, and | can't let you do that. Y ou can't judge
thislife by three or four days of it. At first when you told me you were the spirit of aman inhabiting a
woman's body, | wasangry. Then | redlized you hadn't doneit to trick me - if you had a choice, you'd
have picked one of the male thieves. | think of you asafriend, and someone who has helped me out a
great dedl. | can't let you kill yoursdlf - it would just be wrong. Y ou talk about your love for Dyarzi. From
what you've described of her, | think she'd have wanted you to live. She didn't hate being awoman, and
she would probably have resented your thinking that awoman'slifeisal hell. Sheld have wanted you to
live and love and laugh again, and would have hoped that you'd have the courage to try. And speaking of
courage, you say you once were a battle-mage. The legends say they were the bravest mortals who ever
lived, yet what | see before meisacoward. Y ou won't even try tolive. Thislife getsalittle tough, you
fed alittlelondly, you dit your throat. That's cowardly. Y ou say you're abattle-mage, so proveit. Be
brave enough to livethislifeto it'sfullest, despite the hardships.”

| started to raise my hand to strike him down with my staff, anger boiling in my veins, and he didn't flinch.
| fully intended to smash that cam expression off of hisface...

But then | stopped, lowering my staff. Hiswords had struck home, and | found after a moment's thought
that he wasright. | looked up to him, impressed. His speech may have been alittle rambling, but it took
everything I'd said and some things I'd only been thinking and showed me how foolish I'd been.

Hewasright - Dyarzi would have wanted meto live. Hewasright - | was taking the coward's way out.
| shouldn't be looking at thisas atragedy, | should belooking at this as an opportunity. | was alive. My
fedingsin the tomb had been right, my maudlin sdf-pity aswe traveled sparked by my
self-consciousness and distress at the unfamiliarity of thisbody had been wrong. With care, | could build
this body's endurance and summon guardians for my tomb who would protect it eterndly. With alittle
luck, I could begin the Dyclonic Circle again - or perhgps form my own circle of battle-mages, following



my own teachingsinstead of the founder of my Circle, High Master Dyclon. Perhaps with the extended
lifespan of thisbody, | might even find or invent aspell that would bring Dyarzi back to me. Alive, an
infinity of possibilities open up to me. Dead, | had no possibilities and no hope.

"You'reright. | should have listened to myself in thetomb. At firdt, | viewed this as an opportunity, not a
curse. | actudly thought being femae might be fun. | never realy gaveit achance - my londiness, the
strangeness of the body and my discomfort at your stare made me just want to die. Y our words were
spoken like those of aking."

"Not surprisng. | am aking - or was one, anyway," Darian replied.

| blinked in surprise. Y ou're putting me on.”

"No, my brave, powerful and mysterious friend who isaman trapped in the body of awoman, | ana
king trapped in the life of acommoner. Come back into the shade, Sit, relax. My story | think will at least
interest you.”

| went back to the shade again and tied the mule's reins to a bush, then sat with my back against atree,
waiting for Darian to begin.

"South of the Black River, beyond the Black Forest, liesthe kingdom of Larinia. My father onceruled
there, ashisfather before him and fifteen generations before that had done. As my father's first-born son,
| wasto rule upon his death. Our kingdom was a peaceful one, and we had not been to war in nearly a
century. Unfortunately, | also had ayounger brother, Dorian - my twin. | am the elder by about three
minutes - our mother died birthing the two of us. Dorian resented the fact that fate had cheated him out of
akingdom by amere dip of the womb. All through the years we were growing up, Dorian resented and
hated me, and we often fought like cats and dogs. Eventually, my father lay on his desth-bed, and |
waited in my room, knowing that in afew hoursthe find news from the court physician would arrive,
saying that the end had come. While | waited, my brother apparently was very busy. Asnear as| can
tell, Dorian went to the court wizard, Gorlon-mak, and promised him power and riches beyond his
wildest dreams, dl in exchange for his assstance. Gorlon was not an evil man, in fact he waswiddy
consdered awise and powerful sorcerer, and he even once explored some ancient ruinsin the
Hyperborean wastes. Unfortunately, the temptation of wealth and power apparently was too much for
himtoress," Darian said. | nodded - | could see the end of the story before he even had spokenit. A
mage may have the powers of the universe at their fingertips, but they were ill mortal, and had the same



flaws as any mundane.

"When the knock came at the door, | found mysalf grabbed by my brother's personal guards and
dragged through the hidden passageways of the castle to Gorlon-mak's chambers. My brother and
Gorlon-mak, of course, were waiting for me. Dorian explained that he was unwilling to Ssmply wait and
hope that | would die someday. Instead, he wanted the throne himsdlf - and he wanted it now. He said
that he had studied hard at learning to be king, while I had spent much of my youth riding and hunting. He
said he felt he would make a better king than | - he was probably right, but | never would have ruled
without his advice. He was far more glib of tongue than I, and knew the hearts of men better than | did.
I'd intended to ask him to help me rule our kingdom as my advisor, but | had been too busy hunting and
riding and otherwise amusing myself to tell him of my thoughts. I thought of doing so then, but my amulet
warned methat my brother's hatred of me and greed for power had finally pushed him over the edge - he
had become evil, and my amulet felt cold as | looked upon him. | remained silent, and awaited my end.
My brother grew angry - he wanted to see me beg and plead for my life. | did not. He considered killing
me, but then decided that my suffering would end too quickly. He then considered torturing me to degth,
but again decided that thiswould be too quick an end. | was till dressed in my hunting clothes, for the
physician's messenger had called mein from the hunt. He looked down a me, saw my hunting garb, and
had Gorlon geas meto leave the kingdom and never return, to live the rest of my days asasmple hunter,
and never speak of who | really was or what had been doneto me."

"Now, | can speak fregly - my true nameis Darian Vemcrior, of the house of Vemcrior, and | am the
rightful king of Larinia My brother has stolen my name and stolen my kingdom, and claimed that 'Dorian'
has |eft the kingdom in anger at not having been born first. The liewas easly believed, asmy brother's
hatred of me and our constant battles as youths were widely known. That iswhy | told you that even
after my gesswaslifted, I'd still be nothing more than asimple hunter - if | were to return to my kingdom
and attempt to reclaim my birthright, my brother would smply claim that | was he, and the entire kingdom
would turn out against me. | could raise an army to fight him now that my geasislifted, but then | would
be spilling the blood of my own people to reclaim athrone | wasn't redlly sure | could manage," Darian
explained, and shrugged as he continued.

"From what little I've heard over thefive yearssince | left, he ssemsto be handling the kingdom fairly
well. He rules harshly and the punishment many of the people facefor violations of the king'slaw is deeth,
but hislaws seem to be applied fairly. The people aren't happy, but they aren't miserable, either. Though
I'd like to reclaim my throne, | don't know that I'd be a better king than heis- | may end up aworse
one, because | paid little attention to my studies and more attention to my entertainments. Thus, though |
can now speek fredy of who | redlly am, | don't think I'll try to reclaim the name Darian Vemcrior. | think
I'll just remain Darian Underwood; hunter, tracker and fur-trader,” Darian finished.

| shook my heed. " Now who's being cowardly? Y our lack of skillsin running akingdom can be essily
corrected - | once had atower and lands about it that stretched for over several leagues, so | know of



handling thefinancid and agricultural needs of an areathe size of abarony. The same skills could be
gpplied to akingdom's needs for planning the harvest and watching the treasury. I've helped many
noblemen outfit their armies, and helped them fight their battles, aswell - this can aso be taught. Asfor
dedling with men, these are kills you seem to dready have for the most part, and your amulet givesyou
the ability to know the kind of men you're dealing with. | beieve that's why your father probably gaveit
to you in thefirg place, to supplement your abilitiesasking. Y ou're smply too afraid of failureto reach
out and take that which isrightfully yours. I'll bet your peopletoday are living under aking who ruleswith
aniron fist, and would probably be happy with achange for the better.”

Darian stared at me for amoment, hisface showing anger. "I'm no coward, | just don't think | have the
necessary skillsto beking," hereplied hotly.

"Thenlearn," | said firmly. | didn't like the way it sounded with awoman's voice saying the words, but it
seemed to strike home to Darian. He was sillent for many long moments before he spoke again.

"Would you teach me?

"I'd be happy to teach you what | remember of running my own lands and of equipping and fighting with
anarmy - therest, | think you can figure out for yoursaf," | replied, and smiled.

"Ah, but there's still Gorlon-mak to be dedlt with."

| snorted. "'l doubt Gorlon-mak is prepared to ded with aHyperborean battle-mage. Once | build up this
body's endurance, I'll crush him like abug,” | replied, snapping my fingers, then frowned. " Of course,
right now he could probably dispose of mewith asingle gesture - I'm smply too week at the moment.”

"It take timefor you to train your body, and it'll take timefor meto train my mind. If we work together,
| think we can both accomplish our goals. For now, if you'll teach me and help me regain my throne, I'll
make you my court wizard."



"Or wizardess, asthe case may be," | replied with asmile.

Darian shook his head and chuckled. "I find it easier to think of you as a man who happensto only look
like awoman, like adisguise of somekind. It fitsyour actual Situation somewhat better, and dlows meto
look at you and not think thoughtsthat are... Well, lessthan honorable," he replied sheepishly.

| nodded, then suddenly had an ingpiration. "Darian, at the moment, only you know what | reglly am. If |
dress up as an ordinary woman, I'll lose the benefit of men hesitating before attacking me - they won't
think twice before they smash me aside. If | dressas a sorceress, they'll attack me immediately, beforel
can cast aspell. If | try to dressas aboy, the secret will be reveded as soon as| relieve mysdlf, and I'll
probably be subjected to the norma human prgjudice againgt haf-elves. It existed in my time, and I'm
sure the humans of today are il just as jealous of the greater beauty and longer lives of haf-elvestoday,
arethey not?' | asked, and Darian nodded as| continued. "Thereisonething | can do, however, that |
think will alow meto move among people alittle more easly and il retain the advantages my
gppearance gives me. Were any of the thieveswearing achainmail shirt?"

"Y es, two of them were wearing them benegath their tunics.”

"Good. Let's fetch them from the pack-mule and get to work," | said. Darian smiled, and extended his
hand to help meto my feet. Thistime, | took it.

Chapter Six
"The body is but a garment for the soul.

- The Holy Tome of Yorindar, Chapter 8, Verse 3.

Much as | was tempted to |leave the bodies of the thieves asfood for the scavengers, Darian said it was
entirely possible they might have friends. | rested for an hour while Darian carefully erased the bloody
traces of the battle, then | summoned an earth elemental to secrete the corpses deep beneath the ground.
The effort left me wesk and faint, and it was another hour before | was ready to travel again. Truly, this
body was far too weak for any real sorcery, and | again resolved | would make every effort to build up
itsstrength.

Wetraveled back to my tomb to return my treasure, and each night | not only spent time recharging my
gaff, | dso worked on the chainmail shirtsthe thieves had |eft. Hammering the links open with arock and
one of their cheap daggers, | eventualy separated out the rusted links and salvaged those that seemed



good. It wasn't as much as I'd hoped - the thieves apparently didn't take good care of their armor, and
their siweat had rusted many of the links. The dfin-chain garment I'd bought for Dyarzi wouldn't rust or
tarnish, but ordinary mail had to be cleaned and oiled regularly. Darian took the timeto clean hisown
chain shirt, reminded of it by the condition of those we took off the thieves. The whole process took
three days, and by then we had returned to my tomb. While Darian secured more water from anearby
creek, | used my Spell of Returning to restore my goodsin my tomb by making severa trips. There was
only so much my wesk little body could carry, and | had to rest between castings. | placed the
wedding-cup in my sarcophagus so that I'd never loseit, then cast the pell to return outside again.

Onthefourth day, | began to piece the sections of mail together, using a Spell of Repairing to restore the
opened links and shape the chainmail theway | wanted. Unfortunately, | found | didn't have enough good
chainto fully execute my origind idea, 0 | settled on an dternate design. Finishing it took another five
days, especidly considering | had to rest after casting my Spell of Repairing severa times. Findly, | put it
on and stood before Darian. "Well, what do you think?' | asked, turning around.

When I'd turned back to face him, Darian was stroking his chin in thought. ‘Damn, | guessit's no good,’
| thought. 1'd tried to put something together that would conceal abit more of me, but | was constrained
by the materias| had to work with and the fact that | couldn't spend months casting the Spell of
Repairing on each and every link (nor could | cast it on the entire shirt and repair them completely - both
werefar too large for me, anyway). I'd ended up linking two rectangular sections together into a
wraparound skirt, laced together with a strip of leather on theright side. It was held in place by one of
the thieves belts passed through several openings I'd made around the skirt as sort of 'belt-loops. The
skirt came down to the middle of my thighs, and was backed with abit of cloth from their packsto
render it opague. It was long enough to where | thought it provided some modesty, but yet till dlowed
meto runif | had to. I'd originally thought about making it come down to my knees, but experimentation
reveded | probably couldn't runinthat and | didn't have enough chain left over to do it anyway. Over my
top, | had what was |ft of one of the chainmail shirts, dso backed in cloth. After the work I'd done, the
deeves came down to just below my shoulders, and the rest came down to just below my sternum - it
left my midriff bare, but that couldn't be helped. It was|oose enough to dip on and off, but only barely
0. | had thought the whole thing might be acceptable - but now, as| saw Darian's expression, | redized
I'd just wasted several days of effort. "No good, | takeit,” | said glumly.

"No, quite the contrary, actually. It makes you look like awarrior-woman of somekind, perhaps even
some kind of even warrior-maiden that humans smply have never seen before. | don't know what human
women were like when you were aive way back then, but today human women don't wage war."

"Well, they didn't back then, either.”



Darian nodded and continued. "With that black hair and eyes of yours, especidly with the hair pulled
back in aponytall, it looks like you're some kind of dark-df or haf-ef warrior-maid that humans smply
have never seen before. Very unusua, you'll get alot of attention, but you don't look like a spellcaster
and you certainly don't look like a courtesan, like you did before. At the sametime, | think the bare
midriff and flash of thigh will give you the effect you wanted - maes might hesitate before they attacked
you, giving you the split-second advantage you need to win. Overdl, | think it came out rather well -
though I'm sure that coarser and cruder men are going to make some rather pointed remarks at seeing
what skin you do show," Darian finished.

| nodded, pleased both with my work and with Darian - he hadn't hesitated because he didiked the
result, but becauise he was carefully considering my question. Thinking before spesking is one of the most
important traits of agood king. "Well, that can't be helped. If it getsto be too much, I'll just crack afew
skullswith my staff to sillence them,” | replied.

"And that may be necessary. How good are you with your staff?"

| smiled, and held out my hand. My staff, which had been leaning againgt the tree we were standing
under, flashed into my grip & my will. | whirled it before mein ablur, then stopped it in an en-guarde
position. Darian Stared, amazed at my apparent sKkill. "Ah, well, | guess you would be skilled with your
daff asabattle-mage. Y ou probably trained with it for years,” he said after amoment.

| grinned and shook my head, relaxing and spinning my staff casudly between my fingers. "No skill at all,
actudly. | couldn't do thiswith any other fighting staff you handed me - just thisone. As my wizard's aff,
it'snot asimple shaft of wood, Darian. Thisisan extenson of my will, and it'salso invulnerable and can
be summoned to my hand a athought. A warrior hasto train for yearsto learn to handle afighting staff. |
knew how to manipulate this as aweapon expertly as soon as I'd finished enchanting it. Other mages cast
smilar spells on items ranging from daggers and swords to rings and wands. | remember amage | once
knew who had awillow-branch as her staff. She could parry a broadsword with it, and once lopped off
an opponent's head with it. All the while, the green of the leaves never faded. | knew another who had a
candle astheir gaff because they awaystired of using aflint and sted and didn't like wasting their
grength in igniting fireswith sorcery. The candle never grew shorter and never went out, not even
underwater, and | remember he once punched it through the plate cuirass of an enemy soldier who was
trying to kill himinthe middle of abattle. No, | can defend mysdf fairly wel with it, never fear about that.
It'smy knife | had to spend severd years practicing with to be skilled with."

"Redly? Wel, why didn't you enchant it asawizard's staff, aswell?' he asked as | set my staff back
down.



| grinned again. "Only amundane would ask that question - the answer is because you can only have one
wizard's saff a atime. | invented my own version of the standard spell and my staff can be dtered
somewhat in appearance, but | can ill only have one - it's because of the way Mana worksin linking the
saff to your mind and soul. Just as you can only have one familiar, you can only have one saff. No force
on earth can bresk this gaff, but if | chooseto | can snap it with my fingerslikeit wasatwig. Thiswill
causeit to explode - the explosion won't hurt me abit, but will probably kill anyone nearby. After that, |
could make another staff - though | couldn't use my knife, because it's already enchanted. I'd probably
select another fighting staff. | like the reach you get with it, and the fact that | can easily obtain one nearly
anywhere, even in the wilderness. | wouldn't do that anytime soon, though - making astaff permanently
weakens the body, and it takes months or yearsto repair the damage to your endurance. No redl
problemin my old body, but in this one I'd be staggering under the weight of this chainmail hater and
skirt | made."

Darian nodded. " So your staff will aways be around, afitting reminder of your true status as a mage.”

"Actudly, no. If amage dies and doesn't have an animuary, their staff disintegratesinto dust. If my
animuary is ever broken, my soul would be destroyed and not only would this body collgpse and die, but
my staff would dso crumbleto dust. A wizard's saff isan extenson of itsowner'swill. When they are
gone, it'sgone aswell, just like afamiliar dies upon its master's death, but otherwise lives aslong asthey
do, easily outstripping the lifespan of ordinary beasts."

"Ah! That explains something I've wondered about for years. Gorlon-mak had adog - awolf, actudly. |
remember it from when | wasachild, and yet it lived years without getting any older. Of course, helost it
afew years back when he went to explore the Hyperborean ruins - goblins, he said. Even soit lived for
decades, looking likeit was only five or Six yearsold. It must have been hisfamiliar.”

"Probably. Y ou should also be aware that familiars can be taught spells, and they can have their own
'gtaff, in which they store power for spellcasting - often it'sacollar or other item they wear. They'reaso
intelligent, some more so than their masters. Many learn the Spell of Transference of Power, and assist
their master's sorcery by giving their own sirength to them. Worse, their master can use their senses, such
as seeing through their eyes and hearing through their ears, and use them as spies. Y ou must dways be
wary of afamiliar.”

"l see. Why don't you have afamiliar then? They seem to have many advantages.”



"Simple - ther death causes amassive and permanent drain on your body's strength, often afata one.
Part of your soul istied up in their body, and the desth of afamiliar is often the desth of its master dueto
the Mana-backlash. A strong mage with aweak familiar like acat or an owl can easily survive the blow,
and dowly rebuild their endurance again as they hed the psychic damage over the course of months or
years. A weak mage with astrong familiar such asawolf or bear courts degth - the familiar'sdemiseis
often too great a psychic blow for them to survive. Gorlon-mak's love of familiars may be hisundoing
someday. If he'sever tired or drained from spellcasting or perhaps wounded from baitle and hisfamiliar
isdan, hell joinit in degth. I'm actudly quite surprised he survived itslossto the goblins. No, | don't
have afamiliar for the same reason no battle-mage of the Dyclonic Circle ever had one: It'ssmply too
dangerous.”

Darian scratched hishead. "I can seethereis much | don't know about magic.”

| nodded. "Y es, and you'll need to learn it, too. One of your mistakes you made as a youth was that you
never redlly learned to use the amulet you wear - you just wore it, and noticed when it was warm or cold.
If you used its powers more fully, you could determine the genera nature and mora aignment of most
anyone you mest, not smply tell if they're good or evil. Theré's abroad range of behaviors between good
and evil, and your amulet can sensethem for you if you learn to read it properly. No mage in my day
could make such an item - only one of the Great Mages could possibly do it, and evenin my day they
were little more than legend and song. The eves said back in my day thet in al their long history, they
knew of perhaps only four Great Mages who had ever been born among their people. We Hyperboreans
knew of six more amoung our people, and the dwarves five amoung theirs. | believeit to be aminor
artifact, possibly a construct from an ancient dwarven smith near the dawn of the world, or at least before
the Elf-Dwarf wars, forty or fifty millenniaago - but it'simpossble to say. The dwarves might know, or
perhapsthe eves" | explained, then shrugged. "Either way, it'savery vauable and powerful item,

Darian, but only if you know how to useit properly.”

Hedrew it out from under histunic. "Redly? | never knew that. Could you show me?' he asked, starting
to remove the chain from around his neck - but | waved off the notion, stopping him.

"No, don't bother taking it off, it's attuned to you. It's not a ssimple enchanted item like my knife, it'san
artifact, anitem of true power - re-attuning it to me so | could show you how it worked might take
anywhere from hoursto days. However, | can show you without you taking it off. Here, stand till for a
moment,” | said, and stepped over to him. | took the amulet in my hand and concentrated on the Mana-
flow that was passing through it. "Ah, | see. A very nest enchantment. The sensations of warm or cold it
givesyou are only the surface indications, Darian. Here - take it in your hand and concentrate on me,” |
sad, releasing the amulet. He took the amulet in hisright hand and closed hiseyes. "No, no. Look at me,



and extend your will into the amulet.”

Darian opened his eyes and looked a me in puzzlement. "How?" he asked, confused.

| was stumped for amoment. "Well, | don't know how to explain it better than that. A mage would
understand what | meant immediately, but you're amundane. Hmm," | said, placing afinger on my chin
and thinking. "Ah! Have you ever been fishing?"

"Yes, saverd times.”

"Good. Now, what do you think of when thefish aren't biting? Don't you start thinking at the fish
something like 'come on, little fish, take the bait on my hook' ?"

"Well, sometimes. Other times| just think "hurry up and bite, you lazy little bastards!'" hereplied,
grinning.

"Well, it'skind of likethat. Y ouretrying to use your mind to force thefish to bite. With the power of the
Talent and theright incantation, you can make the fish bite - their minds are very tiny, and they're easily
dominated. Asamundane, your will doesn't extend much farther than the confines of your body, but it's
gtill there. Extend your will into the amulet, and concentrate on me. Look at me and think something at
theamulet like 'tell me the nature of this person'... Or something like that."

Darian gripped the amulet again and | could see his brow furrow in concentration as he stared at me.
Suddenly, his expression changed to surprise and shock.

"It worked, didn't it?" | asked, smiling.

"Yed | had this really strange sensation. | could fedl your nature - good-hearted, honorable. It waslike |



could feel your heart, somehow," he replied, looking at the amulet in his hand in amazement.

"Good. Now, seethat sparrow over there? Concentrate on it."

Hedid so0, and looked to me again. "It felt just as strange. No real moral fedlings, just asensethat it was
responding to itsdrives, it'singtincts. Hunger. Thirst. Keep rivals out of my territory. Find amate. Like
that - but without understanding, just... Doing.”

"That's becauseit'sjust an animal, and has no real morality aswe understand it. Now try the tree, here.”

"l just get the sensation that it'sdive," he said after amoment.

"That's because it has no mind - you'd sense drives and ingtincts even in an insect or earthworm, but a
plant smply lives. Now try it on that stone over there by that bush.”

"Nothing happens,” Darian replied after amoment.

"Becauseit in't even dive. If it was magicdly animated, you'd get an impression based on the mage that
enchanted it. Asan inanimate rock, you get nothing. Now that you've got the hang of it, put it back under
your chain shirt and tunic and try using it on everything | pointed out to you again, onething a atime.”

Hedid so, and after afew seconds he looked back down a me. "I think I've got it," he said with agrin.

"Good. Aslong asyou'vegot it hidden, you'll have an ability that nobody € se knows about - and one
that's quite useful, aswell, particularly for aking. Remember, however, that you have to extend your will
to get anything more than just the ‘warm-cold' indication of good or evil. Therésawide variety of
behaviorsthat fit in between those extremes.”



Darian returned his amulet to hiding and looked at mein awe. "So that'swhat it'slike to be amage."

"Well, no. That'swhat it'sliketo useamagic item.”

"I mean, can't you sense the same things? | mean, how e se could you know what | would feel
beforehand?’

"Actudly, | only knew that because | know aspdll that allows me to analyze Mana-flow. | reached out
with my will, dtered my own Mana-flow with aspell to alow meto sense Mana-flow inthefirst place,
then reached out to your amulet with my will and assensed its Mana-flow patterns. | can't explainittoa
mundane any better than that, and for me the spell's so smplethat | do it as pretty much one act of will,
the same as you might reach out to fed someone'sface, tensng and relaxing al the dozens of different
musclesin your shoulder, am, forearm and hand without having to think about using each muscle. Asfar
as being able to do what that amulet does, | can't - not without knowing the right spells.”

"Theright gpels?’

| nodded. "A spell hasto belearned and studied, Darian, like askill. If aspell formulathat duplicates that
artifact's powers could be developed, then | could probably sit down with my grimoire and write up the
formulafor aspell that would do what that amulet does - or fairly close, anyway. From there, | could
then obtain the proper reagents, spend an hour or more in incantation, and maybe 1'd learn what you can
learn in asecond or two. If the spdl | invent works, | could then studly it carefully, mastering it as askill
and learning how to shape the Mana-flow that passes through my body into a pattern that alows meto
sense what you sense with that amulet. 1'd guess that it would probably take me four or five monthsto
master it. After that, 1'd be able to do what your amulet alows you to do - though I'd have to expend a
small fraction of my endurance each time, and eventudly would become exhausted. That artifact alows
you to do thisat any time, just by having it in contact with your body and extending your will - dl the
work of sorcery has dready been done, you just need to extend your will to gain the effect. More, the
enchantment init isthat of an artifact, not asmple enchanted item. | cantell by itsstructureit's not likely
the spell can be duplicated by any mortal mage - most artifacts are like that. They were made by Grest
Mages who lived ages and ages ago, and their secrets have died with them.”



Darian shook his head. "It must be wonderful being ableto cast spdlls.”

"Wadl, perhaps, but consider that doing so isn't merdly based on having the good fortune to be born with
the Talent - the ability to manipulate Mana. No, each spell islikeaskill in and of itself. Y ou haveto
practice to be any good &t it, and you have to magter the mathematics of magic to be able to develop
your own spells. Asaresult, you often don't have time to learn much else. For example, when you were
tracking those thieves, | had no ideawhat you werelooking &t - the Signsthat seemed clear to you were
quiteinvisbleto me. Certainly | could take afew monthsto ayear or so to master the basic skills of
tracking, but asit stands what you were doing was pretty magical and impressiveto me. That's not all,
either - certainly | was able to blast and fry those goblins, but even so, you saw them firgt, not me.

Y ou're more skilled at spotting ambushesthan | am, because your wilderness skillsare smply far
superior to mine. Sorcery may seem incredibly useful and powerful to a mundane, but remember - we
haveto learn to do this, and it's just as hard to learn spells asit isto learn mundane skills. Some
mundane skillsare actudly harder to learn than spells. Y es, amage can be apowerful and deadly
opponent, but only if they know the right spells, and only if they can cast those spells before you cut
them down with your sword or shoot an arrow through their heart from your bow."

"Y ou redly were impressed with my tracking?"' he asked, grinning.

"Of course! | couldn't have doneit - that's askill you developed with years of practice. | didn't know
how far | was behind them, and hoped 1'd be able to find them by looking around while flying. That
never would have worked - they had at least atwo-day head start on me. Failing that, I'd have had to
wait a my tomb until they returned, hoping to blast them when they came back for more treasure -
assuming they didn't bring amage of their own to help them search who could have finished me. Either
way, | probably would have lost my wedding-cup forever, and might have been facing awhole string of
treasure hunters and grave-robbersthat heard the word the thieves passed around town upon their return
- eventualy, one of them would have killed me. Y our tracking skills made it possible for meto not only
recover my cup, but to protect my animuary and remain dive. Y ou may think my spells saved your lifein
the fight with the goblins. Well, your tracking skills saved mine by alowing meto catch and kill those
thieves"

"Well, I'm glad my years spent riding, shooting and hunting weren't completely wasted,” he replied
ruefully.

| shook my heed. "Darian, thefirg thing I'm going to teach you about being aking isthis - thereés no skill
you have that you won't use asaking. Y ou skills a woodsmanship would be very ussful onthe
campaign trail, asyou'd easily be able to spot the best place for your army to camp and be able to
interpret the signs of an enemy's passage. Y our skill with the bow seems excdlent, and | think the only



reason you missed that goblin isthat you aren't used to shooting at thelittle bastards - thetrick isto am
for their belt buckle. They can bob and weave their upper body very rapidly, but just like afull-size man,
shifting their belt-buckle out of the way takes footwork, and your arrow would have found its mark
before he could have moved out of the way. Horsemanship is critica to aking in abattle - he must be
ableto ride to the various parts of hisforces and give commandsif need be, and if the day appearslost,
he must be ableto ride at the lead of hisarmy as he guides them to asafe retreat. No, Darian - theresno
skill you have that won't be used as aking. Theré's many more skills you don't have yet that you'll dso
use, and agood king also is one who knows that they will never be able to learn enough - there will
aways be aneed for more knowledge, more skillsand moretimeto learnit dl. All you can do iskeep
your mind open and continudly learn and improve your skillsasking."

"What about advisors?"

"A good king will assemble good advisors, but you must dways remember that they are only advisors -
let them suggest acourse of action and explain their reasoning for why they think it'sthe right thing to do,
but aways make sure that the final decision is yours and yours alone. A king who lets hiskingdom be
ruled by his advisors, as you seem to have planned with your brother before he betrayed you, will shortly
find that heisking only in name - the power will actualy belong to their advisors. If you get your throne
back, you may indeed make me your court wizard - er, wizardess" | said, grinning, and he grinned in
return as| continued. "Anyway, even though you trust me and respect me, you should never dlow meto
make your decisionsfor you. If you do, then it will eventualy be me that's the ruler of your kingdom, and
you'll just be afigurehead. One day you'd notice your chamberlain or other minister came in and spoke
not to you but to me, and from then on, no decision or command you gave would be heeded unless|
was there and voiced my approval - I'd find mysdlf in charge of your kingdom, whether | wanted it or
not. Ruling akingdom ismuch like riding ahorse; you must aways keep afirm grip on thereinsand not
be afraid to apply your spurs - even to me, asyou did the other day when | was feding maudlin and
suicidd,” | replied, clgoping him on the shoulder and grinning.

"l see. So thismeansthat if I'm ever king, then you'll agree to stay on as my advisor and court wizard?'

"If you need me - but only so long as I'm needed, and only so long as you remember to use me asan
advisor, not as an assistant. The power must be entirely yours, and you must keep atight grip onit or it
will dip away into the hands of those around you."

"Agreed - though you'l have to show me how. It seemsthe more you teach me, the more| reaize how
little | redly know," he said sheepishly.



| smiled and clapped him on the shoulder again. "And that is one of lifeé's most important lessons and
possibly life's greatest paradox: The more you learn, the less you know. Asachild, we knew everything,
and understood our world completely. Aswe grew, we redlized there were things around us we didn't
understand. Aswe learn about these things, they lead usto other things we don't understand, until
eventudly weredize that theré's an entire univer se of knowledge around usthat well never completely
learn even if we could live forever. In my day, it wasjust an expression sorcerers, sages and scribes
used, amost ajoke - 'The more you learn, the less you know'," | said, and he chuckled in reply.

"Wel, what shal we do next?' Darian asked.

"Wadl, I'd like to completely conced dl traces that we were ever here. | don't want anyone searching
around and finding my tomb, and we adready know there's goblins about in these woods. Thoselittle
bastards are notorious grave-robbers, and they never quit until the tomb isbare. They'd bring a
goblin-mage along once they redlized it was an older tomb and might be trapped with sorcery, and that
mage would easily find my animuary and kill me. Thus, thefirgt thing isto make sure theres no evidence
we were ever here, so no one would have any reason to go digging around. After that, | guess we can
move on. Once |'ve built the endurance of thisbody, | can come back later and summon a guardian that'll
protect it eternally. For now, the best protection is smply not to draw attention to it.”

Darian agreed, and for the next four hours | helped him work. | paid close attention to what he was doing
- | figured the knowledge might come in handy sometime. He doused the fire with water, stirring the
ashes until it was cold to the touch, then buried the fire-pit, returning the plug of grasshed originaly
removed back over the spot. He swept the ground carefully with aleafy branch, erasing our footprints.
He aso went over all the areas wed been in, picking up any detritus wed left behind and burying it. He
did ahundred other smdler things that each concealed our presence, and | was again amazed at his kill.
"It looks perfect,” | said at last.

Darian shook hishead. "Not redlly. | can still tell we've been here. A good rainstorm iswhat we need

"I think I can handlethat,” | replied. All the battle-mages of the Dyclonic Circle were taught
weather-manipulation - being able to conjure afog to hide your employer'sforces or arain to wet your
enemy's bowstringsis extremey useful in battle. | gestured and incanted for three seconds. | wasagain
gasping with effort when | was done, but | could tell the spell was successful.



Darian looked around, seeing nothing. "It didn't work.”

"Yesitdid, it just takestimefor cloudsto gather. It's been sunny and clear thislast week or so - maybe
four hours. That gives us about two hoursto clear away from here and two hoursto set up ashelter. And
well need ashdter, Darian, becauseitisgoingto rain!" | said, panting and wiping the sweat from my
brow.

Chapter Seven

"What is Heaven for one may be Hell for another. All pain and pleasurein lifeisrelative.”

- Elven proverb.

Darian and | quickly left, taking the mule with us. About two hours|ater, we stopped under the shade of
one of thetrees. "There's some big slorm clouds coming in from thewest," he said, looking up a the

y.

"Let'shurry and set up ashelter,” | replied.

Darian shook hishead. "The best | can give you in thetime we have is alean-to - by thelook of those
clouds, it won't be enough.”

"Damn. Alright, let'stry something dse,” | said, and went to the mule. Tying itsreignstightly to atree and
hobbling it with a short piece of rope the thieves had brought, | then searched through the rest of their
bel ongings for some more rope. "Darian, | need arope or line of somekind and | can't find any morein
the suppliesweve got,” | said after afew minutes.

"How long?'

"At least twelve cubitsin length.”



"Doesit matter what it's made of 7"

"No, it just has to be strong enough to support our weight for aclimb.”

Darian took one of the wool blankets the thieves had brought and cut it into strips, then tied the Strips
together to form a makeshift rope. "How's this?' he asked.

| tugged onit ashard as| could (which wasn't very hard, unfortunately). It seemed strong enough. "Well,
let'stry it," | said, and coiled it on the ground. Drawing the last of the reserves of strength stored within
my 'staff, | gestured, incanting the Spell of the Hidden Sanctuary, then took one end of the makeshift
rope and tossed it into the air. It flew up to about twice my height and hung therein the air. Grabbing
hold of therope, | climbed up with the power of the gloves and boots aiding me. From Darian's
perspective, | climbed up into the air and disappeared. “"Come on, Darian! Climb up!™ | caled. Darian
gaped for amoment or two longer, then finaly managed to reach out and start to pull himsdlf up. The
makeshift rope was strained by hisweight, but it held - Darian redlly knew his knotwork. Findly Darian
was near thetop, and | grabbed him by the shoulders and strained with al the strength of my fralil little

body to pull himin.

Darian looked around the stone room as | pulled the rope up after us. The room was eighteen cubits
across and had ahole in the center about a cubit across that the rope hung through - itsend was tied to
anironringinthefloor. Thewalsand celing were mortared stone, the ceiling reinforced by two oak
crossbeams. There was a single glass-paned window on one side, and the fading daylight shone through
it, illuminating the room. "Where are we?" Darian asked. | couldn't answer immediately - the effort of
casting the spell and dragging him up before the makeshift rope snapped under hisweight had nearly
caused meto lose consciousness. "Areyou aright, Eddas?' Darian asked.

"Fine, just tired. Give meamoment,” | gasped, Stting on the floor with my back againgt thewall.

Once | had recovered my breath, Darian spoke again. "Eddas, where are we?' he asked again.

"Y ou want the smple explanation or the difficult explanation”?'



Darian thought about it for amoment. "1 guessif I'm going to be aking, I'd better start asking for the hard
explanations,”" hereplied, smiling.

"Alright. Werein aroom that's an extra-dimensional space, separated from our norma plane of redity
by adight differencein vibratory states. Our relative point of planar coincidenceis till identical to our
origina location, but we currently are outside that redlity for the moment. From the perspective of
hyperdimensiona mathematics, we're technically in aclosed time-space continuum that's synchronized
with and linked to our previous time-space coordinates.”

Darian stared at me for along moment, then shook hishead. "1 have absolutely no ideawhat you just
said - | guessyou'd better try the smple explanation,” he replied, then managed asmile.

"That'sdright, hyperdimensiona theory isalittle difficult to grasp at first. Um, well, how'sthis Y ou have
atunic and want to put a coin in your pocket. Y ou don't have a pocket, so you sew one together, cut a
holein the tunic, then set the pocket into the hole. From the perspective of your tunic, anew dimension
has been added - a pocket dimension. That's what werein - apocket dimension, asmall pocket of time
and space. When the spell ends, we have to be out or welll just fall back to the ground. From the
perspective of your tunic, the pocket disappears as though it never was, and what wasin it falsto the
ground.”

Darian shook hishead. "That's easier to understand, | guess, though | think someday 1'd liketo learn
enough so that you don't have to smplify the explanationsfor me."

"Certainly, though it'll take yearsfor you to really understand it. For now, just understand that it'slike I've
added alittle 'pocket dimension' to the fabric of redlity.”

Darian nodded, and looked out the window. "It's starting to drizzle," he observed.

"It'll be afull-blown downpour in awhile. | could fed that this areawas dready duefor rain, and when |
cast my spell, | speeded up the process quite abit. Theresult isit'sgoing to rain very hard for awhile,
more than was actualy coming thisway inthefirst place.



"Wadll, a least we have a comfortable place to stay.”

"Doyou likeit?1 built it mysdf,” | said, looking around at the sonewalls.

"Of course - with magic,” hereplied, grinning.

"No, | actudly built it with my hands. Before this spell can be cast, you have to have dready prepared
the areayou're going to summon. The Dyclonic Circle taught the spell to me, and once I'd learned it, |
spent severad months building thislittle room. It was quite alot of work - it hasto be assembled on a
wooden platform to hold it severd cubits above the ground. Thefirst casting of the spell separatesthe
room from the rest of the universe - it ceasesto exist, and becomes atiny little pocket dimension. Further
castings realign the room with my current time-gpace coordinates so that | can useit. | madeit hang
about ten cubitsin the air so that nobody would accidentally walk or ride by and poke their head into the
opening. From the outside, we smply don't exist anymore. Look - the rain isn't spattering on the
windowpanes,” | said, pointing.

"You'reright - theglassis completdly dry. Incidentaly, thisis excellent glass - there's no rippling or other
digortion at dl," Darian said.

"W, pane glass was pretty common in Hyperborea. | guess the technology got lost somehow -
probably in that big war you talked about that | don't seem to remember. The window is my proudest
accomplishment, however - it'sa second point of coincidence with the redity outside thisroom, and was
very difficult to enchant. | just wanted to be able to see what was going on outside without having to
poke my head out and look. It doesn't open, though - that was abit too much. Y ou can tap on it of you
want - the whole of thisroom isinvulnerable to harm.”

"Why didn't you use this before? | mean, thiswould have been much more comfortable than degping on
theground or in atree.”

"Becauseit took most of the strength this body had left and dl that was|eft in my staff to conjureiit. |



amply didn't have the strength to do it before without fainting. Besidesthat, | didn't have aropeto climb
upintoit.”

"That bit you mentioned earlier - the bit about falling when the spell expires - that worriesme alittle. How
long will thisspell lagt?"

"Well, if | wasin my old body, | could stay in here indefinitely, just meditating or deeping to recover the
srength it takes to maintain the spell once aday or so. With this body, we can stay here no longer than a
day. After that, the spdll will need re-energizing and thisbody smply isn't strong enough to doit. We only
fal because were attuned to the redlity outside thisroom. | could attune usto this redlity, but then we'd
never be ableto leave, and when the spell faded, we'd ceaseto exi<t. | used to have this place stocked
with food, water, abed, abrazier to cook with, alittle desk, al sorts of things| might need on the
campaign trail, dl attuned to this pocket dimension. Well, asmy end drew near, | realized | wouldn't
need it asaliche, and gave the items away to afriend of mine so he could attuneit to his Hidden
Sanctuary and useit himsdlf. Of course, | eventudly decided | didn't want to live asaliche, puttering
about my tomb and waiting for the Circleto cal meto fight in the latest battle they'd been hired to fight in,
30 | sealed mysdlf into my sarcophagus and suffocated to death instead of waiting for old age to take
me"

Darian sat on thefloor, his expresson showing sympathy. "Don't worry, Eddas. Y oull havethislittle
room stocked up again, and you'll be strong enough to summon it and useit like you used to eventually.
It's very nice - not too cold, not too warm, but just right. | can fed alittle breeze coming in from the hole
inthefloor - | guessthat'swhat's cooling it."

"Yes, that's part of the enchantment. Air is exchanged through the hole, so the temperature is dways
comfortablein here and the air never getsfoul. Of coursg, if the air outsde isfull of smoke or bad smells,
then this place gets that way, too. When | was using my Hidden Sanctuary often, | was always careful to
St it up away from the other troops so | wouldn't have strange smellsin here when | next conjured it.”

| could tell by Darian's expression he was thinking, and he suddenly brightened as though struck by
inspiration. "Hey! Eddas, you sem to be dwaysworried about your animuary - you could attune it to
here and soreit in herel™

| chuckled. "Only amundane would think of that. Darian, if | attune my animuary to thisroom and then let
the spell drop, then my animuary will bein apocket universe that can only be accessed by meandin



which time does not pass unless I've conjured it to me. Since nobody in the multiverse can conjurethis
room but me and perhaps agod, if | waskilled or died, I'd be lost forever - 1'd never be able to possess
another body, and my spirit couldn't move on to the next life, 1'd just ceaseto exist. No, Darian, that
won't work. It shows you're thinking, however. If you understood more about magic theory, you'd have
an advantage most kings don't have - no sorcerer would be able to trick you into spending piles of gold
for his services by exaggerating what the powers of magic can do.”

Darian looked at me sheepishly. "Next to you, | fed likeachild. | mean, you know so much.”

"Maybe, but keep in mind that you know things | don't. | can't track, | can't hunt, | don't know a thing
about woodscraft, | have absolutely no ideawhat the local geography or history is- hell, | can't even talk
to you without my ring of trandation. Certainly you'l fed like you'reignorant if weretaking about things |
know about, I'm amage! Y ou were never taught what | was taught - the knowledge is nearly usdessto
you except from the standpoint of being well-informed about what a mage can do. By the same token, |
fdt like achild watching you conceal our campsite - when you were done, | couldn't tell wewere ever
there. You il could. To you, that'sasmple skill. Well, hyperdimensiond mathematicsisasmple skill to
me. Y ou're not stupid, you and | just have different skills and knowledges. Understanding that isan
important part of being aking, aswell. A good king always knows hislimitations, and triesto understand
the limitations of others."

"S0, you're saying that we're equals?'

"Yesand no. Yes, in that there's things you know | don't and vice-versa. No, in that you're Darian
Vemcrior, therightful king of Larinia, and I'm just Eddas Ayar. Y es, I'm aHyperborean battle-mage
from at least amillennium or two in the past. Certainly | can level acastlewhen I'm at my full power -
though right know | don't think | could level ahut without fainting. Undoubtedly | understand more about
the hidden mysteries of the multiverse than you - hell, I've even visited other planes of redlity. Even so,
I'm just acommoner - you're theking, not me."

"Y ou could become aking - or queen, as the case may be. With your powers and skills, you could easily
raise an army and carve out your own kingdom," Darian replied quietly.

| shook my head. "Assuming | wanted to, which | don't, and assuming | could get afew hundred
thousand men to rally to the flag of alow-born haf-ef woman, yes. Even so, I'd rule by right of might,
not blood, and al my people would never see me asthe rightful ruler. No, I'd waysbe seen asa



conqueror, ausurper. A true king rules because his people believe he hasthe right to rule. When they
don't, they revalt. I'd dways have to keep the peoplein linewith soldiers, and 1'd be congtantly putting
down one rebdlion or another - not to mention fighting off the alies of the previousking I'd dethroned
that would resent having a usurper asaneighbor. No, thank you, | think I'll pass. Hell, Darian, | built my
tomb many leagues south of Hyperboreain land that was back then unknown wilderness just because |
didn't want armiesfighting over thelands | was buried under or farmers digging me up when they were
trying to snk anew well. Rule my own kingdom? No, thanks. That's your place, not mine."

Darian sat quietly for awhile, and we both listened to therain falling in silence. Finally, he spoke again.
"Well, well haveto have anew namefor you."

| raised an eyebrow. "Why?"

"Wadl, we can't stay in the wildernessforever. | was heading back to Greenhaven when | first ran across
the thieves entering your tomb - you see, 1'd lost my horse and the mgority of my supplieswhen my
horse stumbled and brokeitsleg afew weeks back. | can't keep usdive out herefor long with virtually
no supplies. We can sl the wegpons and things the thieves had and gain more supplies, but eventually
weld still have to come back to town for more. That's how | survived all these years - | hunt and trap for
furs and trade the fursfor what | need. If we go to town, | can't call you 'Eddas - people will recognize it
asaman'sname, and an ancient one at that. We might run across amage or scribe who'd heard of you
from an ancient legend or story, and they'd put two and two together and figure out who you were. At
thesametime, | can't just call you 'Sorceress - that reveals what you are, and anyone who wantsto
attack uswill try to kill you first. No, well need anew name.”

"Wdll, did you have anamein mind?'

"Yes, actudly - Raven. | wasthinking that you were in many ways like the Raven that serves Y orindar,
the God of Wisdom. Y ou're wise and ancient, agood teacher and agood friend. Also, it fitswith your
black hair and eyes, and the name can be either male or female so | don't have to worry about revealing
your true Situation just by speaking with you when other people are around - though | till find it easier to
think of you asaman with some sort of magica disguise that only makesyou look like awoman.”

| nodded. "l likeit. Ravenitis, then."



"Good. Raven, | have aquestion: My amulet says you're honorable and good-hearted, and yet from what
you've told me, when your spirit possesses a body from the animuary, the soul of the previous owner is
destroyed. How do you reconcile that with your mordity?"

| glared a him in sudden anger. "That's why most mages who believe themsaves to be good keep their
animuary intheir tomb and go to great painsto not only hide their animuary in their tomb, but to aso hide
the tomb itsalf. That way, the only people well possess are grave-robbers - the lowest of the low. Evil
mages often take an iron box, pad it with silk or other soft materids, bolt the box shut and protect it with
apermanent enchantment of the Spell of Invulnerability so the box won't open, won't rust and the
padding won't rot. They then take it and bury it beneath aroad. When they die, they'll possessthe very
next person that walks by. Sometimes they wear an iron box like that around their neck or on their belt -
whoever killsthem becomes the next victim. Sometimes they even hireinnocentsto weer it, or imbue the
box with aspdl or two the victim may find useful to encourage them to wear it dl thetime. | justify my
actions by limiting the people that can be exposed to it to only grave-robbers, Darian. An evil mage
doesn't bother to limit their potentia victims" | replied hotly.

"I'm sorry, | didn't mean to make you angry. | know you said that Ellysande's soul wasn't destroyed - it
had flown just as you entered the body. | was just wondering if it was something along thelinesof a

'necessary evil'."

| shook my head. "Damn few evils are necessary, Darian, and far too many evilsarejudtified as
'necessary' by those too lazy or sdlfish to do the right thing. Asking, you should alwaystry to avoid
'necessary evils whenever possible. Y ou may see them as necessary, but your peoplerarely will," | said,
and Darian nodded as | continued. "Taxation isagood example. Many kings smply say 'it's anecessary
evil' and tax the people for whatever they need, regardless of what that doesto them. If they'd keep their
taxeslow, their people would have more money. Money begets money, and eventualy your people will
have more money than they did before, so the amount of revenue you gain can actudly increase dowly if
you keep your taxes reasonably low. It may take along time, but it does work. If you have a sudden
need for revenue, such asif you find yoursdf in awar and need more soldiers, you can raise taxes briefly.
Even s0, once the war is over, you should lower your taxes again so that the people of your kingdom can
rebuild their wedth," | finished.

"I understand dl that, except for one thing. I've heard that money begets money. My brother once said he
understood it, but | never did. Can you explainit?"

"Certainly. Say you're afarmer and you only have a copper piece to your name. Y ou buy a nanny goat



with that copper. You can kill the goat, eat it and sell the hide for a copper, or you can sell themilk for a
tin piece apail. Which do you choose?"

"Milk it, | guess- in the long run, you end up with more money. If you milk it a hundred times, you have
asmuch asyou'd get from sdlling itshide.”

"Right. It takeslonger, but you can do it. Now; after you've saved up a copper's worth of tin pennies,
you buy abilly goat. After awhile, you have severd goats. Y ou milk as many asyou can, save one
billy-goat for stud, and sdll the excess. Now what do you have?'

"A goat-herd!" Darian laughed.

"Y es, but you aso have money begetting money through the process of investments and dividends. You
started with a copper, and after four or five years, you have a herd of goats worth perhaps twenty
copper that are producing around thirty copper ayear in milk and maybe another thirty in excess goats
you sdl. That's how money begets money. If you have the copper, you can make it grow with some hard
work and alittle luck. If the king taxes the copper out of your hands, however, you have nothing. Of
course, thisexampleisavery smple one, and it doesn't take business overhead or market forcesinto
account.”

"| can seetherésalot moreto being aking than | thought," Darian observed.

"Yes, and your brother's had severd years head start, so you'll haveto really concentrate,” | said, looking
up to my window at theincreasing light. "For now, the rain seemsto have finaly stopped. Let's lower the
rope and climb down, and welll head to Greenhaven. | want to see if we can't parlay the money we have
into alittle nest egg we can usein ayear or two to regain your throne."

Chapter Eight

"Only a fool owns not a good bedroll and a stout tent. For each jeweled city that do sparkle in the
sun, there be yet a thousand leagues of wilderness that do loom in the moonlight.”

- Dwarven proverb

After abrief moment of amusement once we'd climbed down (Darian wondered how we'd get the rope
back without climbing back up to untieit, and | showed him by smply dropping the Hidden Sanctuary



spell - the makeshift rope fell limply to the ground astheiron ring it wastied to and the sanctuary thering
was attached to ceased to exist), we headed towards Greenhaven again. | charged my staff each night
during the journey, and by the time we sighted the city in the distance severd dayslater, | findly had
stored as much strength in it asit could contain.

A few dayslater, on what was the tenth day of my new life, Darian grinned and pointed aswe crested a
hill. "There. Greenhaven, my friend."

"l see)" | replied. | looked at Greenhaven alittle disdainfully - though acity of thirty thousand people
might be large by Darian's standards, to me it was merely awalled town. | couldn't remember much
about Hyperborean cities, but | had the impression that they were much larger. Darian guided usto the
road, and we walked along it as we approached Greenhaven. The city was surrounded by farmlands,
and | spotted severa huts belonging to local farmers. The hutslooked very familiar, and | suddenly
redlized that these people probably were building them very smilarly to the way Hyperborean farmers
and villagers had done. There were, after dl, only afew ways one could build ahut, given the same raw
materials and the same westher to protect againgt.

Aswe gpproached Greenhaven, | looked at the city's defenses. A smple crenelated wall surrounded the
city - no moat, no ditches, no curtain walls, and there were not only ploughed fidds that went nearly up
to the wallsitsdlf, but there were small clumps of trees that had grown nearby the walls. A river ran
nearby the town - the Silver River, Darian said it was caled. It didn't look very silvery to me- it was
muddy and dirty with animal and human wastes that had been tossed in upstream by the farmers, and
looked like there hadn't been aliving fish in it in ages. "Well, you haveto drink wine, beer or dein
Greenhaven - the water will make you sick,” Darian explained. When we were close enough that | could
see that the river was separated from the city by nearly aquarter of aleague, | snorted in disgust. "What
isit?" Darian asked.

"Darian, look at this place. Its defenses areridiculous - why, if | had afew thousand men and was at my
full srength, | could easily takeit. Their main water supply is polluted, so they left it outsde the city. |
could easily drive thefarmers off by firing thefidds, and after summoning afew days of good, hard rain
I'd have the stream clear enough for my troopsto use. These people obvioudy must use well-water. |
could dam theriver with an earth elemental, who could also destroy their wells degp underground. From
therel could lay Siegeto thiscity with ease, and probably have them screaming with thirst in ameatter of a
few weeks- or less. If | didn't want to wait, | could Ssmply have my troops approach and blast aholein
thewall for them - that'sa single wall and doesn't appear to have much room at the top to station men,
and | only see afew accesstowers. They wouldn't be able to concentrate enough archersto stop me,
and if | choseto hide behind that tree there, | could protect my troops advance into the city by smply
reflecting the defender's arrows back at them. | don't see any battle-towers, Siege engines, or any
mundane defenses that could stop me, so | guessthe only way they defend this city isby magic. They
must have a least twenty battle-mages to defend the city - it'd take that many to do thejob right. A



squadron of ornithopters might also be ableto do it - assuming | don't blow them out of the sky while
they'retrying,” | said, pointing out the various features |'d seen.

Darian stopped walking and gave me astrange look. "Um, wdll, actudly acity likethisis defended by its
troopsfarly well. There aren't any battle-magesin the world today - well, at least not in Arcadiaand
Larinia, anyway. There are afew wizards who know spellsthat throw blasts of lightning, fire or other
things, but not many, and they charge an enormousfeefor their services. Besidesthat, my father said
oncethat they're not redly al that useful - he said he could hire athousand warriors for what it takesto
hire one wizard, and the warriorswould be more useful in winning awar. In abattle, this city would
probably have plenty of time to prepare because of the cloud of dust the enemy would raise asthey
approached. They'd whed out their Siege engines, set up spiked logs as barricades around the walls, and
st the Siege engines and troops behind that. On the walls, they'd put archers. Together, they'd hold off a
large army - maybe as much as twenty thousand men being held off by one or two thousand defenders.
Incidentaly, what's an ornithopter?’

"Gods, you people know nothing about war! Twenty thousand menisn't an army - it'sjust abrigade. A
hundred thousand men or moreisan army. Plus, the defensive strategy you describe wouldn't hold off
areal battle-mage and the eight or nine thousand troops the king placed under their direct command for
longer than an hour or so. If they were relying on the dust to warn them of the approach of my troops,
they'd bein for anasty shock - | dways make it rain ahead of my troops so that they don't raise adust
cloud. If thiscity didn't have powerful sorcerers protecting it, they'd be sunk. If you don't know about
ornithopters, then that's another technology that's been logt, | guess. An ornithopter isaflying machine -
it'sgot asmple spdl that reducesits weight to nearly nothing, and four wings like adragonfly that propel
it through the air. Why, asingle ornithopter armed with fire-bombs could easly start a blaze that would
reduce this city to asmoking ruin before sunset. These people are lucky that the elves and dwarves are at
peace with them - adwarven army equipped with steam-cannons and blunderbusses could take this
placein aday or two, and never haveto cast asingle spell. An even army would swarm over this place
like antson apile of sugar, blasting anything that moveswith spellsor ahail of arrows. Oncethey
breached the walls, they'd use elven stedl to wash the streetswith ariver of blood. No, Darian - these
people are very fortunate that nobody who knows the business of war didikesthem. And the elvesand
dwarves do know war - the Hyperboreans learned much of what we knew about war from them,
through painful object lessonstaught a sword-point,” | replied, shaking my head.

Darian and | resumed walking towards the city. | could see he was thinking about what 1'd said. Findly,
he spoke up as we were walking. "Raven, what you said has brought up severa questions. First, how
could you possibly command an army of a hundred thousand men? Magic? How do you keep them
outfitted, fed and otherwise take care of them? Also, what's a steam cannon and what's a blunderbuss?’

| gaped a him in amazement. "I don't know what happened in that war you talked about that ended the
Hyperborean age, but apparently alot of developmentswere lost. Firstly, asteam-cannon isadwarven



sege enginethat propelsiron or stone bals through the power of steam. They aso sometimes launch
barrdsthat are full of iron darts - the darts fly out of the barrel and rain down on the enemy,” | began, but
Darian interrupted.

"How can steam be used to do that? Magic?"

"No, actudly - therés no magic involved at al. The dwarves know how to build it, I only know how it
works. It'salittle too complicated to explain to you, but it works kind of like an n's blowgun.
Anyway, ablunderbussisafirearm. It uses an explosive powder to propel ahandful of lead balsat an
enemy - very deadly up close. | can see you're about to ask - no, there's no magic involved there, either.
Dwarves don't use magic much in battle, other than protective spells and spells to counter enemy
wizards. Asfar asyour first question is concerned, there's no magic involved there, either - what's
involved issmply better logigtics. Logigticsisamilitary science, and well be spending alot of time
studying it, Darian. A king who doesn't grasp logistics can't support hisarmy and can't fight.
Commanding an army that Size doesn't take magic either - though magic can definitely help. No,
commanding an army that Szeis done mainly with training, logigtics and auniform system of Sgnals.”

"It ssems asif you're saying the most important thing aking should study iswarfare,”" Darian observed.

"Correct. Everything e se you can make mistakes with, and learn from your mistakes. In war, you can't
make mistakes. If you do, you won't be king - you'll be dead,” | replied. Thiswasn't exactly correct -
you could afford to make some mistakesin war, so long as you make fewer than your opponent does
and your mistakes areless critical than theirs. Even o, that was something that Darian would learn by
experience. | didn't want to train him to make mistakes - | wanted to train him to win.

"l see" he said, looking me over. | could tell he was examining the small haf-elf body | wasinhabiting
and wondering what | had once been like, and my guess was confirmed by his next question. "Tell me,
what did you used to look like before? | mean, in your previouslife?!

"Wdll, | was ahit taller than you, and about as broad. | kept my head shaved, and always wore the sted!
skull-cap of the Dyclonic Circle of Hyperborean battle-mages. | wore my my ten magic rings, and my
enchanted knife was dways at my belt, and | preferred robes of black. In my youth, | wore afull beard
and moustache, and my beard was black and curly. Like al Hyperboreans, my skin was olive and my
eyeswere dark brown. My voice was deegp and low, not the pathetic little squeak | have now. Women
once said | was handsome to gaze upon, and my limbs were strong and muscular. As | was amage with



the power of Mana flowing through my veins since before my hirth, | was much stronger than even |

looked, however. | had built my strength over the yearsto the point where | could bend an iron poker in
my hands with ease, and | oncelaid waste to armies with my spells. Now, I'm gasping for bresth after a
few incantations, and unconscious after three of my battle-spells. It's pathetic,” | replied, making a moue

"Interesting. That's very smilar to how | dready pictured you," Darian replied, then caught onto my last
satement. "Hey, don't worry. Y ou'll have your strength built up again eventualy. Besides, maybe some
day welll discover away to restore your former gppearance and, ah, gender,” he said, smiling. | grinned
inreturn, and joined the small crowd of farmers and merchants entering Greenhaven.

We passed in through the main gate of Greenhaven, Darian paying the penny entrance toll for each of us.
"Let'sget aroom, Raven," Darian said, using the new name hedd given me,

"Y ou're the expert here - where do you suggest?'

"Wadl, | usualy go to the Bear and Boar Inn when I'min town - it's just down the street,” Darian said,
pointing to asign painted with a Bear and Boar - apparently, either it wasaloca custom to paint signs of
bus nesses with smple symbals, or the mgjority of the peoplein this city were only semi-literate, at best.
Judging from the condition of the city, with offd in the Sreetsand agenerd senchinthearr indicating his
people hadn't discovered ssimple sanitation techniques, | was betting the latter.

"Fine," | replied. We walked into the place, and | looked around.

'l hope Darian knows what he's doing," | thought to mysdlf. Theinn was small, and the common room
was dominated by a bar and adozen tables. | looked at the other customers at the table and the bar -
they were dl men, and many looked like sailors (not surprising, consdering the town was next to the
ocean and the harbor was just outside the city walls). | was going to say something to Darian, but he
smply walked up to the bar and greeted the barkeep warmly - | followed quietly.

"Thardd! How are you?" he caled, clasping forearms with the barkeep.



"Darian! Back intown so soon? It's only been a couple months!" Tharad the barkeep cdled in return.

Darian shrugged. "My horse brokeitsleg - | lost most of my supplies, so I'm back to outfit myself
agan."

"Who'syour pretty friend?’ Tharald asked. | managed to keep my expression neutral, despite my
irritation & Thardd'sremark.

"Thardd, thisis Raven. Raven, thisis Thardd Round, owner of thisinn," Darian said in introduction.

"Well, my dear. Y ou certainly are apretty little thing. Are there any more at homelike you, or did Darian
manage to land the only one?’ Tharald asked, grinning.

‘Gods, how do women put up with this kind of asinine behavior?' | wondered again. "No, Tharald.
I'm the only one," | replied, for lack of anything better to say that wouldn't be rude.

Darian looked a me, redization finaly dawning. "Ah, Tharad, Raven and | aren't an item - werre just
friends," hesad lamdy and late.

Tharald's gap-toothed grin widened. "Good! Then theres fill achancefor meyet."

"When pigsfly and sing opera,’ | thought, disgusted. "Darian, let'sjust get aroom,” | said, wanting to
cut this conversation off short. | saw Tharald's expression, and wished I'd kept my mouth shuit.

"Oho! 'Just friends, isit Darian? Wdll, I'd better get you my best room and have your dinner sent up - |
think you'll be busy for awhile!" Tharad chortled.



| considered crushing Thardd's skull with my staff, but managed to restrain mysdf. "Thardd, well eat
dinner here in the common room, and I'll take a separate room,” | said, barely keeping the anger out of
my voice.

"Asyou wish, my dear,” Tharald replied, still grinning as he gave Darian ady wink.

Wetook aseat at an empty table, and Darian began afumbling gpology. "Saveit, Darian. Well talk
more later," | said, cutting him off. | spotted the serving-wench, and waved her over. "Gods, I'm Starved.
| hope your purseisdeep - I'll haveto get my coins exchanged first, asthey're alittle out-of-date and
would draw some unwanted questions.”

"I've got enough for the moment,” Darian replied with anod.

The girl came over, and gave Darian asour look. "Darian, who isthis person?”

"Ah, Pendope, thisis Raven, afriend of mine" Darian said, suddenly redizing hiserror.

Penel ope looked down at me with an expression of anger. "Darian, | thought | wasyour girlfriend.”

"Darian and | aren't an item - we're just friends.”

"Y ou're damn right, bitch! Darian's my man! I've been waiting for him to finaly come in from the woods
for thelast timefor five years, and no damn df-bitch is gonna screw up al my hard work!" she said, and
tried to dgp me. | blocked the blow easily and stood, sending the chair | was sitting on flying.



"Penelope, | don't want any trouble, | just want food,” | said camly, trying to keep thisfrom getting out
of hand. | did not want to participate in a cat-fight.

"Come on, Penelope, she means nothing to me! She'sjust afriend!™ Darian tried, standing and taking
Penel ope by the shoulders. She dapped him hard, then turned to me with her hands spread into claws.

"I'm gonnarip your eyesout, bitch!" sheyelled, then started to step in.

My body may have been weak, but it wasfast and agile, and | wastrained in hand-to-hand fighting. |
eadly sidestepped her charge and tripped her as she ran past, sending her sprawling. This brought
guffawsfrom severa of the other men in the common room who were watching. Penelope regained her
feet, then closed with me more dowly.

"Penelope, stop thisbefore | haveto hurt you," | said warningly. Unfortunately, the woman's voicel was
saddled with made it sound like an empty threst.

"Penelope, don't! You'vegot it dl wrong!" Darian added usdlesdy.

Penelope ignored Darian's remark and my warning, stepping in to grab and wrestle. | drilled her inthe
face with aquick jab, stopping her advance and bloodying her nose. In my old body, 1'd have smashed
her nose flat, knocked her to the floor and rendered her unconscious for awhile with the same blow. In
thisbody, | just staggered her - Penel ope was larger and stronger than | was. Penelope held her nose for
amoment, then looked at her hand and redlized she was bleeding. "Y ou bitch!" she screamed, and dived
low for my knees. | tried to jump aside and hit atable instead, and suddenly she was on top of me.

"Penelope, stopit!" Darian called, stepping over to pull her off of me. Unfortunately for her, | didn't wait
to seeif Darian would be ableto restrain her - shewas dready trying to rake my face with her fingernails,
and only my ring of protection saved me from injury (her fingernails smply skidded off usdedy, held
away from my skin by ahair's-breadth). | smashed her across the temple with my elbow, knocking her
out, then rolled out from under her and back to my feet. Penelope lay there, unconscious. | figured it was
over - | waswrong.



"Look! She'skilled her!" one of the men in the common-room yelled. Four men stood up, anger on their
facesand thar fists baled tight.

‘Damn, it's going to be a bar-fight unless | do something to stop it," | thought, and snatched up my
'saff. Whirling it before me to force the men back, | brought it down on one of the tables, smashing it to
pieces - it was no mere club, after all.

Dead slencereigned.

"Gentlemen, that could just as easily have been your skulls. The woman's not dead, | merely knocked her
out. Throw some water on her and shell come around. Asfor me, I'm leaving. Anyone who triesto stop
me had better know agood hedler,” | said, and backed up to the door. No one tried to stop me, and |
walked out. Darian tried to follow, but Tharald grabbed him and started yelling about Penelope and the
Smashed table.

| waited across the street, trying to ignore the glances of the people on the street who found my chainmail
garb and haf-elven appearance strange. Eventuadly, Darian emerged. Spotting me, he unhitched the mule
from therail and came acrossthe street. | turned and started walking away, forcing him to trot to catch
up. | had no ideawhere | was going, other than away from here and degper into the city.

"Raven, wait!" Darian cdled. | dowed my step, and Darian caught up. "I'm sorry. | should have redized
that | couldn't take you to my usua place. I'd pretty much stopped thinking of you as awoman, and
didn't redlize the trouble that might ensue. | hope you're aright.”

| stopped and looked at him. "Darian, aking dways hasto think ahead, and think about what might go
wrong. Anticipating problems and planning for them isimportant for anyone, especialy aking. Don't
worry about me, Darian - I'm not hurt. Unfortunately, because you didn't think ahead, that woman did
get hurt. Her reaction was natural and predictable - you've known her for years, and should have known
what her reaction would be to seeing you with another woman. Meanwhile, Tharald trested melike | was
your lover, or perhaps some cheap whore you'd hired for the night. | won't havethiskind of thing

happening again, Darian!”



Darian blushed deeply. "I'm sorry, I'll do my best to seeit doesn't.”

"Alright. Now, let'sgo to adifferent inn - preferably one alittle higher-class, so | won't get attacked by
the hired help or the patrons,” | said, trying to control my anger.

"Wdl, well haveto sall some of the thieve's goods before we do - | had to empty my purse to keep
Tharald from calling the city guards and sending them after you. He woke Penel ope with a bucket of
water, like you suggested, but he was very angry about the table and the fact that Penelope got a bloody
nose - she'shisniece. I'm broke," he said, sheepishly.

"Dammit, Darian! Alright, lead meto amoneylender. I've got afew coinswe can exchange for some
loca currency,” | grumbled.

Aswewaked, | dipped thegold coins | had out of my gloves and boots, palming them. | had plenty
back in my tomb and could easily afford to get more, but | needed a quiet place (like aprivate room)
where| could cast the Spell of Returning without being noticed. After afew minutes, Darian eventually
stopped before asmdl building with barred windows, the sign above smply reading "Rhazes."
Apparently, dl those who entered here already knew what wasingide. | went in, Darian following. The
moneylender sat behind adesk, and had two large and burly men as bodyguards, each armed with a
broadsword. He was ashort, fat little man with mouse-brown hair whose rat-like eyes gleamed as |
camein and he looked me over. "Good afternoon, my dear. What can | do for you today?" he asked.

"I'd like to exchange these coinsfor someloca currency,” | said, placing the eight gold coinson the
desk.

He picked one up and looked at it closdly. "Where did you get this?' he asked, hisface showing he
recognized its age despite his efforts to conced hisreaction.

"Found it," | replied, and Rhazes and | exchanged alook.



"Of course, my dear," hereplied, his smile never fading. He gestured to one of his bodyguards, who
brought over asmdl sack. Helaid my coinsin aline and laid eight gold coins of the locd currency across
from them, and | nodded. After he swept my coinsinto his hand and dropped them into his desk, he
spoke up again. "Would you like change for one of these coins?

"Please" | replied. He then counted out nine silver coins and ten copper coins as he withdrew one of the
gold coins. | had Darian take the coins and put them in his purse, and we walked out again.

"WEell, that was easy enough. That's more money than I've had in years," Darian commented.

"It should be. The cains| gave him were worth far more than a straight exchange. Didn't you notice he
didn't eventakeasmall cut for his services? I'd estimate that my coins were worth about ten times what
he gaveus."

"Y ou mean Rhazes cheated us?' Darian replied angrily.

"No, he bdieved the coins were stolen, possibly from acollector. Didn't you see the look we gave each
other, and how helaid each of his coins opposite to one of mine? He and | both knew the coinswere
more va uable than the equivalent coins of thiskingdom. He assumed I'd stolen them, and was saying that
he'd give me the equivaent coins and remain silent about where he got them. In exchange, | take what he
gives me and keep my mouth shut. | can bring other coins here, and helll exchange them just asreadily -
he and | now have an understanding.”

"l guess I've never been very stregtwise,” Darian replied sheepishly.

"I'll say. For now, let's get me my own belt-purse so | can carry my own money - | see aleather store
just down the street. From there, welll try again at getting aroom.”

After Darian had bought me a belt-pouch and I'd secured it to the belt of my chain skirt with the
remainder of my money inside, we continued down the street with Darian and the mulein the lead. |



spotted a beggar in gray robes sitting at the side of the street, and Darian said "That's apriest of
Yorindar. They live by begging.” | started to pull out a coin, but Darian shook his head. "They only take
food and drink."

| nodded, remembering priests who lived under smilar vowsin Hyperborea, then drew dightly on my
staff, conjuring awooden bowl of stew and awooden pitcher of watered wine. Knedling, | laid them

before the priest. He looked up to me, and | felt power flow. 'Thisis no mere beggar-priest, but a

sorcerer,' | thought asthe priest laid his hand on my forehead in blessing.

"Y our mind istroubled, my child. Be a peace and accept your fate, Mage. Remember, the flesh we wear
isamere garment, a covering for the soul. Keep that in mind, my son," the priest whispered, and | stood
quickly and in shock. The priest nodded to me, and | nodded in return and walked away.

"What did he say?' Darian asked as we continued down the strest.

"He blessed me, and told meto be at peace,” | replied, my mind still whirling at the priest'swords, and
my heart not wishing to share those words with everyone on the street. As| pondered them, | redlized his
words had truly made mefed much better about being awoman - which made me even lessinclined to
share them for the moment.

Darian eventuadly led meto alarge inn with apainted sgn showing agold or gilded cup. | wasn't worried
that a higher-classinn might be more expensive - | could buy eight or nine broadswords with the money |
had, or four riding horses, or perhaps even afull suit of chainmail. In addition, thiswas only afraction of
thetreasure | had in my tomb. No, money wasn't a problem. After we entered | looked around. The
clientdle was mostly men, al well dressed, with a handful of women who appeared to be their guests.
Some wore findy-crafted armor, and nearly every single one was armed - yet despite all the wesponry,
the atmosphere was quiet, relaxed, and quite elegant. The conversations were subdued and genia asthe
patrons chatted over their cups, and occasionaly laughed at ajest of their friends. Quite lovely, actudly -
there was even amusician playing a psdtery in one corner for entertainment. "Very nice, Darian. We
should have come herefirg."

"Well, | don't come here often, asit's quite expensive. Thisplaceis frequented mainly by professiona
adventurers - they can afford it,” he said, and led meto an empty table.



| nodded - | could see why Darian might like it here, as he was, in truth, aking who had been geased to
livethe life of asmple hunter. The atmosphere here probably reminded him of what he once had, years
ago, in hishomein Steelgate. "What, like mercenary soldiers?' | asked aswe sat down.

"No, though they do that on occasion. These are men from different walks of lifewho have dl taken up
thelife of an adventurer. They make good money by hiring out as caravan guards or bodyguards or
mercenaries. They aso hunt down wanted criminds for the king's bounty, hire themsalves out to recover
stolen items or kidnapped daughters, and other adventurousthings. A few are even moderately famous
for that... Heroes, to some. Of course, that's not where their real wealth comes from. Their real wedlth
comes from searching out ancient tombs and catacombs and looting them," Darian replied.

| amost shouted in anger, but managed to control myself. " Grave-robbers? You brought meto an inn
frequented by grave-robbers?" | hissed.

Darian blinked in surprise, then looked at me sheepishly. "Well... | suppose| did, yes. I'm sorry, but to
us, it isn't grave-robbing when the tomb is hundreds or thousands of yearsold. They cal it 'delving, and
sometimes call themsalves 'delvers.’ It's considered quite adventurous and bold..."

"Try telling that to an €f, Darian. They live Sx or eight centuries, sometimes more - atomb that'sa
thousand yearsold is nothing," | replied in disgust, barely able to keep my voice down. "These...
'Delvers probably have to skulk about in the dark of night when they go to practice their craft in the
lands of the eves, Darian, for the tombsthey arelooting when the stars are out are carefully tended by
living relatives when the morning light comes. They may see themselves as brave and noble adventures,
seeking out lost necropolises and looting the wealth of the ancients, but the truth isthey're little better than
any thug with ashove who digsthrough your graveyards, seeking to gather abit of jewery or pry the
goldfillingsout of afew skulls. Hell, Darian, my own tomb is probably only fifteen or sixteen centuries
old, and | hardly want these... Glorified grave-robbers, here, looting it."

"Darian!" one of the men called suddenly, spotting us a our table from where he stood at the bar.

"Hello, Corwin,” Darian called back, amiling. | smply gazed a Darian coldly, and when he caught my
gaze, he blushed dightly.



Darian'sfriend strode over. He was alarge, powerful man, hisred silk doublet and hose barely covering
hisenormous bulk. A gleam of meta and adight ripplein the fabric at the top of his shoulders showed
me he was dmogt certainly wearing alight chain shirt beneath. At hiship he bore abgewdled
longsword, and his gait and smooth step showed he was likely a skilled and deadly warrior. His
close-cropped blonde hair and sparkling green eyes probably turned many awoman's head herein this
little dump of acity, though | wondered how he'd gotten the scar on his cheek. "How are you, my
friend?" Corwin asked, extending amesty hand to Darian.

'Bah," | thought to myself as| watched Darian shake hands with Corwin. 'Now this is who should have
been stuffed down the hole. A body like that would have been far more useful than this one.’

"I'mfine, Corwin."

"And whoisyour lovely friend?' Corwin asked, smiling a me. He had manners, at least - his gaze was
on my face, not my breasts.

"Corwin, thisisRaven," Darian replied smply, and | extended ahand. It wouldn't do to make ascene.

"Ah! A lovely name. I'm quite pleased to meet you, my lady,” Corwin replied, taking my hand gently by
the fingersfor amoment, and inclining his head politely. He then looked back to Darian. "Tdl me, my
friend, what have you been up to? Word had it you wouldn't be back in town for at least another two or

three months."

"My horse brokeitsleg, and | lost most of my supplies. | had to come back to town - | met Raven aong
the way, and we became friends."

"Then you're doubly fortunate, friend, for | just might need your help,” Corwin replied, grinning broadly.
"Y our friend would be invited, too, if she'sagood hand with that staff.”



"Oh?Wheat's happened?' Darian asked.

"Widl, Arlon-hap has hired meto find someone who burgled his home, and stole amap of his. From
what 1've been ableto find out, aflame-haired haf-ef named Ellysande Northstar stoleit. She'sa
member of the thieve's guild, but once | greased afew pamswith silver, | found out where sheld gone.
Apparently the map is of some ancient Hyperborean tombs, Darian - immensdly vauable. The loot from
just one tomb might be staggering. Well, she and four other thieves set out to find one of the tombson
that map afortnight ago - and that's the last anyone saw of them. I'd need an expert tracker to help me
find them, Darian - and that meansyou. All anyone knowsisthey went east.”

| gazed a Corwin, controlling myself with an effort. "And | suppose that once you have the map, youll
smply returnit?"

Corwin did adouble-take at me, then laughed. "Of course not! The loot from one or two of those tombs
could easly beworth aking'sransom! I'll just hand Arlon-hap his money back, tel him | couldn't find the
thieves, then go after theloot mysdlf,” he said, and winked. "Y ou two can come aong, of course - though
well need a skilled mage at our Sde. Many of those ancient Hyperborean tombs were the tombs of
battle-mages, and they kept their soulsintiny little vessals of crystal to possess the bodies of anyone who
might think to rob their tombs. We'd need a skilled mage to summon an eementa or something to find
and crush those vessals before we could loot the tomb. Their services won't come cheap, of course, but
there should till be plenty of loot to go around. What do you say?

Darian blanched, glancing briefly to me. | kept my face smooth with the skill of an expert chatto player,
and Darian glanced back to hisfriend. "Waell... Raven and | have... Some other commitments,
unfortunately.”

Corwin grinned wryly. "Alright, my friend. Let me know if you change your mind." Corwin lifted his head,
spotting another person in the inn he apparently knew. "Ah! Barlosishere. Heand | areto go gambling
at the Red Unicorn, tonight. It was nice meseting you, Raven. Seeyou later, Darian - don't take too long
to change your mind, now!" he said, and winked before striding away.

"Grave-robbers,” | muttered, and gazed at Darian coldly. "Y ou've brought me to anest of grave-robbers.
The lowest of the low.”



"Youreright - and I'm sorry. It'sjust that people today just don't look at it like that.”

"And what if he finds someoneto help him, and they find my tomb? They'd destroy my animuary without
athought. I'd be dead, Darian, my soul destroyed.”

Darian shook his head. "Not possble. It's been two weeks, and we've had agood, hard rain, thanks to
you. Thetracks of those thieves arelong gone."

| nodded, still fuming as | watched Corwin leave theinn with his'delver' friend. If Darian said it couldn't
be done, it dmost certainly couldn't - he was atrue magter at tracking and hunting. But | was till furious
a Corwin. "Hetaks about destroying the soul of another human being as though it was nothing, smply
because they're dead and he wantsto stedl their treasure,” | muttered. "They are scum, Darian. Lower
than maggots.”

Darian nodded. "Y ou'reright again, Raven," hereplied, hisvoicelow, "though if | hadn't met you, | never
would have understood that what they do is grave-robbing. Y oureright, my friend. Though | never saw
it before, now | can seethat they'relittle better than any dirty ruffian who sneaksinto agrave-yard with
pick and shovel and loots the helpless dead. They dresswell and spesk politely, much as any proper
nobleman might... Adventurers even have amodicum of respect in our society, and some are even seen
as heroes... But in truth, they're low and base creatures whose grestest wealth comes from looting the
ancient dead. Now | can seethat... And when you help me re-assume my rightful place, I'll passalaw
agang it. I'll passalaw againg all grave robbing, whether the graveisfresh or ancient. I'm only sorry |
couldn't see them for what they were, before...”

"Widl... | supposeyou can't hep living in this culture. If you do passalaw likethat, I'll have to move my
tomb to your lands to take advantage of it," | replied, and then we both fell silent as the serving-wench
approached.

Wetaked quietly aswe ate, and planned what we would do. We'd spend the next few yearstraining
Darian to be king and increasing my endurance, and then travel to Larinia. Once there, | planned on
crushing Gorlon-mak and quietly diminating Darian's treecherous brother Dorian, then having Darian
amply assume his place - Snce they were twins and Dorian had assumed Darian's name, it shouldn't be
that difficult. Once | was back to my full power, | was certain that Gorlon-mak couldn't possibly resist



me - from Darian's description of the way hiskingdom waged war, | was pretty surethat it would take
hisentire army to stop mea my full power.

Yes, | could seeit dl - after I'd restored Darian to hisrightful place and summoned an eementa to
secretly move my tomb, | could spend the next few hundred years of this body's life studying waysto
bring Dyarzi back to me. With that much time available, | was sure I'd succeed. Of course, | probably
could have discovered away to bring her back after afew hundred years as aliche, but apparently my
wits were abit muddled with senility towards the end, and that thought smply hadn't occurred to me.

Y es, barring any unforseen complications, I'd have Darian back on histhrone in two or three years, and
begin my studiesin magic that would bring Dyarzi back tome. | smiled - | could dready smell Dyarzi's

perfume.

We were just about to rise and ask the innkeeper about the price of two separate roomsfor usto stay
the night when four men entered. Two carried clubs, one was dressed in the tattered robes of amage,
and thethird | recognized eadily - it was Thardd. "There. Therésthe haf-ef bitch who attacked my
niece. 'Ware her geff, it'ssurely magic,” he said, pointing.

"Tharald, what are you doing? | thought we settled this!" Darian called, rising to hisfeet. | stood also,
readying my staff. | was hoping Darian could defuse the situation, but | was ready in case he could not.

"Taketheonein green, I'll handle the woman," the mage called, beginning aspdll. The two men fell upon
Darian, clubbing him sensdless as hetried to draw his sword. | couldn't use my usud battle magic in here
- though | might despise the 'delvers as grave-robbers, the people who worked at thisinn hardly
deserved to be killed for my own distaste of their patrons. Instead, | drew upon my staff and tried to cast
the Spell of Evisceration. Unfortunately, before | could completeit, the mage finished his spell - asmple
Magic Dart.

An age ago, in my former body, I'd have laughed at this feeble attempt to capture me. I'd have easily
shrugged off the attack, stepped over to this obvioudy puny hedge-wizard and smashed his skull with my
saff. An age ago, his spell would have hit me with little or no effect, like water sprayed on aduck's back,
and I'd have finished my spdll of evisceration and ripped out thislittle weekling's heart, cdling it forth from
his chest to fly across the room and cometo rest in my hand, still beating. Unfortunately, in this body, |
couldn't resst the attack. The spell pounded through the protection afforded by my magic ring and
smashed meto the floor, unconscious.

Chapter Nine

"The sea is my mother, the wind my sister, and the stars we guide by my father. That family |
thought | had on land was but an illusion - the sea, the wind and the stars are my true family."



- Vilandian apprentice seaman's oath.

We Hyperboreans had agod in our pantheon we never prayed to. His nameis Kargato. He's the god
who punishes those who put al their eggsin one basket, or count their chickens before they hatch.
Hyperboreans never prayed to Kargato, we just hoped we wouldn't attract his attention. When we did
attract his attention, we acknowledged our mistake and tried never to repeat it. Thus, when | awoke, the
first thing that ran through my head was 'Kargato!' | knew | had offended this ancient god of the
Hyperboreans with my pre-hatch chicken accounting, and now | had paid the price.

'Or perhaps the full penalty has yet to be paid,’ | thought glumly as| opened my eyes and examined
my Stuation. | was laying on awooden floor in darkness, my breasts, belly and thighs bare againgt the
wood. Thefloor pitched dowly, and | redlized | was aboard a ship, probably at sea. | was nude,
manacled hand and foot with my wrists behind me, and gagged. My magic rings were gone, the boots
and gloves were gone, everything was gone. My heart sank in despair. 1'd probably never recover my
magic items, and that was a crushing blow. | had lost Dyarzi's equipment, aswell, and | felt I'd failed her
again. Mot likely her gloves and boots graced the hands and feet of some flea-bitten thug back in
Greenhaven.

| strained againgt the manacles, but the frail body | wasin couldn't possibly snap them. | might havein my
old body, but it lay moldering in my tomb. | tried to wriggle my handsloose from them, but my captors
knew their business - they'd selected a set small enough to clip closay about the tiny wrists of a half-elf
femde. | considered summoning my staff to my hands, but realized that was pointless - there was nothing
| could dowithit oncel had it. Bound and gagged, | smply couldn't fight or cast spells. | was helpless.

| lay there in the dark for awhile, miserable. | could hear voices muffled by the deck of the ship, and
redlized | was belowdecks. Without my ring of trandation, however, | had no ideawhat they were
saying. My best guesswas I'd been sold asa dave. Darian hadn't mentioned there being davery in
Arcadia, but it seemed alikely bet. Darian was most likely dead or imprisoned. Either way, he was gone,
too. | wasaone.

| saw agleam of light near the floor, and redized | waslooking & adim diver of candldight. | could hear
voices and footsteps, and knew that my captors approached. Thetiny fraction of light was enough for the
haf-elven eyes|'d appropriated to easily seetheroom | wasin. It was small, perhaps only six cubitson a
side, and there were several barrels stacked against one wall - a storage room of somekind. | was
amply laid down in the small aidethey'd |eft themsalvesto get at the barrels more conveniently.



The door opened, and three men entered the room. One carried alantern, and he hung it from ahook in
the ceiling while a second man dragged meto my feet by my hair (which was very painful). Thethird |
recognized - the mage in the tattered robes. He grinned toothily a me and held up his handsfor meto
see. All my ringswere present on hisfingers. " So, bitch, what do you think? Do your rings look good
on me?" he asked, my own ring of trandation he wore alowing him to spegk to mein the Hyperborean
tongue. | glared at him in hatred. Somehow, some way, this bastard would die painfully.

The second man ran hisfingers over my flanks and belly, then squeezed my right breast painfully. |
winced, but made no outcry. | was determined not to give them the satisfaction. He made some comment
to thefirgt | couldn't understand, and al three grinned. They probably were commenting on my
hairlessness. Thefirst man then spoke and made a gesture, and the mage and the second man laid down
one of the barrels on its Sde as thefirst one held me by the arm. The second man then produced a key,
and unlocked the manacles on my wridts.

| instantly lashed out with my fist, trying to deck the mage. | clipped him squardly acrossthe jaw, but it
only rocked him back. The other two men then grabbed my arms and held me over the barrel, and the
mage produced arope. "You'll pay for that, bitch," he said with an evil leer. He clipped the manacles
back on my wrists and tied the rope to the chain, then passed it underneath the barrel and tied it around
my knees. | looked over my shoulder, and saw the first man fumbling with the tiesfor his codpiece. In
horror, | realized what they intended, and my bladder released.

Thisonly caused them to laugh.

To say that the experience of being gang-raped was painful isat least an understatement, and at worst an
insult. It was agonizing. The pain was sharp and fierce, like aknife applied to my groin. It was aso the
most humiliating moment of my life. | wanted to die. | begged every god | knew to let medie. If | could
have, 1'd have bitten my tongue off and tried to drown in my own blood. Unfortunately, the gag
prevented that. | tried to remain sllent and not give them the satisfaction of knowing | wasin pain, but |
couldn't. | screamed in agony and shame, my hateful woman's voice muffled by the gag. When they were
through, they smply left me as| was and closed the door behind them.

| remained there, tied in a crouch over the barrel, and wegpt.

| had never raped awoman in my living days. | consdered the action beneath me. Even so, | had never
understood why some women who were raped dit their throats afterwards. Now | knew. It dawned on



me that Ellysande Northstar might not have been killed by the blow to her head done. Her spirit smply
might not have wanted to live anymore, and had taken the opportunity afforded by the wound to fleeinto
the afterlife. Now, after knowing what she'd been through, | envied her release from this horror.

After severd hours donein the darkness, my stomach began to growl. | was dso growing extremely
thirsty. Unfortunately, they'd have to remove the gag to feed and water me. If they did, 1'd be able to cast
spdlls. Since tatter-robes was a member of this ship's crew, it seemed likely hed have warned them not
to un-gag me. Most likely, I'd smply die here. | prayed to every god | knew to help me, and after what
felt like many hours, another light accompanied by footsteps approached. My hope was quickly
transformed into horror and shame again. It was six more of the ship's crew, hereto avail themselves of
me. | sobbed openly in despair and agony.

Thisroutine continued for what felt like an eternity, but I knew from the ringing of the ship's bell was only
two days. | was delirious with thirst, maddened by the ordeal 1'd undergone, and redlized in the back of
my mind that | wasgoingto die. | didn't fear my death. No, | welcomediit, | prayed for it, and | begged
forit. | began to halucinate. A short-eared rabbit with along, thin, hairlesstail came, and | watched it
scurry around for amoment. When it tried to bite me, | struggled and screamed until it went away. |
heard snatches of songs being sung from somewhere above me by the voices of men. Findly, after three
days, the glowing figure of arobed man stood before me. ‘Morgar, God of Death, please let this be
you. Please take me now. | want to go to the Plane of Shades. | want to see Dyarz again. Please,
Morgar. Take me home.'

"That cannot be, Eddas Ayar. Your soul istied to an animuary. You are beyond my reach forever.
Your homeisin a cold tomb many leagues behind this ship," the glowing figurereplied in my mind.

'Please, then, at least let me see her before | die. Let me hear her voice. Let me gaze upon her face
at least once. | amfading. | can feel my death coming. Please, Morgar.'

"That also cannot be. You are alone, Eddas Ayar, and will be for eternity. The body you wear now
is doomed to die, and this death will be a miserable and dishonorable one. You will not be able to

revenge yourselves on your killers, asit will be millennia before another stumblesinto your tomb

again - these men will be long dead by then. Give up. It's hopeless.’

'Please, please help me!’



'‘No. Only you can help yoursdlf,' thefigure replied, and faded from view.

| screamed my indignation. After dl 1'd donefor Morgar, helping him fill the Plane of Shades with the
souls of warriorsI'd dain in battle, he abandons me when | need him the most. | struggled mightily to
break free, so | could reach out and throttle him before he had completely faded. He may be agod, he
may be a halucination, but | was going to do everything in my power to kill him either way. Suddenly, the
rope that went around my knees, under the barrel and to the chain between my wrists parted. | fell back,
exhausted, and lost consciousnessfor awhile.

When | awoke, | felt about myself. | discovered that the mage's knotwork had been faulty - after three
days of strain, the knot held tied to the chain between my wrists had dipped. The ship's bell rang three
times from somewhere overhead. 'Damn, that means they'll be here in a few hours or so to rape me
again,' | thought, and grew very depressed. | wastired, starving, and dying of thirst, so it was severa
minutes before it dawned on methat | wasfree.

| lifted my manacled handsin the darkness, redizing with joy that | could move again. Quickly | pulled
my gag free, and was about to begin an incantation to blow ahole in the hull of thisship and drown usall
when | redlized | both lacked the strength and smply didn't need to. Here was my opportunity for
vengeance. | wasn't going to wasteit.

| knew no spdlsfor unlocking locks, I'm a battle-mage, not athief. Even so, there were other ways of
freeing mysdlf. Firgt thingsfirst - | summoned my staff to my hands. | didn't know whereit had been,
though mogt likely it had simply been tossed into a ditch once tatter-robes realized what it was. It felt
dirty and muddy, so that seemed the most likely bet. | drew on the strength I'd stored in my staff days
before, and conjured asimple bow! of oatmeal and alarge pitcher of water for me. It took greeat effort
not to consumeit al at once - it'd been three days since I'd eaten or drunk anything, and | didn't want to
waste any of it by vomiting. | took bresks between dow and careful mouthfuls of food and ddliberate
swallows of water to untie the rope around my knees. When | was done, | rested for a bit to recover
some more strength and let my meager medl settle. When | felt alittle better, | took my staff and rapped
the chain between my ankles, willing the staff to part the links. After afew blows, my ankleswerefree.
Placing the saff between my legs, | then rubbed the links of the manacles on my wrist againgt it, willing it
to cut. That took longer, but eventually the staff's destructive power took itstoll on theiron and thelinks
parted. It would have been fagter if my staff had been aknife or sword, but it wasnt.

"Hah. Freg," | said doud, and was shocked at the sound of the woman'svoicein my ears. Three days of



screaming and begging for mercy, dl while dying of thirst had left me hoarse, and my voice waslittle
more than afeeble croak. Using my staff for support, | pulled mysdlf to my fedt.

| swayed there in the darkness, and knew | wasin no shapeto fight at the moment. | would haveto use
sedthif | wasto survive. | quietly opened the door to the storage room, then looked out into the
passageway beyond. The ship waslarge, and | judged | was near the kedl. Few lights werelit thisfar
bel owdecks. Drawing deeply on my staff, | cast my spell of invighility. It wouldn't last for long, but it
might give methetime | needed.

Reaching out to sense the Mana-flow around me, | quietly darted along the wooden corridors of the
ship. I only had to step around four sailors who worked bel owdecks, my bare feet sllent on the wooden
floors. Shortly, my efforts were rewarded - | sensed Mana-flow on the deck above me. Judging by the
patterns, it was tatter-robes and my items. | went up agangway, stepping around two more sailors, then
followed the indicationsto adoor. | tried the handle, pleased to find it was unlocked, then opened the
door asquietly as| could.

Tatter-robes was seated at a desk, poring over atome before him. Knowing he wore my own ring of
protection, | snuck up behind him and swung my staff at the base of his skull ashard as | could.

Some small sound, some instinct must have warned him, for he started to turnin his chair asthe blow
landed, and took the blow aong the side of his head instead. He fdll to the floor heavily, blood flowing
fredy from his split scalp, but was dtill bresthing when | checked him - my ring of protection had saved
him. Quickly stepping back to the door, | closed it and threw thelatch. My spell of invigibility couldn't
have more than afew moments eft, though I'd drained my staff to makeit last aslong as| could.

| quickly pulled my rings off hisfingers and dipped them back onto mine, then activated my ring of
protection to armor mysdlf. | then walked over and picked up my grimoire from his desk, the book he'd
been reading with such interest, and dipped it back into its protective bag. Lifting up ajewd on my right
thumb ring to reved atiny compartment, | dipped the enormous book back into the enchanted
extra-dimensiond space that the ring contained. | then searched his cabin for the rest of my items. If
mages today were anything like mages werein my day, he'd have saved all my items. He may have no
need for the knife, gloves, boots and magic skeleton key, but ensorcelled items were too vauable to
smply throw away. If held ever run across amage who did have aneed for them, he could trade them
for aspdl or two. | was rewarded in my search when | opened his footlocker - held retained not only my
knife, the boots and gloves, thelittle Slver skull-key and hair-ring, but held aso kept the df-chain
gament. Thisat least showed he had some brains - even thelittle scraps of df-chaininit werevauable,
and an df would give him afair pricefor it. The garment I'd made out of the thieve's chain shirtsheld
apparently tossed away, however (which made sense, as they were non-magica and not worth much). |



aso found hisown grimoire, athin tome written in ascratchy hand. | tucked it in my thumb-ring's
compartment, and was relieved to discover it fit. Though | doubted he knew any spells of interest to me,
no mage with haf abrain ignores the grimoire of a defested foe.

After using the skull-key to rid mysdlf of the manacles, | dressed in the elf-chain garment again. | noticed
as| did so that my groin and inner thighs were amess from dried blood. This brought aflare of anger as|
remembered my ordeal, and | drew my knife as| stepped up to the unconscious mage. | was smply
going to dit histhroat, then came up with abetter idea. Cutting hisrobesinto strips, | bound and gagged
him tightly with his hands behind him as helay there on the floor. Sheathing my dagger and searching him,
| found he dso had adagger, apparently hiswizard's staff, and Darian'slittle artifact-amulet. | drew his
knife and tossed it aside, dipped Darian's amulet over my own neck, then took my staff and smashed his
hands to a bloody pulp against the deck.

He awoke during thiswith amuffled shriek, and ingtantly willed his g&ff to his hands. Unfortunately, his
broken and smashed fingers couldn't grip it and it dipped to the deck, out of his reach. He couldn't even
sngp it to try to kill mein the explosion that would follow. ™Y ou should have killed me, Tatter-robes.
Now itis you who shal pay,” | croaked hoarsely, and drew my knife. Hetried to throw himsdlf to the
door to escape, but | legped upon him, rolled him face up and sat on his chest, then pulled hisrobe up.
Helet out amuffled, high-pitched squed as| cut, the blood pouring from between hislegslikeariver. |
got off of him, then looked down at him as he struggled to press histhighstogether againgt hisgroinina
usel ess attempt to stop the flow of blood.

"I'll bet you'd like meto finish you, Tatter-robes. I'll bet if you could speak, you'd beg meto dit your
throat. I'm not going to, though. Y ou didn't show mercy to me, so | have no reason to show mercy to
you. No, | fully intend to stand here and watch you bleed to death, just as you intended to dlow meto
die of thirst and starvation while you and the men of this ship raped me over and over again. Oh, and
here - you can havethis," | ragped, and tossed his genitdia on the floor before his face. He screamed
through his gag, then fainted. After afew minutes, his bresthing grew faint, then stopped. His usdless
dagger shimmered, then crumbled to dust. He was dead.

And that, somehow, wasimmensaly satisfying.

I'd killed many menin my time - most in battle, but somein duels. Nearly every man who had falento
my spells or my staff had been athousand times more worthy than this little cockroach whose corpse lay
before me. Y et, his death gave me more satisfaction than any other ever had.



| redlized | still had therest of the ship to deal with, and sat down to meditate on aspot of the deck not
covered in the mage's blood. After acouple hours, | felt alittle better. My body needed rest and food to
fully recover, but | had enough strength for asmple battle-illuson. Without amage to defend them by
dispelling theillusion, | was certain | could beat them. | blocked the door with the desk, hid mysdfina
corner and covered mysdlf with ablanket, then relaxed. | merely had to wait.

Findly, | heard ahue and cry as my absence from the storage room was discovered by the latest group
of salors, cometo pay their respects. | then cast my spdll of astral projection, and sent my spirit soaring
through the ship to the top deck. A sailor came running up a gangway from bel ow, bellowing about my
absence. | then cast theillusion, crafting it carefully. | was weak and trembling afterwards, asthe strength
for any spell cast on the Astral was limited by that of the physica body one's spirit wastied to, but the
gpell was successful. Each sailor on deck was now covered with anillusion of me, and they knew not
which wasfriend or foe. | then let my spirit return to my body, uncovered mysdf, then gavethem a
minute or two to begin killing each other as | rested to recover my strength again.

Anage ago, | used spdlslikethat to confuse enemy soldiers, to send an entire company into a
sef-destructive melee as they suddenly saw themsalves surrounded by the enemy. Itsarealimited its
effectivenessin battle, but it wasasmple spdl that hardly drained my old body at dl, and as such was
useful for consarving my srength as| eiminated asngle company of men. By the sounds coming from
above my head, the men aboard ship were fighting furioudy with each other. | pulled the desk away from
the door, then unlatched it and stepped out of the cabin. It wastimeto join them above.

Assoon as | reached the top deck, | could seethat al or nearly al of the ship's crew wasthere, each
struggling to kill the others. | saw &t least forty men covered with an illusion of me, hacking at each other
with swords, stabbing and ripping with boarding pikes and smashing at each other with belaying pins.
Onewas roaring out commands, trying to restore order, and | ran over to him and began swinging with
my staff. For severd moments we traded blows. He was stronger than |, and armed with a thick-bladed
cutlass. He also hadn't been starved and dehydrated for three days, and wasfighting for hislife. Even o,
| was faster, better-trained and bound to kill him evenif | had to diein the process- all | could hear was
the blood singing in my veins for vengeance. Hisfoot dipped in apuddle of blood on the deck, | dapped
his sword aside with the butt of my staff, then spun it and smashed him in the head. Hefdll heavily, the
illuson fading, reveding the first man who'd cometo 'visit' me - gpparently the ship's captain. | then
turned to the remaining men, stepped up to them, and screamed a hoarse cry for vengeance.

Then | began killing them.

Atfirgt it wassmple- | kept moving, running up behind my enemies and smashing them down, then
finishing their startled opponent. After aminute or two, they began to redize that | wastheir red enemy,



and tried to group together near the forecastle to defend themselves. Another illusion-covered sailor
stood to my left and fought his own friends, and | decided to let him be while | concentrated on killing the
remainder. The half-elven body 1'd appropriated was swift, far swifter than they, and the enchantment in
my boots made me sure-footed on a deck that now was dippery with blood. My staff flew in my hands,
atrue extenson of my will, and my will wasto kill them dll.

Soon there was only one remaining - the one who'd been fighting to my left. He was woozy from loss of
blood, and was staggering from the effect of half a dozen light wounds scattered across his body, my
gl faithfully showing them on the bare, illusory flesh of the mirror-image of me hewascloaked in. |
turned to him, raised my staff, and charged in for thekill. Just before | swung, he looked to me and
tossed his wegpon aside. | managed to halt my blow afinger's breadth from his head as he dropped to
hiskneesin surrender. | dropped theillusion (there was no need for it now), and was stunned. It was
Darian.

"Darian! By thegods! | could have killed you! Why didn't you speak out?” | said hoarsely.

Darian looked up to me, hisface amixture of rdlief and exhaustion. "It was faster. | saw your face, and
could tell that you were in no mood to waste timetalking. | knew it was you - everyone else had swords,
belaying pins and boarding pikes. Only you would have a staff. | sopped men from attacking you from
behind three times, but had to run like hell when | saw your eyeslight on me. Findly, you had thelast six
or so cornered, so | stepped up to help you. When the last went down and you turned to me, | knew |
had perhaps a heartbeat or two to get you to stop. I'm sorry, it just seemed the wisest course of action at
thetime.”

| leaned againgt my staff, breathing heavily as| drew my knife. "Well, good. Now I'll need your help.
Some of these men are only unconscious. | need to make sure they're al dead before any of them wake
up - I'min no mood for prisoners, and there's only two of us, so we couldn't guard them anyway. Pick
up your sword and let's get to work," | rasped.

Darian and | then went around the prone forms of the sailors, ditting the throats of those that il
breathed. Aswe worked, he talked.

It seemed that Darian and | had been grabbed by the press-gang of aVilandian privateer. Vilandia, a
large nation many leaguesto the west of Arcadiaover the Bright Sea, had little regard for therights of the
citizens of other nations. For asmall fee, their press-gangs could easily be steered towards anyone you



didn't like, as Darian explained it. It ppeared Darian owed Tharald adebt of blood. Darian considered
fighting to the death to win back hisfreedom, but the ship's captain told him my safety depended on his
good behavior. Besides, at the end of the voyage, Darian would get asmall share of the profits, like al
the sailors did (though as an impressed crewman, hiswould be smaller). He agreed, though very
reluctantly, and smply hoped I'd find away to get us both out of this mess.

Findly we were done, and Darian leaned back against amast and rested while | gave him hisamulet
back, then bandaged the minor gashes he had in hisarms and legs with strips of cloth cut from the dead
sailor's clothes. Once | was done, | looked around at the corpses for amoment. My vengeance was
complete, and they were al dead. | wasweak as a kitten from exhaustion, so | knelt on the deck and
rested, laying my knife and my staff before me.

After awhile, Darian looked over to me. "Well, what do we do now, Raven?"

"I'm going to rest here until | have enough strength to take us back to Arcadia, where you can exact your
vengeance on Tharald yourself. You'll haveto, because | intend to return to my tomb, restore my
possessions to my sarcophagus and kill mysdlf as soon asyou're safely back onland,” | croaked in

reply.

"What? That again? Why?' Darian asked, irritated.

So | told him. | pointed at the dried bloodstains between my thighs and told him how 1'd been tied down
and gang-raped repeatedly for three days. My guess was that as each watch of sailors went belowdecks
to eat and deep, they decided to come by and avail themselves of me. | told him how | nearly died of
thirst because they didn't dare remove the gag. | told him how I'd wept and begged the godsto let me
die. I told him how I'd screamed mysalf hoarse begging for mercy. "Darian, | can't livewith this. The
shame of it issmply too much. Being awoman in thisworld is hard enough. Their lives are an endless
parade of misery and suffering. They have to watch how they sit, how they speak, how they move, and
every little action they make or they risk being raped. And | know why they fear that, Darian. Rapeisthe
most painful, the most humiliating experience anyone can possibly have. It's agonizing. Even without thet,
their bodies are amonthly source of pain and discomfort. Then theré's the blood and pain of childbirth.
Many women die giving birth, Darian. No, Darian, | can't take thisanymore. | just want to die," |
croaked.

Darian sank to his knees before me, reached out and took my hands. "1 am o, o sorry, Raven. | never



intended for thisto happen. | thought they redly weretaking care of you. They said they planned to sell
you into davery when we reached Vilandia. | knew that would be afew more weeks, and smply hoped
that if | obeyed them they'd at least feed and water you, and maybe you'd figure out away to get us out
of this. | never knew what was happening, though | did notice many of the other sailorswho hadn't been
press-ganged into serving on this ship often gave me astrange grin. | thought you were smply being held
bel owdecks somewhere, and hadn't yet figured out how to escape from your bonds.”

| pulled my hands from his. Just his touch nauseated me, and made me think of al those who had touched
me over and over again. "Please, Darian, don't touch me. Right now, | just don't want to be touched by
any man, not even afriend. Asfor your thinking they could just hold me belowdecks and I'd be dright,
that only shows you're amundane, and know nothing of being amage. To hold amage prisoner, you
can't just tie them so they can't gesture. That won't stop amage from casting their spells. It makesit
harder to cast spells and makesit harder to aim targeted effects, but not impossible. No, Darian, amage
must be manacled and gagged. In Hyperborea, we used ametal gag that locked behind the head,
covered the mouth and had atubein it. The tube was wider than your thumb, and prevented them from
speaking but ill allowed them to breathe easily. They could aso be fed and watered through the tube,
though you could only feed them soup. Even then, some mages still escaped with spellsthey'd devel oped
that didn't require gpoken incantations - being manacled made their casting difficult, but not impossible” |
sad, and trembled - even Darian's Smple touch, given in friendship, made my skin crawl.

"No, Darian. They lied to you. | was being gang-raped three times aday by three watches of sailors, and
dowly dying of thirst and starvation. The first rule when you're captured is never trust anything the enemy
tellsyou. | was dying, Darian. In many ways, | wish | had died. At least then | wouldn't haveto Sit here
with you and have you look a me like you are now. This body may be femae, but inside, I'm aman. I've
been captured before, and |'ve even been tortured before, but this was the most horrible thing I've ever
experienced. Please, | just don't want to talk about it anymore. Just let me Sit here and rest, dright?”

Darian sat there silently for along while after that, just thinking and looking at the deck. The ship
continued traveling amlessy, no hand at the helm. | didn't know whereit was going, nor did | care.

Finally, Darian looked up. "No. Raven, | can't say that I've ever had something like this happen to me, so
| can't say 'l understand’ and have it redly mean anything. Even so, that's how | fedl. Please, dont kill
yourself. Y ou were once known as Eddas Ayar, a Hyperborean battle-mage. Y ou've said you werea
Master battle-mage of the Dyclonic Circle. | don't know what that means, but | can tell by the way you
explained it that it was atitle you bore with pride. Now, | ask you to bear another title: Raven, friend of
Darian Vemcrior, the rightful king of Larinia | don't know who Eddas Ayar was, but | can tell you who
Ravenis. She'sawoman with the soul of aman inside her, abeing torn by two worlds. She'sbrave,
honorable, trustworthy, noble, powerful, mysterious and wise. Her body isyoung, but her soul is ancient.
Older than the oldest df, half-elf or dwarf. | beg of you, Raven, don't kill yoursdlf. | know you'rein pain.

| know your experience was more than anyone should have to bear, man or woman - and you are both.



Please. | have afriend who livesin Greenhaven, and I'd like you to talk to her. Her namé's Ardlator.
That'sdl | ask. Asyour friend, | beg you to pleasetalk to her. If you decide that you till can't live
afterwards, then I'll accept that. Can you do that for me?”

| hated the pitying look he was giving me. In fact, | found | couldn't even bear to have him look a me.
Hisface was covered in athree-day growth of beard, and he reminded me of the sailorswho'd raped
me. After amoment, | redized that just being around him made my skin crawl. "Alright. Just stop
looking at me for now. I'm sorry, but even the gaze of another man makes me fed extremely
uncomfortable and vulnerable, and | hate thisfeding. | wish | could cover mysdlf up in the ground and
just melt away. | wish | was dead. Even so, I'll do what you ask. Just this once, Darian. Now, please,
just stop looking at me," | said, gazing down a my knifelongingly.

Darian dowly rose, and walked away. Hiswounds were apparently starting to ache, and he moved
diffly. If | wasat my full strength, I'd sSmply have used a Spell of Healing on him. Asweek as| fdt at the
moment, | didn't think | could heal a shaving cut without blacking out. Since gpparently magesin Arcadia
hyphenated their names with *-tor', -hap, -mak’ or '-va' (the root-words in Darian's language for the
four basic dements of Earth, Air, Fire and Water, respectively), | could only guessthat he wanted meto
speak with afemale mage. Beyond that, | redly didn't know or care.

After an hour, Darian returned and placed abowl of boiled, salted meat and a skin of wine before me,
laid down a cloak held scrounged up, then stiffly walked away again. | managed to get the food down,
and felt alittle better afterwards. Darian was stting on the opposite side of the deck, facing away from
me. He dowly finished hisown medl in sllence. | redized held spent the last hour arranging the food and
drink for me, and had searched around to find something more for me to wear than the ef-chain garment
| had so | wouldn't feel as uncomfortable. | wrapped the cloak around me, then came over to him and sat
behind him. "I'm sorry, Darian,” | croaked.

"Theres nothing for you to be sorry for. All thisismy fault. If I'd never taken you to Tharald'sinnin the
first place, none of thiswould have happened. Y ou should rest your voice, now. Try not to talk for a
couple days," hereplied quietly.

| sat there quietly after that, thinking. | redlized after awhile that after | was dead, Darian would have no
way of building the money he needed to reclaim hiskingdom. | looked around the ship, and realized |
had the perfect opportunity to solvethat problem. "Darian, | think I'll do just that. This ship has plenty of
food and water. If we sall it back, I'll have plenty of timeto rest and recover, and | can even take the
timeto heal your wounds properly. Then we can sdll the ship, and you'll have a nest-egg to work with
when you try to reclam your kingdom."



"Okay, but how will you sail the ship back? Thisthing's athree-masted, square-rigged ship. It'd takea
dozen mento sal it at lesst," he asked, till facing away from me.

"I'll havethe crew doit."

"What? How? They're dead!" he asked, till keeping hisface from me.

"Darian, we Hyperboreans were once the masters of warfare. One of the most powerful toolsat an
army'sdisposd isthe Walking Dead, and they alow you to give your dead soldiers onefind chanceto
avenge themselves and kill the enemy. They make your army phenomendly easy to track because of dl
the vultures and other carrion-birds that follow them and rip at their flesh, aswell asall thewolves and
other animasthat harry them, but their psychological impact in battle can't be underestimated. I'll Smply
animate a dozen or so of the crew, and have their zombies sail the ship back for us. It'll take me aday or
two, what with resting between castings, but it can be done."

Darian shivered. "No. That's not merdly disgusting, it's horrifying. It'd be better for you to use your magic
to take us back, and leave this vessdl adrift.”

"And lose out on the money it could get you? | think not," | croaked, and fell to coughing.

"| don't care about the money, Raven. | care about you. Y ou're my friend. | won't have the entire town of
Greenhaven turning out to kill you when they see us sail into harbor with a ship crewed by walking
corpses. | know it's nothing to you, seeing as you've been hardened to things like that, but to most
people, theideais horrifying in the extreme. Just rest for a couple days, don't speak, don't work. Just
rest. Y ou've been through aterrible orded. Give yoursdf timeto recover.”

"Wdl, well have to toss the bodies overboard. After aday or two, they'll berotting,” | said, my voice
hardly above awhisper and broken by coughing.



"I'll doit. Youjust rest.”

"And somebody will have to mind the helm so we don't run aground on reefs or anidand or something,” |
whispered.

"I'll doit. I'll doit dl. You just go rest. Take the captain's cabin - he won't be needing it anymore. Go on,
I'll handle everything dse."

| nodded, heading towards the door he was pointing at. | went insde, and saw anicely appointed cabin
with awooden, coffin-like bed suspended from the overhead by two ropes. | looked through the bed,
but didn't spot any lice or other irritants. Climbing in was abit of achore, but oncel wasin, | drew the
coversover mysdlf with asmileand fdll fast adeep.

Chapter Ten

"The gods speak to usin our dreams, if we will but listen.”
- Hyperborean proverb.

| dreamed | was standing on the deck of the ship, the corpses of the dain scattered about me. | looked
up, and saw the glowing, robed figure again. "Morgar. Why didn't you help me?" | asked.

"I did, Eddas Ayar, | did. Look about you. What do you see?" he asked in reply.

"The corpses of my enemies and my rapists,” | replied, glancing around at the dead in hatred.

"Exactly," therobed figure replied.

| looked at the figure closdly. " You aren't Morgar, the Hyperborean God of Death. You're someone
else. Who are you?"



"You've heard my name. You've accepted my blessing. Now, accept your own name; Raven. Be my
raven, Eddas Ayar. Advise Darian Vemcrior as my own raven would. Pluck out the eyes of his
enemies, defeating them and destroying them as my own raven would. Accept your new name,
accept your new body, and fulfill your destiny."

| lowered my head in misery and sorrow. "'l can't. | just want to go home. | just want to see Dyarz
again, to hold her in my arms, and to make love to her. | know that's not possible, but that's all |
want. | just want to see her, even if it's only for a moment."

"You will, Raven. You will," hereplied, and when | lifted my head, | wasaone.

| awoke, and found | felt much better. Darian had laid a plate of cold, salted mesat on the table and some
fruit hed found, and another skin of watered wine. After I'd eaten and used the head (which | foundina
small closet nearby), | cleaned mysdlf up with some water and a sponge | found in the captain's cabin.
Dressing again, | searched around the cabin and found adrawer full of clothes. | didn't fed comfortable
walking around nearly naked in Dyarzi's ef-chain garment, gloves and boots, and so | decided to dip on
ablack robe and long, hooded cloak | found in the drawer. After pulling the hood over my head, | felt
much better.

| went out and up the gangway to the helm, and found Darian there. He was seated in the captain's
wesgther-chair, having secured the hem with the belaying rope. At the moment, he was just watching
ahead of the ship, making sure we didn't drift into anything or run aground. He looked up to me, hisface
showing bone-cracking weariness, and did adouble-take. "Damn. That looksimpressve. Y ou startled
the hell out of mefor amoment,” he said, his voice showing the train.

"Youthink s0?" | whigpered, trying not to strain my voice,

"Y es. With those black gloves and boots, al | can seeisyour face, and those black-irised eyes you have
really stand out. | saw you coming up the gangway out of the corner of my eye and knew it had to be
you, but the look redly startled me, anyway. How do you fed? Any better?"



"If you're asking how | fed physically, | feel much better. Thanksfor the food you brought, by the way -
it helped immensdly. If, on the other hand, you're asking how | fed mentdly, | till fed violated,
vulnerable, and ashamed. My groin till burns from what they did, and that's going to take severa daysto
aweek or moreto heal. For now, | figured I'd heal up your wounds and then you can get somerest. |
can watch the hem, and by thetime you're up again, | can cast my spell of returning and take us back to
Greenhaven,” | whispered.

Darian nodded, risng stiffly from the chair. " Sounds good to me. Tell me, though: Why don't you use
your healing spdll on yourself? That would at least eliminate the pain, wouldn't it?If it did, that would at
least take away the constant reminder of what happened to you.”

| smiled dightly. "Magic doesn't work that way. There are damn few healing spdlls that work on the
caster themsdlves, they're dl incredibly difficult to cast, and | don't know any of them. Most hedling spells
only work on others. | can heal you easily. Hedling mysdlf isjust going to taketime. Diseaseisn't a
problem - I've aring that cures diseases and poisons. Even so, the vagina tearing, bruising and other
injuries can only be healed by another mage or by rest and food."

Darian nodded, and | gestured for him to be seated. | could see that a couple of hiswounds were
infected, so | threw a Disease Curation spell, then treated each wound with the healing spell | knew. It
didn't take long, but it was very tiring. Soon he was examining the tender scars through the blood-stained
rentsin hisclotheswith interest. "Still alittle sore," he commented.

"I'm not quite strong enough to heal you completely, but your wounds are closed and the infections are
cured, anyway. Y ou should be completely healed in another day or two," | whispered, gasping for
breath.

"I'm sorry, | shouldn't complain. Y ou're doing your best, and | appreciateit. Thank you."

"Y ou're welcome. Now get some deep. Try the bunk in the captain's cabin. It's very comfortable.”

"Thanks, | will. I've got the ship drifting more or less easterly, back in the direction of Arcadia, and the
wind seemsto bein our favor a the moment. Wake meif you have any trouble.”



While Darian dept, | sat in the weather-chair and rested, watching the horizon. | knew alittle about
seamanship (as sometimes a battle-mage has to help out in anava battle), but not much. Seanavigation
and the skills of sailing weren't my job - my job was smply blowing enemy ships out of the water and
keeping the same thing from happening to the ship | wason. As| rested, | looked around, and guessed
our speed to be about four knots. We might have been able to make more speed with a stronger wind,
but then wed find the ship extremdly difficult, if not outright impossible to control (there were only two of
us, after dl). I sncerely hoped thewind didn't pick up. Wed haveto pull the belaying pinsthat held the
linesto the sailsto lower them (so astrong wind didn't hedl the ship over), and the two of us probably
didn't have enough strength to rai se them back up again afterwards. Thiswouldn't be much of a problem,
but if the ship ended up drifting with the current and was headed into aresf, I'd have some difficulty
turning it without help from the sails.

| spent an hour meditating, recharging my staff and meditating again, just to give me some sort of reserve
should I need it. It wouldn't be much, but it'd be something, at least. Besides, the only way to build up my
body's endurance and it's ability to do sorcery wasto do sorcery and tap my endurance. It may not be
much, but eventudly, it would make the difference. | then relaxed and Smply waited, watching the
eagtern horizon quietly.

Asthe sun dowly began to set behind the ship, | noticed asmall spot in the sky above. It grew larger,
and eventually resolved itsdlf into abird. The anima flew closer and closer, and eventually circled the
ship, asthough looking for aplace to roost for the night. "Hmm. That means we're near land,' | thought
to mysdlf. At first | thought the bird was aseagull, but as| looked at it, | redized it wasdl black. |
expected it to land at the top of the mast, but it didn't - it flew down and perched on the helm. | looked at
it, and redlized it was araven.

| remembered the dream where the glowing figure had commanded me to accept my new name, to help
Darian, and to fulfill my degtiny. 'Perhapsthisisa sign,’ | thought. 'Perhaps the dream was no mere
dream.’ | held out my gloved hand, and was only half-surprised when the raven flew over and perched
on my wrig. | looked at the raven, and it regarded me with its beady, black eyes. " So, my feathered
friend. Areyou amessenger from the gods, here to pass along some numinous phrase I'll ponder asthe
stars come out?' | asked in awhisper.

"No, actualy. | waslooking for Darian Underwood. He was reportedly press-ganged onto a Vilandian
privateer, dong with afemae half-elven mage with black hair and eyes. Y ou appear to befemae, | can
see by your earsyou are of evish extraction, you have black hair and eyes, your Mana-flow assenses as
that of amage, and thisisa Vilandian privateer that apparently lacksa crew. | can only assume that you
escaped from wherever they had you imprisoned, then killed them dl. Is Darian here?" the bird



squawked in reply.

| was startled, to say the least, but managed not to jump. "A familiar, | takeit,” | whispered, spotting a
small polished hematite ring around the shank of itsfoot. | reached out with my will and assensed the
bird's Mana-flow, and redized | was correct. The bird was afamiliar, and the ring was its wizard's staff.

"Of course. Ishe here?' the bird asked again.

"Who wantsto know?"

"A friend who heard what that bitch Penelope and her bastard of an uncle did to him and hisfriend - the
gory isdl over town. Please, | must know."

"Ardlator?'

"She's my mistress, yes. She's watching and listening through me even now.”

"Darian's adegp in the captain's cabin. He's had arather long day.”

"Ah, good. My migtressis very pleased. Are you heading back to Greenhaven? If so, you're abit off
course - | estimate you'll end up somewhere around the Hyperborean coast. Not avery safe placeto
makelandfal, inmy opinion.”

" wasn't going to sail thisship al the way back, anyway. As soon as he'srested, | was going to smply
usea Spell of Returning to take us back to Greenhaven. Darian wants meto visit your mistress and

speak to her."



"Why?" the raven asked, cocking its head.

"l havenoideg, nor do | redly care."

The raven regarded me silently for amoment, then its eyes glazed briefly asit concentrated on viewing
my aura. That was one of the reasons many mages | had known in my previouslife had chosen ravensfor
their familiar - ravens, like owls, cats and some dogs, can seeinto the astral plane. Few mundanes knew
or cared, of course, but it was one of the reasons they were able to avoid the undead and other creatures
of darkness - they could seetheir true naturein their astral aura. After amoment or two theraven
blinked, then looked into my eye. "Y ou arein pain. Great pain. Not just physical, though thereis some of
that. Your spiritisinpan.”

"Don't worry, that will be over soon,” | replied dryly. | didiked the prying gaze of ravens, especidly raven
familiars

"My nameis Swift-wing. What isyour name?' the bird asked.

"Darian cdlsme Raven."

The bird squawked for acouple moments, and | redized it waslaughing. "A raven spesksto a Raven!
Well, Raven, my migtress says she looks forward to meeting you. Farewell,” the familiar chuckled. It then
clacked its beak asit muttered a Spell of Returning, then vanished. Since the spell succeeded and the
little beast didn't pass out or diein the process of casting it, | assumeit tapped its staff for the power it
needed - atiny raven's body wasn't very strong, even asafamiliar.

Chapter Eleven

"And in the dark shall the creature awaken, a loathsome undead thing. The hideous beast shall be
drawn from sweet darkness to serve the wretched light, a monstrous perversion. Older than the
oldest elf, a creature of War and Death, a thing from the crypt, drawn by wicked Yorindar and
corrupted to serve hiswill. Fie on that day! "

- The Collected Prophesies of Ushrak IV, High Priest of the Goblins, 984 NCC



Darian came out from the captain's cabin shortly after the stars came out. HE'd recovered most of his
gear (savefor hisbow and arrows, which appeared to be missing), and his money-pouch |ooked full.
'‘Well, at least he had the common sense to clean these bastards out,’ | thought. "Just hold my hand,
Darian," | whispered, extending my gloved left hand and gripping my staff inmy right. "Isthere anyplace
in particular we need to go? | can take us anywhere we've aready been.”

Darian took my hand lightly. "Actudly, just outsde the Golden Cup would befine, if that's dright with
you."

"So beit," | whispered, and began the incantation as | gestured with my staff. The world blurred around
usfor amoment, and then we stood outside the inn Darian and | had been shanghaied in. "Lead onto
your friend's house, Darian. | want to get this over with as soon as possible.”

"Alright. I'll haveto talk to her for afew minutesfirst, though - she doesn't know we're coming or why |
want you to talk to her," Darian said, leading the way.

| Sghed. "Darian, two things: Firs, | don't know why you want meto talk to her, either. Second, she
dready knows were coming, though she gtill doesn't know why we're coming.”

" She does? How could she possibly know that? And how could you know that she knows?' Darian
asked, amazed.

"Her familiar, Swift-wing, managed to find us out at sea. My guessisfrom what he was saying that she
heard what happened and was worried about you. | told you, Darian, you must always be wary of
familiars and mages who have them. The mage can see through their eyes, hear through their ears, and
engage in constant mental communication. The beast itsdf hasdl the ahilities of anorma member of its
species combined with keen intelligence, and they can often surprise you. He's probably been searching
for days by flying very high so that he might see asfar as possible, then flying up and down the coast until
he spotted the ship. Ravens are one of the better familiars. They have keen eyesight and can seein the
adrd plane, they can soar effortlesdy for long distances like vultures or buzzards, they can eat just about
anything, and if they'rekilled their tiny little body usualy isn't enough to cause afatd Mana- backlash.”



"Hmm. Well, you don't need to worry about Arella-tor. She'sagood friend of mine.”

"Perhaps. Either way, | hope this doesn't take long. I'm only doing this because you asked meto, and
youremy friend."

It didn't take long to get to Ardla-tor's smal house, though Darian kept his hand on the hilt of his sword
the whole time as we walked through the dark streets (gpparently his experience at the Golden Cup had
at least taught him to be cautious at al times, agood character trait for aking). When we arrived, Darian
knocked quietly at the door while | looked over the sign aboveit - 'Arella-tor, Fortune-Teller,
Herbalist, Midwife,' it said.

'Great," | thought, 'Darian’s taking me to see a damn hedge-wizard.'

"Who'sthere?' awoman's voice cdled from behind the door after afew moments.

"Daian.”

| heard the sound of a bolt being thrown back, and the door opened. The woman who answered wasin
afloor-length, long-deeved blue dresswith ahigh collar, and her facewasveiled in alight blue silk vell.
Her hair was copper-red, her eyes emerald green, and it struck me that she was very beautiful. | sghed
and suppressed that thought with an effort. Her familiar was perched on her shoulder, and it regarded us
quietly. "Darian! I'm s0 glad to seeyou! Comein,” she said in avoice that would melt a statue's heart,
and Darian dlowed meto enter firgt.

Theinside of her home was quite smple - asmall fireplace and two doors that led to other rooms. There
was asmple woven carpet atop the wooden floor near the fireplace, and asmall table with four chairs
sat atop the carpet. 'Probably for her clients - soon she'll have me show her my palm or cut a deck
of cards or some other such nonsense,’ | thought to mysdlf. The one pleasant thing wasthe smell - the
whole house wasfilled with the scent of burning incense, and the room was it with asmall candelabraon
top of the table that wasfitted with three perfumed beeswax candles.



"Pease, have a seat. Raven told Swift-wing that you wanted meto talk to her, but she didn't know why
you wanted usto meet,” Arella-tor said.

"Raven, would you mind if | asked you to take your ring of trandation off for amoment? | redly need to
talk to Arellaprivately. | hope you don't mind," Darian asked.

"Darian, | don't havetotakeit off, I'll just deactivateit. Point a me or something when you'd like meto
joininyour little chat,” | replied dryly, and mentally commanded the enchantment on my ring of trandation
to cease as| crossed my arms.

For the next quarter of an hour or so | was bored stiff watching the two of them talk. Darian's language
was obvioudy adescendant of mine just from the sounds, but | could only clearly make out about one
word in twenty or so, with the rest being garbled haf-words and familiar-sounding phrases. Whilel
waited, | decided to start planning afew modifications I'd make to my tomb to insure that the next
person who came near my animuary was mae. Perhaps a huge stone barring passage that only amighty
warrior could move, enchanted to resist telekinetic magic and day any femae that touched it with ablast
of lightning. Or maybe just a hideous trap that can only be deactivated by someone who could urinate up
thesde of awall.

Eventudly, Darian reached over to me and tapped my shoulder to get my attention. | activated my ring of
trandation, then spoke up. "Good. Are we done now? Can | go?"

"No, you still haveto talk to Arella," Darian replied, then nodded to the hedge-wizardess. "I'll gointhe
guest bedroom, Ardlla," Darian said, then rose and | eft the room through one of the other two doors.

Once heldd shut the door behind him, | spoke again. "Alright, hes gone. What isit you had to say?'

In response, Ardlla-tor reached up and opened the clasp at her temple that held up the vell, removed it
and set it on the table before her. | struggled not to grimace as | saw her face. Someone had taken a
knife or dagger to it - and they had done so with a vengance. She had asingle scar that ran across her



nose, two sashes on her |eft cheek and one on her right, and another scar that began below her right eye,
ran below her nose and across her lips, and trailed off on her |€eft jaw. That last one hadn't healed well,
aso - her lipswere dightly askew at the join of the scar.

"I can see by your face you have the same reaction to this most people do,” she said camly.

"I'm sorry. It'sjust that it'sabit of asurprise, that'sdl. Pardon me for whispering, but my throat's a bit
sore."

"l understand. Now you have to understand how | got these marks. About five years ago, | met aman
who was a merchant here in Greenhaven. Hed comein to have his fortune told. He was highly attracted
to me, and offered to take meto dinner. | told him | already had afriend and alover, but sncel wasa
little bored that day, | accepted. We had avery nice chat, and this devel oped into what | thought was a
friendship. Unfortunately, he thought it was more than that. One day, he asked meto marry him. | told
him that while| cared for him asafriend, | smply couldnt marry him - | wasin love with someone e,
as |'d told him on many occasions, and | had been since long before | met him. He wasn't happy with my
answer, but he seemed to accept it. A few weekslater, | was at my lover's house, and we were in bed
together. Unfortunately, my lover had forgotten to lock the door. The man who did thisto me had
followed meto my lover's house, and crept insde while | was with my lover. When he saw ustogether,
he stabbed my lover to desth, raped me, then did thisto me. 'To teach me alesson’, he said. Darian's
told me that you know several combat-spells. I'm just afortunetdller, and my Talent isn't that strong. |
never mastered spellslikethat. | waslucky he decided not to kill me aswell asmy lover. | tried to hit him
with my wizard's saff, thering | wear here on my hand. He was faster and much stronger than | was, and
smply grabbed my wrists and pinned them together with one hand.”

"Okay, but why? He knew you had alover before the relationship with him started.”

"Because my lover'snamewas Mariah," she sad quietly.

| sat therefor aminute. At firgt, | smply didn't know what to say. After awhile, though, it dl began to fit
together, and | began to get angry. "Ah, | see. Darian told you what happened to me aboard that ship,
didn't he? Hell, Darian probably told you everything! That moron is probably Stting in therefiguring I'll
talk to you, then have ardationship with you and everything will bejust peachy! Oh, yes, | can see his
whole chain of thought now; 'My friend Raven isn't attracted to men, Raven also was raped. Put these
two women together and they can talk it over and have sex and resolve all their problems!* Damn you



to hell, Darian! It's not that ssimple! She's a sapphite woman in a woman's body who got raped and
mutilated, not a normal man trapped in the body of a woman who was gang-raped by forty-eight
men over a period of three days and nearly died of thirst!" | yelled at the door, hating the hoarse
woman's voice that came out of my throat.

Ardlator reached out and took my hand, and | looked back to her. Shewas crying, and | suddenly
realized I'd been stupid and rude. "I'm sorry. | didn't mean to hurt you," | whispered, my throat sore from
having ydled.

"Raven, he didn't tell me that you were aman in awoman's body, he only told me you were awoman
who'd been gang-raped. He didn't bring you here to have arelationship with me, he brought you here
because it doesn't mean anything when he says 'l understand how you feel' He'saman and can't
possibly understand how you fed unless the same thing happensto him - he's aso one of the few menin
the world who can understand that helll never really know how it feds. He can't possibly understand the
shame, the humiliation, the pain, any of it, but he knows that, and that's why you're here. Y ou see, you do
understand what happened to me, because likeit or not, you're awoman now. By the same token, |
understand what happened to you. That'swhy you're here: To try and ease some of your pain by
discovering that other women have been through thisand survived. | never expected you to want to have
ardationship with me. Besdesthe fact that | thought you were anorma woman, | know what | look
like. No man or woman would ever consider arelationship with me now. No, you were asked here so
you could try to ease your pain by sharing it with another woman who understood,” she said, weeping.

| looked at her, and was suddenly ashamed. "I'm sorry. | redly am. I've hurt you, and I've made afool of
mysdlf,”" | said, then reached out to hug her. She patted my back for amoment, and suddenly | began to
sob. "Gods, how do you women put up with life?! It hurts every day, day in and day out! It never stops!
It just never stops! They never stop! They never stop hurting you and hurting you! | begged every god |
knew to please make it stop, but it went on and on and on! | screamed myself hoar se begging for
mercy, but it never stopped!"

"I know. | wasthere. It didn't stop. | begged and pleaded, but the pain didn't stop,” she replied,
weeping.

We hugged each other for along time after thet, crying helplesdy. Her familiar quietly hopped over toits
perch and tucked its head beneath itswing, leaving usto our shared misery.



Eventudly, our sobs petered out into sniffles, then into silence. We smply sat there, hugging each other,
stroking each other's back and sighing.

After along while, | findly redlized the pain in my heart had eased a bit. Darian had done the right thing -
being able to share my fedings with someone who redly did understand had helped. | wasn't surel
wanted to live, but | no longer wanted to die. For the moment, that would have to do.

Findly, | let Ardlago and pulled off my right glove. Drawing myself up straight and trying to put on my
best, most formd face, | spoke. "Mage Ardlla-tor, you've given me something very special. Now let me
give you something in return.” | opened the compartment on my right thumb ring and dumped out the two
grimoires (which brought asurprised look to her scarred face), then removed mine fromits protective
leather sack and tucked the other one back. Paging through my grimoire carefully, | stopped when I'd
found the spdll | wanted. "I'm having to cast this one from my grimoire because | never needed it enough
to bother learning it asa skill so | could cast it off the top of my head. I'll need molten beeswax - do you
havethat?" | asked.

"The candles are beeswax. What are you going to do?"

"Ah, of course. Wdll, asto what I'm going to do, dl I'll say isyou'll find out. Give me aminute whilel
read up on thisand refresh my memory. It's been about fifteen or Sixteen centuriessince | last cast it."”

A few minutes later I'd taken off both my gloves, and | had her leaning back with her head against my
breasts, face up. | began thefirst part of the enchantment, reading from my grimoire and gesturing
carefully over her face. As| wasworking from my grimoire, it took twenty minutesto complete. | then
began the second part of the enchantment, reading the incantation as| dowly stroked each scar on her
face, especidly the onethat ran across her lips and made them meet unevenly. That took another twenty
minutes. | then plucked one of the candles from the candelabra. " Thisis going to hurt. Don't move, and
don't open your mouth. Try to keep your face perfectly ill. I'll have to pinch your nose at one point so
hold your breath when | do,” | said, then began the third part of the enchantment, dripping the molten
beeswax over each scar until each was completely covered. She whimpered as the drops of wax hit her
face, and | began to gasp with the strain of the spell. | had to turn her head carefully to completely cover
the scars on her cheeks, and she suppressed ayelp of pain as some of the wax ran into her ear. | then
pinched her nose and carefully went over thefind and ugliest scar, the one that crossed her lips, carefully
dripping the wax and trying not to get it in her nose. | began to gasp with the effort of completing the spell
on so many scars at once, and had to struggle not to break the chain of syllables that made up thefina
part of theincantation. Findly, after another twenty minutes, | was done. | then replaced the candlein the
candelabraand blew gently on the candle-wax that coated her mouth and lower faceto trigger the
enchantment. Her eyes opened in surprise - the wax suddenly turned chill, and the pain vanished.



| sat her up carefully, then began to gently ped thewax off. | Ssghed in acombination of relief and
exhaustion - the spell had worked perfectly, asit dways did when | was careful. 1'd originally obtained
the spell to remove severd scars Dyarzi had accumulated in her career asathief, but it was dso useful
for removing moles, blackheads, birthmarks, bails, any kind of skin blemish. The mage who invented it
was dead now, like dl the other Hyperboreans, but while he lived he made good money with the spells
he'd devel oped.

"What did you do to me?' Ardla-tor asked, fegling her face.

"I removed the scars,” | replied hoarsdly, till very tired.

"Redly?How do | look?"

"Beautiful. If you don't believe me, ask him,” | said, jerking athumb at her familiar.

Theraven lifted itshead a her menta call, and looked at her. "'I'm sorry, mistress, but I'm a poor judge
of human beauty. You dl look very strangeto me, al bald and featherless,” he squawked, and tucked his
head back under hiswing.

"l can't fed them at all!'" Ardla-tor sad, rubbing her face with her handsas| put my grimoire away and
pulled my gloves back on.

"That's because they're gone, as though they never were. In my old body | could do this spell easly, and
the only hard part was getting Dyarzi to hold ill for the length of timeit took to completeit. In this body,
| fed likeI'vejust finished summoning agrester demon,” | said, and leaned back to relax.

"Who'sDyarzi?' she asked, smiling happily and stroking her face.



| Sghed, and told her my story. | needed the time to relax and catch my breath, and she seemed like the
kind of person who could be trusted with my secret. | didn't tell her where my tomb was or even a
generd direction, but otherwise | told her everything | could remember (which was digtinctly more than
when [ first woke up).

When | wasfinished, Ardla-tor looked a mein pity. "A month before your wedding? That's o sad.”

"Yes. Also, it'slikel told Darian at first - | may be awoman, but my spirit isthat of aman. All I can think
about is her, and the blood sings hot and free in my veins. Unfortunately, she'sgone. Eveniif | could find
awoman to replace her, what would | do with her?’

Ardlator reached out and gently took my gloved hand, looking mein the eyes. | redlized again she was
avery beautiful woman. "1 would be very pleased and honored if you would dlow meto show you,
Raven," shesad.

| brought her hand to my lipsand kissed it gently. "I appreciate the offer, and I'm definitely interested, but
I'll haveto be honest - I'm 4till inalot of physica pain.”

She reached out and pulled down my hood, reveding the pointed ears and high cheekbones of a hdf-df.
She gently ran her fingers across my cheek, along my ear, then cradled the back of my head in her hands
and drew meto her, kissng me softly. "I'll be very, very gentle," shereplied quietly.

Chapter Twelve

"...when the war was over, we had been split into four separate factions, divided along our own
racial lines, The Sylvani, or Wood-Elves, the Katani, or Svord-Elves, the Nomani, or High-Elves,
and the dreaded Malani, the Dark-Elves. The former three drove the latter into hiding, deep
beneath the earth, deeper even than the Dwarves live. Thereafter, the strength of the Seelie court
waned, as the rulership often fell to the hands of those best at manipulating the votes of the other
two factions, rather than those best at ruling. Meanwhile, the Unseelie court also faded, as their
leaders, the Dark Elves, were no longer above the earth, and the Goblins had only the strength to
hold their own kith and kin, the Kobolds and Hobgoblins, to their side. Thus, while the sun slowly
set on the power and influence of the Courts of Faerie, the sun slowly rose on the earliest of
human nations, the Hyperboreans, so called because their first, primitive settlements were north
of the Occidanic Forest..."



- Luvitar Smallion, A History of the Courts of Faerie, 304 NCC

When | awoke in the morning in her bed, | found Ardla-tor had her asams around me, and | had mine
around her. She kissed me again, and we smiled at each other. "Good morning. How do you fed?* she
asked.

"Better, much better. About everything. Thank you."

"You'rewelcome," she said, and hugged me. After amoment, she reached up and stroked the point of
my left ear, then giggled. ™Y ou know, | like how you're shaved and everything because that's so different
and positively naughty, but | have to say that what | really love the most are your ears. They're terribly
cutel"

| drew asoft finger dong her flanks, and she giggled at thetickling. " My interetslie alittle lower than
your ears, however," | replied, and for once wasn't upset at the sound of my woman'slaugh in my ears.

We climbed out of bed and dressed for breskfast. | was having problems getting my hair out of my face
(no brush, for onething), but when Arella saw me struggling, she smply picked up her brush and came
over to me. She carefully brushed my hair for me and pulled it back into aponytail so | could dip thelittle
slver hair-ring over it and shrink it down tight, then | began to dress while she washed her face and hands
inalittle basin of water she had in her room. | had aready finished donning Dyarzi's elf-chain garment
and had just finished donning the boots and gloves when Arella spoke up. ™Y ou know, that outfit looks
positivdy wicked! Wheredid you get it?

"Well, Dyarzi bought the elf-chain garment about ayear before she died. She called it her ‘dancing ouitfit'.
She used to put it on and dance for me in these gloves and boots with her sword, and pretend she was
some fantastic warrior-princess dancing to please the man sheloved. The df-chain, these glovesand
these boots were the only other clothes that hadn't rotted to dust, because they're enchanted to be
invulnerable. The gloves and boots have other enchantments, aswell. See?’ | said, clambering up thewall
and dinging tothe cailing.

"Okay, but how do you get down?"' she asked with agiggle.



Inanswer, | willed my bootsto let go and dangled from my fingertips, then willed the glovesto let go and
landed lightly on the bals of my feet, then grinned at her. "Dyarzi must have been an amazingly good
thief,” Arelator commented.

"The best in Hyperborea, maybe the best ever. She plucked the great ruby eye out of the Satuein the
Temple of Blood right out from under the nose of the high-priest's guards, and onetime she even stole
Queen Lunitolla's magic looking glass from under her pillow while the queen was sleeping! She never
bragged, though - she dways said her greatest feat wasthe day she stolemy heart,” | said, smiling at the
memory of my beloved. | looked over to Arellaas| picked up my black robe and cloak. Arellawas
dipping on the stockings she wore beneath her pantal oon-like undergarments (1 was amazed to see how
many interesting layers of undergarments the women of today wore when Ardlahad dowly stripped
them off the night before), when | gasped in shock and dismay. "Oh, no!" | yelled, upset to hear my
woman's voice come out as adespairing wail in my ears.

"What? What isit? Areyou hurt?' Ardlaasked, coming over to me.

"No, it'sjust that | suddenly redlized I've betrayed her! I've dept with another woman! What have |
done?" | wailed, and sat down heavily on the bed and put my head in my hands.

"No, no. Listen to me, Raven. Y ou loved Dyarzi, and you till do. Even so, she's dead. She has been for
maybe fifteen, sixteen centuries, asyou makeit out. If shetruly loved you, she wouldn't want you to
spend therest of eternity aone and unhappy, sheld want you to live, to love and laugh again. | know you
told me you had along-term god of trying to find away to bring her back to you. That might take you
another hundred years or so of careful research and study, if it'seven possible at al. Do you redly think
that you're eventudly going to summon her back from the void and thefirst thing shesgoing to say isn't
'thank you, | love you', but "have you remained chaste for the last seventeen centuries, dear?'" she
said, and we both laughed. " Serioudy, though, | want to tell you this; what you and | have between us
might flower into areationship, and it might not. Either way, | completely understand how you fed, and
I'll never push theissue. Y our fedings areimportant to me. | know al thisis new and strange to you, o
well go at your pace, not mine. Alright?*

"Thank you, | redlly appreciate that,” | replied with asmile, and dipped on my black robe. | folded the
cloak to wear after | got outside, and started to help Arelladress. Once shewasfinaly dressed, | picked
up my cloak and held my hand out to her. Shetook it and we started to walk to the door, then she
stopped and looked me over.



"Y ou know, the thought that you're nearly naked under that isjust delicioudy wicked!" she said with a
litlegiggle.

"Just remember, we're al naked undernesth our clothes” | replied with asmile.

We came out just afew moments before Darian did, and | grinned at him reflexively - my mae spirit
again, | guess. He grinned in reply, and clapped me on the shoulder. Arellator just smiled and shook her
head. "Are you feding better, Raven?' Darian asked.

"Much better, thanks," | replied truthfully. | felt better than | had in days, possibly better than | had in
millennia

"Ah, your voice sounds clear asabdll, now," Darian said, smiling.

"Yes, Arellamade an herbal tealast night that eased the hurt I'd done to my voca chords. She also gave
me a hedling ail that eased much of the tearing and bruising I'd had. The pain of that's nearly gone now.
I'm glad you brought me, Darian. She aso eased much of the pain of my soul, and in return | eased hers.
Arella, come here so Darian can take agood look at you in thelight,” | called, and Arellacomplied.

Darian gaped in amazement. "Arellal The scarsare gone! Y ou look beautiful!" he said, astonished.

"Thank you. I'll get thefire started so we can warm up alight breakfast. Why don't you two have a seet?
shereplied, and Darian and | complied.

After Arellahad poured some seed and a bit of water for Swift-wing, she tossed some wood into the
fireplace, then bent to light the fire. She muttered abrief cantrip, and the surface of the wood burst into
flame. | stared in amazement. "Arella, | thought you said your talent didn't allow you to do
combat-spdlls?’



She stood and brushed off the front of her dress. "It doesn't - my talent's not strong enough to master it.
Thisisn't battle-magic, it'sjust a Cantrip of Ignition.”

"Gods, what didn't you peoplelosein that war Darian told me about? The formulafor that little cantrip
you just used isthe basis, the very foundation of fire-oriented battle-magic! | wastaught that asan
apprentice battle-mage, and it once saved my life twenty yearslater when | used it on awarrior who was
about to split my skull with atwo-handed sword - | wastoo tired for anything else. He suffered first and
second-degree burns over nearly dl of hisbody, al the leather strgps on his armor went up in smoke so
hisarmor began to fal from him in pieces, hisbeard and hair burst into flame, and while he was dancing
around and screaming | crushed his skull with my wizard's staff!" | said, then waved her over to thetable.
"Come here and sit down for amoment, | want to check something,” | said, gesturing to achair.

Ardlacomplied, and | sat opposite her. | closed my eyes and spent afew minutesin meditation to focus
my mind, then reached out with my will and examined the patterns of Mana flowing through her. "Okay,
now usethat fire cantrip to light the candle next to you. Take your time, and do it very dowly,” | said,
concentrating on her intently. She did so0, and | watched the energy patterns. Her will, strengthened by
her Talent, began to shape the energy. The energy flow crystalized as a point of focus, then dissipated. |
opened my eyes and saw the candle waslit.

"Ardlla, there's nothing wrong with your Talent. Y ou aren't some poor hedge-wizard who's Talent
barely alowsthem to master afire cantrip - you have a sparkling, powerful Talent and astrong, sharp
will to back it up. Y ou have the ability to master the same spells| do, and I'm shocked and surprised to
learn you don't even know your fire cantrip can be used offensively. If you had, | think you might have
been able to defend yoursdlf againgt that merchant who attacked you. Infact, | think if you had shown up
at the Black Tower back in my living daysin Hyperborea, just asyou areright at this moment, the
Dyclonic Circle would have been proud to accept you as an apprentice. Yes, you're atwenty-five
year-old woman and you'd fed abit slly gtting in a class dong with adozen or more twelve-year-old
boys, but the Circle would never pass up a talent like yours, regardiess of your age or gender. Either
someone has lied to you to prevent your learning battle-magic, or your society Ssmply refusesto teach
women anything dangerous. Judging by what happened to both you and me, I'd guessalittle of both,” |
sad, and ground my tegthiinirritation.

"Migtress, | told you that you could do better. Y our will and your Talent are far greater than mine. Y ou
aways thought you couldn't, and never tried,” Swift-wing caled from his perch, looking up from the cup
of seed attached to the side.



"Raven, | don't understand. Y ou mean she's as good as you are, and just doesn't know it?" Darian
asked.

"Hmm. Well, you're amundane, so it'shard to explainto you," | said, and pondered how to explain the
Situation to someone who had no Talent, the inborn power to wield magic, and never would.

Swift-wing clacked hisbeak. "I can explain it. Geese. Everyone's seen geese fly by overhead in thefdll,
yet afarmer's geese can't make it over afour-cubit fence. Why? Because they were never taught to fly.
They can usetheir wingsabit, and can even fly short distances, but they can't truly fly because they were
never taught how. Mundanes are like geese born without wings. They cant fly a al. Mages arelike
geese born with wings. They can only fly if they're taught how," Swift-wing cackled, and looked very
pleased with himsdf.

"Good anadogy. Does that help, Darian?' | asked.

"Yes, actudly. You're like the wild goose, flying high and free because you've been trained how. She's
like the domestic goose watching you on the ground. She can fly up to the top of the fence, but from
there she just looks up at you and wonders how in the hell you do that. I'm like the wingless goose
Swift-wing mentioned. | watch you flap your wings and have no ideawhat you're doing because | literaly
don't have the equipment. | can see the effect and you can explain it to me, but | can never truly grasp
what it'sliketo fly becauseit'saphysica impossibility for me," Darian replied, stroking hischin.

"And what ajoy itistofly! To soar, to dive, to fed the wind rush over your feathers as you fight your
way to the clouds, then zoom high above the treetops! Theré's nothing likeit!" Swift-wing cackled with

joy.

| was about to tell Swift-wing that we got the point, when Ardlainterrupted. "Oh, Raven! | want to fly!
Teach metofly likeyou! Teach meto usemy Talent like you do! The Hyperborean circles are gone
now, only you remain. Maybe the elves or the dwarves might be able to teach me, but the legends say
that the battle-mages of Hyperborea were greater! Please, Raven, teach mel”

"Darian, do you mind if | spend time teaching her aswell asyou?' | asked, looking to him again.



"Of course not. Arella's been agood friend for years. Besides- if | listenin, | may learn something.”

"That you might,” | replied, nodding.

"Um, pardon me, but what exactly are you training him for?" Arellaasked. I'd told her my side of our
meeting and had told her my secrets, but | hadn't told her any of Darian's - | thought she aready knew.

"Darian, itsyour sory. | think you should tell it yoursdlf," | said, gesturing for him to Sit. | went over to
Ardlaslittle kitchen areaand brought some porridge back out, and by thetime | was nearly donewith a
pot of porridge, Darian had finished histae.

"Darian, you're therightful king of Larinia?' Arellaasked, amazed.

"Y es. Unfortunately, that doesn't do me any good at the moment.”

"No wonder you helped metheway you did," she replied, squeezing his hand.

"How did he help you?' | asked.

"With the merchant that cut me. After Darian and | met and became friends, he asked about my veil. |
told him my story, showed him what the merchant had done, and Darian grabbed his bow and stormed
out. The next day, | heard the merchant had been found shot in the neck with an arrow. Darian knew |
wasn't interested in men, he did it because he was my friend and atrue man of honor. Now | aso redlize
he did it because he'satrueking."



Darian looked at the floor sheepishly, and | spooned out some porridge into three bowlswhile Arellaand
| gave him amoment to recover from his embarrassment. Darian was a humble man, and that, too, was
animportant quaity inaking.

After wed eaten our smplefare, Darian and | planned what we'd do next. Darian wanted revenge on
Tharald, asdid . That bastard was directly responsible for everything that happened to me on the ship,
and | wanted him to pay. Even so, Darian was the one he'd betrayed, not me. | agreed to let him handle
it, and I'd just watch his back. Ardlathen spoke up. "Y ou should dedl with Penelope, too."

"I'm not surel can. I've never warred on women,” | replied.

"I'm afraid | haveto agree- | don't know if | could ded with her," Darian concurred.

"Darian, you I'll excuse - your attitudes are noble and good in thisregard. Raven, | won't excuseyou. It's
likel said last night - likeit or not, you're awoman now. No woman would alow another woman to get
away with doing something like that to her. She trested you like you were Darian's lover, even after you
and Darian denied it, and after you and she fought, she nagged her uncle until he went up to some
Vilandians and paid them al the money Darian gave him so they'd press-gang you. That experience was
horrible, agonizing, humiliating, and you nearly died. No, Raven. Y ou're not going to let her get away
with hurting you just because she's awoman, not when you're one, too. Make her pay, Raven,” Arella
said, her eyeslocked on mine and her expression grim.

| opened my mouth to try to dissuade her, then shut it as| felt asharp painin my lower abdomen, likea
cramp. "Uh! Damn,” | muttered, clutching my abdomen below my navel. The pain eased dowly, and |
muttered a curse under my bregth at the spirits of the dead Vilandians. My groin still ached from their
assault, and it appeared my internal organs aso needed to hedl for awhile more before I'd fedl better.

"Areyou dright, Raven?' Darian asked.

| nodded, my eyes closed, and Arellalooked at mefor amoment as| rubbed my temples. | could tell |
had the beginnings of a massive headache, and | just wished this whole conversation was over .
"Headache?' she asked. | nodded. "That pain you felt waskind of like acramp, wasnt it, like one youd
get from running too far?" she asked. | nodded again. "Y es, Darian. She'sfine," Arella concluded.



"Huh?How do you figure?' Darian asked. | looked up to Ardlla- | was wondering the samething
myself. Arelasmply looked & me, and after amoment, | understood. After dl, I'd lived with Dyarzi for
afew yearsbefore she died. | knew thesigns.

"Oh, damn!" | yelled, and despaired a the woman'swail which echoed in my ears.

"What?What isit?' Darian asked, hisface showing degp concern.

"It'snothing, Darian, don't worry about it. Raven, I've got some herbsthat will help easethe pain. Il
make someteafor you. Afterwards, I'll show you what to do to control your flow."

"Well, okay, but what's happening? What's the problem?’ Darian asked, sill concerned.

"It's her time, Darian! My migtress getsit every month! Mammalsl" Swift-wing cackled, and Ardlathrew
him acold look before she went to get the herbs from her cabinet. "I'm sorry, mistress, but it'sthe truth,”
he sad, shrinking away from her anger.

| was so depressed, | nearly wept with despair. "Gods, why do you women have to suffer so?" | asked
Ardlaas she started the tea.

"We women, Raven. Say it. Why do we haveto suffer so," Arellareplied.

"Alright, finel We women! There, are you happy now?" | snapped, then spoke up again. "Sorry."

"That's dright, Raven. Y our temper may be abit short for the next few daysto aweek, and I'm not



offended - you haven't had dl your lifeto get used to thisas | have. | was taught herblore and the skills of
amidwife by my grandmother, as| wastaught the few spells| know by my mother. My grandmother
sad that thewomb islike alittle field the man's seed growsin, and thisis your body'sway of hoeing and
weeding that field, making sure it will be ready to accept the man's seed and alow it to take root and
grow into ababy. As| grew older, | found | wasn't redly attracted to males, and | certainly wasn't
attracted to the idea of going through what al the women | helped as amidwife had to endure. Even o, |
know it's naturd and normal. Y our body's that of a haf-ef woman, and in many waysit's exactly like that
of ahuman female. Y es, you have pointed ears, your senses are keener, you can seewhen thelight is
very dim, and youll live for perhaps three and ahaf centuries. Even so, the human side of your body's
ancestry isexpressed aswell. Instead of dedling with this once each year in the spring like an ef-maid,
you'l be dedling with this every month, like ahuman woman. My grandmother said it was our grestest
strength and our common curse - it has alowed usto survive againgt the pressure of the other,
longer-lived races, and yet it'samonthly discomfort no woman enjoys.”

| Sighed, then grimaced dightly as another cramp struck, then dowly eased. Darian looked a mein pity.
"Raven, I'm sorry | pried. It'sjust that to me, | smply don't think of you asawoman. To me, you'relike
another man, agood friend of mine, and | can easly envision us hoisting atankard of aein good chesr,
then later complaining about the women in our lives over our cups. | fill see you as being aman who only
happens to look like awoman, like from a curse of somekind. I'm sorry if | embarrassed you," he said
quietly.

"That'sdright,” | replied, and clasped forearms with him in friendship and camaraderie. "Darian, I'm
proud to call you my friend. | know my Stuation'sabit unusual, and | appreciate you thinking of methe
way you do. In many ways, it makes me fedl much more comfortable being around you. That first day
when you looked at me like ahungry dog gazes on acut of mest was very difficult for meto endure.
Now, | fed you're aclose friend and boon companion, and I'd stand by your side in any battle you

fought."

"As| would yours™" hereplied, grinning.

"Y ou should get used to that ook, however," Ardlasaid, pouring me acup of green-colored tea. "That
look isnormal from men. They can't helpit. Y ou were once aman, you should know thisyourself."

| nodded, then sipped thetea. | nearly spat it out - it was bitter and vile. "Bleah! What isthis?" | asked
after I'd finally managed to swallow.



"Willow bark, rose hips, nettle root, twineberry leaf and a dash of cyalomine petalsto make it less bitter.
Drinkitdl, alittlesp won't hep you," Ardlareplied. | managed to finish the vile concoction without
retching. Once | was done, she took the cup from me and smiled. "In many ways, it's like that spell you
did to remove my scars. It was very painful when you did it, but the resultswere wdl worthiit. In alittle
while, you'l see

"Gods, you'd think some female mage somewhere would have developed aspell for this," | muttered,
and Ardlalaughed.

"Raven, you should know aswell as| that you can't heal someone when there's nothing wrong with them.
That'swhy an experienced herbaist can still make agood living, despite the fact that sorcery healsfaster
- theré'sjust some things magic can't fix."

| nodded and sat back quietly. She wasright, however; in afew minutes, the cramps had lessened to a
mere discomfort and my headache had faded away. | wasimpressed - sheredly was agood herbalist.
She brought over aflask she'd poured the rest of the teainto, then handed it to me. "If you fed the
symptoms returning, take two swallows of this - shake it before you drink it, though, or it'll betoo bitter
and won't work well. Y our robe has alittle pocket just there, so you should be ableto carry it with you
anywhere," she said, then held her hand out. "Now: Y ou and | need to take afew minutesand I'll show
you how to ded with your flow, which probably will be starting any time now, since you're cramping.
After that, we can go deal with Penelope and Tharad.” | took her hand and joined her as sheled meinto
her bedroom again.

Chapter Thirteen

"Revenge is a dish best served cold, with few spices, and as fresh as possible.”

- Hyperborean proverb.

An hour later, the three of uswalked towards Tharald'sinn. Ardla-tor waswearing her veil again, snce
she decided she'd keep the secret of her cure to herself - most men in Greenhaven knew what had once
lain benegth that vell (though they didn't know why), and they |eft her done asaresult. | noticed that my
black robe and hooded cloak caused the mundanesto give me awide berth, especidly with my hood
pulled up. Darian was right - the ebon robe and cloak made me look very intimidating. Thiswas agood
thing asfar as| was concerned, since | wasin no mood to be trifled with. The method Arella had shown
me for handling the flow of menstrua blood was ssimple - atightly rolled strip of cloth with astring sewn
toit. She had severd of them, and explained that she washed them in dcohal, let them dry inthesunina
windowsl| in the back of her house, then put them away while she used the next one. It was very
uncomfortable to wear, especidly considering my vaginawasn't completely healed from the abuseit had
received. Thisleft mein an extremely foul temper, and I'd decided that I'd repay Penelope for her
actionsin amanner that suited her particularly well.



Darian entered firgt, with Arellaand | following. There were six men in the common room, which |
thought would make a suitable audience for what was to follow. Tharald looked up to see who had
entered, and his smileinstantly changed to alook of shock and fear as he saw Darian. Of course, Darian
was rather intimidating himsdf a the moment. His green hunter's garb had severd rentsin it sained with
dried blood, hisface had severd days worth of straggly beard-growth, and his blue eyes blazed with
anger. "Tharald, you bastard, I'm going to kick your damn teeth in!™ heroared.

Thardd, hisface pale and his eyeswide, turned on his hedl and started to run for the back door. Darian
gprinted after him and tackled him behind the bar, then the two men rolled around on the floor. Ardlaand
| stepped up next to them, and | picked up the crosshow Tharad had benesth the bar, firing the bolt into
the ceiling and tossing the wegpon aside. Tharald might have felt that the crossbow was only to be used
in alife-or-death emergency and had decided not to try to kill Darian, but | doubted it. | figured hed
been so frightened of Darian, it hadn't even occurred to himto useit.

A couple of the other patrons rose to help Tharad, but | raised my hand as though to gesture for a spell.
"Don't, or by the gods I'll turn you into pigs and have ham for tonight'sdinner,” | said. | didn't likethe
way my woman's voice sounded in my ears (to me, it sounded like ahollow threst), but the robe and
cloak made the difference. | was obvioudy afemale and amage, possibly a powerful and dangerous
mage from my look, and definitely afurious mage. As| wasfemae, | might even befully in the throes of
acatamenia fury (which, apparently, | was). The two men decided that a powerful, furious sorceress
whao's anger might be heightened by an gpproaching menstruation was not someone they wanted to mess
with at the moment, and sat back down.

Thardd wasrather large and strong, but Darian finaly had him where he wanted him, and was now in the
process of pounding hisface with hisfist over and over and over. Pendlope ran out from the kitchen to
see what was the matter, and spotted Arella-tor and | standing behind Darian, watching his back. "Y ou!™
she yelped, shocked and afraid.

| was going to speak, but Arellabeat metoit. "That's right, Penelope. The woman you thought was
geding Darian. Well, she waan't. Sheswith me.”

Pend ope's eyes went wide as she looked to me. "I didn't know you were a sapphite!”



"No, you didn't, and as aresult, you threw away your relationship with Darian and earned your uncle the
beating he's getting right now. Y ou aso don't know what happened to me on that ship, Penelope. They
raped me. Thewhole crew, dl forty-eight of them. Day and night. For three days. | nearly died,
Penelope. Now you're going to pay. I'm going to let everyone see on the outside what your soul islike on
theinsde. For each man that raped me, you're going to spend seventy-six days with your new
appearance. | curse you, Penelope, for the next ten years,” | said, and drew upon my staff for the
strength | needed as | spat out the incantation for the Curse of Ugliness, gesturing briefly with my gloved
left hand.

Penel ope squealed with the sharp, brief pain of the spell, then brought her hands to her face, and moaned
as shefdt the change. The sx men who'd heard my speech had looked disgustedly at Penelope as| told
my tale, but now they looked at her in horror. Her face was now covered in hairy warts, red blotches,
moles, boils and open sores that trickled pus and blood. Penelope drew her hands away, and saw the
blood and pus on them. "What have you doneto me?" shewailed.

"| told you - for the next ten years, everyone will see on the outside exactly what you're like on the inside;
anugly, spiteful bitch,” | replied venomoudy.

Penel ope ran to me, dropping to her knees and grabbing my cloak. "Oh, please! I'm sorry, | redly, redly
am! Please have mercy on mel”

| grabbed her by the hair and pulled her to her feet, glaring into her horrificaly ugly face. "'l begged for
mercy too, bitch. | begged and screamed for mercy. | begged and screamed for mercy for three days
as all of those men raped me over and over and over, you bitch! And theworst partis, | am beng
merciful! My first thought wasto makethis curselast for the rest of your miserablelife!" | yeled, hating
the screech of my woman'svoice.

"Please, | beg you! How can | go through lifelikethis?" shewailed.

"l suggest you get avell. It worked for me," Ardla-tor suggested dryly.

"No, thisbitch isgoing to need amask. A veil will get soiled from the excretions of the sores,” | said, and
flung Penelope to the floor by her hair. She rolled to her feet and ran off into aback room, apparently



where shelived in theinn. After afew moments, ahideous, wailing scream came from the open door.
Penelope had pulled out amirror.

The sound was music to my ears.

| turned to the other men in the inn about the time that Darian rose to hisfeet. Tharald lay bloody and till,
but breathing. Hed live, though it looked like it'd be severd months before he was on solid food again,
what with that broken jaw and shattered teeth. Of course, he wouldn't be able to see Penelope's face
until tomorrow. Both his eyeswere swollen shut at the moment, and his nose was flattened for good
measure. "Y ou Sx men have heard my tale, and you probably know what happened the first night | was
here- I'm surethetdeisal over town by now. | left peacefully then, and | leave peacefully now. Even
30, the next time | have to come here and right awrong that's been done to me or my friends, I'll leave
this place asmoking hole in the ground and the people of this damned city will be breathing your ashesin
the air for weeks. Bewarned," | said, and the three of usturned and |l ft.

Chapter Fourteen

"Only fools and other mages trifle with a mage.”
- Arcadian proverb

Darian's knuckles were bloody and his hands were swollen, so after we got back to Ardla-tor's house, |
examined them. "Y ou've broken abonein your right hand, and the knuckles of both hands are dashed up
from his broken teeth. Darian, please don't tell me I'm going to have to teach you how to fight, too?" |
asked, grinning.

"No, it'sjust that when | finaly saw hisface, | kind of lost control. All I wanted to do was keep pounding
it over and over," hereplied sheepishly.

"I can handle the cuts and the swelling if you can fix thebone," Ardlasaid, looking his hand over. |
nodded, then gripped hiswrist in one hand and hisfingersin the other. | then cast aspell of healing as|
gently tugged on hisfingersto pull the bone back in place. Darian grunted dightly as the bones shifted,
then grinned when the pain stopped.

"Thanks, that fedls better already. Are you dright, though? | know spdllcasting istiring for mages, and
especidly for you since you don't have much endurance in your new body yet."



"I'm dright, it was just asingle bone in the back of your hand. After I've had afew minutesto re<t, I'll be
fing" | replied as Ardlareturned to the table with asmall box. She opened the box and pulled out an
unguent jar, carefully removing thelid. She then took asmall dab of pink paste from insdethejar, then
took each of Darian's hands one at atime and rubbed the paste into the small cuts on his knuckles. As
sheworked, | watched in amazement as the cuts dowly began to sedl into tiny white scars. | picked up
thejar in agloved hand and carefully sniffed at the unguent - sharp, tangy and earthy. "Bloodmoss?' |
asked.

"Yes, it'sastandard bloodmoss unguent. My grandmother taught me how to makeiit. | couldn't useit on
the tearing you had, though - it irritates the vaginaterribly. That'swhy | used that Oil of White Lotuson
you - it not only smells very nice, but it wouldn't make you itch for hours afterwards like bloodmoss
would have done," she replied.

"Gods, Darian! | don't think your culture gives a damn about women! We Hyperboreans cherished and
treasured our women, and respected their wit and wisdom. Y ou keep yoursinthral,” | said in disgust,
putting the jar back down gently.

"What? What do you mean?"' Darian asked, surprised.

"Darian, in Hyperborea any woman who could make a bloodmoss unguent would have been called a
Physicker, not asmple Herbalist, and she'd bein service to one of the greater circles or even one of the
kings! | don't know much about herblore, but | do know that bloodmaossis one of the most powerful and
dangerous herbsin existence. Used properly, it has amazing powersto hedl, and it can be madeinto an
unguent that anybody can use with no skill or training at dl - this very unguent right here. Used
improperly, however, bloodmossisa lethal poison.”

Arellalooked at mein surprise as she sedled thejar and put it away. "Y ou mean it? Y ou redly think |
have the skills of atrue physicker?' she asked.

"Absolutely,” | replied, pulling my hood down and relaxing in the chair.

Darian looked like he was thinking about what | said. After afew minutes, he spoke. "Raven, | guesswe
do kind of hold our women back. Women aren't allowed to join any of the guilds, not even the wizard's



guild. Theonly guild that accepts women in Greenhaven isthe thieve's guild, and they're not ared guild,
they're just alarge group of organized pickpockets, con-men, burglars, nsand thugs. It'slike that
al over Arcadia, and Lariniaisthe sameway. | think that'swrong, and I'd like to changeit. If | ever
becomeking of Larinia, | will. | don't know how, but I will."

"l don't know how either, but maybe well discover the answver sometimein the future. For now, I'd like
to see Ardlasgrimoire - I'd dso like to see Swift-wing's grimoire, if he has one. Once | have agood
idea of what she and Swift-wing dready know, | can work out aplan for filling in the gaps. I'd then like
to st down with you and begin your studiesin logistics and military science. We're going to teach you
how to be aking, and we're going to teach Arellahow to fly,” | said, smiling.

"Wait! Before we start anything, I'd liketo tell our fortune, if you don't mind,” Ardlla-tor asked.

| opened my mouth to say something like ‘we don't have time for foolishness, then remembered she
wasn't just asmple pam-reader - she had apowerful talent. "Alright, go ahead.”

"Oh, good," she said with asmile, then went over to start a pot of teaagain.

"Please tell me what you're making now will taste better than what you put in the flask you gave mel” |
asked, grinning, and Darian chuckled.

"Dontworry, it'sjust tealeavesthistime," shereplied with agiggle.

After afew minutes, sheld poured out four cups - onefor Darian, myself and hersdlf, and one for
Swift-wing. We sipped our cups quietly while Swift-wing dipped his beak in histeacup, then lifted his
head to swallow theteaabit a atime. "Tasty, tasty! Even better than muddy water!" he cackled. |
decided not to ask him if he was being facetious or not - he was a carrion-egter, after al. Wefinished
after afew minutes, and Arella placed the four teacups together in the center of the table. She then
murmured an incantation as she gestured over them, then she gazed into the cups quietly asthe spell took
effect. After afew moments, she began to speak, her voice an eerie monotone.



"Trouble. Trids, difficulties. Travel. Struggle. Dragons, giants, fell beasts. Battle. War. Horror. The Army
of Undead marches. Drums, drums, the thunder of incessant, maddening war-drums. Pain, great pain.
Sorrow. Madness. Death. The Raven, the King, the Witch," she said hollowly, then blinked for amoment
as she came out of the trance and looked up to me. "Darian, Raven, we haveto leave. Now!" she said,
her eyesfearful.

"Okay, but why?" | asked, taken aback by her prophecy of war and death. Darian looked equally
shocked and surprised, but held histongue. Swift-wing smply looked nervous, fluffing hisfeathers and
shifting from foot to foot.

"Anamy iscoming - a big one! Eighty, maybe ninety thousand men march from Larinia. It'sthe largest
army ever assembled in the history of our two nations, maybe the largest ever . They've gone through the
wilderness and crushed what few villages they encountered, daughtering the people so no word of their
advanceis spread. They'll be here by tomorrow morning, and they'll lay siege to Greenhaven. It'sthe
largest city in many leagues of here, and an important port. With it in their hands, they can land shipshere
and supply their army by sea. Nearly dl the people of the city will die, and those that live will yearn for
desth. They will allow no oneto escape, and they will alow few to survive. They'll loot the city, tear
down what they don't need to build their defenses, and then begin conquering Arcadia. The king of
Arcadiaisgoing to diein battle, Raven. Thisnation is going to be conquered by the end of the year, and
those who will not submit to the king of Lariniaare doomed to die. If we stay here, though, wewont live
to seeit - well dl diewith the rest of the people of thiscity."

"Therewas more! Y ou said the Army of Undead marches! Y ou said dragons, giants and fell beastsl”
Swift-wing squawked fearfully.

"He'sright. Isthat what's approaching?’ | asked.

"No, the Larinian army is made up of men. What | say during the trance | don't remember. | only
remember the part that's the most critical - inthis case, our survival. Everything € se must come after that.
That'swhy | have Swift-wing. | needed someone who could point out anything I'd missed after | awoke
from the trance, and possibly figure out if it'simportant. At the moment, though, dl | cantell you isthat
we havetoflee. Please, Raven! We haveto go now!"

"Cadmdown. Yes, their army islarge, but I've seen bigger. Remember, I'm atad older than you, and
when we're talking armies and war, we're dedling in my areaof expertise. | bow to Darian's skill asan



archer, swordsman, hunter and tracker, | bow to your skill as aphysicker and fortuneteller, and | bow to
Swift-wing's ability to soar through the air and see into the astral without chanting asingle syllable of a
spell. Assuch, you al need to do the same for me, dright?' | asked, and they nodded their agreement.
"Good. Firg thingsfirst. Arethey al on foot, or do they have horses?!

"Some knights, along train of wagons, most on foot,” she replied.

"How long atrain of wagons? How many?"

"Long. Severa hundred wagons, and they travel in therear of thearmy.”

"But it'snot atrain of wagons going back and forth between the army and their homeland?”’

"No, just alarge group of wagons that followsthem."”

"Good. That'stheir supply wagons, and they haven't formed a supply-line back home. That meansthey're
carrying al the suppliesthey'll need to take this city and establish it asthe receiving end for achain of
supply shipsfrom home. With their numbers, they should be able to take this city easily. Unfortunately for
them, that also meansthey can't just break off and leave them - they need them too desperately to risk
their lossto accident or goblins. Those wagons have to be guarded safely in the rear of the army or their
wholeinvasion plan is sunk. That means we can out-distance them easily on horseback - an army can
only travel asfast asit's dowest component. Ardla, I'll need arope at least twelve cubitsin length.
Darian, | need you to help Ardlago through the house and sdlect everything we might need on along
journey. Arella, make sure you take al your herbs and reagents, your grimoire, and your kitchen

supplies. If you have abrazier, bring it - well need it. Asfor me, I'm going to have to charge up my staff
asmuch as| can so that | can summon my Hidden Sanctuary. After weload it up, Darian can buy two
horses and we can get out of here. Well have to work fast, so get moving.”

"Alright, but why only two horses? Aren't you coming?' Darian asked.



"Y es, but even after | charge my gtaff, | won't have enough strength to remain conscious - it'll be hard
enough to avoid smply dying from the strain. My staff's virtualy empty at the moment. If I'm careful, I'll
just be unconscious. Y ou can throw me over the back of one of the horses and take me with you."

"I know the Spell of Transference. Mistress taught it to me. She dso knowsit. We could both help you
charge your gaff. Then you wont faint," Swift-wing cackled.

"Good. If | have enough strength left over, | may be able to summon an invisible steed. Then only Darian
will need ahorse - Ardlacan eadly ride with me. Alright, does everybody understand the plan?’ |
asked.

"All except two things - what's a Hidden Sanctuary and what's an Invisible Steed?' Arellaasked.

"Darian can explain as he helps you sort out what we're going to take. For now, | haveto rest and
meditate. | figure well haveto leavein four hours, so get to work."

Darian and Ardlla hastened to comply, and |eft the room. | leaned back in the chair and relaxed, trying to
meditate before my first attempt to store some of my energy into my staff. Swift-wing smply flew over to
his perch and began to preen, muttering nervoudy to himself.

Chapter Fifteen

"The difference between a woman and a horse is that the horse can live its entire life without ever
once feeling a need to tell you what it's thinking."

- Mysantian proverb

As sunset approached, Darian drew back on thereins of his dun mare, halting under a spreading oak
tree. | pulled up next to him on my invisible steed. Ardllawas mounted behind me, and when | glanced
back to check on her, | could see she was exhausted. We had wanted to get two horses, but after we
bought afew extrathings wed need for our trip, we Smply didn't have the money. Swift-wing had flown
along nearby us above the trees, keeping an eye out behind usto seeif any advance scouts of the army
were around. Hefluttered to alanding on Arellas shoulder. "Therésasmall caravan headed towards the
city and afew farmer'swagons heading out, but that's dl," he squawked to me.

"Good. | figure their scouts are probably approaching the city just about now, but there was a chance



that they werein the areaaready. Good work. Y ou're the best scout I've had in centuries,” | said, and
grinned as Swift-wing cackled his amusement - he knew he was aso the only scout I'd had in centuries.

| pulled out the rope Ardllahad provided, coiled it on the ground, and summoned my Hidden Sanctuary.
| tossed one end of the ropeinto the air, and it fastened itself to theiron ring atached to the opening of
my sanctuary and hung there. | was glad Arellaand Swift-wing had helped me charge my staff - | was
reding with exhaustion after summoning the sanctuary a second timetoday (the first being when we'd
loaded Ardllas possessionsinto it), and | was barely able to clamber up the rope at al, even with
Dyarzi's boots and gloves helping me. | had drained my staff aslittle as possble, taking most of the strain
myself, snce | might need its stored power later. Arella had been amazed when shefirst saw me summon
it in the back yard of her home, and Swift-wing had been very excited - he found he didn't haveto figure
out how to climb the rope, he smply had to fly up insde the hole using the rope asaguide. At the
moment, Arellawas too tired to be amazed. Shetried to climb up the rope, but was too tired to manage
it. Darian had to boost her up so | could grab her arms and pull her in, and | nearly fainted with the effort.
I'd dready dismissed theinvisible steed, and Darian spent twenty minutes brushing down hishorse with
the brush he'd bought. When he was finished, he hobbled his horse with a short piece of rope, then
climbed up and joined us.

As Darian pulled the rope up behind us, he looked Arellaand | over. "Are you two going to be dright?’

"I'mfine, just exhausted,” | replied weekly.

"Me, too. It took everything | had in my staff, Swift-wing's staff and agood portion of my own strength
just to charge Raven's Saff up to the full amount of power it can normaly contain. Then we have that
long, hard ride? Phew!" Arella added.

"Well, let me help you get the bed set up s0 you can rest,” Darian said, and bent to the task while Arella
and | sat on the floor next to each other and tried to catch our breath.

My little room was full of the supplies we'd packed and afew pieces of furniture we'd brought aong.
Very little of what Arellahad would fit through the cubit-wide hole in the center of the sanctuary, but
Darian had managed to dip in three small chairs, Swift-wing's perch, dl of Ardlas medicind and herbal
supplies, severa pots and pans, abrazier and severad pounds of charcoa, several weeks of food, severd
gdlons of water, afew changes of clothesfor Arellaand five bottles of wine. Darian had aso brought the
pillows and the quilted mattress from Arella's bed, aswell as severd sheets and blankets. He unrolled the



mattress, tucked a sheet around it, then laid a blanket and the pillows on top of it. By the time hewas
done, Arellawas definitely ready for bed, and | was ready to join her (Swift-wing was already adeep on
his perch). | pulled off my cloak and robe, and helped Arellaremove her dress. Darian goggled a me for
amoment, then turned and threw the rope back down the hole and knelt to climb down. "Darian, where
areyou going?' | asked.

"I'm sorry, | just can't deep here with the two of you. It wouldn't beright,” he replied, and swung aleg
intothehole.

"Wait!" | caled, waking Swift-wing with agtart. Darian pulled hisleg back in and waited, hisbristly,
unshaven face dowly turning red as he averted his blue eyes from us. | looked him over - he was amess.
His clothes were rent and bloodstained, and they were very dirty. His brown hair was matted and greasy,
and he knelt there before us hunched over. After amoment, | realized he was hunched over because he
was struggling to hide and subdue a rampant erection, and he was horribly embarrassed. "Mage
Ardla-tor, we have wronged this man beyond al norma endurance. Y ou wouldn't treat an anima the
way weve treated him. This man should spit on the two of usand never speak to usagain,” | said, trying
to sound formal and commanding and hating the way my woman's voi ce made the words sound.

Darian and Ardlalooked to mein surprise, and Swift-wing cocked his deepy head as he watched
dlently. "What do you mean, Raven?' Arellaasked.

"Ardla, look a him. Hes amess. His clothes are ripped up, bloodstained and dirty. He needs a bath and
ashave, and theitching of that growth has got to be bothering him - he doesn't wear a beard usualy, and
he never took ayear or two to get it fully grown out and comfortablelike | didin my old body. | didn't
think about it at the time because | knew that Darian was used to me and | till tend to think of mysdlf as
aman, but I'm standing here nearly naked before him, and you're showing him al those layers of
undergarmentsthat in your culture | think are probably very titillating. | think you weretoo tired to redlly
realize what you were doing, because | know | was. Even o, he hasn't been with awoman in awhile,
maybe months, and we're flashing our flesh a him without any consideration for how that must make him
fed - worse, neither of us hasthe least bit of interest in lying with him to rlieve the pressure. Arella, |
was aman once, and my soul gtill isthat of aman. | can tell you from personal experience - what he's
feding now is extremely painful,” | said, handing Arellaher dress back and dipping my robe back on as
| continued.

"And thisisnot theworgt of it, by far. Hed had arough time before he met me, what with losing his
horse and having to go on foot. He hel ps me protect my tomb and day the thieveswho entered it,
becoming my friend and boon companion. Shortly afterwards he's clubbed unconscious and
press-ganged, worked like adog for days before | can escape, wounded six timesin helping me fight the



sailorsand day them dl, then brings me food and tries to comfort me while | despaired of my abuse. He
then works for an entire day without deep while | rest, then when | awake | find he's gotten me more
food and drink to help me recover. After probably aslittle deep as he could force himsdf to have, he
shows great wisdom, mercy and compassion by bringing me to you. Now you and | have worked him
likeadog all day to help us get out of the city with as much aswe can carry, and then we're smply going
to gripinfront of himand liein bed and let the man fend for himself? Arella, that's no way to treat a dog,
much lessaking!"

Ardlablushed and held her dress over hersalf, and as Swift-Wing cackled his amusement, Darian spoke
up. "No, Raven, redlly. It'sdright. I'll just leave S0 you two can relax and be comfortable.”

"Darian, my humble and sdf-effacing friend, | say thiswith all due respect: Shut up. Pull that rope back
up while | help Arelapull her dress back on, and then well try to find something to get you cleaned up
with."

We managed to come up with atowe, alarge basin, acake of soap, amug and a sponge, then Arella
and | got to work. Swift-wing, realizing he wasn't needed, tucked his head benegth hiswing and went
back to deep. While Ardlatried to rinse theworst of the dirt out of Darian'sfilthy and overlong hair, |
drew my knife and trimmed off alarge hunk of hishair, then used my slver hair-ring to hold it together
tightly asasmall brush. My own ebon hair dangled loose and free, draping about my shoulders and down
my back, and | tried to ignore the furtive glance Darian gave me when he saw it. | diced off adiver from
the cake of soap, dropped it into the mug with some water, then used my makeshift brush to build up a
lather. Arellacarefully poured the soapy foam over Darian's hair and began to massage his scalp as she
tried to get the remainder of the dirt out of hishair. | made two more mugs of soapy foam for her until she
was satisfied hishar wasfindly clean.

| then made another mug of foam while Arellacombed Darian'swet hair for him, then covered his beard
with the lather using the makeshift brush. | then drew my knife again and began to shave him carefully.
"Um, Raven, | can do that mysdlf,” Darian commented.

"Shut up. After dl you've donefor Arellaand |, you deserveto betreated like what you redly are - a
king. Besides, nobody touches my knife but me, and | wouldn't trust that dull little pig-sticker you took
off those Vilandian bastards to cut my breed,” | said, and Darian wisdly held histongue after that - though
he had to struggle to suppressagrin.



As| worked, | redlized that another reason Darian had been so completely uncomplaining sncewed
killed the Vilandians aboard the ship - he probably still felt guilty about it. Hed taken meto Thardd'sinn,
and the incident that followed had been the impetus to him being press-ganged and my repeated
gang-rape. | didn't blame him for what happened, though. No, | redized that Arellahad been right, and
as such | blamed Penelope (and I'd made her pay quite satisfactorily for it, thank you very much). Even
S0, Darian was aman of honor, and felt guilty for what had happened to me. | was very happy to see that
by thetime Ardlawas rubbing the last of the soap off hisface and rubbing hishair to dry it, hed findly
broken out into agrin that went from ear to ear.

"I'm glad to see you're smiling, Darian. Now take your clothes off,” | said. Darian and Ardllagoggled at
me, and | burst out laughing. "No, no! They need to be cleaned and repaired, and you need to use the
sponge to bathe yourself. Come, here's a blanket to preserve your modesty. Hand us your clothesfrom
beneath it, and welll turn our backs and get to work," | said, tossing him the blanket from the bed. Ina
few minutes, Darian was nude beneath the blanket, stting on the floor and blushing wildly while Arella
and | turned away from him and began.

Ardladidn't know the Spell of Repairing, so | had her brush Darian's boots with the brush he'd bought
for hishorsewhile | rested for afew minutes. Oncel felt uptoit, | cast aspell of repairing on his
breeches, tunic and cloak. His chain shirt was gone, though - Darian explained his guess was Vilandians
gpparently had sold it before they left port (sailors havelittle use for armor - fall overboard wearingit,
and you'relikely to drown before your shipmates can lower a boat to rescue you). His clothes were il
dirty and blood-stained, but that was the best | could do at the moment. Arella pointed out how his boots
were worn and needed repair, and | cast the spell again on each of them, nearly fainting afterwards, while
Arelabrushed off as much of the dirt from his clothes as she could. Arellaand | set the clothes behind us
and gave him amoment to dress again aswe sat in our little chairs, Ardlaholding me up so | wouldn't
smply dump to the floor. Eventudly | felt abit better, and Darian told us we could turn around again. |
then spent afew minutes trimming Darian's hair with the razor-sharp blade of my knife, trying to make
him somewhat presentable. After that, | restored my slver band to my hair, and spoke. "Darian, I'm
afraid that's the best we can do for you, unfortunately. Both Arellaand | care for you deeply as our friend
and companion, and we respect you immensaly. Unfortunately, I'm still aman inawoman'sbody - I'm
sorry, but I'm just not even dightly interested in you. Please don't be offended. I'm sure that awoman
would find you quite handsome," | said lamely.

"Heis avery handsome man, especialy now that he's clean and shaved and his hair is short again. Even
50, | find I have to agree with you, Raven. I'm very sorry, Darian, but I'm just not interested in you either.
You'reagood friend, | oweyou alot, and with your actionstoday, | probably owe you my life. Even so,
| smply cannot liewith you," Ardlasaid, trying to be nice.

"That's dright. Raven, you should know that the pain of concupiscenceisn't fatd for amae,” Darian
replied with awry grin.



"No, but sometimes you damn wdl think you'regoing to die!” | replied, and Darian and | burst out
laughing while Ardlagiggled.

Once we camed down, Darian stood and tossed the rope out the one-cubit wide hole in the center of
thefloor. "Wéll, I'll deep outside. Good night, and thank you, my friends. | redlly appreciate your
concern,” he said, and dipped out the hole, climbing down the rope to the ground.

| sighed as| pulled the rope back up. "Damn," | said, for lack of anything better to say.

"What isit, Raven?' Ardlaasked.

"Well, | fet like | wastelling him he was a sodomite or something, asthough | was saying there was
something wrong with him. There's nothing wrong with Darian or hisdesires, but | smply have no interest
inhim sexudly.”

"I understand. Unfortunately, neither of us can redly help him. I'm a sgpphite, and aslong as you have
thisbody, you aretoo,” Arellasaid, putting the chairs aside and sitting on the mattress Darian had lain on
thefloor.

"Not redly. | know you want meto fully accept being awoman, but I'm redlly not. I'velooked &t and felt
my astral body when | was using the Spell of Agtral Projection, and my soul till looks asit did when |
wasdive- atal, muscular Hyperborean mae with ashaven pate, afull beard and a moustache. It can't
be detected when I'm in this body, but when | project, my true self isreveaed. Such isthe power of the
Spell of Hidden Life - my soul ishoused in thisbody asthough it wasmy own, yetitisnot. If itisdain,
I'll return to my animuary. The next time, | may encounter someone who has aweak enough will so that
the spell will alow meto re-shapetheir body as| possessit, making it into aduplicate of my own body
asit wasat thetimel first made my animuary. | might have done it with this body, wereit not for the
head injury forcing meto lose consciousness as | commanded the body to live instead of die.”

Arellanodded, and | joined her on the mattress. I'd explained to her about my animuary, and the



difference between amage who is good and sets their animuary so they'll only strike at their
grave-robbers, and those who are evil who strike at the innocent and the unwary. | looked at her, and
could tdll shewasthinking. | waited slently until shefinaly spoke. "Wdl, | understand dl that, but | il
think you should try to think of yourself as being awoman now. Y ou should accept the change as best
you can, or you'll spend the rest of your life unhappy and uncomfortable. I've been awoman al my life,
and | enjoy who and what | am. Y ou may be far older and wiser than | am, but it'slike you said - you
accept that | know more in some areas than you do, and you bow to my skill and knowledge in these
areas. Assuch, | havethisto say; I've been awoman far longer than you have, and if you want to be
happy instead of miserable, you'l follow my advice.”

| sghed again. "Well, I'll try. | think the best I'll be able to do is smply accept this half-elf woman's body
asmy own and be happy with it, though. | don't think I'll ever be ableto truly think of myself asa
woman, and think womanly thoughts."

"Oh, redlly? And just what isit that congtitutes womanly thoughts?' she asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Y ou know - woman things. Clothes, hair, perfumes, gossip, thingslikethat," | replied, shrugging.

"Oh, redly? And when you were dive back in Hyperborea, you never worried about your appearance?
You let your clothes get dirty and ragged and let your beard grow unkempt down to your knees, |

suppose.”

"No, of course not. Image is very important when you're amember of the Dyclonic Circle. My robes
were of the blackest cloth | could find, and | kept my beard negtly trimmed to about here,” | said, holding
my hand at the top of my breasts. "I aso kept my head shaved, and wore the polished steel skull-cap of
the order. | thought | made arather dashing figure, actualy.”

"Ah, | see. And | suppose you never chatted with your friends over amug of de or wine or whatever
Hyperboreans drank, talking about the women in your lives and the latest goings-on within the lives of the
other members of the Dyclonic Circle?"

"Well, yes, actudly. Before | met Dyarzi, | often went out for acup or two of byallar with my friends,
and weld chat about women and the latest intrigues within the order. All harmless, of course - mostly



who didiked whom, and who was bucking for the next position of Master that might come open. Why |
remember onetime-" | replied, and Ardlainterrupted.

"What? Gossip among the ranks of the proud and noble Dyclonic Circle? Why you'd have me believe
they were merdly aflock of cackling hensingtead of the brave and noble men they werel” she said,
pretending to be shocked.

| laughed, then nodded. "1 guess you'reright, we did gossip.”

"Precisely. My point isthat men and women aren't redlly so different in their thoughts and actions as most
peoplethink. The only red difference | can seeisthat men tend to be more aggressive and occasiondly
domineering. Oftentimes the best friendships between men are established after agood, long fist-fight.

Y ou say you can't accept yoursalf as awoman, that the best you'll be able to do is accept thisbody as
your own. Wdll, that'swhat I'm trying to get you to do. In the end, you'll redlize that you are awoman,
though your attraction to other women makes you a sapphite, as| am. Now come; we've got to change
your cloth and get you afresh one, then clean the previous one before we go to bed."

The process of tugging on the string to draw out the old cloth and putting the new one in place was very
uncomfortable, and also brought asting of pain from my haf-heded injuries. | sat there quietly as she
showed me how to clean the used and bloody cloth, thinking about what Arellahad said. | was till
considering her words as we undressed and carefully folded our clothes. Aswe snuggled together in the
bed, | spoke quietly to her. "No. There's one difference. A great one."

"What'sthat?' she asked, stroking my earswith asmile.

"Women don't commit rape,” | replied quietly.

She reached across and hugged me gently. "Neither do men like Darian. | think that when you were dive
in Hyperborea, you were dso aman like him.”



"I never touched awoman againgt her will, and | certainly never raped awoman. | dwaysbelieved it
beneath me. Even so, I'd never understood why some women who were raped dit their throats
afterwards. Now | know."

She hugged me after that, and | hugged her in return. | lay there in the comforting wrap of her ams
beneath the warmth of the blanket until shefell adeep. It was quite awhile before | dept, however. |
samply lay therein the growing darkness of the room, thinking.

Chapter Sixteen

"In the beginning, Moradim did forge the first Dwarf and the first Dwarf-maid fromiron ore he
did find deep within the Earth. Once each was quenched and did have the breath of life, Moradim
then did say to the couple 'l do have but two gifts to give ye, and each of ye may yet have but one.
The first be who shall yet be the stronger betwixt ye. Which of ye do wish this? The male did say 'l
do, please! After all, | be the male. It be only common sense | be yet the stronger betwixt us.' The
maid did bow her head and did say 'An it do please ye, my lord, then ye shall haveit. Moradimdid
nod. 'Done. Now, the second gift be who shall yet be the smarter betwixt ye..."

- Dwarven proverb

The next morning, the sunlight streamed in through the window to my Hidden Sanctuary, and Swift-wing
muttered and squawked about being hungry and thirsty (he, like the rest of us, had gone to bed without
eating Smply because he was exhausted). Ardlastroked hisfeathers and cooed to him gently as she
poured seed and water for him into the cups attached to his perch, and he was quite happy as he
gobbled his spartan fare. "Hah!" | chuckled, watching him as| dipped on my boots and gloves.

"What?' Arellaasked, turning to me. She was glorioudy nude, and the sunlight gleaming off her pde skin
brought atingle of arousa to my groin. | shook my head as| replied to her answer - thetimefor things
likethat was later, after we were many leagues distant from here.

"l wasjust thinking of thetime| joked with Dyarzi that she ate like abird. Now here Swift-wing s, esting
acup of seed that must weigh fully haf what he does! If Dyarzi had gobbled haf her weight in those
delicious sweet-meats she liked to snack on so often, sheld have looked like afat cow!" | said,
chuckling.

"l do not eat too much! | am lean and deek! | dso do not eat nasty, icky things like sweet-meats! | eat
ddlicious, hedlthy things like seeds, berries, bugs and rotten mesat! Why, | ate a dead mouse last week,
and that's very hedthy and ddicious, and helps keep your feathers bright and gleaming! Why, if you
humans would est more sengibly, you might grow anice coet of feathers, too!" Swift-wing replied with a
huffy squawk, and Ardllaand | burst out laughing.



"Sorry, you'reright, | just meant that the old saying about 'eating like a bird' was amisnomer.
Unfortunately, if we ate bugs and dead mice, wed probably diein very short order. Only the noble
ravens are sout enough to consume food like that. Plus, I'll bet fully haf the berriesyou eat are
poisonousto us, too," | replied, struggling to suppress my laughter and look properly apologetic.

"Ah, | see. Y ou weren't being insulting, | merely misunderstood. Thank you for the compliment,”
Swift-wing replied, and returned to eating as Arellaand | suppressed our laughter so asnot to disturb
him. It was never wiseto irritate your own familiar or thefamiliar of afriend - they could makelife very
miserablefor you in very short order, especidly when they're small and sneaky like araven.

"Hello up there! | heard your laughter, so | suppose you're awake. If you're dressed, 1've got two rabhbits
we can cook for breakfast - they're dready gutted and skinned, but | don't think we should sart afire,”
Darian cdled from below the sanctuary. He couldn't see us, but we could see him easily through the hole
inthefloor.

"I'm almost dressed, but Ardlas <till working onit. Hand them up to me and I'll set up the brazier. When
we're dressed, I'll drop the rope down to you,” | called down to him, lying on the floor and holding my
gloved hands through the hole. Darian handed the carcasses up to me, and from his perspective, my arms
seemed to just poke out of nowhere and pull the rabbits up, disappearing into nothingness.

"Rabbit! Rabbit! Tasty rabbit! How long have they been dead?' Swift-wing cackled as| set up the
brazier and ignited the cods with a cantrip.

"I'd guess an hour or so. Well have them cooked in alittle while, and I'm sure Arellawill be happy to cut
you adiceif youwant one,” | replied.

"An hour?! Why, rabbit doesn't reach its full flavor for at least aday or two," he squawked in disgust.

"Sorry, my friend. Maybe well havetimeto let arabbit age properly for you once we're safely away
from here," Ardlareplied.



"Tagty, tasty!" Swift-wing cackled, apparently aready envisioning the flavor of rotten rabbit. He stopped
for amoment, then spoke up again. "Wait! Where are we going, mistress? | know Raven said weflee
north because the army's coming from the south, but they'll eventudly take the whole of Arcadia. Where
dowego? Whereis safe?'

"That'sagood question. Where will we go, Raven?' Arella asked.

"I don't know yet. All | know isweve got to keep moving north for at least a couple more daysjust to
get out of the areaof their immediate control following their capture of the city.”

"We could go vist theelves Youlook likean éf. They'll likeyou!" Swift-wing suggested.

"No, actudly they'll hate me. Most haf-elves are a product of rape, and the elves don't like them much at
al. They consder haf-ef femaes dumpy and plain, and consder haf-ef maeshary and ugly. Humans
they consider to be short-lived, extremely hairy brutes - hairy monkeyswith swords, basicaly. For
smilar reasons, we can't go to the Granite Mountains. Dwarves don't like elves much, and they hate
dark-elves. | made this body look like aMdani-elf and human crossbreed so as to be sure no one who
was my enemy or the enemy of the former owner of this body would ever possibly recognize me.
Unfortunately, the dwarves hate the Ma ani with a passion, and they war with them from timeto time-
well, they did in my day anyway, and it's reasonable to assume they till do. Anyway, the Maani live
even deeper underground than the dwarves do, and the two occasiondly comeinto conflict. A human
culture might have worked out a peaceful coexistence by now, but elves and dwarveslive along time, so
| doubt they have. It's been sixteen centuriessince | last breathed air - maybe longer. For ahuman, that's
about eighty generations, and long enough for nearly any blood-feud to have faded. For adwarf, that's
only about sSixteen generations. For an df, it'sonly about seven or eight. Keep in mind that the dwarves
and elves had ahuge war about forty or fifty millenniaago, and it was only in my day that they had findly
garted being somewhat civil to each other. Asfar asyou two are concerned, Dwarves like humans but
they won't let humans live with them, despite the fact that bachel or dwarves out to secure their
bride-price often live and work in human landsfor centuries. The dwarves are very protective of the
secret tunnelsthat lead from the villages and castles on the surface of the mountains down to their
cavernous underground cities. The dwarves had asaying in my day - 'It's a great place to visit, but we
don't want you to live here." No, we can't go there, either.”

"Then where do we go? We can't go west - that's the seal We can't go east, that's the dwarves and
elves. We can't go south - the Larinian army isthere, and beyond themis Lariniaitself! There's nowhere



to go!" Ardlaasked, finishing buttoning her dress.

| kicked the rope down the hole and Darian immediately started to climb. | helped him up inside, then
answered. "Y oureright. Theré's only one place to go; home. After the rabbits are done cooking, well
head for my tower in Hyperborea. It's probably in ruins, but | can fix that easly.”

Darian was s0 surprised he nearly stumbled and fell out the hole, and | had to grab him to keep him from
faling. He and Ardlawere both rendered speechless, but Swift-wing wasn't. "What? That'sinsane! The
Hyperborean wastes are doom and death! Dragons, giants and fell beasts abound!" he squawked,

flapping hiswingswildly.

"Precisely as mentioned by Arellain her trance. | have afedling that's where we need to go. My tower's
as good a destination as any, and once werein Hyperboreaand | can recognize afew landmarks, | can
lead usthere pretty eadly. Besides, I've dedt with dragons and giants before. Most dragons are only
dangerousif they think you're after their treasure or if you happen to be a plump cow or sheep, and most
giantsare only aproblem if they don't know you're around - they sometimes step on you accidentally. By
and large, I'vefound dragons and giantsfairly easy to ded with. If you leave them done, they usudly
leave you done. Of course, if you thresten them or irritate them, you will have abit of aproblem. So,
what do you dl say? Shall wefollow my plan?"

"It s;emswe don't have anywhere el se to go for the moment. | guess| agree," Arellareplied.

"l agreedso. | trust you, and if you say thisisthe best plan, then that'swhat welll do,” Darian replied.

"Well, | don't agree! | think going to Hyperboreaiisa stupid idea, and | think we're dl going to get
killed!" Swift-wing squawked.

"Swift-wing, well be dright. Raven's older and wiser than we are, and she knowswhat she'sdoing,”
Ardlasad, stroking hisfegthers.



"Well, dright mistress," he replied quietly, rubbing his beak againgt her hand. He then glared at mewith
his beedy black eyes. "But if you get mekilled, I'm never going to spesk to you again!™ he said in a huffy
squawk.

Darian, Ardllaand | burgt out laughing. After amoment, Swift-wing redized what he'd said and cackled
adongwith us.

Chapter Seventeen

"...astime passed, the Hyperboreans |earned their lessonsin war, to the point where they were
equal to both ourselves and the dwarves. Yet, it was at that point that a change occurred in their
culture. No longer did they seek to expand their territory, but rather they lived peacefully beside
their elven and dwarven neighbors - indeed, the Seelie court sent ambassadors to several
Hyperborean kingdoms, as did the King of the Dwarves (eventually), and we engaged in peaceful
trade and commerce for several centuries. No, instead of expanding, the various Hyperborean
kings began to engage in internecine conflicts, both political and military, to see which of them
might eventually be ruler of them all. The great Battle-Circles arose during thistime, and the
power of the Hyperboreansin war grew to be quite respectable. By and large, these conflicts were
peaceful, only rarely coming to bloodshed - but when blood was spilled, it ran in rivers. They had
nearly resolved the issue, after a millennia of conflict, when the Invaders came to their shores..."

- Luvitar Smallion, A History of the Courts of Faerie, 304 NCC

The next few weeks we spent traveling overland, Darian leading the way. At my ingtruction, Darian was
careful to keep usfar from villages and towns where we might be spotted. My reasoning wassmple- |

didn't want anyone to know we were headed for Hyperborea. | hadn't told my three companions, but |
wasworried. Something was up in Larinia, and it couldn't be good.

| knew warfare, and | knew it far better than Darian did. Judging by what 1'd seen of Greenhaven, |

knew warfare far better than the Arcadians and Larinians did. There's no way a culture who had difficulty
fielding an army of twenty thousand would suddenly field an army of eighty or ninety thousand. Logigtics
isascience, not an art, and it was ascience the Arcadians and Larinians barely grasped. Command and
control techniques also seemed to be lacking in their culture. Overdl, I'd have said it wasimpossible for
them to do it. Even so, the pal of smoke we'd seen on the southern horizon that first day we broke camp
told me they'd gotten around these problems.

Therea question | had was how they'd doneit. Certainly it was possible alone genius had risen to
power. Even 0, it was unlikely. Darian never described his brother as being amaster of war, and there
hadn't been word of acoup. This begs the question 'how does Dorian know how to do it? He could
have hired an expert generd to run hisarmy. Certainly an df or dwarf trained in their military would know
how to do it. Unfortunately, Arellas description of their battle strategy tended to rule that out. Dwarves
didn't like relying on sea-power for logistic support - they knew asingle ssorm or afew days of low



winds could delay criticaly needed supplies. Elves dmaost never moved anywhere with long supply trains
- their amieslived off the land as they went, and traveling through wilderness was like riding through a
gigantic meat-market for them. The only time they brought supplies and established supply lineswas
when they were going to battle an opponent in an areawhere they couldn't live off the land, and the
Arcadian wilderness was too fecund for them to bother. Any expert general Dorian hired from elther the
elves or the dwarves would train hisarmy to fight and move asthey themselves had been trained to. Asa
result, that smply couldn't be the answer.

| asked Darian about the only other possibility - Vilandians. | couched my request asidle conversation
meant to update me as to the modern world, and Darian told me as much as he could remember.
Unfortunately, what he told me ruled them out aswell. The Vilandians were excdllent sallorsand
shipwrights, and could build enormous vesselsthat were like floating castles, hammering other shipsor
shoreingallations with ahail of catapult-launched rocks or balista-bolts. Had they encountered the
Hyperboreans at sea, the resulting fight would have been interesting to watch. Unfortunately, their land
tactics weren't much different from those of the Arcadians and Larinians - an army eighty or ninety
thousand men strong was more than they could handle. That |eft one other explanation, and it wasthe
one | wasworried about - Gorlon-mak.

Darian had said before that Gorlon-mak had once explored the 'Hyperborean ruins. It seemed possible
that Gorlon-mak had obtained one of our textbooks on warfare by digging through aruined library
(probably while looking for grimoires or tomes discussing Hyperborean magic theory). With a Spell of
Trandation, he could smply sit down, read it, and become the best generd in severd centuriessmply
because he knew how to command and supply a massive army, where the people of today did not. The
information might have lain unused for years until Dorian made his offer of wedlth and power in exchange
for Gorlon-mak helping him eliminate Darian. That was my theory, the one | kept to myslf. | did so
because it meant that I'd have to train Darian to be able to raise and command an army of equal or
superior ability, and | wasn't even sureif it was possible. There was no place for him to obtain the men
that | could see, and we had no base of operations that could support them as of yet. To my mind, the
Stuation was hopeless unless something el se devel oped later that might give usachance.

| was wondering if I'd be able to tell when we werein Hyperborea. When | asked Darian about it, he
samply said ™Y oull know," and Arellanodded. They apparently didn't want to tell me something, and |
allowed them to keep their secrets (since, after al, | was keeping much of my thoughts secret from them).
Finaly, the forests we were riding through thinned, and Darian's winding course held taken to avoid
villages and towns became dtraighter. After afew more days, the forests had thinned to scrublands,
interspersed with bare rock, then findlly to avast plain of broken and cracked stone. Darian drew his
horseto a stop by ashdlow river where it seemed the last vegetation for leagues tenacioudy clung to life.
"There, ahead. Thisisthe Wailing River, and beyond it..." hesad, letting hiswordstrail off with an
all-encompassing gesture at the landscape before us. "That iswhat we call the Hyperborean wastes. As
far as1 know, theland goes on like thisforever,” Darian said, then turned to help Ardlaload up our
water suppliesas| stared.



There were no trees, no flowers, no birds, no insects, nothing. Just bare and blasted earth, broken rocks
and blowing dust. There were some bare hills afew leagues ahead of us, and the peaks of a couple
mountains that looked familiar. If | wasright, we were about two hundred leagues south and abit east of
my tower. | remembered thisarea. It was once afertile plain covered with blooming flowers and waving
grasses, anarrow gtrip of beauty running from the foothills of the Granite mountainsfifty leagueswest to
the sea. We cdlled it and everything south of it "'The Southern Wilderness. Now, it wasdl dead. |
struggled not to weep.

| reached out with my will and examined the Mana-flow of the area, then knelt and cast my Spell of
Adtral Projection to look at the aura of the ground and rocks. When | was done, | did weep. It was
amply too much.

Arellacame over and sat beside me, hugging me gently. "Raven, what isit?" she asked.

"Thisplaceisdead. My lands, my people have been completdly annihilated,” | replied, sobbing.

"But you dready knew that. What'sredlly bothering you?' she asked as Darian came over.

"No, no. Y ou're looking only with your eyes. The Mana-flow in this areaiswild, chaotic, disorganized.
The astral aura of thisareaisrife with hot blue sparkles, astral winds and other evidence of magica
destruction on ascale | smply cannot describe. Worse, | can tell that the earth is only now beginning to
hed. In the padt, it was worse than this. These plants growing by this stream have only been here afew
decades. Ahead of usliesabattleground, Arella. A battle-ground for awar that was fought fifteen or
sixteen centuries ago, anywhere from afew decadesto acentury or so after | died. Arella, if every
battle-mage in Hyperborea had joined together and fought in asingle spot, they could not have done this.
No, thisisthe effect of raw Mana-energy unleashed upon the earth - amassive blast of power that
seared thisland and l€ft it and everything on it dead. | cannot possibly imagine what could have wrought
such destruction. | weep for my people. Something happened to them, something tragic,” | replied, and
Arellahugged me gently until my tears subsided.

Findly, | raised my head and wiped my eyeswith my gloved hand. "Come, let us go. Darian, we haveto
head towards that pesk there, seeit?' | said, pointing.



"Yes, | seeit. I'd say that's about aweek's ride to reach its foothills.”

"Well be turning before then, as soon as| can spot some more landmarks. Keep your bow at the ready,
Darian. Well need it, snce my spells may be erratic here. With the chaotic Mana-flow inthisareg, |
don't know if | could manage asimple cantrip. Let'sgo."

We rode across the stream and into the wasteland, riding onwards quietly. Towards noon, the sun begat
on the anvil of the bare rocks, hammering us with waves of heat. Arelladumped against me, the heet
having drained her. Darian seemed alittle tougher than her, ableto resst the heet better. Of course, he
aso wasn't wearing as many layers as Arellawas. Asfor me, my ring of adaptation alowed meto ignore
normal extremes of heat and cold. " Something comes! Look, inthe air, there," Swift-wing caled from
Ardlds shoulder.

| looked, and grimaced. "Chimera. Kegp moving, and keep an eye oniit, it may spot us. Darian, if it
attacks, shoot your arrows into the dragon's mouth when it opensit to bresthe fire. Swift-wing, once
Darian takes out the dragon-head, fly around it and try to keep it distracted. Stay out of the reach of its
claws, though - asingle swipe will kill you. Arella, cast your fire cantrip onit, likeit wasalog or
something e seyou weretrying to ignite. It won't kill it, but it will definitdy digtract it. Asfor me, I'll try to
finishitif I can."

"Soit'sadragon?' Darian asked.

"No. It'safdl beast with the body and legs of alion, the wings of asmall dragon and thetail of agoat.
They have three heads. The middle head isthat of alion, theleft head isthat of adragon, and the right
head isthat of agoat. They can eat just about anything except rocks and wood, though they prefer meat
- their goat-head can eat green plants, their lion head can eat any kind of meat from fresh to rotten, and
their dragon-head can chew bonesto powder and pretty much eat anything else the other two heads
can't eat. Each head can control the body equally, and they work as ateam to hunt down their prey. At
night, the heads deep in rotation, so they can't be snuck up on. They're not intelligent, but they're cunning
and vicious. They're clumsy flyers but swift and powerful. They weigh about fifty to Sixty stone, and their
usua method of attack isto swoop down from the air and smash their prey to the ground, ripping,
tearing, biting and breathing flame from their dragon-head. We Hyperboreans hated them because they
tended to swoop down for afew sheep and cattle every now and then, aswell as eating any farmers or
herdersthat get in their way in the process. Damn, it's spotted us,” | replied, pointing.



Darian readied an arrow, and Arellatrembled in fear as| dismounted. "Arella, get off the steed and stand
here. If it attacksyou, it'll hit the steed. It's not afraid and it won't run away, sinceit knowsit can't be hurt
by anything on this plane. Darian, dismount and stand clear of your horse. If we'relucky, itll gofor it
firg," I commanded. Darian and Arellacomplied, Darian sanding next to me, his bow drawn and
waiting.

Any normd predator might have hesitated at seeing us ready for it, but the chimerawas fearless, asthey
always are. We watched it asit approached, swooping down from above at adistance of ahundred
paces. "It'scoming for you and |, Darian. Stand till and aim carefully. After you shoot, dodge aside, then
try to hit it in the heart - it's only got one, and you'll find it behind the elbow of the left foreleg,” | said, and
moved over to Darian's|eft. There was only oneway to deal with achimerawithout adwarven
blunderbuss, a siege crossbow or a Hyperborean composite longbow, and | was going to haveto do it
mysdlf. | only wished my staff was about three cubitslonger. Of course, | couldn't tell them what | was
planning. They'd probably argue, and we didn't have timefor that.

| raised my staff above my head and waved it. "Come on! Come and get me, you misbegotten spawn of
adrunken god!" | ydled, my voice coming out as awoman's screech. The chimeraswings shifted dightly
asitsdragon-head dtered course to hit me. The lion head extended the claws and curled the body up to
bring all four feet to bear on impact, and the goat head curled in to guard the beast's chest and hit me
with itshorns. It was coming fast, very fast - | judged about the speed of agalloping horse. | knelt and
planted the butt of my staff in the ground to take the force of its charge just as the dragon head's mouth
opened to breathe agout of flame prior to impact. | amed thetip of my staff carefully, just at the base of
the lion-head's neck.

Darian's bow twanged, and a festhered shaft appeared in the dragon's gaping mouth. The dragon head
recoiled in pain, and the lion-head roared asit realized my trap and tried to take over the wingsto shift its
diveand avoid it. After that, it hit me.

Chapter Eighteen

"One can live a full life wandering the wilderness alone and never see a chimera. However, it is
difficult for those who do see one while alone in the wildernessto live a full life thereafter."

- Hyperborean proverb

When | awoke, Ardllawas patting my forehead with a cool, damp cloth. My whole body ached like I'd
had amillstone rolled over me (at least three or four times, by the fed of it). "What happened?’ | asked.



Darian leaned over me, behind Arella. ™Y our staff took the lion-head in the throat asit hit you, and the
beast thrashed around for awhile as Ardllaand | attacked it. The dragon-head and lion-heads hung limp,
but the goat-head till moved. With Swift-wing and Ardladistractingit, | eventualy got ashot intoits
heart, and it went down. Raven, forgive mefor being rude, but | have to ask you this, Why in the hell
did you do that, you dolt? You could have been killed! " Darian roared.

| grinned weakly. "It'sthe only way if you don't have a powerful enough ranged attack. With the Mana-
flow inthisareabeing disordered, | wasn't sure my spells would work reliably. Normally, you'd usea
spear or apikeinthisstuation. | didn't have one.”

"Widl, you could & least havetold us" he growled.

"I knew you'd argueif | told you | wasgoingto doit. | figured I'd probably die, and | didn't have thetime
to debate theissue," | said, and tried to sit up. | groaned in pain, and Arellareached her arms behind me
and helped me. | redlized they had laid me down in the shade of Darian'shorse.

"Move dowly for the moment, you're till pretty badly bruised. No bones are broken that | can find, so
you're lucky, there. The beast tried to pull up just beforeit hit you, and it smashed you to the ground with
itschest," Ardlasaid, holding me upright as| sa.

"Whereisit now?' | asked.

"Over there," Darian replied, pointing.

"Hdpmeup."

Ardlaand Darian lifted me to my feet, and then helped me over to the dead chimera. My staff had
penetrated its middle throat, and the tip of my staff could be seen out the back of it's lion-neck, through
the spine. It waswell and truly dead, and | knelt before it and stroked each head gently with agloved
hand. Dead, a chimerawas amost beautiful, though strange-looking. Its lion-mane covered the join at the



shoulders where the three necks became one, and the fur on the goat-head was colored to match that on
the lion-head - golden brown, with abeard, crown and mane of dark-brown hair and two pale-brown
horns. The dragon-head, which Darian'sfirst shot had taken through the brain, was not scaled, but
instead was furred and maned like that of the other two heads, and it had large, triangular earsto match
them. Only aline of tough black spines running down between it's eyes and disappearing into the mane
revealed its draconic blood. The wingswere brown and furry, like those of an enormous bat. Fully
extended, each wastwice aswide as| wastal. Inthe old days, I'd have cut it open and harvested the
fist-gzed levitation organ that lay between the wings and benesth the spine for usein making potions,
though that was a chore - hacking through the tough muscles, spind column and ribs that protected it.
"Thank you very much, my viciousfriend. Y ou tried to give me degth, asisyour nature, but you've given
me hopeinstead.”

"Hope? What hope?' Swift-wing squawked, landing on the chimera's back.

"There'sno way that scrub-land that we passed through before the river could have provided enough
game to support achimera, and there's no way this blasted, barren land could either. That meansthat
somewhere ahead of usisland that haslarge gameinit. Bascdly, they're just large, dangerous predators
that can fly, and they eat alot. That meansthat not dl of Hyperborealookslike this- thisisjust one
battlefield of that war Darian told me about. Predators eat prey animas. Prey animals eat plants, not bare
rocks. A chimerasinnate magic alowsthem to fly even though those huge wings they have aren't quite
big enough to lift them, but they <till haveto eat tolive. It could have survived just on egting the greenery
of that scrubland with it's goat-head, but Chimeras don't like to do that unlessthey haveto - it would
have moved south to find larger game. Help me onto the 'steed, and well move on.”

"Do you want meto try to pull your staff out of it?" Darian asked. | smiled weakly, holding my hand out
and summoning my gaff to my grip. "Never mind,” Darian chuckled, grinning.

By sunset, we were il in the blasted zone, but we could see greenery in the distance. | had to take extra
timein conjuring my Hidden Sanctuary for us, asthe chaotic Mana-flow madeit extremdy difficult to
cast any spell more complex than asimple cantrip. By evening of the next day we were in scrublands
again, and the Mana-flow was more ordered. We rested there for two days as Darian searched out a
water-source for hishorse and | rested to recover from having fifty-odd stone of flying predator bash me
to the ground. Arellaand Swift-wing helped me charge my staff to its maximum capacity again asl
recuperated. The next day, we entered the edge of aforest, and | had to have us stop regularly so |

could look around by flying above the treeswith my ring of flight.

"Therésariver about two leaguesin that direction. If werelucky, it'sthe Juvari River. From there, we
can follow it to Wilanda city, though well probably have to look around carefully sinceitll probably bein



ruins. Of course, it could be completely buried by now, or it may even be another dead zone," | said,
settling back down onto theinvisible steed after my latest flight.

"lan't thet alittle out of our way?" Darian asked, obvioudy thinking about the direction we were
traveing.

"A bit, but from the city we can find the king's road and follow it. It was made of stones, each a cubit
sguare and half acubit thick, and set atop aroad bed of layered gravel and bricks three cubits deep.
Even after amillennium and ahaf, we should still be ableto follow the rubble onto my old lands, and
once there, we should be able to find my tower - or what's I eft of it, anyway."

"Let'sgo then. | want to see more of Hyperborea, evenif itisal inruins” Arellasad excitedly.

"Me, too! Me, too!" Swift-wing cackled from her shoulder.

A littlewhile later, we were following the river upstream, headed generaly northeast. The river was about
eighty cubits wide and looked deep - if it wasn't the Juvari, it was certainly itstwin. Towards afternoon,
we stopped and set up our usual camp to alow Darian the time to assemble a pole, line and hook and try
to catch us some fish beforeit got dark. Arellaand | were taking the time to try to clean our clothes, and
Darian was working in aloincloth and his boots in the woods nearby. "There, | think I've finally gotten his
clothes as clean asthey're going to get," Ardlasaid, stting back on her heds as she held Darian's
dripping tunic before her.

"Good. We can build arack from five branches and hang them up by thefireto dry. What wasthat?" |
asked, hearing a sound.

"What?' Arellaasked, hearing nothing.

"Ligten,” | said, and we sat there quietly for amoment. After abit, | heard it again. A tinkling sound, like
agiggle or asparkling laugh.



"It soundslike awoman's laughter,” Ardlasaid.

"Damrm! Quick, drop what you've got and come on! DARIAN! DARIAN, WHERE ARE YOU?" |
ydled, leaping to my feet and running in the direction Darian had |ast been.

Ardllamust have called Swift-wing mentally, as he swooped out of the sanctuary and zoomed ahead of
usfor amoment, then came back. "Follow me! Follow me!" he cawed, then flew ahead of us.

After afew moments, Arellaand | skidded to astop in aclearing. There was an olive-skinned woman
there, and she was absolutely, glorioudy, painfully nude. Her hair was green, as was the ddlicate puff of
fleece that graced her sex. Of course, her hair was only green because it was il late summer and the
leaves of the trees had yet to turn brown. In winter, her hair would turn white. Dryads are like that. She
giggled and waggled afinger & Darian, and he staggered after her, his manhood jutting large and defiant
benegath hisloincloth.

"DARIAN! STOP WHERE YOU ARE!" | yelled. Heturned to look to Arellaand |, and hisface was a
warring mixture of lust and fear.

"And who are you, bitch?" the dryad hissed venomoudy in her language.

"I am Eddas Ayar, Master battle-mage of the Dyclonic Circle, returned from the void and
inhabiting this body for the nonce. Release him, Dryad. | need himto get home," | replied.

"No. The Dyclonic Circleis no more - they were gone with the rest of the Hyperboreans perhaps
two hundred winters after my tree first sprouted from the ground. | like him. He's very handsome,
and his desire burns like white-hot fire in his veins. | must have him."

"Who is she, Raven? What's she saying?' Ardllaasked.



"That'sadryad, and she's hooked Darian by hislust. She's an old one, maybe as old as me, and she
hasn't had aman in along while so she's dragging this out to maximize her pleasure - normdly sheéd just
take himin her arms and teleport back to her tree. They can only reproduce with human males, Ardlla,
and they're the bane of |one woodsmen everywhere. Darian probably wouldn't have been caught by her
if it wasn't for us," | replied, then turned back to thedryad. "1 amwho | say | am, and if you do not
release him | will hunt down your tree and blast it with fire and lightning until it is destroyed and
you are dead. Do not force me to destroy you, Ancient One. We of the Dyclonic Circle always
respected the Wild Women of the Woods. Please. | need him.”

"I need him, too. | fear there may be no more dryads left. | amthe last in these woods, perhaps
thelast in the world. | need him, too," shereplied, taken aback by my threst.

"Release him and ask him. Speak to him. He has traveled extensively in the Southern Wilder ness.
There are human nations there, now. Perhaps you aren't the last. Release him and ask him."

"No! You'll just take him from me!"

"I swear on my honor as a Master in the Dyclonic Circle that | shall not.”

The dryad looked between Darian and |, trying to decide. Darian stood there, struggling mightily to
magter himsalf and breek free from her spdll, yet held in her thral by the pressure of hisdesire. "Raven,
what's happening?' Arella asked.

"| told her to release him because | need him. She says she needs him, too. She's afraid she'sthe last
dryad in the world - apparently, Darian's the first human mae she's seenin thisareain along time, and dl
the other dryads for leagues around here are dead. Dryads areimmortal, but their souls aretied to their
hometree. If thetreeiskilled by lightning, fire or flood, so are they. The Wild Women of the Woods
arent violent, merely lustful and playful, but they can be dangerousif you endanger or damage their home
tree. This one's desperate - she fealsthe surviva of her speciesisat stake. | told her she can let Darian
go and smply ask him if she'sthelast, but she'safraid I'll steal him from her. Run back to camp and get a
pot of water from theriver, I'll try to keep them hereaslong as| can,” | said, and Arellaturned on her
heel and ran back to camp.



"You say you are of the Dyclonic Circle. | say proveit,” thedryad said at last.

"I shall do so. My name is Eddas Ayar, which in my language means Word of Honor. It isa proud
and noble name | was given by my father, though my friends here know me as Raven. | was born
in Wilanda city on the fifth day of summer, in the first year of the reign of King Darrak |1, when
the moon was eclipsed. In my youth | displayed a strong talent, and was accepted as an apprentice
by the Dyclonic Circle when | was twelve, entering the Black Tower to begin my training. |
attained the rank of Mage at age twenty, and was promoted to Master at age thirty. My best
friend in my youth was Faral Balorim, whom you may have heard of," | said, and noticed her raised
eyebrow as | continued.

"He and | were traveling through these woods with the army of King Ragnor when | was
twenty-three, and we carefully instructed the king to tell his army only to gather dead wood and
not to touch any of the trees so as not to disturb the dryads. A soldier disobeyed the order, and
carved hisinitialsinto a young tree on a lark. That tree was the home of a young dryad, and she
nearly died from the treatment. The king had the soldier beheaded for disobeying hisorders, |
patched the tree as best | could with plaster, but still the dryad despaired of life. The Ancient One
of that time came and said that only the seed of man could save her, and Faral picked her up and
carried her to her tree, and they entered it with her power. | didn't see himagain for twenty years.
When he finally returned, only a single night had passed for him, but two decades had passed for
us. Thetreelived, and the dryad lived, but Faral's parents had died of old age and many of his
friends had been dlain in war over the years. He sacrificed much to give that dryad life and many
seedlings, but it was all in accordance with the traditions of the Dyclonic Circle. We harmed no
woman who did not war on us, and the Wild Women of the Woods war on no one. You say that
you are the last dryad in these woods. If that is so, then you are the current Ancient One, and your
tree must be a vast and mighty oak of surpassing beauty and wonder. You also must have
received the tales of those who preceded you. Who el se would know this story? How could | have
known were my tale not true? We of they Dyclonic Circle used the Spell of Hidden Life to extend
our power and protect our tombs. This body is that of a half-elf female who came to rob my tomb.
Now | travel to my tower for reasons too long to relate. | need himto get there. Release him,
please.”

"I know Faral. He was handsome and sweet, his touch like a butterfly's wings, his eyes brown like
the bark of oak, his voice the hoot of the night-owl. Tell me, whatever happened to him?"

"He was dain at the battle of Chorim Keep, and as far as| know his bones lie moldering in his
tomb."



"That is so sad,” she said, looking depressed.

Arellacame back with the pot, gasping from the run. | took it from her and dowly walked up to Darian
as | spoke camly with the dryad about my old friend Fard, then suddenly dashed the ice-cold river
water on hisgroin. "Y EEARGH!" Darian yelped, jJumping back. His manhood wilted, and the dryad's
gpell over him was broken.

"You lied to me! You were only being nice so you could break my hold over him!" the dryad
screeched, her green eyes blazing.

"No, | spoke the truth. | am Eddas Ayar, and my friend was Faral Balorim. | only broke the spell
because his desire would eventually have driven him mad. Talk to him, don't ensorcell him."

"Thanks, Raven, | thought she had me. I've fought off dryad's spells before, but it's been so long sincel'd
lain with awoman that even this one who couldn't even speak my language snared me easily. What'sthis
dryad saying, anyway?" Darian asked.

"Here, Darian,” | said, pulling off my glove, "Take my ring of trandation for the moment and spesk to her.
She'safraid she'sthelast dryad in the world.”

"Thelast? Hell, both the Black forest and the Myrmidon forest are overrun with them. Woodcuiters
won't even go into the Black forest anymore without at least three friends, and they rap on every tree
they run across because they're so afraid they'll cut down adryad's tree by accident and anger them,”
Darian said, taking my ring and dipping it on hisfinger.

Darian and the dryad talked for awhile, then the dryad turned back to me and spoke. Unfortunately, |
couldn't understand her anymore. Darian handed me my ring back, and | dipped it on and activated it as
| pulled my glove back on. "I'm sorry, | need my ring to speak your language. What is it you wanted
to say?" | asked her.



"I wanted to say thank you, and to show you this," she said, turning around. On her back, below her
|eft shoulder blade and barely visible, were the thin, faint lines of two Hyperborean characters -
someonesinitids. "You see, | was that dryad your friend saved. | am the last of my line, and when |
am gone, this forest will be empty of us. Even so, | am happy to know we shall not disappear from
the world. Thank you," she said over her shoulder, then she started to walk away.

"Wait, please! | would like to talk to you. | really would like to know what happened since | last
breathed air, and you are the first person I've met who might know. Could you come back to our
camp and speak with us?"

"It's been along while since | spoke with anyone, save for a couple el ves who passed through a
few centuries back. | would be pleased to do so, Eddas Ayar. You may call me Rhane."

"What isit, Raven? What's she saying?' Arella asked.

"It appearsweve found afriend,” | replied, smiling.

Chapter Nineteen

"...it was the Dryads themsel ves who presented the strongest case for the Hyperboreans being
allowed to join the Seelie court, and given their origin, their nature and their history, the words of
the Dryads carried great influence in the court. Indeed, the addition of the Hyperboreans might
have instilled renewed vigor to the court, and allowed it to resume preeminence over the western
half of our continent again. It was with thisin mind that Queen Lunitolla eagerly awaited the
conclusion of the Hyperborean's internal conflicts, and the eventual rise of a Hyperborean
emperor, that the idea might be broached to them. This event seemed almost a foregone
conclusion, towards the end. Unfortunately, it was not to be. The Invaders arrived, and the Great
War of Devastation put an end to the Hyperboreans, and much of the hopes of the Seelie court..."

- Luvitar Smallion, A History of the Courts of Faerie, 304 NCC

Oncewed covered Rhane with a blanket to save Darian the strain of having to gaze upon her nudity all
the time (though she thought it was silly - her body was virtualy immuneto natural extremes of heat or
cold, and as such she'd never worn clothesin her life), we sat down by the fire and chatted. Rhanethe
dryad didn't know much of what had happened, seeing as her contact with the outside world was limited
to men who wandered through her forest, but she knew enough. | trandated for her aswe sat around the
fire (she was happy to see we only used dead wood, and | didn't bother to tell her that it was only



because dead wood burns better and was readily available).

According to Rhane, the Hyperboreans were engaged in awar with arace of humanswho came from
the western sea. They were as killed at warfare as the Hyperboreans. The war was long and fiercely
fought, but one-sided from the beginning. Finaly, the Hyperboreans were defeated and scattered, their
civilization in ruins, when one lone mage discovered the secret to defeating them. He developed a spell
which would unleash raw Mana-energy in asingle-devastating blagt, their body vaporizing astheir Talent
was turned inwards salf-destructively. It was suicidal, but the Hyperborean people were dready near
death asit was - they had nothing more to lose. He taught the spell to what few battle-mages remained,
and they scattered and searched out the enemy army, using this spell time and time again to blast them to
vapor at the cost of their own lives. They even blasted the port-city the enemy had established, daying al
their women and children in asingle stroke. Findly, the enemy assembled on the southern plainsfor a
‘peace talk’ with the few remaining Hyperborean soldiers and the last of the Hyperborean battle-mages.
What was said was unknown, but the results were the devastation we had passed through coming here.
The surviving members of the invader's army, perhaps a hundred thousand men, collected what few
surviving Hyperborean women they could find and fled southwards to escape the raging Mana-storms.

| held back trandating the last of what she'd said, too overwhelmed. " But where did these people come
from? What did they look like?"

"As to where they came from, all |1 know is they came from the western sea. As to what they
looked like, they looked like your friends here. The Hyperboreans were handsome; olive of skin,
black of hair, brown of eye, their women like black-haired, brown-eyed dryads. The invaders were
pasty-white and light of eye, as your two friends are. | suppose the southern dryads are used to
that by now, but | dearly miss the handsome Hyperborean men," Rhane replied.

| was stunned, shocked and saddened. | had thought that Darian's account of history was more or less
correct, and his people were direct lineal descendants of mine, their hair and eye colors lightened over
the passage of millennia, perhaps by interbreeding with elves. Now | redlized that they were the remnants
of aninvading culture, blasted back to the stone-age by the last of the Hyperborean battle-magesin
revenge for their destruction of our civilization. Whence they had come | had no idea, but they certainly
weren't Vilandians - the Vilandians weren't that advanced, and they certainly didn't resemble Larinians or
Arcadians. If anything, the Vilandians resembled the Hyperboreans more closdly than they did Darian
and Ardlla. No, Darian and Arellawere the descendants of an invading army that had crushed my
people, then stolen thelast of their women to survive when they themselves were defeated in aladt,
suicidd effort to annihilate them. The women did their best to raise the children as proper Hyperboreans,
and our two languages merged.



"Tdl me, Darian; you say the Arcadians and Larinians are descended from the Hyperboreans. Wheredid
the Hyperboreans come from?' | asked.

"From the western seg, of course - you should know that, Since you were one of them. The legends say
that their homeland was an idand that was quite distant from here, and it was dways suffering volcanic
eruptions. The sages of that day said that eventudly the idand would sink into the sea, so they came here
and established Hyperborea. Then they had a devagtating war which destroyed them, and the survivors
fled south to establish Arcadia”

| struggled to control my rage. His people had totally forgotten their true origins, their ancestors having
concedled them to prevent having to tell thelr children 'well, we were crushed by the Hyper boreans
and so we stole the last of their women and went south to avoid the destruction we were directly
responsible for." Of course they held their women in thrall and never |et them learn true sorcery or have
any red responshility. By tradition, their women would have been property. In the beginning, the
Hyperborean women probably resisted the invader-males at every turn, and would've had to be kept in
line by force. After afew generations, women would smply bethe chattel of the men. 'Darian's society
has probably become rather liberal in thisregard - they actually allow their women to walk
around without manacles," | thought to mysdlf sarcadticdly. 'Oh yes, I'm sure that in a few centuries
they might even allow them to speak every once in a while.' | looked at Darian, my friend and
companion, and for amoment al | could see was the face of the invaders that had destroyed my people.
| turned away and spat.

"Raven, what isit? What did she say?' Darian asked.

"You are angry. Eddas Ayar, it isnot their fault. | don't even think they know the truth,” Rhane
sad.

"You're damn right I'mangry. Darian and his people are a race of murderers and rapists, and |
hate them," | said, and told her what I'd figured out.

"I believe your deductions are correct, Eddas Ayar. They at least coincide with what little those
two elves and | talked about a few centuries ago. The elves miss the Hyperboreans, Eddas, and
they don't like the Arcadians and Larinians at all. Yes, you occasionally warred each other, and
they thought of you as hairy brutes. Even so, they still miss you. You and they both had a common
bond aside from the respect you'd learned for each other on the field of battle - you both shared a



common love for the wilderness. The Arcadians and the Larinians... Well, the elves see them as
little more than brutish grave-robbers who loot the tombs of their forefathers the moment the
elvesturn their backs," shereplied, and we both fell slent.

"Raven? Can you tell uswhat happened? Y ou stopped trandating just before the end,” Arella asked.

"Darian, Arella, you don't want to know," | replied, keeping my back to them. | thought about the dream
I'd had where the glowing figure asked me to guide and advise Darian. It was no god of mine- my
people were dead. It was one of Darian's gods; Y orindar, the God of Wisdom. Y orindar had araven
that advised and aided him, and apparently he wished meto be his raven here on earth. | was disgusted.
| stood up, keeping my back to them, and walked away.

"Raven? Where are you going?' Darian caled.

"I'm going for awalk," | replied, and kept going.

| walked away from the camp, my half-elven eyes adjusting to the gloom of the forest easily. Once | was
fifty paces away, | sat down with my back against atree. | knew | was being foolish - it was stupid to
blame Darian for something his ancestors had done. Even o, it was difficult not to fed anger and sorrow
a thetragedy of it dl.

| knew that Y orindar was one of Darian's gods, not mine. My people were dead, thus my gods dept.
Darian's people were dlive and hedlthy, so their gods were strong. Y orindar's words were the usual
numinous phrases one associates with the gods. | pondered them carefully, trying to understand. He had
asked meto be Darian'sfriend, to aid and advise him, to help him defeat hisenemies. When I'd told him |
could only think of Dyarzi and how | wanted to see her again, he had replied that | would. Maybe hed
meant I'd have her back with me again asareward, or perhaps as Darian's court wizard I'd have the time
and resources to research away to bring her back to me. Of course, he could just have easily meant that
he'd give me a brief glimpse of her asareward, perhagpsin adream. | thought about it, and realized that
even seeing her for abrief moment would be enough of areason for meto help Darian every way |

could. | liked Arellaas adear, dear friend and someone who'd hel ped me through ahorrible, extremely
traumatic experience, but | didn't love her. No, my love lay quietly moldering in my tomb, sedled behind a
hand or two of stone. Even the chance to see her, the dim possibility that | might hold her in my arms
again, even thiswas enough.



| looked up to the stars. "Alright. Well play the game your way for the moment, Y orindar. Y ou just
damn well better not be in heaven or hell or wherever it isyou Arcadian deities live, laughing up your
deevea me," | said, then stood. | managed to wander back to camp, as my haf-elven eyes could see
clearly inthe moonlight and | hadn't redlly gonethat far. | arrived just in time to see Swift-wing squawking
a Rhanein the guttural chatter of ravens, and have her reply in kind.

" She says Raven is coming back now, and is standing over there beyond the firelight,” Swift-wing
trandated.

"Huh! | didn't know ravens had atrue language. My ring doesn't even trandate that,” | said, stepping into
thelight.

"It'snot atrue language like that of humanoids, it'sour cdls. Wild ravens are not stupid, they just aren't
assmart as humans. |, however, am not awild raven, | am my migress familiar. | am many times smarter
than an ordinary raven, so she and | were able to make oursalves understood. Raven, you were mad at
Darian, so you walked off. She can't tel uswhy, because raven's don't have callsfor concepts like that.
We can talk about food or danger or being happy or angry and many similar things, but we can't talk
about concepts that go much beyond that. We need you to tell us what the problem is. Darian can't
gpologizeif he doesn't know what he did," Swift-wing squawked.

| could see Darian was just bursting to talk to me, but managed to hold histongue. Ardlaaso remained
slent, waiting. | Sghed, and sat down next to them. "Darian, it's not you that needs to gpologize, it'sme. |
was blaming you for something you had no control over, something your ancestors had done. Thisis
what Rhane said happened at the end, and what | believe followed that," | said, and began explaining
what | thought.

When | was done, Ardllalooked shocked and saddened, and Darian hung his head. "I'm sorry, Raven. |
never knew," he said.

| reached out and clapped him on the shoulder. "Darian, it's not your fault. Don't fedl sorry. You didn't do
it, your ancestors did. The Hyperboreans apparently forgot one of the most important lessons| can ever
teach you, Darian, and | want you to listen carefully: No matter how powerful you are, no matter how



strong or fast or skilled you are, there's dways someone better. A king must ways remember that
somewhere out there is akingdom larger, richer, more powerful and more skilled at war than they are.
As such, you must aways make sure that you never overestimate your own abilities, and you must
awaystry to improve yourself and your people. At the moment, haf your peoplelivein thrall. Judging by
what you've been saying, thisis a pretty common practice nowadays. Imagine how powerful your nation
would beif you made sure your women and men were equaly educated? Such practices are common
among the eves - about the only thing that ef-maids don't do that their men do isgo to war. By
educating your women and giving them the same rights women had in Hyperborea, you would make your
nation more powerful than any other human nation today in thisregard.”

"You'reright. My people would be much stronger for using al the adult mindsthey have available. Even
30, wouldn't the elves dtill be stronger, since they've been doing thisfor millennia?’ Darian asked.

"Absolutely. No matter how powerful you are, someone is dways better. Plan for it, anticipateit, and
develop strategiesto alow you to handle astronger enemy should they present themsalves.”

"I can see you are content again. | will go now, Eddas Ayar. | thank you for sharing thistime with
me. Perhaps you will come visit me again if you find yourself in the body of a male next time,"
Rhane said, and stood. She pulled off the blanket and handed it to me, and Darian blushed wildly at
seeing her nudity. "Oh, Eddas. His lust calls out to me from the depths of his soul to mine. Would
that | could lie with him. It's been so long..." Rhane sad wistfully, staring a Darian.

"What's she saying, Raven?' Darian asked.

"She wants you as badly asyou want her," | replied, and Darian blushed again.

"I'm sorry, it'sjust that it's been so long. | just can't, though - | don't want to spend ten or twenty years
with her."

"He says he wants to lie with you, as well, but he doesn't want to spend the Long Night in your
tree," | told Rhane.



"Then | cannot reproduce, and a mating would be pointless.”

"I agree, unfortunately,” | replied.

"Wait!" Darian yeled, seeing Rhane turn to leave. She stopped, and Darian spoketo me. "Raven, isn't
there any other way?' he asked. | could see he was desperate, but | smply shook my head.

"Darian, RhaneisaDryad. She doesn't want to just have intercourse, she wantsto reproduce. She can
only do that with ahuman male and only in her tree, taking your lust and your seed over the course of
something they call the Long Night. For you, itll only be asingle night. For usin the outside world, it can
be up to twenty years. There's no other way."

"Well, um, isn't there any way she can make it fagter, like maybe only asingle night or so?"

"Darian, can you make ahuman baby come any faster than nine months? Thisisn't just copulation to
them, it's reproduction. The Wild Women of the Woods aren't human, Darian, though they once were.
That's why they need human malesto reproduce. The story'salong one, and it's not important. What is
important isthat you let her go, Darian. This can never be. Go take aswim in theriver - the cold water
will cool your desire.”

"But-" Darian began, but | interrupted him.

"Darian! It's either come with me and learn to be aking so you can reclaim your rightful throne, or stay
here and throw it all away for asingle night with thisdryad! Y es, she'slondly and desperate. Even o,
she'sonly one being. Y our people number in the millions, Darian. Onelife versus millions of lives. You
say you want to beking, so | say be aking and decide now: Y our people or your lust. Choose, Darian!”
| commanded.



Darian stood, pulled off hisboots, belt and cloak, stripping down to just histunic and breeches, then
took arunning diveinto theriver. "Yah! Ooh! Yow! Cold!" he yelped once his head reached the surface
agan. Rhane and Ardlagiggled loudly, and Swift-wing cackled. Asfor me, | didn't laugh or smile. | was
watching aking | wastraining make hisfirgt tough decison, and anyone who doesn't think that turning
down adryad is tough isether aeunuch, asodomite or afemae. Darian stepped out of the river
dripping wet, then sat down shivering by thefire as Arellawrapped his cloak around him. "Raven, tell
Rhanethat if I'm ableto get my kingdom back, I'll try to find someone who'd be willing to come here and
vigt her. | know theway, and | can givefairly accurate directions to these woods to any skilled hunter or
woodsman who'd like to spend time with her," he said, histeeth chattering.

| trandated for Rhane, and she shook her head. She reached up to her hair and produced athin twig,
twining it together to makearing. " Tell him this comes from my tree. If he finds a man willing to
spend the Long Night with me, simply give themthisring. It will take themto my tree, and | will
meet with them. The same ring can also take them home again, though afterwards its power will
fade," shesaid, and | trandated. Darian nodded as he dipped the ring on hisfinger, and Rhane bid us
farewell. Darian wisdly kept his eyes averted from her retreating buttocks until she waswdl out of the
firdight.

"Come, Arella. Theré's plenty of blankets and a couple towelswe can use. Let's get Darian out of those
wet clothes and dried off before he catches his desth of cold,” | said, smiling.

Chapter Twenty

"Sometimes, on a clear night, when all isquiet and all isjust right, the night breeze will bring just
the faintest echo to your ears. Yes, you can still hear the songs of the Hyperboreans, sometimes,
very softly echoing in the wind."

- Elven proverb

Three days|ater, Darian pointed to astone by the sde of theriver. I'd told him what to look for, and his
skillsalowed himto spot it eadly. | knelt and examined it. "Good work, Darian. Y ou'vefound it,” | said.

"Found what? What isit? It just looks like a square stoneto me," Swift-wing squawked from Ardllas
shoulder.

"A dwarf would laugh at you, my friend. Only achisel makes astone square. This stone has been
carved," | said, and looked around. "There, and there. More of them. Come, thisway!" | called, and
trotted off into the forest. By the time Arellaand Darian had caught up to me, | was dowly waking atop
awide expanse of rubble that stretched off into the forest. Finaly | stopped and knelt, rubbing one of the



soneswith my gloved fingersto loosen an age of dirt. Soon, | had revealed two thin markings, bardly
legiblein the stone.

"What doesit say?' Darian asked.

"It says'16. It'saleague-marker on the king'sroad. My tower is about twenty-eight leaguesin this
direction. Theroad that led to it split off southwards from the king's road at |eague-marker forty-three.
At the moment, we're standing about in the center of Wilanda city. Over thereisthetemple of Vyleah,
goddess of agriculture, heding and fertility,” | said, pointing to awhite, cylindrical stone that was half
buried benesth the earth and nearly concedled by thetrees. Y ou will note the beautiful marble columns,
each delicatdly carved and polished by dwarvish craftsmen. Over thereisthe Street of the armorers,” |
said, pointing to ayoung oak tree. "Notice the way they proudly display their fine craftsmanship asthey
compete with each other for customers. At the end of the street is my parent's house, afinewood and
brick structure that my brother inherited on their deaths. Over thereisthe Street of the Silk-Merchants.
Noticethewide array of colorsavailablein the ddlicate, dmost etheredl fabricsthey offer. At the end of
that street stands the Black Tower, the home of the Dyclonic Circle, the greatest circle of battle-magesin
al of Hyperborea. Y es, thisis Wilanda, afine, proud city full of aquarter of amillion happy,
hard-working people. Isn't it beautiful ?* | said, and wept.

Darian goggled at the amount of people | said oncelived here, but said nothing. Ardllacarefully stepped
on the rubble as she made her way to my side, then hugged me gently. "It'saright, Raven. It'sdright.
Let's spend some time here. Show usthe city, and tel us of its people. Show usthe temple, and tell us
what it was like. Show usthe Black Tower, and let me dream of what it would have been like had | been
accepted as an apprentice there. Show usyour city, and let us regjoice in the happy memories you have.
Weve never seen acity thislarge, and we want to learn more. Tell us how they fed and watered this
many people, Raven. I'm sure that's something Darian would be interested in. Tell mewhat kind of
clothes the women wore. Make your memories live for us, Raven, so we may see this place as you once
did. Let usnot weep at their death, but rather rgjoicein their life. Please, Raven.”

| hugged her back, then wiped my eyes. "I'm sorry. You'reright. | should show you around, and let you
seemore. It'sjust that the sight of it was too much for the moment. | cannot imagine how anyone could

have defeated us. Even so, here we are. Come, let's sart with the temple. | think you can gill seeafew
pieces of the columns above ground.”

| led them around the city for the rest of the day, discovering | could easily find my way around by the
rubble of thelarger buildings. Darian, Arellaand Swift-wing were al fascinated by my descriptions of the
place. When we findly approached the ruins of the Black Tower, | was explaining it as we waked
around what was | eft - the rubble of the outer wall, about six cubits high in most spots. "Asyou can see,



the stones were basalt, hence the building's name. 1t was octagona, and about sixty cubitswide and a
hundred cubits high. Around here isthe front entrance and what in the hell isthat?" | asked, startled.

A large machine, perhapsthe size of an ogre, lay huddled againgt the rubble of the front entrance and
overgrown with weeds. It was built like an ungainly ape with bird-like legs and a bulbous body. Itstop
was open, and | could seea sedt init. We went over to it, and | could seeit was covered with athin
patinaof rust. "Amazingly well preserved for its age. Look, the metd's hardly rusted at dl,” Darian
commented.

"What isit, Raven?' Ardlaasked.

"The answer to my question, | think. Its Mana-flow assenses asthat of agolem or similar construct, yet it
lacks motivation - it'samagicaly powered war machine. | would imaginethe pilot sat in that seet there,
and directed it with those levers and foot-switches here. | believe this plate here once protected the pilot
from fronta attacks, but it's been blown through - probably by the collected sorcery of what few
members of the Dyclonic Circle were present in the tower when it attacked,” | said, then sat downon a
large stone nearby and sighed. "Thisiswhy your ancestors were able to defeat my people. They didn't
get tired.”

"Huh? What do you mean, Raven?' Darian asked.

"It'ssample, Darian. A mage getstired casting pells. Golems and other constructs don't get tired. They
don't eat, they don't deep, and they keep on going until they fall apart. Even o, they're extremdly difficult
to enchant because they're intelligent. We got around this problem with ornithopters and wing-boats by
inventing the semi-golem; mindless congtructs that were little more than magically-powered machines. We
cdled it magitech, asit was ablend of magic and technology. They alowed usto travel effortlesdy and
swiftly, and to wage war from the air and seawith ease. Even 0, they had no armament other than that
of the men aboard them. It appears your ancestors devel oped the same thing, and took theideatoits
logica extreme. This machine could walk, run, lift enormous weights, bash down gateswith itsfidts, firea
blast of flame and do half adozen other things that we didn't know how to make our machines do. It's
destructive force was eadily equd to that of any single battle-mage, and it doesn't get tired. A battle-mage
eventuadly tires after casting spdlls, and has to rest. These machines could keep going, hour after hour,
until the pilot finaly gets hungry or thirsty and decidesto fal back to the rear and let another machine
takeitsplace. If you pack in aflask of water and asmall lunch with him, he could fight al day. Y our
culture had so many of these thingsthat they smply |eft thisonewhereit had fdlen in battle. They just
couldn't be bothered to fix it."



Darian stared at the machine for along time while Ardla sat next to me on the stone. Swift-wing fluttered
over to the machine to examine it more closely, then fluttered back. "No bones of apilot inthere," he
commented.

"He probably was pulled out of the machine and buried after the battle,” | replied.

Darian climbed up to look at the machine, and | called after him. "Darian, be careful not to touch
anything. It assenses as damaged but partidly operationa. We don't know what switches makeit fire
gouts of flame and death and what switches make it scratch itsdlf.”

Darian nodded, and continued his examination. After afew more moments, he climbed down and came
over to me. "We should take this machine with us," he said.

"What? Why?' | asked.

"We know we may haveto fight to regain my kingdom. Thisisafighting machine of apower unknown
previousto this. No mage today has even the faintest idea how to make anything likeit. It could be a
powerful wegpon in our hands.”

"And perhaps atwo-edged sword if wekill oursalvestrying to figure out how it works," Arella
commented.

"l agree. It'stoo dangerous,” | said, looking at the machine in hatred. It and it's like had destroyed my
people.

"Raven, are you sure you aren't amply fedling that way because this was the weapon used againgt the
Hyperboreans?' Darian asked.



"Well, yes, that too. It'san evil device."

"Raven, from what you'vetold me, | am adescendant of the Hyperboreans - through their women,
gpparently. I've dways thought of mysdlf asone, and it's dtill true, even knowing what we know. The way
| seeit, that machineisjust amachine, nothing more and nothing less. The Hyperboreans dready had
deve oped unarmed machineslikeit, and given another few centuriesthey probably would have

devel oped the same wegponry. Which is evil, Raven, thetool or the hand that wieldsit? In the hands of
the invaders, these machines meant destruction to the Hyperboreans. If the Hyperboreans would have
had them, then they would still be here today. In our hands, this machine could be a great boon to us.
Left here, it'ssmply apile of rusting, enchanted metal.”

| thought about it for awhile, then spoke. " Spoken like atrue king. Y ou're right, Darian, though you
should keep in mind it's only one machine. Alone and without support, it could be defeated with asmple
Earth-To-Mud Enchantment that miresit down and immobilizesit forever - or just adeep pit filled
half-way with water and covered to conced it from the pilot the enemy intends to drown. Y ou best giants
in battle smilarly. Well, let me seewhat | can do.”

| reached out my will again and examined the machine's Mana-flow carefully and completely. Findly, |
shook my head. "Sorry, Darian, it'snot possible. Asfar as| can tell, that machineisenchanted to resst
al but the most powerful of spells. That means| can't use my Spell of Repairing onit, it's got to be
repaired physicaly. Unfortunately, | have no ideahow to do that - | smply don't have the parts or the
knowledge of how it's assembled. The builders of thisthing knew how, but it would take me months or
years of study to figureit out. While| agreeit would be auseful tool, at the moment, we can't take it with
us. Perhaps someday we can come back and get it. Certainly nobody elseisgoing to tekeit - it must
weigh at least three thousand stone.”

Darian nodded and we continued exploring the city. Come nightfal, we set up camp near the machine. |
explored the ruins of the Black Tower while Darian and Arella pondered the war-machine over arabbit
dinner. It was very quiet, and | could hear them easily (though | don't think they were aware of it - a
haf-ef'searsare quite sharp). "Ardla, | redly fed sorry for Raven,” Darian said.

"Why?| mean, | do too, but I'm interested in your thoughts,” she replied.



"Well, you know Greenhaven has been conquered by the Larinian army by now. Even so, the people of
Arcadiadtill live. Imagine how you'd fed if you came back to Greenhaven, and al you found wasthis. It's
bad enough to know in your mind that al your people are dead, but imagine how it must fed to seeit
with your own eyes. I've been trying to imagine how 1'd fedl about seeing Steelgate or the king'scastlein
ruinslikethis, and | don't think it'd be very pleasant. | don't know what Raven's going to fed when we
reach his-| mean her tower."

"I think shelll bedright. It wasabit of ashock for her to see the town she was once born in during her
life as Eddas Ayar now broken and in ruins. Even so, she's still much older and wiser than us. Raven
ingtantly realized that awoman's laugh meant you were possibly being seduced by adryad, and legped to
her feet to chase after you. | didn't even know what the problem was until she explained it to me, and |
certainly didn't know how to rescue you without violence. She's dso brave, as brave as you, and braver
than | could ever be. | was petrified of the chimera. Of course, when she went down under itsrush |
grew fearful for her life, so | screwed up my courage and followed the plan sheld given me. | couldn't do
anythingtoit, | wastoo nervous and kept fumbling my cantrip. Even so, | till tried. Swift-wing, of
course, smply leaped to the attack. He's always been braver than I."

"I was frightened too, mistress. Even o, bravery isn't about not being afraid. Bravery is about
overcoming your fear and doing what needs to be done," Swift-wing squawked.

Darian nodded. "He'sright. Y ou were brave, Ardla, though you may not redizeit. In addition, | was
frightened, too. I've never fought abeast so deadly, and | was sure we were going to die. I've spent
years avoiding creatures like that - there isn't much alone man with alongbow can do to defend himsalf
againg alarge and dangerous fell beast, and it's much easier to avoid them. Fortunately, they'relike al
the other large predatorsin the world, like bears and wolves - they're rare. If they were common, they'd
literdly eat themsalves out of house and home."

"You weredl bravethat day, and I'm proud of al of you," | said, stepping back into the firdight with my
find. Darian, seeing stedl hoop in my left hand, spoke up.

"What isthat, Raven?"

"It's the headband of an apprentice of the Dyclonic Circle. Its owner was dead, but when | spoketo his
skull with aspell of communication, he said he would be pleased and happy if | took it and used it for a
new apprentice. It looked to be about theright Size, so hereitis. Mage Ardlator, pleaserise,” |



commanded. Arellastood, trembling dightly. "Mage Ardla-tor, you stand before the last of the Dyclonic
Circle. By default, this makes me the High Magter of the Circle. Y ou have said once that you wished me
to train you. Y ou have aso said that you dreamed of being accepted by the Circle, and | havetold you
truthfully that the Circle would not refuse a person with your Talent. | put it to you now; Do you wish to
become an gpprentice of the Circle? Please bear in mind that thisis no minor decison you make. Thelife
of abattle-mageis harsh, and death lurks around every corner. In the old days, the Circle fought many
wars and battles, and the lives of its members were congtantly at risk. Those days are gone now, but the
danger yet remains. The Larinian army needsto be defeated, yet not destroyed - they are Darian's
people after dl, and their lives are important. There isaso the rules and traditions of the order to
consider, asour lifeisaquiet and humble one. No apprentice, mage or master shall embarrassthe Circle
with scanda or hint of scandal, and the members of the Circle work together as brothers - or ssters, as
the case may be at the moment,” | said, smiling. Ardlagiggled briefly as| continued. “The choiceis
yours, Mage Ardlator. Do you wish to join the Circle asits newest gpprentice?”’

"Yes, pleasel" shereplied eagerly.

"Then knedl," | said, and Arellacomplied. | placed the circlet about her head, and was pleased to seeiit
fit snugly, resting in the middle of her forehead. "Rise, apprentice. Study, learn and make your parents
and your teachers proud,” | said, holding my hand out to her. Arellatook it, grinning broadly as| hel ped
her to her feet again.

| then turned her so we both faced Darian, then spoke again. "Darian Vemcrior, you have approached
the Dyclonic Circle, asking usto help you regain your rightful throne. After careful study and
consderation, we have agreed to enter into negotiations with you for the cost of our services. Asyou
have no money and your treasury may be completely depleted once you have your throne, we instead
offer the following proposal: First, you will accept mysalf and this apprentice as your Court Wizards - or
wizardesses, asthe case may be," | said, and Darian smiled as | continued. " Second, you will work with
myself and this gpprentice to design and enact laws that will make your women more equal, so that they
shdl never again liveinthral. Third, you will ban the act of grave-robbing within your kingdom, making it
punishable by dow and painful degth. Findly, you will understand and accept that we shdl remain asyour
court wizards only so long as you need us. Neither the members of the Dyclonic Circle nor the Circle
itself may bethevassd of any singleking, asthisis contrary to the rules of our order, though we are
alowed to bethefriends of aking. | await your counter-offer."

"I have none. | accept dl your proposas asthey are" Darian replied formally and with as much dignity as
he could mugter.

"Thenitisabargain. Now; in the shadow of this mechanica mongtrosity that destroyed the Black Tower,



let usSt and discussthe training of an gpprentice and the training of aking.”

We sat down together and | began to lay out my plan, when suddenly | heard anoise. "Did you hear
that?"

Darian and Ardlafdl slent, lisening. "It soundslike adistant drum," Darian commented.

| listened again, and the sound was repeated. "No, that's no drum, and it's coming closer. That sound is
thefootfdlsof agiant,” | sad, risng to my feet.

"A giant? We must flee!" Swift-wing squawked, flapping hiswingswildly.

"No. If it'slooking for us, well only irritate it by running. It surely can see our fire, and is probably
headed towards usto investigate. Just relax and let me handleit. If | do tell you to flee, the two of you
run in opposite directions. That way it will have to pick one of you to chase, and the other may yet
survive. Darian, put your bow away. Y our arrowswill only sting it and makeit angry,” | said, and Arella
swallowed anervous lump in her throat as Darian put his bow back inits case.

After afew moments, we could see alooming shadow above the forest approach. Its footfalls echoed
like dow drumbests againgt the ground asit followed the light of our fire, and finaly, it Sood before us.
"You do not flee. You are either very brave or very stupid. Which isit?" the giant caled down from
above usin the guttura tongue of their people.

| looked up a him. A dightly taller specimen of giant than wastypicd, he siood nearly eighteen cubits
high instead of the usual sixteen to seventeen cubits. His beard and moustache was full and black, hishair
long and draped over his shoulders, and he regarded us carefully with hisdark brown eyes, each the size
of saucers. He bore an enormous club made from the bole of atree and tipped with an enormousiron
spherefully four cubits wide, the bal festooned with gigantic spikes a cubit long. He wore atunic and
breechclout of red-scaled dragon hide, and abroad belt of ogre-skin. His vulnerable lower legs and hedl
were protected by thick boots of dragon-hide, and he was quite an impressive figure. "Neither,
actually. | belong here. | am Eddas Ayar, Master battle-mage of the Dyclonic Circle, returned
from the void and inhabiting this body for the nonce,” | replied.



"What? Impossible. They're all dead.”

"I can prove what | say. Ask me any question about this city, and | shall answer it."

"I can ask you little about it, for | know little of it myself. Ah! Tell me what building it is that you
are standing before, little half-elf. That | do know. Lie or guesswrong, and | shall stomp you flat,"
he said with atoothy grin.

"A simple question. That is the ruins of the Black Tower, the home of the Dyclonic Circle."

"Well, | guess you are who you say you are," the giant replied, nodding. Giants weren't very bright, and
the thought that | may smply be well-educated or have explored this place during the day didn't occur to
him.

"Come and sit with us, Dragonslayer. We can exchange stories to pass the evening before we
deep,” | sad, guessing at the tribal-name the giant would have been given by his het-man for the armor
he wore.

"How did you know my name?" the giant asked, amazement on hisface. Likel said - they aren't very
smart.

"How could | not know your name? The legend of Dragondayer is known far and wide in the
Southern Wilderness. There are human nations there, now, and they abound with tales of your
exploits and your fearsome power," | lied sweetly, and smiled.

The giant grinned and knelt by us carefully (so as not to accidentally squash us), setting his weapon aside.
Ardlatrembled in fear, and even Darian |ooked like he wished he was elsewhere. " They seem



frightened of me," Dragondayer commented.

"Of course. Did | not say that the tales of your fearsome power had spread to their lands? All
humans know that they dare not trifle with Dragonslayer."

Dragondayer chuckled, hisvoicelike rumbling thunder. After afew moments, he erupted in booming
laughter. Asthe giant laughed, | gestured. "Darian, Arella, meet Dragondayer the Giant. He earned that
name by daying the dragon whose hide he now wears as armor - not that his own skinisinsufficient to
protect him, seeing asit's nearly a hand thick in most places and extremely tough. Treat him respectfully -
it'sno mean feat to day adragon, even for agiant.”

"Gods, Raven, how do you do that? | was sure we were going to die!" Darian said, amazed.

"| told you - giants and dragons aren't that hard to deal with so long asyou don't irritate them,” | replied
withasmile

Chapter Twenty-One

"We sing of our friends from long ago,

All we remember, yes we remember,

We sing of their hopes, we sing of their dreams,

All we remember, yes we remember,

We beg their forgiveness, for their deeds we do not know.

All we remember, yes we remember."

- Giantish ghost-soothing song.

We spent perhaps an hour or so chatting with Dragondayer, learning what he knew. Unfortunately, he
knew little of the history of the Hyperboreans, only that which the giants had retained over the millennia
(our culture and what we were like, on the other hand, he knew fairly well). They knew that the
Hyperboreans had fought some invader, and in the end, they had been destroyed. The pitiful few
survivors fled southwards, never to be seen again. Mana-storms raged for years after the battles, and the
giants avoided the dead zones like the plague. After afew centuries when the sormsfindly faded, the
giants found they had many ruined cities a their disposal. They debated what they should do for along



time, fearful that the ghosts of so many dead would haunt the land for ages to come (giants fear that
which they cannot fight, and ghosts they feared most of dl). They findly decided that the spirits of the
Hyperboreans would be appeased if they added the destroyed citiesto their territories and guarded them
asbest they could. | trandated his sory to Darian, Ardllaand Swift-wing, and trandated their questions
back to him.

"And have you seen many ghosts?" | asked, repeating Swift-wing'sfearful question to Dragondayer.

"Not here, no. There are a few in the other cities, though we appease them by clearing out goblins
and other trash that sometimes move in between our patrols, and we sing into the still night air of
the ruins sometimes to soothe them. Our het-men also performregular ritualsto send those last
few ghosts that cling to the earth onwards to their ultimate destination. In the Dead Zones,
though, there are many. There have been many sightings of ghostly armies that clash in the dead
of night, and the quiet voices of the dead crying out in pain. The port-city the invading humans
built, the one that was blasted into a Dead Zone, isworst of all. The ghosts of a hundred thousand
human women and children are often heard wailing in the night breeze. Their spirits do not rest
easy, and we are too afraid to enter there and try to appease them. My het-man says that perhaps
in another thousand years when the grasses have again reclaimed the Dead Zones, then perhaps
their spiritswill be at rest,” Dragondayer rumbledin reply.

"Your het-man isright. By that time, the Mana-flow will have again become ordered, and the
astral plane will no longer show the signs of the destruction. It will take that long for the earth to
heal these wounds, however. You can tell him that we passed through the southernmost Dead
Zone a few weeks ago, and weren't bothered by ghosts at all. We may have simply been fortunate,
but | think that it's also because the land is finally healing," | said, then trandated for the others.

Dragondayer looked up to the stars, guessing the time, then spoke. "1 must be moving on. | have to
finish patrolling this city, then move down the old road towards King Darrak's castle by
morning."

"How isthe king's castle? Doesiit still stand?" | asked.

"No. It'sinruins, like everything else is. Where are you headed?"



"I go to my old tower, twenty-eight leagues down the road in the opposite direction.”

"Ah. You'll likeit there. No ghosts at all. I'll let my het-man know you have returned from the void
and occupy the body of a half-elf woman, and he'll spread the word that you're living in your old
tower for the moment. He said once that the battle-mages of Hyperborea used a spell that allowed
themto live again from their tomb, taking the bodies of those that would rob them. Since you are
of the Dyclonic Circle, the legends say you're a reasonable sort and won't try to bother us, so welll
try not to bother you. If you need to talk to me or any of the other giantsin this area, though,
head for the ruins of Dohbari city. My villageisjust outside it, and we use its old farmlands to
grow our crops. Farewell," hecdled, carefully rising to hisfeet and picking up his enormous wegpon.
We called our farewd s after hisretreating heels as he walked off into the night.

Darian and Ardlaplopped themselves down by thefire. "Wel! that was certainly very frightening. | don't
know how you Hyperboreans managed to live with creatures like that around,” Arella commented.

"Giantsarefairly easy to get dong with. They're very territorid, but if you stay out of their territory, they!ll
stay out of yours. They're peaceful by nature, but when aroused, they can be incredibly dangerous. | was
glad hewaswilling to talk - I'd have hated to haveto try to kill him with aspell,” | replied.

"Why? Are they tough enough to resst your spells?' Darian asked.

"Not redly. | could probably bring him down with two or three explosions of lightning, though hed
merely be unconscious. The problemisthat if | succeed, héll fall. | lost agood friend once when an
unconscious giant fell on him and flattened him like apancake,” | replied, demongtrating with agesture
that ended in aflat-handed clap.

"Ouch," Darian commented with awince of sympathy.

"Well, let's get some degp. We can move on to your tower tomorrow,” Arelasaid.



"Y es. With any luck, welll be there before dark,” | replied, and drew on my staff to conjure my Hidden
Sanctuary.

After Arellaand | undressed and got into bed, she reached over and stroked my ears softly. "I'm very
grateful to you. I'll study hard and make you proud of me."

"I'm sureyou will," | replied, lightly stroking her side.

"Um, Raven, do you want to... Y ou know," she whispered, trying to be gentle and not pressure me.

"Y es, very much, but I'm afraid Darian will hear. I'm sorry, my dear, but you're abit loud when you're
enjoying yoursdlf, and he's deeping right next to thefire, just below the opening to my sanctuary. It'shard
enough on him asit isliving with us, and I'm afraid the sounds of a moaning woman would drive him
insane," | whispered with awry smile.

"Il bevery, very quiet,” she whispered, smiling wryly hersdf.

Chapter Twenty-Two

"Ye may say what ye may of the other works they did achieve - to me, the greatest of
Hyperborean works yet remains their roads. Centuries upon centuries of wind and weather, and
yet still can ye see them. They beinruins, aye. They be in rubble, aye. But they yet still be there.
Dwar ves they were mayhap not, yet those roads do show Moradim's blessing did grace them all
the same.”

- King Gunim 1V, Commentaries on History, 1348 NCC

The next afternoon, we turned south off the rubble of the king's road at league-marker forty-three. The
dirt road that led to my tower was long gone, of course, but | knew the direction fairly well. Werode
over therise of ahill, and | stopped, grinning. "Look! The byallar treesare ill here! | said, pointing to
the small forest that lay before us.



"What arethey?' Arellaasked.

"Hyperboreans grew them for the small black bean they produced. Y ou roast it, then grind it up and
make adrink out of it, liketea. It's much stronger, though. It smells good but is somewhat bitter to the
taste, likelifeitsdf is sometimes. Many people added cream or honey to it, and it tastes much better that
way. My tower should be right about there - if it was standing, we'd easily be ableto seeit from here.
Well, let'sgo," | said, commanding theinvisible steed to proceed.

"So you were afarmer?' Darian asked as we rode among the byallar trees (which | was happy to see
were blooming with their bright white flowers - in acouple months, they'd be laden with seeds ready to
be harvested).

"No. The closest equivaent in your system of government would be aminor noblein charge of asmall
areaon the borders of aking'sterritory, like abaronet or abaron. The masters of each circle were
alowed to own landsin exchange for keeping them safe from invasion. The kings then could concentrate
their forcesingde their lands, knowing that the lands we owned were safe from attack. | liked byallar in
my youth, and when | became amaster, | had groves of them planted on the lands the king granted me.
The people who lived on my lands didn't owe mefedty or live as my serfslike the Stuation iswith your
nobility, however - they were employees, like people working for amerchant. By working together with
my people, we were able to develop the strongest, blackest, richest strain of byallar in the lands, and we
al madefairly good money - though I made the most, of course, since the lands were mine."

A while later we dismounted before the ruins of my tower. | sghed and sat on alarge stone from the
crumbling outer wall. "Areyou dright, Raven?' Ardllaasked.

"Yes, I'mfine. | originaly conjured the tower with sorcery, then spent months stocking it with the finest
and most comfortable furniture and tapestries | could find. It'sjust sad that dl that is gone, now. |
particularly missthisone chair | had. It was very comfortableto St in by thefire, especialy as| got older
and my bones began to creak. Oh, well. Stand back, now," | called, and stood, stepping away myself. "
think that thistime, I'll conjureit asmarbleinstead of granite. Dyarzi dways said shewanted to liveina
marble tower - marbleis cooler, and would be more comfortable in the summer,” | said, and gestured
briefly as| quickly rattled off the incantation for the Spell of the Tower of Stone, making only afew
aterationsto my gestures to produce amarble tower with the windows and the hues of stone | wanted. |
finished with asnap of my fingers, and the tower shimmered into existence on the foundations of the old
one, astrong, square marble edificefifty cubits high and sixteen cubitswide. "There. Now let's unload my
hidden sanctuary so | can re-attune everything to the red world again,” | said, and turned to Darian and
Ardla



Darian smply gaped, and Arellalooked so frightened she might faint. Swift-wing's featherswere
completely flat, histail waslowered, and he cowered on Arellas shoulder, trembling with fear. "What?" |
asked.

"Y ouryou did that with ease! Y ou conjured thisenormous building likeit was nothing!" Arellaye ped.

"It was nothing. This spell was developed perhaps nine centuries before | was born, and itsformulahas
been refined so many timesthat when it wasfinaly passed to me, it was perfect. Yes, it'sacomplex
sorcery to master. Even S0, its formula has been carefully tuned over the centuries so itsdrain on the
cagter isonly dight. It was originally developed to dlow a mage to conjure an ingtant fortification should it
be needed in battle, and if that Situation ever arises, you'll probably be very tired and not have much
srength left. Asaresult, you needed aspdl likethisto drain you aslittle as possible. | have another spell
inmy grimoire that conjures atower of iron, but | never useit - it gets far too hot during the day, and is
only redly useful whereit's cold most of the year. | conjured this one with more glass windows and only
afew arrow-dlits, and | took amoment to make the marble outside a nice white hue. After al, | don't
need it as a defensive fortification, what with the giants patrolling the land nowadays. Look, | even made
the top floor set back abit so you have a nice parapet to walk upon just like my old one had, and | put
golden marble on the dome at thetop,” | said, pointing. | was actudly quite pleased with the results - the
tower looked very nice.

"But, Raven! If you could conjure atower like this, why did you bother using your hidden sanctuary?
Darian asked.

"Darian, you have to understand something - thistower is permanent. It doesn't go away, | can't take it
with me, and the only way | can get rid of it isby blasting it to rubble or summoning an eementd to
destroy it. Sure, | could have conjured towersfor usto deep in every night. We aso would have left a
string of mysterious towers behind usthat certainly would have drawn the Lariniansto follow. Secondly,
how would we have carried al our supplies? The Hidden Sanctuary spell is much moretiring by severd
orders of magnitude, but it'sthe only spell that we could have used given the Stuation. Yes, thisspdl is
sampleto cast. It dso takes up about ninety pagesin my grimoire and is extremdly difficult to learn - only
afew can truly magter it. Y ou wouldn't believe how many times | ended up conjuring apile of rubble
when | wastrying to learn it, or having the tower collapse moments after it appeared.”

"It'still quite ashock to see how easy it was," Ardllacommented, having regained her composure.



| began to grow angry. Here | was, standing in the middle of my lands that had grown wild with weeds,
my plantation of byallar trees having escaped their neat rows and become aforest, my people scattered
and dead, my civilization destroyed, and | managed to retain some sdlf control for most of thetrip, even
in the face of this catastrophe. Meanwhile, my friends were frightened to death of a Tower of Stone
spel?"What, did you think | was idly boasting when we began thistrip?1 told you then that | could
restore my tower easily, and now we're here and I've doneit! If I'd dready traveled herein this
pathetically weak body, | could have cast a Spell of Returning and blinked us here in a heartbest, then
spent the rest of that day transporting Arellas entire household into thistower, one piece of furnitureat a
time, ingtead of having to spend nearly a month traveling overland and nearly getting killed by adamned
chimeral Suchisthe sorcery of a Hyperborean battle-mage! Arella, you should get used to i,
becausein afew years, this isthe kind of spellsyoull be casting! Darian, you should also get used to it,
because when I've built the strength of this body up, you're going to see just exactly what kind of spells|
can unleash on the army your brother has assembled! At my full power, | can level acastlewithasingle
spell, and sweep ranks of men with waves of fire and lightning that will send their burned and blasted
remainsflying about in every direction like nupta-seeds tossed in a hot pan! I've summoned roaring
demonsfrom the pit of hell, I've explored the dementa planes and even saved them from destruction by
stopping a sphere of annihilation, and I've even risen from the void to stand before you right now! |
do not need any back talk or fearful looks from any of you!" | roared, and was further irritated when
| heard it come out as awoman's screech.

Darian and Swift-wing were taken aback, but Arelasmply looked a me calmly. "If you'll summon your
sanctuary, I'll pull out my herba equipment and make you another flask of that teal gave you before
while you get out one of the pledgets,” she said.

| looked at her in confusion for amoment, then remembered. It had been nearly amonth. "Damn!™ |
replied, and Swift-wing tucked his head under hiswing as he unsuccessfully attempted to stifle acackle.

Darian looked on in confusion for several more heartbests before he redlized why | was cursing and
kicking aloose stone from my previoustower. "Oh, it'syour timeagain,” he said, grinning.

"Darian, it's not funny! Most women don't have as much of a problem with it as she does, but they've
also had all their livesto get used to it. She doesn't even know how to recognize the signs yet, much less
how to deal with it. We women aso consider it very rude when aman makesfun of it or is
unsympathetic, so you wipethat grin right off your face thisingtant and thank the gods that you didntt
wake up one morning in the body of awoman like shedid!" Arellayelped, and Darian smoothed his
expression to one that was properly apologetic.



Four hours later, we had Darian's horse hobbled quietly outside beneath atree (we'd done that because
it looked like there might be a storm coming, and | figured it might need & least alittle protection from the
weether), and had the Sanctuary unloaded into the tower and were sitting around the fireplace on the top
floor. I was uncomfortable from the pledget, nauseated from the taste of Arellas concoction, and
generdly miserable from the whole stuation. Swift-Wing fluttered from window to window, looking
outsde. "Thisisaniceroom!" he squawked.

"Yes, that'swhy it'smine," | snapped, and Ardlla patted my knee.

"Now, now. Try to relax. Y ou knew thiswas going to happen again,”" she said.

"Yes, but | didn't expect it so soon! How do you handle it? When you had your time last week, it didn't
seem like much of aproblem at dl.”

"Y ou get used to it. Come now; tell us about your old tower. It will take your mind off your troubles, at
leadt.”

| Sghed, hating my Situation, then decided to humor her. "Well, like this one, the interior walls and doors
were of oak. Thisones unfurnished, but my old onewasfull of the finest furniture, carpets and tapestries|
could afford. I gave the rooms on the bottom floor to the servants1'd hired, and they appreciated not
having to walk upstairsto get to their beds at night. The second floor was the kitchen and pantry, the
third floor was the armory and treasure rooms, and the fourth floor was where my laboratory, library and
reagent storage was located. Dyarzi and | lived on the top floor, and we often took moonlight walks
around the parapet at night, or picnicked on it during the day. When | would go to fight the battles of the
Circle, she would often spend hours on the parapet just watching the road, waiting and hoping to catch
the first glimpse of me coming over the hill and down the road, heading home. | dwaysrode aninvisble
steed homewards, just enjoying the trip, but she told me once how the waiting made her unhappy. |
finaly decided to save her the anguish, and just used my Spell of Returning to get home as soon as
possible. I'll probably arrange this tower the same way, though since | don't have servants, | think I'll
reserve aroom on thefirgt floor for Darian so he can have aroom that's cool during the day and warm at
night.”

"Raven, | know you told us during the trip that Dyarzi waskilled by an n'sknife. Do you know



who hired the assassin?' Darian asked.

"Yes, Darian, | do. Unfortunately, | can't tell you. It's one of the greatest scandals of the order, and we
samply don't talk about it with outsiders. I'm sorry."

"Um, canyou tel me?' Ardlaasked.

"Y es, you're amember of the order. As an adult, you can be trusted to keep our secrets and not discuss
our scanddls, even though you are only an apprentice.”

"Wel, if it'sonly ascandd, | think you can tell Darian. After dl, dl the other members of the order are
dead. Besides, he'syour best friend,” Swift-wing commented.

| blinked, then chuckled. "Truly wiser than the owls are the nobleravens,” | replied with asmile, and
Swift-wing looked very proud and pleased with himsdlf. "Alright, Darian, I'll tell you, but you haveto
swear to me on your honor asa king that you'll never tell asoul, living, dead or undead,” | said, and
Darian nodded.

"l do so swear,” hereplied.

"Good. Well, around the time | was thirty-eight, agood friend of mine named Gorol Qua and another
man, Vayanar Eddahom, werethe next in linefor the position of master. One day, Master Uragdar
Jorgd collapsed in the middle of alesson on higher mathematics he was giving some gpprentices, the
sword he used as hiswizard's saff collgpsing into dust instantly. Sorcerousinvestigation revealed his
animuary had been found and crushed, though by whom, nobody knew. We aso found his grimoire had
been stolen, compounding the scandd. Y ou see, when each mage attains the rank of master, they are
given the Spdll of Hidden Life so that they may build their animuary. Each selectsthelocation of their
tomb carefully, and only the High Master knows wherethey are. Thisway, if aMagter dies of old age,
their body becomes that of aliche and they can live on as an undead, subject to the call of the Circle
should their particular kills ever be needed again in the future,” | explained, and Ardlamade aface.



"A liche? | thought they were evil."

"Only if thelicheitsdlf was evil when they died. Y ou see, each master represented years of investment in
training, and also represented arepository of experience and wisdom that the Circle didn't want to smply
lose. Asaliche, each dso was more powerful than they werein life, their will enhanced by UnLife
energy. Also, asl'vetold Darian before, there's nothing more intimidating than undead in your army. The
last benefit is one most Smply do not redize - the senility of age clears up. You seg, if I'd dlowed my
sdf to expire naturdly instead of suffocating myself in my tomb, 1'd have redized that asaliche, I'd have
thousands of yearsto find away to bring Dyarzi back to me. Liches don't egt, they don't deep, and they
don't get bored. They can despair of their un-life, asthe UnLife energy which permeatestheir beingis
dark and powerful, but that's not the same thing. So, I'd have had an eternity to work on the problem -
and I'd have found away. Once I'd discovered how, | could have easily asked the king to give me a
condemned man, and the High Master would have happily brought him to my tomb. | then destroy my
liche-body and possessthat of the condemned man, my will easily crushing and destroying his soul as
punishment for the crime he'd been condemned for. The enchantment at the sametime alows meto
re-shape my new body into aduplicate of my old one a age thirty, when | made my animuary. I'd have
lived again, young and strong. | then could have brought Dyarzi back to me, and we could have married
aswed origindly planned and lived our lives again.”

"Oh, | see. I'm sorry for interrupting, Raven. Please continue your story,” Ardlasaid.

| nodded. "Anyway, Master Jorgd's destruction was a serious scandal. It meant that the High Master's
secret files of thelocations of everyone'stomb might be compromised, so dl the masters moved their
tombs and their animuaries with them over the next few months. Still, we knew not who had done the
deed, so dl the masters waited until after they had moved their tombs before they would consider the
matter of who would replace Master Jorgd. The rest of the masters debated for several weeks over
which of the two candidates should be chosen. | objected to Vayanar - he seemed suspicious to me, but
| couldn't quite put my finger on what the problem was. Gorol was my friend, but he aso wasthe inferior
candidate - at thetime, | felt Vayanar was Smply astronger and more highly skilled mage. | couldntin al
honesty vote for Gorol, but | also couldn't bring mysdlf to approve Vayanar, either. Astime had passed,
| had gotten to know Vayanar, and | felt he was evil, somehow. | suspected he might even be guilty of
Jorgd's destruction, though | knew not how. Findly, | bowed to the will of the rest of the mastersand
approved Vayanar, but only on the condition that | be allowed to administer the Test of Acceptance.”

"WEell, | took acrystal goblet and smashed it, then took asmall shard of the crystd via which was
Jorgdl's animuary and two shards from the goblet and set them aside for the test. | went to the king's
investigator and paid him for the privilege of copying aspdl he usesfrom hisgrimoireinto mine, and the
next day | administered thetest. Y ou see, the king's investigator had given me the Spell of Contagion
Comparison, which he used to determine murder weapons and thingslike that. | had Vayanar cast the
gpell from my grimoaire, telling him | wanted him to determine which of three shards of crystal came from



the goblet - and, because casting aspell one was utterly unfamiliar with out of agrimoire wasanormal
part of the test, he suspected nothing. Two shards leaped to the pile on the center of the table and clung
to their mate, but one shard, the one from Jorga's animuary, instead clung to Vayanar's wizard staff, the
weapon he had used to smash Jorgd's animuary,” | said, and paused to look Darian, Arellaand
Swift-wing over. They dl looked fascinated, leaning forward eagerly to hear the climax of the story.

"l raised my staff and struck that villainous bastard down like adog,” | said, grinning ferocioudy, and my
three friends nodded in satisfaction.

"Well, High Master Frarim was understandably upset, but after | explained what I'd done, | wasforgiven.
Vayanar wasn't killed by my blow, though he was rendered unconscious for three days and very nearly
died. During that time, we searched histower to find his grimoire, and discovered held stolen Jorgd's
grimoire after hed killed him. Thisonly sedled hisfate, and we turned him over to the king'sjudticiar to be
handled by the king'slaw. It was ahorrible scandal, and the Circle suffered terribly in the eyes of the
public for years afterwards. Anyway, Vayanar was executed two weeks later. That's when we
discovered the magnitude of his crime - hiswizard's staff failed to disintegrate, and afew moments after
he was beheaded, it disappeared as it was willed away."

"You mean..." Ardlaasked, her eyeswidening.

"Yes. Hed aready cast the Spdll of Hidden Life on himself and conceded his animuary without the
circle's knowledge. We should have suspected it, but we were far too angry for thinking - if the law
would have alowed it, we would have smply killed him oursalves. Anyway, we found out later that
Vayanar had sedled hisanimuary in an invulnerable, padded box and smply buried it besde theking's
road, crushing the soul and stedling the body of an innocent passerby - one of agroup of pilgrimsto the
temple of Vyleah, in fact. That'swhen Dyarzi was murdered. Y ou see, Vayanar had murdered Jorgd to
open up the position of Master for himsalf, and when | defeated his plans and struck him down, he
decided to take revenge on me. He took some money he'd secreted and hired the Flame-Knives, a
group of assassinswho were very famous back then because they used knives with awavy, flame-like
blade. Very deadly, very expendve. Unfortunately, he had little experience with the Flame-Knife
assassins, and smply told them where my tower was without making surethat I'd beinit a acertain
time. The Flame-Knives stole into my tower, dew al my household servants and stabbed Dyarzi in the
back as she dept. They didn't kill me, as| was out fighting a battle for King Lothar and trying to help the
Circlefind Vayanar in between times. To thisday, over fifteen centuries|ater, | still mourn my loss,” |
sad, pausing in my story and sighing. Darian reached over and clapped me on the shoulder in sympathy,
and | clapped his shoulder in return. Ardlasmply sat there, her eyes brimming with tears, and waited
until | took amoment to share ahug with her before continuing my tale.



"Wéll, we spent fifteen years hunting him down &fter that, and finaly killed him at the battle of Chorim
keep at great lossto ourselves. My friend Fard Balorim, who had returned from the dryad only two
years prior to that, my friend Master Gorol, they and many others died that day fighting off Vayanar's
stolen spellsand an army of undead held raised from an ancient battlefield. Even then, his aff did not
disintegrate. We knew he had concedled his animuary again, but we knew not where. We kept his staff
for years after that, waiting for when it would be summoned away, but it never happened. Wefinaly
concluded that held buried his animuary in atomb somewhere, and it might be ages before it was
discovered again. | spent therest of my lifein quiet solitude after that, teaching the apprentices, fighting
the battles of the Dyclonic Circle, but otherwise never leaving my tower. All | did in my sparetimewas
study every tome of magic | could find for away to bring my love back to me, but | never succeeded.
The apprentices heard the tale and passed it around among themsalves, and ever afterwards they called
me 'Gratinrelon’ behind my back, which means 'he who weepsinsde in my language, and they bothered
me little with their incessant chatter for fear of my temper. And I must admit, my temper became quite
short inmy later years, though | think it was because Dyarzi and | had planned to have children of our
own, and the silence of my chambersin my tower were sometimes more than | could bear,” | said, and
sighed before | continued.

"Findly, | felt my death approaching. | told the High Master my lifewas at an end, and heand | shared a
cup of byallar infriendship before |eft to enter my tomb. He knew | would not Smply wait there until |
died of old age. He knew | would kill mysdlf before| spent an eternity in mourning. I'd hidden my tomb
deep in what was then known as the Southern Wilderness, safe from the plows of farmers and the
explorations of grave-robbers. | used my Spell of Returning to enter my tomb, laid mysdlf downin my
sarcophagus, closed thelid and lay there quietly until | suffocated to death. At the last moment of my life,
| had abrief glimpse of Dyarzi, happy and carefree in the afterlife. | reached out to her, but the pull of my
animuary was stronger. | entered the Dreamless Sleep, and awoke in the body of ahaf-elf female, raped
and bleeding from ablow to the head which caused her spirit to fly and prevented me from reshaping the
body with the power of the Hidden Life spell. Had she not been so near death, the power of the
enchantment would have alowed meto reshape her body as| took it, making it my own again.
Unfortunately | lost consciousness beforehand, so that part of the sorcery transpired with no effect,
lacking my will to shapeit. | found my memories were scattered and lost from the blow to the head, and
s0 | could remember little of my life at first. It'staken weeksfor it to return, gradualy and abit at atime,
like the sun dowly dawning in the east. Anyway, after | sedled my tomb | met Darian, and the rest of my
taleyou dready know," | finished, and fell silent.

We sat there quietly for amoment, the only sounds being Ardlas sniffles. Findly, Darian spoke. ™Y ours
isatale of woefar greater than | could haveimagined. I'm sorry, my friend,” he said quietly.

| opened my mouth to say something reassuring and then tell Darian and Ardlal wanted to discuss my
first lessons, then shut it again. Thelast threetimes|'d said something like 'alright, let's discuss your
education to become a king, Darian’, something bad had happened. First, we were press-ganged and
| was gang-raped. Next, we were forced to flee an invading army. Next, a giant showed up, ready to
fight. "Once is accident, twice is coincidence, but three timesis enemy action,’ as Master Frarim



used to say,' | thought to mysdlf. "Darian, Arella, doesyour god Y orindar have any enemiesin your
pantheon?’ | asked.

Darian looked a mein confusion for amoment, asdid Arella. "Y es, he does. The greatest foe of wisdom
and lifeis chaos and death, so Y orindar's greatest enemy in our pantheon is Morgar, god of chaos and
desth," Darian replied, and there was arumble of thunder in the distance which spooked Darian, Arella
and Swift-wing badly.

'Great,' | thought. 'It looks like our two pantheons merged, and not all of my gods sleep. Morgar is
still awake, and in the modern day, he's a god of evil. I'm caught in a struggle between two gods
for the future of the world, and Darian is at the crux of the matter. Morgar is probably very
angry, as he considers me to be his worshiper. Unfortunately, the Morgar | knew was a god of
war and death, not chaos and death. War, by definition, is the controlled application of force to
accomplish a military objective. Chaos is a part of war, but a good general strivesto minimize it,
not maximize it. Death also isa part of war, but it also is something a good general triesto
minimize, not maximize. Morgar has changed, but | have not. It appears I'll have to oppose my old
deity, the deity all the battle-mages of the Dyclonic Circle paid homage to, in order to secure the
future of theworld ,' | thought silently, then spoke. "Darian, Arella, Swift-wing, there are windows at
each of the four walls. | want each of you to take one sde and I'll take the remaining one. Do it now," |
said, and waited until they complied. "Good. Now each of you keep an eye out your window, regardless
of what wetalk about next, dright?' | said, and they al nodded.

"Well, here's where we put my theory to the test,' | thought. "Darian, | think we should now discuss
exactly what kind of training you'll need to regain your throne from your brother. Logigtics, economics
and military science should be at the top of theligt," | said.

Darian opened his mouth to reply when Ardlainterrupted him. " Something's coming from the eadt!
Something big!" she yelped.

| sighed again. "I thought that's what would happen. I'll explainit to you later, but for now just St down
and relax," | said, and opened the door to step out onto the parapet.

Chapter Twenty-Three

"Mortals war with sword and spell across bloody battlefields. Gods war with souls and paradoxes
across the Arc of Time. A general sees the enemy massing to a flank, and shifts his troops to
counter it. A god sees an enemy event occurring in the future, and reaches to the past to begin a
counter-event. Like the story of the nail that cost the shoe that cost the horse that cost the



messenger that cost the message that cost the battle that cost the war that cost the king his head,
through a chain of events so long no mortal can comprehend it, the gods make the tiniest, most
infinitessimal adjustments to the past to cause the largest changes in the present - all to insure the
future they want will come about. The position of a grain of sand on a lonely beach. The fall of a
leaf. The death of a butterfly. And history is made."

- Eddas Ayar, The Mathematics of Magic, Chapter 12, Date Unknown, presumed 17 century
NCC

What Ardlahad spotted flying through the air resolved itsdlf into alarge black dragon, flying lazily ahead
of the storm. It spotted the tower, then turned to head towards me. | smply stood on the parapet,
waiting. The creature approached, swooping low over the trees and spooking Darian's horse below, who
tried madly to escape being hobbled and flee- it failed, faling to the ground and screaming acry of pain
and fear that sounded like that of awoman. With an enormousflap of its gigantic, leethery wings, the
dragon landed next to my tower. Standing on its hind legs asit folded itswings, it raised its head to look
meinthe eye. Itshead was four cubitswide, and it's fanged maw wasfully large enough to swalow a
horse at a single gulp. The dragon regarded me with its blood-red, cat-like eyes, an expresson onit's
ebon-scaled draconic face | recognized as dragonish curiosity. "Who are you, little half-elf, that builds
a tower on the lands of my old friend, Eddas Ayar?" herumbled in his own language.

"1 am he, returned from the void through my animuary. The half-elf who originally owned this
body was trying to rob my tomb. How are you, Karg?" | replied.

"Eddas? Isit really you? Hah! If thisistrue, tell me what treasure you recovered for me, the one
that little thief stole, and tell me what happened to that thief."

"A crystal goblet that refilled itself each time it was emptied. | recovered the goblet and returned
it to you so you'd stop your rampage of the area surrounding Dohbari city. The thief's life of crime
didn't stop there, as well you know - for her final and greatest deed of thievery, she stole my heart.
We were to be married, but she fell to an assassin's knife a month before our wedding, and | till
mourn her to this day. Incidentally, | wouldn't go 'round Dohbari nowadays, there's a giant called
Dragondayer living there. You may have heard of him, he's built quite a reputation in these parts
for stomping lizards," | replied dryly.

"I'll ignore your insult, friend, since | earned it by disbelieving who you were. I'm sorry about that
little thief. | had no idea she'd been killed - you hid your grief well at the time, and never told me
before. Please accept my condolences. Did you at least hatch a young-one or two beforehand?”
Karg the Terrible replied.



"No, I'm afraid not. We planned on doing that after we were married."

"Atrue pity. She angered me more than I'd been in three millennia when she stole my treasure, yet
she had to be as brave as a dragon herself to risk my cave - certainly she was as sneaky as a
mouse, anyway."

"Would you like to meet my friends? They're hiding inside - they're not quite used to meeting
dragons.”

"Please. Any friend of yoursis a friend of mine," Karg replied, nodding his massive head.

"Ardla, Darian, Swift-wing, come on out, please," | caled. Eventually they did so, and dl three looked
petrified. It didn't help that Darian's horse was ill screaming in agony below us. "Darian Vemcrior,

Mage Ardlator, Swift-wing the raven, meet Karg the Terrible; destroyer of the goblin horde at the battle
of Salim Pass, hero of the battle of Chorim Keep, the oldest, wisest and most powerful dragon | know,
may his scaes gleam like the night sky forever,” | said, making a proper introduction for the prideful
dragon.

"Um, pleased to meet you, noble sr," Darian replied nervoudy.

"| dso am pleasad to meet you, noble sir, asismy familiar, Swift-wing,” Ardlasaid, struggling to keep
from yammering in fear. Swift-wing merdly hid his head under hiswing and trembled violently.

"Ah, Arcadian. | know that language,” Karg said, not bothering to tell them what | dready knew -
dragons had an innate power of language equaled only by magic itemslike my ring of trandation. "So
what brings you and your friends to Hyperborea?' Karg asked me.

"| seek to train Darian to be aking so he may reclam hisrightful throne, and to train Arella as the newest



apprentice of the Dyclonic Circle. My efforts have been opposed at nearly every turn, unfortunately.”

"Redly? By whom?" Karg asked, curious, tilting his enormous, horned head dightly.

"The gods, apparently. My guessis Darian is at the crux of some struggle between Y orindar and Morgar
- though he's not the Morgar | knew any longer.”

"No, he's not. He'sinsane now, seeking only chaos and destruction. Half of what he does helps his
enemies more than himsdlf. | suppose the death of the Hyperboreans did it to him," Karg rumbled.

"Y ou have met the gods?' Darian asked, amazed.

"No, | am adragon. There is much adragon knowsthat mortalswill never grasp, and how we come
upon our knowledgeisfor usto know, not you," Karg replied smugly, and Darian wilted at hisrumble,

"Karg, | would appreciate your help in this matter, if you can giveit,” | said.

"What do you offer me, Eddas Ayar?' he rumbled, hisbaeful red eyes glittering greedily.

"First, asnack. That horse down there. It looks likeit's broken itsleg trying to escape you anyway, o
you may aswell eat it," | said, leaning over the parapet and pointing.

Karg nodded, then dropped down to the ground and snapped his jaws around the screaming horse,
cutting off its criesin mid-shriek. He then stood up again, chewing to crush its bones, and swallowed the
beast easily. Gore dripped from hisfanged maw to the ground, and | could tell by his expresson he was
quite pleased with the snack. "Very nice. A virgin mare. Y ou still know adragon'stastes, Eddas Ayar.”



"Of course. Y ou taught me well. For the second part, | offer this" | said, and pulled off my glove and
emptied out the two grimoires from the container in my right thumb ring. 1'd dready copied those spells|
didn't have into my own grimoire days ago, so after | put my grimoire back and pulled my glove back on,
| held Tatter-Robe's grimoire out to Karg. "Thisisagrimoire | took off aVilandian mage | defeated. |
estimate it's worth around two thousand gold pieces.”

Karg reached up with a claw and gestured, lifting the grimoire from my hands with a draconic spell of
telekiness. He paged through it Slently for afew moments, then chuckled. "Therés an interesting spell
here beginning on page three hundred and ten. It conjures an invisible barkeep from the same dimension
the other invisible servants, steeds, boats and other things come from - the barkeep fills your request for
any type of drink, thenisgone. Very amusing. I'll haveto seeif he can roll out a couple barrdls of
Elf-wine. The formulasvalid, so it'sno mere theory on the writer's part, but true sorcery. | likeit. |
accept your offer, Eddas Ayar,” he said, closing the book. He drew aglowing circlein theair with
another claw, then tucked the book inside it and closed the circle with agesture,

"Wheredid it go?' Arellaasked.

"The magic of dragonsis powerful in the extreme, Ardlla. It's sitting back in his cave among his other
treasures, to be perused and experimented with at hisleisure over the next few centuries. Dragons are the
greatest and wisest of beings, and their power is matched only by that of the gods” | replied camly.
Ardlaand Darian gaped at such bald-faced flattery, but Karg smply accepted it as his due.

"What isit you wish meto do, Eddas Ayar? Help you fight another rogue battle-mage as| did at Chorim
keep?' he asked.

"No, actudly. I'd likeyou to give Arellaafew spdlsthat in your opinion might both be useful to a
battle-mage and yet till within her ability to cast. With these spells copied into her grimoire, she can
study and magter them over the next few monthswhile | work with her and Darian.”

Karg nodded. "L et me examine her for amoment,” he rumbled, and his nictating membranes did over his
eyes ashe gazed at her. Findly he blinked, then spoke. " She is untutored and somewhat weak, yet has
greet potentid. | believe the Spell of Menta Domination | gave you would be useful, as would the Spell
of the Elementa Explosion of Lightning you gave mein return for it. Also asmple Spdll of Protection



would probably be useful to a battle-mage. Would these do?" he asked.

"Those would be a perfect beginning for meto build upon,” | replied.

"Good. Girl, go fetch your grimoire, and be quick about it," Karg commanded. Arella hastened to obey,
then Karg turned to Darian. "Boy, you stand beside one of forty-six mortals | have learned to respect;
three humans, twenty-four elves, four half-elves and fifteen dwarves are in thisnumber. Listento him
well, and learn. Y our lifeisamereflicker, abrief moment of time compared to hisage, ashisisto mine.
Hewas old by your measurements long before your puny civilization rose from the ashes of his, and his
civilization stretched back three thousand years before him. | remember it, as| remember everything that
has happened in the fifty millenniaof lifethat | have experienced since the day of my hatching. The
civilization that destroyed hiswas like you - young and inexperienced. Y es, they had mastered the arts of
war, and were even greater at warfare than the Hyperboreans. Even so, they had yet to master the arts
of peace. Thisiswhy they werein turn destroyed by the last of the Hyperborean battle-mages.
Remember thisasyou try to learn from him, and remember it asyou try to apply your lessons and retake
your kingdom; you cannot win the war if you cannot win the peace.”

Darian, having findly regained his composure, bowed regaly. "I shal remember your words of wisdom
all the daysof my life, noble dr," he replied. Karg seemed pleased with Darian's response, and nodded
dightly.

Ardlacame back out, and Karg held out his claw to the edge of the parapet. "Come, girl. Standing like
this gets tiresome on my old bones. Let us Sit together at the base of thistower and well begin,” he
rumbled. Arellanervoudy stepped off the parapet and into Karg's claw, and he gently lowered her to the
ground. Once she was safely there, he curled up around her, struck aspark of magica illumination so she
could seein the growing gloom of evening, then began speaking to her in hislow rumble.

"Will shebedright?" Swift-wing asked, nervoudy pacing on the parapet.

"Shell be fine - there's no better tutor for sorcery than a dragon. Go down there and join them - you're
her familiar, so Karg won't mind."

"I'm sorry, Raven, but hefrightens me terribly,” Swift-wing replied with ashudder.



"Of course he does, he's adragon. Now go down there, Sit on Ardllas shoulder and show him that the
noble ravens can conquer any fear."

Swift-wing nodded, puffed himself up with dl hisfeathersfluffed out to make himsalf look asbig as
possible, then swooped down to land with aflutter on Arella's shoulder.

"Gods, Raven, that wasincredible! Y ou know thisdragon?' Darian asked.

"Yes, fortunately. Apparently now that the Hyperboreans are gone, Karg's territory today islarger than it
oncewas, and now overlaps my lands. Evenif | hadn't known him, we only would have been in trouble if
| tried to attack him. What have | told you about dragons and giants?"

"They're usualy only dangerous when you thresten them or irritate them,” Darian replied, nodding.

"Correct. Look, | know you find dragons and giants terrifying, but try to remember that very large
creatureslike them ingtinctively don't fight much unlessit's absol utely necessary or they're suretherésno
way they can lose. The reason isthat when the creature gets the size of an oiliphant or adragon or a
giant, things that don't bother lesser creatures suddenly become a problem. If you trip and fall, the worst
that'll happen isthat you'l bresk abone. If agiant trips, thefal may kill or mortally wound them. If you
break abonein your leg, it'sincapacitating but rarely fatal. For agiant, their muscles are so powerful that
the bone amost never hedsright without magic, and so abroken leg isusudly crippling and often fatal. If
someone swings asword at you, you can often dodge out of the way. Dragons and giants are so huge
they smply can't move out of the way of any attack, and they get wounded as aresult. Sure, agiant
won't immediately die from atwo-handed sword through the thigh - on ahuman, an equd injury would
be like being stabbed with a tiletto. Even so, the holeis so large that the wound amost always becomes
infected, turns gangrenous and results in death. No, unlessthey've got areason to fight you, giants and
dragons often talk before they fight. That'swhy | keep telling you that they're usualy only dangerousif
you threaten them or irritate them. Keegp in mind that screaming and running in fear is something they
sometimes find irritating, though usudly they're only amused. Unlessit's obvious thet they intend to attack,
you stand your ground and simply talk to them. Not only will it give them pause, as aman who stands
firm might be ableto inflict amortal injury on them, but they respect bravery. Asasde-benefit, it dso
givesyou areputation asbeing fearless," | said, and Darian and | exchanged agrin for amoment before |
finished my explanation. "Of course, you dill must avoid the obvious things - don't trespass on agiant's
territory, don't steal from adragon, don't speak disrespectfully, and so on,” | concluded, and Darian
nodded.



"Ah, | see. Isthere anything ese | should keep in mind about dragons and giants?' Darian asked,
stroking his chin as he considered what held learned.

"Y es. With giants, they tend to be dow of wit but will fly into an unstoppable rageif they think you've
tricked them or aretreating them like anidiot,” | said, and drew Darian close so | could whisper quietly
into his ear - there was no need to risk Karg overhearing. "With dragons, they tend to be vain, greedy
and arrogant, and they'll ravage an entire countryside in revenge for asingle insult or the theft of evena
single coin of their treasure,” | said, then leaned back and continued. "While agiant that can cast spellsis
asrare as hen's teeth and their Talent isusually weak at best, dragons are dl excellent spellcasterswith a
powerful Talent, atitanic will, bottomless reserves of strength and millennia of experience behind them.
Dragons aso support their spdllcasting with their natural abilities; they can fly swiftly and effortlesdy, their
thick scales are tougher than platemail, their strength is equal to agiant, and their claws and teeth can
rend sted. Black and red dragons can breathe a blast of flame that can char flesh in an ingtant, while
white dragons can breathe ablast of frogt that can freeze aman solid in aheartbest - they live mainly in
the frozen wastes of the far north, however, so you're unlikely to ever see awhite dragon. That'swhy |
told you to treat Dragondayer with great respect - 1'd be willing to bet that among his people, he'sa
legend in hisown time. Normally when agiant and a dragon decide to fight, the dragon ends up having
lunch afterwards"

"What about ogres and cyclops?' Darian asked.

"Huh! Ogres and cyclopsare smaller cousins of the giants, and you should avoid them whenever
possible. They both enjoy the taste of human flesh, and both are a so stupid and vicious - though Ogres
are generdly the smarter of the two, and sometimes have ogre-magi among their number,” | replied.

"Hmm. Speaking of that, what isit giants and dragons eat, anyway? People?' Darian asked.

"Usudly not. Giants by and large are vegetarians, though some augment their diet with cattle and sheep
that they raise. | heard of one evil and possibly insane giant that developed ataste for human flesh, but
King Lothar assembled hisarmy and killed it at the battle of Neloi forest. Dragons are mest-esters, and
they prefer flesh that is untainted. Most dragons limit themselvesto eating horses, cattle and other large
animds, and they consider virgin animalsthetastiest of dl. They usualy avoid consuming domesticated
animals, asthat often causes problemswith kingsraising armiesto kill them. Karg, like most dragonswho
aren't evil, only eatsintdligent beingsif they're hisenemies. Evil dragons, however, are acompletely
different matter. They amost dways enjoy snacking on intelligent prey from timeto time, and they find



thetaste of virgin femaes particularly enjoyable. Dragonslike that will often find aremote village,
terrorize it for afew days, then agreeto leaveit doneif the villagerswill provide avirgin female sacrifice
once ayear and dlow them to graze on their cattle from timeto time. Of course, the poor villagersare
often surprised to discover the dragon will legp to their defense when they're attacked by bandits, goblins
and other vermin - they look upon the village astheir persona herd of cattle, and will actudly defend it.”

"Ah, so that'swhy you offered the horse to Karg. Asavirgin mare, he was sure to have found it
particularly tasty," Darian said, nodding.

"No, actually, | offered the horse to him because the animal had a broken leg and needed to be put out of
itsmisery. Thefact that he found it tasty was only an added bonus," | replied, and grinned.

Darian grinned back, then spoke again. "Raven, | wasinterested by Karg's reply when | asked him about
the gods. How do dragonsredly know the things they know? Why, he seemsto know as much asyou
do."

"More, actualy. Karg isabout fifty thousand years old or s0, and he's the oldest dragon | know of -
though he told me once he has asister who's till dive that's afew thousand years older. Dragons aren't
like giants, Darian. Giants live about aslong as humans do, and reproduce at about the samerate or a
littleless- typicdly, agiant couple will have threeto four children. Dragons, on the other hand, are
immortal, and reproduce very dowly. Once every two or three thousand years or S0, less sometimes,
they have an enormous mating flight. Nobody knowswheat calsthem together or how they determine
their mate, and I've never asked - | figured it was none of my business. Thelast | know of was afew
yearsbefore | died - dl the dragons from thousands of leagues around gathered high in the skies above
Wilanda Forest. It was an astounding sight... Their mating flights were like an agrid dance, and quite
beautiful to behold - if one could get over the thought that one was watching thousands of dragons, of
course," | said, and winked. Darian grinned as | continued. "Anyway, the females then return to their
caves and lay about three to six eggs, which produce hatchlings about the size of ponies. During their time
with their mother, she educates them in everything she'slearned over her life, using magic to produce
food and water for them so they never haveto leave their cavesfor acouple centuries. After that, each
young dragon findsits own cave and establishesit's own territory, buildsits treasure pile from the hoards
of itsenemies, and accumulatesthe rest of their knowledge the same way dragons dways have; they
dreamit."

"They what?" Darian asked, surprised.



"That's the best way | can explainit, snce I'm not adragon myself and | don't really understand it. The
knowledge adragon hasisimmense and al encompassing, Darian, and they know what they know
because they're very old, they were educated by parents who were ancient, and al the rest of the
knowledge they gain from their dreams. They don't know everything, but they know nearly everything
that'simportant, anyway. Asfar as| cantdl, their dreams don't let them see the future, but that's the only
limitation I've ever found. Of course, with their greet intelligence and vast knowledge, they can often
accurately predict the future smply from an educated guess.”

"Amazing. Dragon dreamsthe source of knowledge beyond man'simagining,” Darian said, shaking his
head.

"Correct. And as many would-be treasure hunters have found out in the last few moments of their lives,
dragons have extremely keen senses and they deep very lightly, indeed.”

Darian and | leaned against the parapet and watched Karg working with Ardlafor awhile, hisenormous
body curled around her protectively. The sorm clouds passed by harmlessy, and after awhile, the moon
came out. "How long do you think they'll be?' Darian asked idly, yawning.

"Knowing Karg as | do, probably until just before dawn. Hell want to be away before then, so asnot to
irritate the giants unnecessarily. HEll conjure some food and drink for Arelladuring the night, and her fear
of himwill keep her awake and aert. Come, let's get some rest. While Ardllaand Swift-wing deep
tomorrow, I'll work with you on logidtics. If they need us, Karg will cdl,” | replied, yawning myself.

Aswe waked back into the tower, Darian grinned and spoke. "It's till amazing to see how camly you
handle dragons and giants," he said with a chuckle.

"That's one of the things Ardllawill learn astime goes on - when you have an animuary, you tend to lose
your fear of death, and you only fear your animuary being found and destroyed,” | replied, and Darian
nodded.

My animuary was concealed insde my sarcophagus in a sealed compartment that's padded to protect it,
and my sarcophagusis enchanted to be invulnerable to harm. It couldn't be moved without sorcery or
serious physicd labor, it's quite difficult to damage because you first have to either extract it from the



sedled compartment (impossible without being able to get at the underside of the sarcophagus), or bash
the sarcophagus around hard enough to break the vid insdeit's padding (extremdly difficult without
sorcery or thead of agiant's strength to lift it). Of course, | didn't tell Darian this- it's not wise to speak
of the exact location of your animuary and how to destroy it, evento friends. My animuary isvirtualy
impossibleto find unless you have the aid of amage or know where to look. Not only ismy sarcophagus
carefully conceded within my tomb, but my tomb itsdf is carefully hidden - and, even if you knew where
to look, you'd sill have great difficulty finding it without sorcery. Even o, it dill paysto be cautious with
one'ssoul. | spoke up again, continuing where | left off. "Besides, it'slike old Master Walak once said -
‘after you've died once, death loses its power to frighten you,™ | finished with asmile.

A few hourslater | was curled up in bed, adeep, when | heard Karg'slow rumble. "Eddas," he cdled
quietly. | yawned and looked around, redlizing by the dim light that dawn was only an hour or two away.
| climbed out of bed nude, padding over to one of the four doorsthat led out to the parapet. Shortly |
stood before Karg's massive head again, and he looked me over. "You looked far more regal in your
black robe and hooded cloak, Eddas. This body looks soft and weak when naked, and my nose
saysthat not only hasit been brutally raped at least twice, it's experiencing its menses at the
moment. You must be miserableinit,” hesaidin hisown language.

"Abit, but I'm getting used to it. How did it go?"

"The girl knows only the basics of mathematics, and you'll need to work with her there before she
can master the more complex spell formulas. She has an innate grasp of sorcery, however, and |
think you'll find her an excellent student. She reminds me in many ways of the White Witch of lolo
Mountain, do you remember her?"

"Yes, | do. An excellent mage in her own right, as| recall, and a specialist in healing spells.
Whatever happened to her?"

"Killed by an ogre about a decade after you died. It happened in my territory, so | ate the ogre to
teach hima lesson. | still have the White Witch's grimoire and all her items, however. Perhaps I'll
bring her grimoire by one night when you're done helping the boy regain histhrone. She'd
developed a few spells | think you may find interesting. Farewell, my friend. May your scales
always gleam and your treasure-pile always grow," Karg caled, extending his bat-like wings.

"May the road always rise to meet you, and may the wind always be at your back," | cdledin



return. A mighty blast of wind buffeted me briefly as Karg lifted himsdlf into the air with aflgp of his
enormous wings, then | sood and watched for a several minutes as he flew up and out of sight.

| turned to the eastern side of the parapet, and kndlt facing the rising sun. | knew what | had to do.
Morgar would continue to interfere so long as | refused to accept Y orindar, and there was only one thing
| could do about that. Since | knew Y orindar was agod of wisdom, dawn seemed the best time. | also
knew that Karg would amost certainly awaken me before heleft to bid mefarewell, and he had.

| bowed my head and clasped my hands. "Y orindar, | know little of you. Even so, | do know that you
need Darian, | know you need meto help him, and | redlize that thisis amatter whose importance goes
far beyond one king, you struggle for the future of the world somehow. Perhaps you need one of Darian's
descendants, someone who will do something of critical importance to the world decades or even
centuriesfrom now. No matter - Darian is at the crux of your battle with Morgar, and you need meto
help him. So beit. | shdl do asyou ask. | accept my new name as being equal to my old; Raven. | shal
be your raven, Y orindar. | shal advise Darian Vemcrior asyour own raven would. | shal pluck out the
eyes of Darian's enemies, defeating them and destroying them as your own raven would. | accept my

new name, | accept my new body, and | shal gtriveto fulfill the destiny you have laid out for me," | said
quietly.

Therewasasmall tickling at the back of my neck, and when | checked, my hand drew away asmall
black feather. One of Swift-wing's, surdly, fallen from him yesterday and blown on the back of my neck
by astray morning breeze. Even so, | knew enough not to ignore asign from the gods. | went back inside
and brushed my hair, pulling it back into aponytail. | shrunk my slver hair-ring around it, then tucked the
feather into place beneath thering.

Ardlahad cometo bed while | was speaking with Karg and praying to Y orindar, and she was aready
fast adeep. Swift-wing was on his perch, aso degping quietly. | knelt beside the mattress, gently brushed
asdeasdrand of Ardlashair, and gazed down to her deeping face. "Thank you, dear Arella. Y ou've
taught me how to walk in the body of awoman and be content. Now, I'll do my best to teach you to fly,"
| whispered, and then turned to get ready for the dawning day.

Chapter Twenty-Four

"Mathematics is the soul of the universe. Anyone who tells you otherwiseis a fool."

- Eddas Ayar, The Mathematics of Magic, "Introduction”, Date Unknown, presumed 17+ century
NCC

Over the next month, | worked with Arellaand Darian every day. Ardlawas abright and eager student,



and rapidly learned the basic axioms and theorems crucia to the mathematics of magic. There weretimes
| sighed in frustration with Darian and Arellas culture - here was abrilliant and powerful mind, perhaps
fully equa to my own, relegated to a secondary rolein their society smply by virtue of the fact that the
body that housed it wasfemale.

Darian did wdll in thefirst three weeks of his studies, enjoying the theoretical |essons of military science,
logigtics and economics. Unfortunately, his studies dowed as we began to delve into the mathemetics that
formed the basisfor these theories, especidly inlogistics and economics. Finally | decidedtotry a
different tack. | searched around the locations | knew the houses my employee/tenants used to livein
were located, and eventually came up with asted axe-head from the dirt. | cast apell of repairing to
bring it back to usable shape and sharpness, then spent aday fitting it to a haft I'd carved from asmall
sapling. "Come, Darian,” | caled, once | was finished.

"Wherearewe going?' he asked, looking up from the flat stone | was using as our ‘chakboard'. Hed
been staring at the economic formulas1'd given him for an hour, his expression deepy and bored. His
expression cleared up into one of curiosity, as he saw I'd changed out of my cloak and robe and
borrowed one of Arellas|oose skirts and blouses.

"You and | are going to clear out the trees that have overgrown the road. Pull off your cloak and tunic
and leave them here - it'sgoing to be hot work. Let'sgo," | replied, handing him the axe.

As Darian hacked at the trees | indicated needed to be cut, | began talking. | spoke soothingly, calmly,
trying to get himto relax. byallar-wood is soft and the trees are easily felled, and even the largest of them
had abole of only haf acubit thick. After afew minutes, hefdl into arhythm - chop down onetree, lop
off its branches, step to the next one I'd point to and start al over again. While he worked and his bare
chest and arms swegted fredy, hismind finally relaxed and began to float. Asfor my part, | was
swesting, too. | wasusing my ring of telekinesisto pull the sumps, lift the debris out of theway and line
the roadway with logs, and it was hard and tiring work (which waswhy 1'd borrowed alight, breezy
blouse and skirt from Arella). When | saw hewasin the correct frame of mind, | then started my lesson
for today over a the beginning, speaking calmly and quietly as he worked. He seemed to be paying me
no attention &t al, smply concentrating on felling the trees. By noon, | stopped him so we could head
back to the tower for lunch. " So, Darian, what do you think of my byallar -plantation?”

"Unfortunately, sixteen centuries of neglect has reduced its market vaue. With the trees growing wild the
way they are, harvesting the seedswould be pretty difficult. Y our investment of time and energy in
developing ahardy strain of tree has paid off, ance they're fill here, but | think byallar isgoing to have
to make adamn good drink before anyone will consider this place worth more than anything other than
asasource of firewood," he replied absently.



"I see. Wdll, the king estimated my lands were worth about five hundred gold pieces when he gave them
to me, and I'd had them appraised at ten timesthat afew years before | died. What would you say their
val ue has depreciated to today?"

"Assuming peopletoday learn to like byallar as much asthe Hyperboreans did, I'd say around half that.
If we clear out the excess trees and get a decent road going here again, 1'd say you'd get your full valuein
maybe a decade or two."

"Spoken like atrue accountant,” | said, and grinned.

Darian looked a mein confusion for amoment, then grinned in return. "That'swhat you weretrying to
teach metoday! How to vaue land!" he said in appreciation.

"Indeed. | redlized that your body likesto work hard, and when you're Sitting there trying to use your
brain, your body keeps wanting to get up and walk or run or fight or do something physica - comesfrom
having spent your youth hunting, riding and engaging in other physicd sports, | imagine. Asaresult, |
decided to try this. Well work again like this tomorrow morning, and well give you each afternoon to
rest and work around here cleaning up. | found the axe-head in one of the ruins of the old houses, maybe
you can find other things we might have ausefor in the afternoons,” | replied, smiling.

That afternoon, | got cleaned up in the small stream that runs by my plantation and began teaching Arella
the same Spdll of Telekinesisthat | use. When shefindly grasped theformula, shesmiled. "'l see. This
spell doesn't just allow you to use your body's strength a a distance like the usua formulafor telekinesis
spdlls, it dlows you to use the strength of your will at adistance,” she said.

"Indeed, which iswhy it's more complex and harder to learn. I've managed over the course of the last
couple monthsto build the strength of this body through the Mana- energy flowing through meto whereit
looks abit more athletic, but is actudly nearly as strong as Darian. Even so, thisbody could never have
pulled astump out of the ground, it'ssmply not that strong. As such, any norma telekinesis spell would
be usdless. This spell there, the same one enchanted permanently into my ring, alows meto usethe
strength of my will instead, and that's more than enough power to pull astump from the ground - though
I'm ahit tired after working al day, however. | appreciate the loan of the skirt and blouse, aswdll. | think



I'd have fainted from hesat prostration if | tried to work like that in my robe and cloak, and | certainly
didn't want to distract Darian by standing next to him nearly naked in Dyarzi's 'dancing outfit,” | said,
chuckling.

"I wish there was something we could do about that. I'm sure he must be very frustrated by now," Ardla
said, stroking Swift-wing's festhers as she frowned.

"Hard work will help ease some of it, but asfor theret, I'm afraid I'm till not interested. 1've managed
to accept thisbody as my own for the moment, but I'm still anorma man in the body of awoman. I'm
smply not interested.”

"Unfortunately, neither am 1. I'm just afraid that in afew more months he's going to explode!" Ardlasad
withagiggle.

"No, hewon't - though helll sure fed likeit after awhile. | don't have a solution at the moment,
unfortunately. Well, let's return to this spdll. | think both you and Swift-wing should try to master it asa
skill soyou can cast it ‘on the fly', rather than from your grimoire - especialy you, Swift-wing."

"Me? Why?" Swift-wing asked, looking up from the page in Ardlas grimaire.

"For the same reason you don't have agrimoire of your own - ravens are wise and brave, but they don't
have hands. It's nearly impossible for you to manipulate aquill, and extremely difficult for you toturna
page. With this spell, you could solve that problem. Come, let's begin. Asyou can see, the formulafor
thisspell is (T/C)*r+(R*VH/(C-x))-Ng. Now; if the caster exertsthree stones of force as T, how much
weight will they |ift?" | asked, and Arellabegan scratching on the sone dab I'd given her for a
‘chalkboard' with a piece of charcod while Swift-wing asssted her in doing the math.

We spent the next month working in this manner, Darian swesting during the day dongside of me, and
Ardla Swift-wing and | working together in the afternoon. By the end of that time, the road was clear
again, and Darian and | turned to the task of harvesting the byallar -seeds. Swift-wing wanted to try
eating them, but | told him to be very careful - they're apowerful stimulant raw, and could make one
gck. | golit onein haf then haf again with my knifeand let him try it, but he thought it tasted horrible and
he was dizzy for an hour afterwards. | smply pointed out the fact that most birds smply don't eat them



raw - though after they're roasted, birds and mice ate them like candy and ran around like crazy
afterwards, so you had to keep the roasted seeds under lock and key. Arellastudied the seeds for
severa days, and determined they had some medicina properties. | gathered afew of the raw seedsand
she sealed them up in one of her herb-jars, then she sedled some of the roasted seedsin another jar.

Grinding the seeds took awhile, snce my mill had long sincefdlento ruin. Darian came up with asmall
hand-mill, two circular stones half a cubit acrosswith a hole in the center, the top one having another hole
near the edge. | carved some byallar -wood to fit them together properly and give the top sonea
turning-handle again, and we began to grind the roasted seedsin our sparetime. Arellamade the byallar
according to my directions, and one afternoon we sat down in the shade of atreeto enjoy thefina

result.

"Ah, perfect,” | Sighed, Spping my first cup of strong, black byallar in sixteen centuries or so.

"It'sabit bitter, but interesting,” Darian commented.

"| rather likeit. It's especidly good with adrop of honey. Here, Darian, try it," Arellasaid, handing
Darian the smal mug of honey we'd managed to collect from some bees nearby.

"Tagty, tasty!" Swift-wing cackled, dipping hisbesk into his cup for another sip.

"Don't drink more than what'sin that little cup, my friend. Raven wasright - it'sastrong stimulant, and it
wouldn't be good for your tiny little heart to have more than that," Arelawarned.

"Don't worry, | learned my lesson with the raw seeds - if Raven says don't do something, don't doit!" he
cackled.

| looked up at the sound of dow thumping, and spotted Dragondayer walking towards us down the road
Darian and | had cleared out. We called to him in greeting and he came over and knelt besde us. "Is
that byallar | smell?" he asked.



"Yes, it's fresh-ground, too. The seeds are gathered from these trees, a breed | devel oped myself
when | lived herelast. | used to make pretty good money off of them back then. Would you like
some?" | asked politely, trandating for Arellaand Darian.

"I'mafraid you couldn't possibly have enough for me. We usually make it by the barrel," he
replied, grinning.

"Here, take what's in the pot. At least you could have a sip, and we can always make more,” |
sad, holding the tegpot up to him.

Dragondayer looked down to the tiny teapot and shook hishead. "I'm afraid I'd squash that little
thing trying to hold it. It smells good, though.”

"Pick me up and I'll pour it into your mouth,” | said. Dragondayer shrugged and picked me up
gently, and | poured the tegpot out into his open mouth. He ran the liquid around his tongue as he put me
down, getting the flavor of it.

"Best I've had in years, better even than what we grow. Do you have much more?" he asked,
grinning broadly.

| waved to the acres and acres of unharvested trees. "More than | could possibly harvest and brew in
a millennium."

Dragondayer looked around, thinking. A giant's thought processes are fairly dow, so while we waited,
Arellaand | brewed another pot. By the time we were done, Dragondayer turned to us and spoke. "You
know, we giants could help you out. | can see you must have worked hard to make that road - and
| appreciate it, by the way, as | didn't want to accidentally crush you by not seeing you beneath
the trees when | came to visit. Anyway, we could come by and pull out the excess trees you have,
re-build your irrigation system, re-build your mill, and help you harvest the rest of the seeds. In
exchange, we can take the seeds you don't want and use them ourselves. If you don't mind, we'll



just plant them and grow your breed ourselves.”

"That sounds good, but | don't really need my mill re-built. What | really need isthingslike
furniture and other items for my tower. Also, I'd have to have full say over which trees are pulled
and which trees are left behind, and you'd have to promise to harvest gently so as not to damage
the trees. Asfar as you giants growing my breed, I'd have minded sixteen centuries ago when |
was actually making money off them, but today | think that's a reasonable exchange for you

hel ping me clean up my plantation and harvest for me."

"Don't worry, we're used to moving carefully, and we know how to harvest byallar without
damaging the trees - we spread out hides beneath them and brush them gently with our fingersto
make the seeds fall, the same way we gather apples and other fruits we use in making wines and
brandies. Asfar asyou having full say over reclaiming your fields, that goes without saying -
they're your fields. Believe me, for a chance to gather these seeds and grow them on our lands,
we'd even work with the trees spaced closely together like the legends say humans used to like
them. Asfar as the other things you want, | don't think that will be much of a problem. We have a
dolImaker in my village, and she makes tiny little furniture and things that | think will be just your
size"

"Good. | think that having you giants walk down my road will also help pack down the road-bed,
too. A good exchange all 'round, I'd say. It's a bargain, then," | said, sticking out my hand.
Dragondayer held out a massive forefinger, and we shook on it while | trandated for Darian and Arella.

Over the next month, several mae and female giants came by and hel ped me straighten out my lands and
harvest the byallar trees. The giants were dressed in enormous cowhide breeches, tunics and boots,

while the giantesses wore long cowhide dresses and moccasins. They greeted us warmly when they
arrived, then got to work. They carefully pulled out the excess trees while leaving the remainder so that
the branches of each were nearly touching their neighbors, dl in nice, negt rows. The giantessesthen
carefully gathered the seeds from both the standing and the felled trees, then borrowed my millstones and
made an enormous hand-grinder out of them. Meanwhile, the men carefully ssomped the road-bed hard
and flat, then worked on my disused irrigation system, even digging me anew well near the tower with
their hands. The womenfolk chatted among themselves as they roasted the seedsin gigantic pansover a
largefirethey'd built out of the excesstrees, then ground the seeds with their grinder.

When the harvest was nearly done, the giantesses began to brew enormous barrels of byallar for
themsalves and their menfolk, each merely alarge mug for them, and gave me five seded barrels of raw
seeds, five barrels of roasted seeds and five barrels of ground and roasted seeds. Thisdidn't even touch
atenth of what they loaded into the large boxes they carried with them, however, and we agreed that the



giants could come by and harvest from my fieds every year until their own trees were producing for them
(sincethey had severa barrels of raw seedsthey'd gathered to plant in their own fields). Towardsthe end
of the month, Dragondayer showed up again with agiantess he caled Felicity, who turned out to be their
village dolimaker. She carefully measured how tall we were with arod she carried in an enormous
work-box as big as a hut, then began carving various items of furniture Darian, Arellaand | asked for out
of the harvested byallar-wood. Their main fabric appeared to be cowhide, but they had some hides
they'd softened especidly for baby giants clothing that she used for our furniture. Fdlicity talked while she
worked, telling us she was very excited about making doll-furniture for us. After al, neither she nor any
of the Hyperborean giants had even met one of the'Little-Peopl€ (asthe giants called humans), and they
had aways wondered what the people who used to livein the tiny ruined cities and occasiondly
frightened the giants as ghostly encounters had really looked like when they were dive.

| noticed one day as Dragondayer and Fdlicity were getting some water from the stream that he had to
lead her around by the hand. When | asked, Fdicity explained that working up close with tiny little things
had shortened her vision, so she could hardly see beyond her fingertips. "Dragonslayer, have Felicity
kneel here so she can see me, please,” | called, pointing to aspot in front of me. When sheéd kndlt, |
spoke again. " Can you see me now?" | called.

"Yes, though you're a bit fogged. Are your little friends nearby? Do you need something else
made?" she asked, her voice pitched somewhat higher than amale giant's voice, but till alow ato
rumble.

"They're over there sharing some byallar with your friends. Felicity, 1'd like you to pick me up and
hold me near your face, please,” | cdled. Shedid so easily, as| was only about two handstal for her,
then spoke again.

"Now | can see you clearly. You are so terribly cute," she said, grinning. Dragondayer chuckled
behind her.

"Thank you. Now, hold meright in front of your nose and close your eyes. | have a spell I'd like to
try that might help your vision," | said, and she complied. | cast a Spell of Hedling on her eyes, hoping
that the enchantment could repair the strain of using them for yearswith tiny, closethings. Most of the
masters of the Dyclonic Circle had the same problem devel op as they got older, and a standard healing
gpdl usudly fixed it right up unless there was some underlying disease as the problem. " Alright, now
open your eyes and tell me what you see.”



Felicity opened her brown, saucer-sized eyes and looked around, her expression one of growing
amazement. "l can see!" she bellowed with joy, her roar causing al the nearby headsto turn.

"Argh! You're squeezing me too tight!" | gasped, trying to pry her hand open with my arms. Felicity, in
her excitement, had tightened her grip.

"Oh! I'm sorry. Here, let me put you down. There, are you alright now?" she asked, her face amask
of concern.

| lay there, gasping, unable to speak for amoment. Arellaran over and knelt beside me. "Raven, areyou
aright?' she asked. Darian trotted up behind her, but held histongue - Arellawas far more experienced
at medicine than hewas.

"Yes. Fdicity got alittle excited when | hedled her vision, and she squeezed me abit. | think I'm dright,
just help me up,” | gasped.

"I'mso sorry. | didn't mean to hurt you, | just got excited when | realized | could really see! |
mean, | can see those clouds, | can see the mountainsin the distance, | can even see how
handsome Dragondayer really is. Please forgive me, I'mreally very sorry!" Fdicity sad, sniffling. |
looked up to Dragondayer and nearly laughed - | might have, if | could only catch my breath. By human
standards, he was huge and ugly. Besides being nearly eighteen cubits high, his eyebrows nearly met in
the middle of hishairy, bearded face. He had jutting cheekbones, an enormous brow-ridge and a broad
jaw that in ahuman would dl be symptoms of late acromegaly, a disease of uncontrolled bone growth
that iseventudly fatd, but in giantswas smply the norma gppearance of the adult mae skull. Yes, by
human standards, Dragondayer was ugly assin - but by giantish standards, however, he was hedlthy, half
ahead tdler than the other male giants around him, and quite handsome. Fdlicity was absolutely gorgeous
by giantish standards, with alarge round face and sparkling brown eyes. By human standards, though,
shewasplain in the extreme.

"I'malright, Felicity. Nothing seems broken, you just squeezed the breath out of me for a
moment,” | replied, smiling weekly.

"Oh! You look so cute when you smile. Areyou sure you're alright?" she asked wiping her eyesand



amiling in return.

"Yes, I'mfine. I'mglad | was able to help you. The cure | gave you is permanent, but only if you
take care of your eyes from now on, alright? | want you to try to take a few minutes' break every
hour of working, and remember to spend at least an hour or two every day looking at things that
are far away, like the night stars or a distant mountain, so you don't strain your eyes always
looking at things just in front of your nose, alright?" | asked, and she nodded. " Good. For now, |
think I'll go sit over there and rest for a little while. Why don't you have Dragonslayer show you
around? After all, it'sthefirst time you've really seen my lands, and I'm sure he'd be happy to
show you ," | said, and had Ardllahelp meinto the shade of the tree she and Darian had been resting
under.

"Areyou sureyou're dright, Raven?' Darian asked as Ardllahelped me sit. The two other giantsthey'd
been sitting with looked on in concern, so | smiled to ease their minds.

"Yes, Darian, I'm fine. I've been nearly squashed by an excited giantess because | was too stupid to
redize she might lose her composure for amoment once | healed her vision, but I'm fine. Nothing feels
broken, but I'd like to rest here for awhile before | try my next stupid stunt. Themora of thisstory is
always think before you act, even with things that don't appear dangerous - if 1'd thought about it for a
minute, | smply would have asked her to bring her head down to the ground,” | replied, chuckling
wesekly.

Chapter Twenty-Five

"Human women belike to Dwarven women as Water belike to Wine"
- Dwarven proverb
"A thirsty Dwarf will yet betimes drink Water"

- Dwarven proverb

A month |ater, the weether started turning chill, and the leaves on the trees started turning golden colors.
The giants had |eft afew days after my experience with Felicity, asthe harvest and al the other work was
done. | was doubly pleased, both with the furniture Fdlicity made (which was alittle rough-hewn, but
quite comfortable), and with the fact that Felicity and Dragondayer seemed to be developing afriendship
before they left. We had enough supplies of wood in the enormous woodshed the giants had built for us
to last acouple years, much lessasingle winter, and my lands looked virtually the same asthey did when
| last lived on them. Arellagreetly enjoyed being able to place her mattress on ared bed again, and we
dept together and enjoyed each other's company during the cool fal nights.



Darian's studies proceeded apace, and shortly he had mastered the basics of economics and logistics,
and understood how to manage asmal arealike my lands - the same principles could easily be applied
to running a kingdom, though he'd need alot of practice before he was as good &t it as his brother
apparently was. All that remained was to teach him to be agenera - he dready knew how aking should
act, having watched hisfather over the years and dso having grown into afine, honorable man himself.
Asfor Ardlaand Swift-wing, they decided they'd fill share asingle grimoire, and their Sudies also were
proceeding well. It had become apparent early on that 1'd have to teach Swift-wing aswell as Ardlla, so
that they would still be able to function asateam. There weretimes| marveled at how much Ardla
knew, and other times | marveled at the enormous gapsin her knowledge. | learned as we went dong
that Arellas mother had been married to amage, and had secretly studied his grimoire to master afew
spellsthat would help her asafortunetdler - apparently the profession ran in the female side of her
family, though Arellawasthe first true mage her line had produced in the last few generations.

Three or four times amonth, one of the giantsthat patrolled this part of their territory would come by to
check up on us and find out how we were doing, aswell asto share their gossip about the goings-on
around us. We found out that they had aways been checking on us, though they hadn't entered the valley
for fear of accidentally stepping on us aswe sumbered benesth atree. We even met their het-man, a
large, gray-haired giant called Strider. He wanted to ask if | would teach him the healing spell 1'd used on
Felicity - giantish spells smply weren't up to the task, being more suited to healing and sedling wounds
and curing infections and other diseases. After afew minutes of study, | was relieved to find that histalent
wasjust bardly up to the task of mastering the spell, so | agreed. Strider's grimoire was amassive tome
that was two cubits long, acubit wide and haf a cubit thick with pages of soft cowhide pounded thinner
than vellum. For him, however, it wasasmall book that sat easily on one hand held flat, and could be
conveniently tucked into his belt (with any reagents he might need for spells he couldn't cast ‘on the fly'
smply being contained in small pouches he aso tucked into his belt - each a sack big enough to stuff a
cat into). | copied the spell into his grimoire, then spent two days making sure he understood the basics.
Evenif hehad to cast it out of hisgrimoire for lacking the time to truly master it, he needed to be familiar
with it beforehand. Judging by how interested hewasinit, | could tell heredly wished he didn't haveto
return to hisvillage and instead could spend four or five months as my student, mastering the spell and
anything else | could teach him. Strider wanted to repay me with what little gold the giants had, but |
waved off any thought of repayment. Having giants regularly patrol was more than enough payment for
me, even though they did that before | ever returned.

It was about the middle of winter that our first bit of real excitement occurred. Dragondayer came down
the road, carrying agiantessin hisarms - judging by the pattern of the cow-hidesin her dress, it was
Fdicity. Darian, Ardlaand | were at the top of the tower having lunch when Swift-wing spotted them
from the window and called me over. "L ooks like trouble. Come on, well meet him at the base of the
tower," | said, and we dl grabbed our cloaks and headed downgtairs.

Dragondayer laid the giantess on the ground before us, and Fdlicity lay there unconscious with oneleg
twisted benegth her skirt, as though crossing her legs. " She slipped on a patch of ice and fell sometime



yesterday, and | found her in the fields this morning. My het-man is helping another village quell
an outbreak of black-tongue, and by the time he returns she'll be dead. Help me, Eddas Ayar. |
love her, and cannot live without her," hesaid.

| nodded. Black-tongue was a serious and often fatal disease of giants, and Strider was probably quite
busy using his spellsto try to cure each patient one by one. "I'll do what | can,” | replied, and got to
work.

The dow puff of frosted bresth in the cool air revealed she till lived, so there was till hope. | tried to
clamber under her skirt to examine her leg, but it was hopeless - al that cowhide weighed hundreds of
stone, at least, and | smply couldn't moveit. Of course, agiant's hide was thick enough and tough
enough to allow them to go naked even in winter's chill, but they had a sense of modesty.
"Dragondayer, | can't examine her with this dress on - it'sin the way. Can you pull it off over her
head, please?" | asked. He looked taken aback, but nodded and complied.

Once the dress was off, my suspicions were confirmed - her left leg was broken above the knee, and
there was amassive bruise across the knee itsdlf wider than | wastal. The power of her enormous
muscles had twisted the leg to one side, and only Dragondayer's careful handling of her had prevented a
compound fracture. "That looks bad," Darian commented.

"It is bad, Darian. For agiant, it'susualy fatal. They can't move around to get food, relieve themsdlves or
anything. Also, the bone usually ends up penetrating the skin, the wound becomes infected, and they die
in agony from gas gangrene. It's adangerous enough injury in ahuman, but for agiant, it'suniversaly
fatal. When they bresk aleg likethis, they usudly just lay down and die. That'swhy Felicity's adegp now
- shelad down yesterday for what they call the Last Seep, and she'sdying,” | replied, then turned to
Dragondayer. "Alright, I'll need you to pull the bone straight so | can mend it. Sand over there,
move her right leg aside, and sit on your buttocks. Take her left ankle in your hands and place
your left foot on her groin across her pubic bone, then pull the leg straight and hold it there. You'll
have to pull hard, as her leg muscles will be twice as strong as your arms, but try to pull smoothly
and without jerking. Make certain you're holding the leg perfectly straight, the toes pointed up to
the sky. Do it now," | commanded, and had Darian boost me up on top of her nude form.

"No, put your foot a little higher, so the arch of your foot rests just here," | said, summoning my
gaff to my hands and pointing with it, and Dragondayer shifted hisfoot atop Felicity's gigantic pubic
mound. "Good. Now pull!" | yelled, then kndlt, touching my staff to Fdicity'sthigh as| began chanting
the incantation to the spell and gesturing with my free hand. The ends of the broken bonein Fdicity'sleg
ground together with anoise like atree snapping, and Arellalooked queasy at the sound. | worked
quickly, knitting the massive bone together and healing theinternal damage, spreading the effect across



hundreds of stone of cut muscles and damaged blood vessals.

| drained my staff completely before | was done, then spoke up. "Alright, you can let go. The bone's
knitted, though the wound's a bit beyond my ability to completely heal - only Strider has that
much strength. | need to check the rest of her and make sure there weren't any more injuries from
thefall," | said. Dragondayer gently placed her foot down and adjusted the enormous cow-hide
moccasin shewore (it had nearly come off while he pulled on her ankle). | crawled up her abdomen and
paused, listening at various spotsto her internal noises and examining her skin carefully for any signs of

injury.

It was about thetime | kndlt between her massive breasts, each the size of asmall haystack, pressng my
ear to her slernum so asto listen to the dow best of her heart, that it dawned on me how this must 1ook
to Darian. Here he was, probably not having lain with awoman for the better part of ayear, and now
before him lies awoman the size of an ailiphant, nude and breathing quietly as sheliesin the snow.
Granted, shewas agiant, and by human standards she was very plain, but her nude body was till a
leadt interesting by human standards, and Darian hadn't had any woman in quiteawhile. | kicked myself
mentally for not smply having Darian remain insde, and proceeded to Fdlicity's head. | couldn't see any
damage there, and | guessed she was Ssmply unconscious from pain and shock - giant physiology works
like that. When they're mortally wounded, they tend to just lay down, fall adeep and quietly die. | cast a
sample cantrip of awakening, and her enormous eyesfluttered. "Where am 1?" she cdled.

"You're alright, Felicity. You fell and broke your leg, and Dragonslayer brought you here so |
could heal you. Don't move right now, just lie still. Your leg's mostly healed, and the bone's
knitted. You'll need to stay off your feet for another week or two to completely heal. You also need
to eat a soup made with greens, some finely-ground bone-meal and cooked, sliced beef for a
couple weeks while your bone and the damaged muscles finish healing. Can you do that for me?"

| asked, stepping across her breast and hopping down onto her arm, then to the ground.

"Alright," shereplied, Stting up dowly now that | was off of her. "Where'smy dress? | can't sit here
before a man and three Little-People naked!" she asked, blushing. Dragondayer handed her the
enormous cowhide garment, and | cut off hisfumbling explanation in mid-stammer.

"We had to take it off, Felicity. I'mtoo tiny to climb around underneath it and examine you - it's
so heavy it squashes me. You remember how delicate | am,” | sad, fibbing only dightly - | wasn't
that delicate, but | certainly couldn't crawl around under her enormous and heavy dress and do anything
useful. Besides, asmple explanation was best for her giantess brain to work with.



Fdicity smiled after sheld dipped her dress back on over her head, and carefully worked it over her
buttocks to cover hersdlf. " Thank you. | thought | was dead. | felt the Deep Pain, | knew my life
was over, so | laid myself down for the Last Seep. You saved me. | owe you my life," shesaid,
bowing her head to me.

"No, actually, Dragonslayer saved you by bringing you to me,” | replied, then was struck with
sudden ingpiration. | raised my hand and crooked afinger to draw her head close to me, then stood on
my tiptoes and whispered into her enormous ear as her cascading black hair hid us. "He loves you quite
dearly, and didn't want to see you die. He found you in the field this morning, and picked you up
and carried you all the way here by noon, then he helped me pull your leg straight so | could heal
you. If you want my advice, woman-to-giantess, | think you should marry him. Shap that
handsome devil up before some other giantess does. Hell, if | was a giantess, 1'd go after him
myself," | hissed into her ear. It was an adept lie, as1'd never go after Dragondayer evenif | was a
giantess, but | figured that their relationship looked like it needed allittle push. Who better to provide a
little push than one of the 'little-people?

Felicity cupped her enormous hand to her mouth, amost concealing my entire body. "Do you really
think so? | mean, | love him very much, but I've heard that good warriors make bad husbands,"
she whispered, quoting an old giantish saying.

"Yes, but that's only true when the giantess tries to get himto stop being a warrior and tries to
turn himinto a farmer or herder. You have to let him be himself, and love him for who and what
heis," | replied, basicdly encapsulating my own experience with Dyarzi as briefly and smply as
possible.

Fdicity sat back up again, thinking. | turned to Dragondayer, and spoke. " Dragonslayer, you can carry
her back now whenever she's ready to leave. Make sure she gets plenty of the soup | described,
and help her stay off her feet for the next couple of weeks so she'll have the time she needs to
finish healing. Can you do that for me?"

"Of course, Eddas Ayar. | owe you a debt far greater than | could ever repay. Whatever you need,
no matter what it may be, simply ask. Are you ready to go, Felicity?" he asked.



"Yes, actually. | wanted to talk to you on the way back, too," shereplied. Dragondayer gently
scooped her up in hisarms, standing carefully. We then bid the two giants farewd | and re-entered the
tower. By thetimewed sat down to our lunch again, Felicity and Dragondayer had long since gone over
the hill and down the king's road, heading homeward. A few minutes later, an enormous bellow was
heard in the distance.

"What'sthat? Oh, no! Y ou don't suppose that now Dragondayer's dipped and falen, do you?' Ardla
asked.

"No, that was a shout of joy. Felicity'sjust asked Dragondayer to marry her,” | replied, and explained
what I'd told her.

"Good for him. He seems a brave and noble warrior, and he deserves a beauty like her,” Darian
commented, looking off into the distance. Ardlaraised an eyebrow, but didn't comment. | could tell by
Darian's expression he was thinking about how Fdlicity had looked nude, and wondering what coupling
with a giantess might be like (since they were the only females around these parts other than Ardlaand I,
and neither of uswas even dightly interested in him). | decided not to tell him that it wouldn't work - |
once knew amage who was friends with agiantess, and in amoment of curiogity, they tried it. My friend
sad that unfortunately, neither he nor she could actualy fed much of anything, she being so hugein
comparison to him, and they both ended up laughing at how silly the experiment was. No, | figured telling
Darian that would only compound hisfrustration.

Over the next week | searched through my grimoire carefully and Ardlatried to use her fortunetelling
spellsto determine a course of action, but it wasdl to no avail. There smply wasn't asolution reedily a
hand. The snowdrifts were piled deep around the tower by the end of the year, and Arella, Swift-wing
and | had noticed that Darian's temper had grown quite short. Finally, | went out onto the parapet early
one morning, my breath frogting in the chill air. | looked to the dawning sun, and spoke. "Alright,
Yorindar. | can help him with everything ese, but | can't deegp with him. | may have the body of a
woman, but my soul's il that of anorma man. Thisisgoing to interferewith his sudieseventudly - hell,
it dready is. Unlike hisbrother, who learned much of what I'm teaching Darian before he even redly
reached puberty, Darian's aman. He needs some kind of sexual outlet, even if it'sonly temporary. | can't
liewith him, and neither can Ardla- certainly Swift-wing can't, either. We need asolution, and only you
can provideit. | leaveitin your hands - I've run out of solutions,” | said, then went back in to wait. |
knew | wouldn't have to wait long. Darian was apparently of critical importance somehow, and Morgar
had responded instantly every time | mentioned training him. Y orindar should probably respond equaly
asquickly if Darian redly was that important.

"Raven, someoneswalking down the road towards us," Swift-wing caled, glancing up from his perch



near the window.

"Naturdly. Let's go meet them, you two," | replied, drawing my cloak around me with agloved hand.

Chapter Twenty-Six

"Love - the one universal gift. Every living thing experiences love, from the lowliest ant to the
most ancient dragon. Even goblinsfall in love - but don't say that to their face, they find it
insulting.”

- Elven proverb

The figure that came down the road was quite tall, perhaps five and athird cubits, and wore along,
hooded cloak made of cowhide that they held tightly against themsalves. | could see they had fur boots
that were little more than circles of fur strapped around the foot by |eather wrappings - the smplest and
crudest of footwear. Dressed asthey were and astdl asthey were, I'd have guessed our visitor wasa
young giant, perhaps atoddler. Their gait and body shape suggested otherwise, however - toddler giants,
like toddler humans and elves and dwarves, are very broadly built and walk unsteadily. Toddler giants
also walk with aconsdered, deliberate gait to avoid afall. No, this creasture walked with the steedy gait
of an adult. Asthey drew closer, | could also seethey shivered dightly in the cold, asdid al of us (except
for me, asmy ring of adaptation protected mefrom it). No, thiswas no giant. Giantswould ignorethis
wegther, astheir hides were too thick to be affected by it.

Our visitor walked up to us and stopped, looking down on us. A female, by thelook of it, with pale blue
eyes and blonde hair - avirtualy unknown combination among giants. Her face wasfair to behold,
though careworn and tired. " Are you the mage Eddas Ayar?" she asked Darian in the guttura tongue
of the giants, her voice aclear ato tone. Darian turned to me, not understanding her words, and | spoke.

"1 am Eddas Ayar, risen from the void and inhabiting the body of this half-elf for the nonce. My
friends here know me as Raven. What can | do for you?"

"Word has it among the giants that you are a healer aswell as a battle-mage. | come here to beg
you to heal me, Eddas Ayar. | will do anything you ask, even be your slave for the rest of my days,
if you will only heal me."

"What seems to be the matter ?"



"Can you not see? I'm tiny! I'm twenty-four years old, and almost as small as you!" sheyelped.

| suddenly understood. | waslooking at a giantess who by her peopl€'s standards was amidget, being as
shewasonly aslarge asatoddler. Of course, sheloomed over Darian even as he loomed over me,
"Come inside with usand I'll examine you. | can't promise anything, but I'll seewhat | can do," |
said, then turned to Darian. "Darian, she's come herefor healing. | need you to light the firein your room
and wait there until we cdl, dright?"

"What's the matter with her?' Darian asked.

"I'll explain later. Don't worry, I'll have Swift-wing come down and get you inawhile.

A few minuteslater, Arella, Swift-wing and | were back upstairsin my room at the top of the tower, and
| was carefully examining our vigitor. | had her strip out of the cow-hide dress she wore and carefully
examined her limbs and spine, aswell as carefully examining her head. There waslittle doubt of it - she
had reached her full growth. "When did you stop growing?" | asked.

" At about age two. | grew a bit more between the ages of thirteen and eighteen, but only alittle.
My village is by the ruins of Tholonir city, and my mother was once frightened by a ghost when
she was carrying me. The people in my village say that iswhy | am so tiny, but my het-man saysiit
is something else again, something he does not under stand and cannot cure. My mother birthed
me late in life, and he says that may be the problem. Both my mother and father are dead, now.
They once named me Faith, because they had faith that if they worked hard and prayed devouitly,
the gods of the giants would grant them a child. The people of my village do not call me that.
They call me Thumbelina, as| am so small. Can you help me, please? | so want to be normal, and
live a normal life. No giant will even consider me as his mate, as | am barely bigger than a
two-year old and very ugly. | am always being teased by the younger children, who quickly tower
over me by the time they are four. Please, Eddas Ayar. Please help me. | cannot live like this. |
want to live a normal life. | want to be a normal giantess, settle down and have babies. Please
help me."

| looked her over. "Perhaps by giantish standard you are ugly, but by the standards of the smaller
races, you are quite beautiful. Your face is careworn and tired, you could use a bath, a hot meal



and some sleep, but you are till quite attractive by the standards of the Little-People. Please
relax for a moment while | continue my examination,” | replied, and reached out with my will to
examine her Mana-flow. It looked like that of amundane, but there was an odd kink that | spent severa
minutes examining before | findly understoodit. "Faith, tell me something; did your mother ever
enter one of the Dead Zones?"

"My mother told me once that when she was younger, her village was by the dead zone near
Nyalot Mountain. She and three other children were playing nearby it when a ghost frightened
them, and she ran into the zone to hide behind some rocks. She stayed there only a moment before
a Mana-storm blew up, thefirst one in centuriesin that zone. She managed to escape unharmed,
though."

| Nodded in understanding. "Not quite unharmed. Her germ plasm was altered dlightly by the
storm, and that iswhy it was so difficult for her to conceive. It is also why you are so small. I'm
afraid thereisnothing | can do to heal you - thisis as big as your body will ever naturally grow,
and magic cannot heal when there's nothing wrong. Yes, you're small, and share more in common
with the Little-People than you do the giants. Even so, there's nothing wrong with your body - you
are perfectly healthy."

Faith dropped to her knees and burst into tears, and | took a moment to explain to Arellawhat had
happened. "Raven, that's terrible! 1sn't there anything you can do?!

"Not really. There's spells that make one larger or smdler, but they're only temporary, and she'sa
mundane anyway. I'm sorry, Arélla, but for better or worse, she'samidget. Certainly Faith isvery large
compared to us, but to her people, shell aways be known as Thumbdina."

Faith suddenly rose to her feet, ran to the door to the parapet and yanked it open. | reached out with my
will, usng my ring of telekinesisjust as she stepped to the pargpet and legped, holding her inthe air and
bringing her back insde. "Ardlla, close the door, please” | said dryly.

AsArdlacomplied, | turned to Faith, who | was still holding a oft. Faith kicked and screamed
hepledy. "Let me go! | want to die!” shewailed.



"No. You are young, healthy, and should live seventy to eighty years or more, as most giants and
Little-People do. | will not let you destroy yourself because you cannot be happy among your own
people. Come and live with us, Faith. You giants call usthe Little-People, and hold usin respect
due to our wisdom and sharper wit. As possibly the oldest Little-Person you will ever meet, | say
to you this; join us, and live with us. The gods had a reason for you being born the way you are. If
you will stay with us, live with us and become one of us, someday | may tell you what that reason
is," | said, trying to speak to Faith theway | remembered being spoken to by dragons and elves. They
aways spoke from the viewpoint of great age, and couched their words in numinous phrasesthat implied
| might understand were | only asold asthey. Well, now | was asold asthey. Infact, | was older than
the oldest df, and older than some dragons. | decided to play on that, and try to get Faith to accept
herself as shewas. Of course, before | could tell her the real reason she had been born tiny, I'd haveto
discover it mysdlf. | knew Y orindar intended her for Darian, but beyond that, | knew nothing. | knew it
couldn't be so smple as aone-night fling, there had to be moreto it than that.

"How could you accept me? I'm ugly and tiny!" Faith wailed.

"No. To us, you're large and beautiful. | am over sixteen centuries old, and | have seen many
women in my life. | believe | am a good judge of beauty, and | find you beautiful. I'm going to put
you down, now. Please don't try to kill yourself again,” | said, lowering Faith to the ground. She
collapsad on the floor and smply lay there, sobbing.

"Ardla, let'shep Fath back into her dress. Swift-wing, fly down the stairs and tell Darian he can come
up now," | said, and as Swift-wing flapped down the stairs, Arellaand | struggled to cam Faith down
and get her to dress again. By the time Faith was dressed, Darian came into the room. He saw Faith
sobbing uncontrollably, and | could see he was moved.

"Raven, what'swrong? Why isshe crying?' he asked.

"Darian, thisisFaith. Her people cal her Thumbeing," | replied, and Darian interrupted with alaugh.

"Thumbdina? Why would anyone cal awoman as huge as her something like that? Why, she must be
over two headstaller than | am!" he asked, chuckling.



"Because she'sagiantess, Darian. Unfortunately, shesaso amidget. Thisisasbig as shewill ever get.
She cameto mein the hopethat | might be ableto help her, but | can't. Magic can't cure when ther€'s
nothing wrong with you. She's suicidal, Darian. She desperately wants to be norma and to be accepted,
and that smply can never be among her people. She's miserable because she thinks she'stiny and ugly -
and by giantish stlandards, sheis. As such, shewantsto die."

"She's not ugly, she's beautiful!™ Darian objected.

"Not to her eyes or the eyes of any other giant. To them, she'salittle runt who'sugly asapig. Wereall
ugly to them, Darian, though werre so small we end up being thought of as cute, like apiglet. Everyone
thinksapiglet is cute, but nobody wantsto have aface like one. Faith wantsto kill hersdlf, Darian. She's
miserable, and she cant livelikethis. Arellaand | can't help her - only you can.”

Darian blinked in surprise. "Me? How?"

"I need you to be her friend, Darian. | need you to teach her your language, and to make her fed
accepted. She can't live with the giants anymore, Darian. She'samiserable outcast in their society. She
needsto live with us, and learn to be happy among us 'Little People'. She needsto fedl good about living
with us and being our friend, and only you can do that. | now leaveit up to you, Darian; Will you help
her, or do | smply let her throw herself off the parapet like shetried to do afew minutes ago?'

"Sheredly tried to kill hersdf?' Darian asked, and Arellaand | nodded. "Well, dright. I'll do asyou ask,
but I don't know how successful I'll be. | can't see as we have much in common, and I've never tried to
teach anyone anything before, much lessalanguage.”

"You'l dofine, Darian. We've got the rest of winter towork onit,” | said, smiling.

Faith didn't want to do much of anything at first except mope, but eventudly | got her to understand that
Darian would be teaching her hislanguage so that she could communicate with someone other than me. |
could tell that Darian was very interested in her, but he controlled himself well. For her part, Faith was
only mildly interested in him, or anything else for that matter. She gpparently had put alot of hopeinto a
cure from me, and her despair was evident. All | could do wastrust that Y orindar knew what he was
doing, and smply let nature take its course.



By early spring, the last of the snows were just beginning to melt and the first of the buds were beginning
to appear above the ground. One morning, Faith came upstairs to my room shortly after Arellaand | had
finished breskfast. | was actualy quite pleased that day, as1'd discovered that my new body had grown
strong enough to easily conjure food and drink with only aminor strain. As Faith cameto thetop of the
gairs, | smiled again. Faith had improved quite abit in the last few months, and was looking much
happier. "What isit, Faith?' | asked.

"| learn much Little-People-talk from Darian. | now want talk to you. Want talk ‘woman-to-woman," she
replied, smiling wryly.

"Well, Arellasabit more qualified at that than | am, but I'll do my best. What did you want to ask
about?'

"| like Darian very muchly. Henice Little-People. Y ou think Darian like me muchly too?" she asked,
gtting inthechair beside Ardlaand I.

" think so0. Why do you ask?"

"I twenty-four. | want mate before | am 'old maid'. Darian make good mate. He strong for little-people,
he smart, hevery nice," shereplied.

"Okay, but why do you need to talk to Arellaand 17"

"Not know if Little-People mate like that. Y ou and Ardllahappy together, like mate. Maybe
Little-People dl like that. Maybe Darian not like me for mate. | little giantess, him Little-Man. Maybe him
want Little-Man for mate, not little giantess.”



Ardlaburst out giggling while Swift-wing cackled, and | had to explain to Faith that my soul wasthat of a
man trapped in awoman's body. | was fortunate that Arellawas a sapphite, as| found mysdlf only
attracted to women, but Darian was a norma man. Sapphites and sodomites were virtually unknown
among the giants, S0 it was understandable that Faith should be confused. The Giants had no culturd
taboos againgt them, however, they smply thought sapphism and sodomism was strange - unlike Darian's
culture (and, to alesser extent, my own), where sapphites and sodomites were often shunned as

outcasts.

"So Darian might want make me his mate? That wonderful! | so want be giant-wifel" Faith said, beaming
withjoy.

Ardllaand | figured that would be the end of that, but that afternoon, Darian cameto talk to me. | was
working with Arellaon polishing her battle spells, having her cast them at smal stones| tossed at random
into the air off of the parapet (which aso gave her the opportunity to practice limiting the area her spells
affected to just hit the stones and nothing else), when Darian came out to speak to us. "Um, Raven, can |
talk to you for aminute?' he asked.

"Certainly, Darian. What's on your mind?"

"Wdll, um, it'skind of persond. | need to talk to you 'man-to-man." he replied, and Ardlaburst out
gigdling.

"I'll beingde. Cal mewhen you 'boys are done chatting,” she giggled, and she and a cackling Swift-wing
|eft the parapet.

"Okay, Darian, go ahead,” | said, smiling.

"Wel, | find I'mredly fdling for Faith. She's very beautiful, and | love her laugh and her smile, and |
haven't been with awoman in along, long time, but I'm redlly worried."



"Whét's the problem?”

"Well, she'sagiantess, for onething. | don't know exactly how sheld take an invitation to have acasud
relationship. Infact, | don't even know if | want acasua relaionship. Sometimes| fed that | just want to
liewith her once and relieve the pressure, but other times| fed like | want to make her my wife. | just
don't know what | redlly fed, and | sure ashell don't know what | should redlly do. Y ou're aman - well,
you'reaman on the insde, anyway. You'reaso ahell of alot older than | am, and my best friend. What
should | do?'

"Well, in answer to your first question, | think she might take the idea of a casud relationship poorly.
Shels wanted to marry and be atrue giant-wife for along time, and theideathat you would only want her
for abrief coupling might be very disappointing. Also, giants mate for life. If you marry her, it'sforever. |
think sheld bethrilled if you asked her to marry you, and | think you'd find shed make afine wife. Of
course, she's also much smarter than most other giantsI've met, at least your equa mentally if not your
superior - after dl, she speaks your language fairly well, and it's only been a couple months of you
teaching her. The gods may have shorted her in height, but they made up for it with her brains. The
decison you haveto makeis'can | live with thiswoman for the rest of my life, forsaking dl others? If
you can't, then don't.”

Darian nodded, clapped my shoulder in thanks, then |eft the parapet. Arella.came back out and smiled at
me. "So, what happened?' she asked.

"Yes, yed Tdl us Arethey going to mate?' Swift-wing cackled.

"Wdll, asfar as| can tel, they both fed the same way about each other - they both fed physical desire,
and they both aso want to marry. Asfar aswhat they'll do, | don't really know. Well have to wait and
see. Now; have you been studying that flight spell | taught you?' | asked, looking to Arella.

"Yes, and I'm really ready totry it out!" Arellayelped excitedly.

"Alright. Now remember; follow Swift-wing's advice closely. He has more experience at flying than |
have, and he definitely has more experience at flying than you have. Also, don't fly more than ahundred
paces away from the tower for now. I'll be watching here on the parapet so | can catch you with my ring



of telekinessif therésany problems, but my rangeislimited. Swift-wing will aso be watching you and he
can try to catch you with histelekinesis spdl if you fal, but hiswill and enduranceislimited. Be careful.
Swift-wing, | leave therest up to you," | said, and bowed to our little friend.

"Thank you, Raven. Harumph!" Swift-wing squawked, fluffing out his feathersto make himself look large
and important as he began hislesson. "There's four important rules about flying, mistress. First, always
know where the ground is at all times. Forgetting where the ground is usually leads to asudden, painful
stop. Second, always watch where you're going. Remember; trees and buildings always havethe
right-of-way. Third, always land when you'retired. Getting acramp in mid-air dso usualy leadsto
sudden, painful stops. Lagt, trees aren't as soft and cushioning as they ook, they have sharp branches
that can poke out your eyes. Alwaysland dowly and gently in atree, not quickly and suddenly. Mistress,
cast your spdll, please,”" Swift-wing caled. When Arella had done so, he spoke again. "Alright, now flex
your knees and legp into the air!" he cried, flying off her shoulder. Ardlladid so, and squeded with joy to
discover shewasflying.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

"Marriage - The public admission by a man that he needs a keeper."
- Vilandian proverb

Little seemed to happen between Faith and Darian, though they did seem to spend much more time with
each other in the afternoons and early evenings. | was beginning to wonder if their relationship needed a
little push when two weeks later, Darian and Faith came into my room to speak with Arellaand 1.
"Weve decided to get married,” Darian announced with agrin.

| stood and exchanged a handshake of congratulations with Darian as Arellaand Faith hugged each
other. "Now must make ready. Must have het-man come. Must have wedding dress. Must have many
things. Ardla, Raven hep? No giantessfriends, no giantessfamily to help. Must have Little-Women help,
or no can marry."

Ardlaand | talked to Faith for awhile, and discovered that she needed a dress made of either white
cow-hide or shegpskin, and moccasins to match. Unfortunately, | didn't have any cattle or sheep, much
lesswhite ones (1'd been conjuring food and drink for everyone every day to build my strength and
endurance). She a so needed adowry, and didn't have one. Finally, Darian needed to build a home that
was acceptable to the het-man. Even when all that was done, the het-man may impose tests on ether or
both of them to prove thet they redlly did want to marry, and weren't just in lust with each other.

The word that Faith was living with us had gotten around through the giants that patrolled thisareaand
cameto vigt with us, so thefirst problem | handled fairly easily - | Smply asked the next giant that came
by to check up on usif he could ask Felicity to visit. When she arrived the next day, | explained the



Stuation to her. Felicity was very happy to help, given everything I'd done for her, and happily provided
four tanned and softened sheep-hides for usto use (she commented that it usually took over ahundred
for ayoung giantess). Arellawas better at needlework than | was by far, so she handled the task of
sewing together the dress and moccasins for Faith, taking the place of her mother or Sster.

The second problem was alittle more difficult - Faith had to have adowry, and it could only come from
her parents. Unfortunately, they were dead. | thought about this one long and hard, when suddenly the
answer struck me. | pulled Faith aside and told her my answer, and she smiled. It might not work, but it
had the best chance of working that | could see. We'd have to wait for the het-man to arrive to find out.

The third problem was insoluble, unfortunately. Darian had absolutely no ideawhat a'proper’ giant house
should look like until | told him - agigantic dome made of thin tree-trunks, carefully carved so they fit
together end to end and made aframe that was a series of arches about fifty cubits wide and thirty cubits
high, then connected together to form a barrdl-like structure a hundred cubits long. Once assembled, the
frame isthen covered with an enormous sheet of cowhide with alarge flap on the front asa'door’ that's
stiffened with awooden frame and held closed with aleather strap. Holesin the top of the houselet in
light and let out the smoke from cooking fires. The giants of [lbars mountain built enormous homes of
stone that resemble the homes humans build (though on a much larger scale), but we didn't have the tools
to make one of their homes, anyway. Besdes, everyone knew Faithwasn't an llbars giant, and it
wouldn't be appropriate for Darian to build ahome like that for her. Unlike the other giant-tribes, the
lIbars giants were smiths. They dedt with dwarvesfor the various metasdl giants needed, working
these metalsinto tools, wegpons and other useful items and trading their products for the crops, hides
and wood other giants produced. Some of the these trade-goods were then traded to the dwarves for
more metal, repeating the cycle. These were the only two types of homes the giants ever built, and neither
was within Darian's capabilities or our collected resources. Darian finally decided to build alog cabin, as
we had plenty of logsin the barn the giants had built. He carefully selected a sight near my tower that
was relativey flat, then got to work.

| watched helplesdy as Darian struggled to manhandle thefirst log into position so he could shapeit with
the axe. Normally, you used a horse to drag the logs, but we didn't have a horse anymore. He started
early in the morning, and by noon he had it where he wanted it and then sat down on it to rest. | wanted
to hdp him, as| could lift thelogswith my ring of telekines's (though the logs Darian wanted would have
eadly had me swesting in afew minutes), but that wasn't dlowed. Darian had to build the house himself.

Faith came out during the process to show the finished costume Arellahad madeto me. It was an
excellent job, and she looked quite the proper little giantess. She looked up and saw Darian swesting and
panting as he struggled to muscle thelog around. "What he do?" she asked.



"He'strying to build alog cabin for you two. Unfortunately, at thisrateit's going to take him the better
part of ayear," | replied with asigh.

"l not want wait that long," she said, then walked back into the tower. A few minutes later, she came out
dressed in her original clothing, walked over to the wood-barn, picked up alog, balanced it on her
shoulder and walked over to Darian. "Where you want this?' she asked, easily holding thelog up in one
am.

Darian goggled as hereplied. "Over there, long that flat line | made for the base," he replied, pointing.
Faith placed the log where Darian had indicated, then went over to get another. Darian grinned and
picked up his axe to begin shaping the ends of thelogs.

Ardlaand Swift-wing came out as they were working, and they gaped a Faith's strength. " She's
incredibly strong!" Ardlaremarked, and Swift-wing nodded on her shoulder.

"Well, shemay betiny, but she'sill agiant. I'd say she's got about hdf the strength of afull-grown
giantess. That makes her about as strong as an ogre, and only three-quarters astal. She's much more
powerful than even | wasin my old body - | had about the strength of three full-grown men, and my will
focused through my ring of telekinesis gives me about that level of power, but thissmply doesn't
compareto her," | replied.

"I'd love to bethat strong, and never have to need help moving something heavy,” Arellacommented.

"Well, you're getting there. We mages are lucky - the power of Mana flowing through usdlowsusto be
incredibly strong without appearing that way. For example, I've managed through months of constant
spdlcagting each and every day, especidly summoning medsfor usthreetimesaday, to build my
strength up to about that of Darian, perhaps half again as strong as anormal man. Of course, | had along
way to go, too - this body was quite weak when | first got it, though it was fast and agile. Y ou started off
with the strength of anorma woman, and now you've managed to build it up to where you're dmost as
strong as Darian. If you use your spdll of telekines's, however, you'l find you can lift much more, asyour
will issgnificantly stronger than your body. 1'd say with your spell, you'd find you have about the power
of two grown men available to move heavy things. Asfor me, my will isabout half again as strong asthat.
Of coursg, dl of thisis nothing compared to adragon. For example, Karg'swill isamost twice as strong
as my own, and as adragon who's fifty thousand years old, hisbody isfour times as strong as that of
other dragons or giants, and he's aso four timestheir size.”



"That'sincredible! How could you possibly overcome something that powerful ?* Arella asked.

"Simple - never meet strength with strength when you know your opponent is stronger than you. When
you're facing adragon, matching it blagt-for-blast isfoolish and stupid. Instead, you use spells of
invighility and flight to move away from your previouslocation so it can't Smply blast you with aspell or
it'sbreath, then you fly around it and strike it from behind, constantly remaining behind it and attacking it
without it being able to strike back. With agiant, you smply draw them onto firm, hard ground,
preferably stone, throw aspell of earth-to-mud on the ground they're standing on, then drop the spell to
lock itsanklesin stone. Y ou can aso smply fly up out of itsreach and blast it with spelsuntil it fals. My
friend that was killed by agiant only died because he tried to match strength with strength. Yes, he
managed to blast it unconscious, but then it fell on him and killed him anyway. Themord of thisgory is
that you never match strength with strength when you know your opponent is stronger.”

With Faith helping him move thelogs and position them, Darian managed to finish the cabin in six days.
Hewasjust finishing plastering the last of the mud in the wals when we heard the distant thumping of
giants feet gpproaching. Faith ran into her room in the tower to dresswhile the rest of us greeted our
vigtors. Asit turned out, four giants cameto vigt; Dragondayer, hisgiant-wife Felicity, Strider, their
het-man, and afourth male| didn't recognize. He introduced himself as Grayeye, Faith's het-man. It
appeared that we had been 'adopted’ by the local village, and as such Strider felt it necessary to attend,
yet Grayeye was the het-man who normally would perform the ceremony, since he was from Faith's
village. | could see there was some animosity between the two regarding who redlly would be performing
the ceremony, and just hoped they could work it out between them. Unfortunately, it didn't look like it
would bethat smple.

"Thisisa good house,” Strider commented, knedling to peer insde the cabin Darian and Faith had
built.

"No. It'snot a proper house. It's made of logs," Grayeyereplied, hisarms crossed.

"It'sa proper house for one of the Little-People, and that's what Faith's marrying,” | interjected.

"Thumbelina is a giantess, and should live in a proper giant-home," Grayeyereplied, eyeing me



closaly with the pale blue orbs that gave him hisname.

"Perhaps, but Darian is a Little-People, and only knows how to build the homes of Little-People.
A few allowances must be made,” | replied, smiling.

Grayeye thought about it for severad minutes while Faith came out from the tower in her wedding dress.
Finaly, he spoke. "You are right. Some allowances must be made. Even so, | will not let all our
traditions fall by the wayside. Let us now examine her dress and her dowry," hereplied, turning to
Faith.

Strider smply glanced at Faith and grinned - his gpprova was obvious. Grayeye, on the other hand,
picked her up carefully and examined every stitch closdly. "Who made this? You were never this good
with needlework, Thumbelina," he asked.

"My friend the Mage Arella-tor made it with her hands, acting in the stead of my mother and
sisters, which | do not have," shereplied bravely.

"Sheisnot a giantess. That is not proper,” Grayeyereplied, setting Faith down again.

"The traditions do not say the white raiment must be made by a giant-wife, only that it be made
by the friends or family of the bride. | once married a giantess whose mother had died birthing
her. Her father made the dress and moccasins. Do you say that his love was less than that of a
sister never born or a mother dead two decades? Do you say that the marriage was wrongly
done?" Strider growled.

‘Damn,’ | thought, 'these two might fight about this. That would definitely be bad - they might
crush uswrestling around.’

Grayeye thought about the question for along while, then shook his massive head. "No. The father's
love cannot be less than that of a mother who is dead or a sister not born. His sewing the bridal



garments was proper. The Little-Woman obviously cares for Thumbelina, or she would not have
bothered to help her. Her compassion cannot be |less than that of a dead mother or unborn sisters.
That means the Little-People's work was proper. | withdraw my objection,” he said, and | breathed
asghof relief dongsde Faith. Unfortunatdly, his next comment then made ustense again.

"Let us now see the dowry," Grayeye sad, glaring down at Faith.

"Grayeye, | propose that as a dowry is something her mother gives to her that shows her value to
her husband, then her mother has given two things to Faith that Darian values highly; first, her
beauty,” | said, and Grayeye and Strider interrupted with a chuckle.

"You find Thumbelina beautiful, Little-Man?" Grayeye chuckled, and Faith blushed deeply and hung
her head.

"Yes. She much much beauty. You rude insult. Her name Faith, not Thumbelina. Me love her. If
we in Little-People land, | duel you for rude insult,” Darian said, surprising dl of uswith hisgrasp of
giantish, then surprising us again by drawing his sword and assuming an ‘on-guard' stance. | suppose it
made sense that they would teach each other their languages, | just hadn't expected it. Well, I'm only
fifteen or Sixteen centuries old, | can't know everything.

Grayeye glared fiercely at Darian, but he didn't back off. Finaly, he smiled. "You areright. | am sorry.
We have all called her Thumbelina for so long, it did not occur to meto call her by the name her
parents gave her today. You are a warrior among the Little-People, | see. Thisis good. She
deserves a strong husband who will protect her when others laugh at how tiny and weak sheis. |
am glad you also find her beautiful. To us, sheis quite ugly, and | worried she would never find
anyone who would accept her. | approve of you, Little-Man," he said, then turned to Strider as
Darian sheathed hissword. "Do you also approve of the Little-Man? He livesin your territory, and
you know him better than I," Grayeye asked Strider. | redized he was trying to make up for having
been insulting earlier by being polite now.

"I do approve of Darian. Heis not only brave, he is also wise and sharp of wit, like all the
Little-People are. If all his plans go well, he will regain the kingdom that was stolen from him.
Then a girl of your village will be married to a king of the Little-People. This brings great honor
to your village, and may help appease the ghosts even more. This is good from both sides of the
hill," Strider replied with asmile, using an old giantish cliché.



Grayeye nodded, then suddenly turned to me. "Wait. You said there were two parts to her dowry,
two things of great value to Darian that were gifts from her mother. What is the second?"

"Her brains. Of all the giants, she isthe smartest | have ever seen. Sheisas smart as Darian,
maybe smarter. For every cubit of height the gods shorted her, they gave her ten cubits of
wisdom."

Grayeye nodded. "That is true. She is the smartest in the village by far, and | have always thought
that isthe real reason the children tease her so, not her size. Is shetruly as smart as one of you?"

"At least. She learned most of Darian's language in just a couple months, and no giant in Dohbari
village has yet learned more than 'hello’ and ‘goodbye’. Darian, meanwhile, can barely make
himself understood in your tongue. Sheis certainly at least as smart as we are, probably smarter,"
| replied, and Strider nodded in agreement.

"I believe thisis a good dowry, a gift of great value only her mother could have given her,"
Strider said firmly.

Grayeyenodded. "l agree. It is not a proper dowry of good hides and steel knives, but it isa good
dowry even so. Thisis acceptable,” he said, then pointed afinger at Darian, who had sheathed his
sword in themeantime. "You, | approve of. You are brave and you obviously love her, or you would
not have drawn your little needle and threatened me with it when | spoke insultingly. | was wrong,
and you were right to tell me so. You also did not back down, even when | gave you the same look
that makes other giants quake in fear of me to test your commitment. This is more proof of your
bravery and the depth of your love. Yes, | approve of you," he said, then pointed hismassve digit a
Faith. "You, | do not approve of. Everyone in the village knows that you have always wanted to be
a full-size giantess and marry and have children. We all knew you came here for a cure, and we all
know from the word that has been passed that a cure was impossible. | think you only wish to
marry him because of your strong desire to be mated and have children. In a year or two, you will
be fighting. Marriage cannot be based on lust. It must be based on friendship, respect and mutual
attraction if it isto last. You must be tested,” Grayeye said, and Strider, Dragondayer and Felicity
nodded in agreement.



| Sghed. Thiswas common for giantish weddings - the het-man often tested either or both the bride or
groom (usualy both). Faith spoke up bravely, though. " Test me, Grayeye. | am not afraid,” she
called.

Grayeye sat down carefully to consider the test, and the other giantsjoined him. "Come, Darian, let's get
some chairs. Thisisgoing to takeawhile" | said.

Darian and | emerged afew minutes later with four chairs, and Arella, Darian, Faith and | took seatsto
wait. After awhile, Darian spoke. "Why isit taking so long?' heasked idly.

"Grayeye must think carefully. | smal and weak. Most women'stestskill me easy,” Faith replied camly.

At Darian's shocked expression, | nodded. "It'strue, Darian. Most of the tests they apply to agiantessto
test her lovefor her mate will smply kill Faith outright. Like those for the men, they'redl painful, most are
extremely humiliating because they're performed in public, and they can be stopped at any time smply by
the giantess deciding that she wantsto stop. If al that's atracting her islugt, then shelll usudly either give
up immediady, or smply change her mind about being married. Grayeye hasto think very carefully

about which test helll gpply, since the point isto make sure she'sin love and not merely in lust. If he's not
careful, thetest will amply kill her.”

"Well, what kind of tests do they apply?’

"The most common test for both men and women isusudly asmple beating. They get along strap of
leather about a hand wide and about ten cubitslong, have the giant or giantess strip and knedl inthe
center of the village with their forehead on the ground, then smply have every member of the tribe whip
them one at atime. Each giant and giantess delivers three strokes, one for each of the three virtues of the
giant'sreligion; patience, humility and bravery. Their hideis so tough it's merdly painful and extremely
humiliating, only rarely doesit actually draw blood. Of course, if it does draw blood and the giant or
giantess ill enduresit, it's considered to be ashow of how deep their love and commitment is.
Unfortunatdly, that test would probably kill her inaminute or 0," | said. Darian looked deeply shocked,
Ardlablanched, and Swift-wing shuddered. Faith, of course, smply nodded as| continued my
explanation.



"Another one is where the woman agrees to be branded with the man's name on her buttocks - many
femaesactudly request thistest, asit showsthe depth of their lifetime commitment to their man. Making
the brand takes about aweek, and the female can change her mind at any time prior to the point where
the brand is applied. Once the brand is made, they're made to kneel naked in the center of the village
with their forehead on the ground, and the het-man dowly heats up the brand to give them plenty of time
to be stared at by the entire village, be horribly embarrassed and humiliated and back out of the whole
thing at the last minute. If she doesn't tell the het-man to stop, he has four giants hold her down, gives her
one last chance to change her mind, then brands her - usually on the right buttock. Unfortunately, that test
would aso kill Faith, as each letter of the brand is about two hands high and ahand wide. It'sasmall
scar for agiantess, but afatal burn for someone Faith's size. Hold on amoment,” | said, and spoke up to
the giants. "Félicity, which test did you take?" | asked in giantish.

"Strider wanted the test of suspension, but | asked for the brand, and he agreed. Why, are you
asking to seeit?" sheasked, blushing.

"No, | wasjust curious. I'msure it must be quite beautiful,” | replied, smiling.

Dragondayer nodded. "It is. The Ilbarsi mountain smiths did an excellent job, and the letters are
very elegant. She's quite proud of it, and greatly enjoys showing it off to me in the privacy of our
home, the little vixen!" he said with asmile, and Felicity playfully swatted him on the shoulder (the same
blow would have squashed meflat, but Dragondayer merely grinned and blushed). "1 took the test of
the whip, myself. Let metell you, Eddas Ayar, that was the hardest thing |'ve ever done. Stripping
naked and kneeling before all the members of my tribe and having them all whip me? | thought
my pride would never recover, but it was worth it to prove my love for Felicity ," hesaid, and he
and Felicity exchanged akiss.

"Damn. | was hoping Felicity'stest might have been one Faith could survive, but it wasnt,” | said,
Sghing.

"Wdll, what was that test of suspension she mentioned? That didn't sound too bad," Darian asked.

"Well, they strip the giantess naked, tie woven |eather ropesto her ankles and wrists, then four giants

grab onerope each, hoist her into the air and hold her there until they get tired, which usualy takes about
an hour. Again, thewhole village is assembled as witnesses. For agiantess, it'svery painful and extremely
humiliating, thusthey consder it a perfect test. Unfortunately, Felicity would probably be ripped apart by



that. Thetest of the stoneisout, too - sheld just get squashed.”

Darian stood, hisface showing shock. "Y ou mean she's going to have to suffer pain, possibly even agony,
aswell as haveto be horribly humiliated, al just to marry me?!"

"Yes. Suchistheir ways," | replied camly.

"That'sit, then. | won't stand for it. The wedding's off. | won't see her suffer and maybe even die. No,"
Darian said, and turned to walk away.

Faith leaped to her feet and grabbed Darian'sarm. "Please, Darian! Please! | want marry you! Please!
Pain nothing! Shame nothing! | take anything for have you! Please!” she begged, weeping.

"What is happening?" Grayeye asked, looking up.

"Darian doesn't want to see Faith suffer. He doesn't understand your ways as | do. He loves her
deeply, and cannot stand to see her in pain,” | explained.

Darian grabbed Faith'sarmswhile | was spesking. "No, Faith! | won't doit! | won't marry you if it
meansyou'll haveto suffer! They may kill you trying to test your love, and | smply can't live with that!"

Faith dropped to her knees, bent over and wrapped her arms around Darian'slegs. "Please! | want this!
| want you! Thisour way, way of giant-folk! Pain nothing! Shame nothing! Y ou everything! Please not
go! Please be my mate! Please!" shewailed.

"Raven, what do | do?" Darian cdled to me helplesdy.



| looked to Grayeye's and Strider's faces, and suddenly had an inspiration. | turned back to Darian and
spoke camly and clearly. "Do nothing, Darian. Y ou've dready proven yoursdf asfar asthey're
concerned. Just stand there, cross your arms and do nothing,” | replied, then trandated Darian's question
and my response to Grayeye. He nodded silently, watching.

Faith was too upset to listen to me, and continued begging Darian as | trandated for Grayeye. Darian
stood there, unmoved. Finaly she got up, ran over to Grayeye and threw herself to the ground before
him. "Please, Grayeye! | beg of you to test me! You can make a small brand that will not kill me,
and | will gladly take it! If that istoo much trouble, you could make a small whip for me, atiny
one for tiny Thumbelina! Please, Grayeye! You could find a small boulder for the test of the stone,
or perhaps use very young children for the test of suspension! Please, please, Grayeye! | love him!

| want to prove that love so you may marry us! | beg you! Please don't say no!" shewailed, sobbing
uncontrollabdly.

Grayeye reached down and gently picked thetiny giantess up, ddicately brushing the dirt off her wedding
dress and stroking her blonde hair. " Shhh, Faith. It'salright. Don't cry. You don't need to be tested. |
am satisfied your love istrue. | also believe you have earned a new name this day. Your parents
called you Faith, for through faith and hope they finally had you. Your tribesmen all called you
Thumbelina because you were so small. We shouldn't have, but we did. Even | did it, and I'm
sorry. You are no longer Faith or Thumbelina. Henceforth, you shall be known as Joy, for | truly
believe that you will be joyful and happy with Darian and the Little-People for all the rest of your
days. | only wish we giants could have given you what the wise Little-People have. I, your
het-man, have spoken."

"Oh! Oh! Oh!" Joy wept, weeping tears of joy rather than tears of misery as she reached out and hugged
the fingers of Grayeye's free hand, the one he was stroking her hair with. Grayeye gave her amoment to
compose hersdlf, then gently placed her back on the ground next to Darian again.

"Join hands," he cdled, and Joy happily took Darian's callused hand in her enormous one. Grayeye
extended afinger tolift up their hands, then spoke. " Each of you has proven their love for the other. |
now say to both of you this: Remember the three virtues of our faith; Patience, Humility and
Bravery. Remember to treat each other in honor and friendship all the rest of your days.
Remember to aid and protect each other from the hardships that may lie ahead, and remember to
sharein the joys that may also lie ahead. Remember to hold each other deep within your hearts
and forsake all others, as you would have your partner and mate do for you. So long as you
remember and follow these commands, may you have the eternal blessing of the gods of both the
giants and the Little-People. Should you forget or fail to follow these commands, may you have
their eternal curse. | have spoken,” Grayeye said, then sat up again and grinned broadly.



There were severd moments where we al exchanged grins and congratul ations with the newlyweds.
Ardlaand | hugged Joy, and | spent afew moments clapping shoulderswith Darian. Dragondayer,
Grayeye and Strider dl patted Darian's shoulder with an enormous finger, and Felicity stroked Joy's hair
gently with her gigantic digit. After awhile, Strider turned to Grayeye and spoke. "You added the gods
of the Little-People to the blessing,” he commented.

"What, you say the marriage was wrongly done?" Grayeye retorted.

"No. | say it was well done, better even than | would have done it. She marries a Little-Person.
Their gods should have been included, as excluding them may have made them angry. | did not
think of that, even though | am ten years your senior. You did. The marriage was very well done,
my friend," Strider replied, and they exchanged powerful grips and friendly shoulder-blowsfor a
moment as they grinned at each other.

Findly, Darian turned to me. "Well, in Larinia, wed have areception at this point. What do giants do?"
he asked.

"Well, usudly they have an enormous feast at the groom's expense. Unfortunately, we can't do that. They
aready know that we don't have enough food and drink for four full-size giants, much less an entire
village of them, and they're well aware that we couldn't possibly entertain that many without major
damage to my lands, so they're just going to go home. If you were agiant, thiswould be amajor
embarrassment for you, but since you're one of the 'Little-Peopl€, asthey call us, it'snot. They
understand that some allowances must be made. Asfor you two, | expect you to go into that cabin
you've built and enjoy yoursavesfor aday or two, then well resume your studies. If you need anything,
just ask. | took the time to conjure enough food and drink for two daysfor you in there, so you should
bedright,” | replied, and we spent afew minutes bidding farewel| to the departing giants before Darian

gpoke again.

"Raven, | gppreciate everything you've done morethan | can possibly say,” Darian said, clapping me on
the shoulder.

"I very happy! Thank you, thank you, Raven!" Joy said, leaning down to kiss me on the cheek.



"Think nothing of it. Now go oninside your little house, you two, and have fun,” | replied with agrin, and
Ardlaand | returned to the tower as Darian and Joy went to their cabin, grinning from ear to ear. I'd
noticed during the congtruction that the only pieces of furniture Darian had put into the cabin was his bed
and atable for thefood, so | figured they dready had the next two day's activities schedul ed.

| grinned as Arellaand | re-entered my room and took off our cloaks. "What are you thinking about?'
Ardlaasked.

"Joy. | mean, She's blonde, blue-eyed, beautiful, and Darian's about four cubitstall, but he only comes up
to about her breasts" | replied, chuckling.

"What difference doesthat make?' Arellaasked as Swift-wing flapped over to his perch and began to
nibble at some seed in the cup attached to the side.

"Arella, if you were aman, you wouldn't ask that question!™ | replied, laughing.

"l s2e It'sa'man’-thing,” Ardlareplied, giggling.

"Yes. Well, shdl we get back to your studies?!

"Not right now. | redly want to lie with you and hold you for awhile. Isthat aright?* she asked, reaching
over to brush my pointed ears as she smiled.

"Certainly. Werein no rush. Y ou know enough so that you'd be considered nearly ready to assist ina
battle, and by thetime Darian'straining is finished, I'm sure your days as an apprentice will be
numbered,” | replied, dipping off my robe.



Arellalooked me over, gazing at the gloves, boots and chainmail garment | wore beneath my robe. She
shivered for amoment. "Ooh! | ill find the thought that you're nearly naked under that robe ddlicioudy
neughty!" she giggled.

| chuckled and helped her out of the layers of clothes she wore, and finadly we cuddied beneath the
blankets. A littlewhilelater, shelay on her Sde, siroking my ears. "Raven, | have something | really need

tosay."

"What?'

"Widl, | know that this body you have now isthat of ahdf-elf woman, and you'l livefor centuries.
Someday, I'll just be a pleasant memory for you. Even after thisbody dies, you can rise again, and next
time you'll probably be a man when you do. Y ou'll be known as Eddas Ayar again, not Raven. Asfor
me, I'll move on to the afterlife. Maybe I'll become amaster and you'll teach methe Spell of Hidden Life,
and perhaps someday I'll live again and meet you again. Even so, our relationship will never be then what
itisnow. You love someone e se, and you're going to spend the rest of thislifetrying to bring her back to
you. That'strue love, Raven, and | respect that. | know that you only think of me asavery dear friend,
and | accept that. | don't want you to forget your love for Dyarzi, because that's too much of who you
are. Even so, | want you to know that | love you, Raven. Y ou've given me so much, | can't helpit,”" she
said, then sniffled for amoment. | looked into Arellas eyes, and could see shewas near tears. | gently
drew her to me, hugging her and stroking her back, and she began to quietly weep.

| pondered what to say in return for along time. | couldn't say 'l love you too', because we both knew
that would be alie. Arellawasright - | cared for her deeply asaclosefriend, but that was al. My one
true love was Dyarzi, and she was dead. Someday | might be able to bring her back to me, and it was
that hope that kept me going. She was aso right about another thing - | may be called Raven now, but
when | next arose from thevoid (if | ever did), I'd dmost certainly be my old self again, and go by Eddas
Ayar. Y es, someday my timewith Arella-tor would be only a happy memory. Even so, I'd never forget
what I'd learned about what it was to be female, and my actions towards them would aways reflect this
knowledge. 'Thereal problemis| don't really love her, and I'll outlive her easily, like an elf. What
would an elf say to this?' | wondered, wracking my brain for something to say in reply. Findly, afitting
response occurred to me.

| drew mysdlf back from her for amoment, took her chin into my hand, and looked her deeply inthe
eyes. "Aredla, the Hyperboreans had asaying in my day; 'Lifeislike a cup of byallar." Do you know
what we meant by that?' | asked, and she shook her head. "Then | shadl tell you. It takes greet effort to



produce even asingle cup of byallar - the seeds must be planted, the trees take years to mature, and
then the seeds must be harvested, roasted and ground before even the first pot can be brewed. The pot
itself represents several hours of work by atinsmith, the cups afew more hours of work by a potter.
Even the water represents someone's effort in drawing abucket from the well and lighting afire benesath
thepot. Thisislikelife- lifetakes effort. A cup of byallar is sweet to the scent, but somewhat bitter to
thetaste. Thisislikelifeis sometimes. Love and laughter are the honey we add to sweeten the flavor of
life, just aswe sweeten acup of byallar. A cup of byallar startsout hot, then cools. Thisasoislikelife.
In our youth, the blood sings hot in our veins. In our old age, the blood cools. Many people drink byallar
differently. Somedrink it fast whileit ishot, risking burning their tongue. Some et it St for alittle while,
letting it cool abit and only taking the occasiond sip whileit is hot. No matter how they drink it, once the
cup isempty, it'sempty. To truly enjoy acup of byallar, you must savor each sip you take. Yes, lifeis
likeacup of byallar, Ardla. Let usshare our cup of lifetogether,” | said, and hugged her for amoment
before | continued.

"Arela, you will dways be my specid friend, and you will aways occupy a place near and dear to my
heart, even when you are nothing more than amemory. | will share our time together in gladness, and
bask in the warmth of your love in happiness. | will stay with you aslong as| can, even to the end of your
days, solong asyou wish meto stay. Darian'straining will be complete soon, and we will then head
southwardsto help him regain hiskingdom. After that, we will stay on as his court wizards. This specid
moment we have between the two of uswill not last, as soon our liveswill change forever. Let us savor
these moments, these quiet days we have together here. Please don't cry, Ardla. Let uslaugh and rgoice
in these moments, instead,” | said, then kissed her and hugged her close.

"Thank you, Raven," she said quietly, and we lay together in bed and watched the sun dowly drift
westwards towards afternoon.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

"Aye, the Hyperboreans did know war. Towards the end, they did yet know war as well aswe.
Better, mayhap. Oh, they did know war, indeed. They did learn well the lessons we and the elves
did teach them at axe-edge and arrow-point upon many a bloody battlefield.”

- King Gunim IV, Commentaries on History, 1348 NCC

By the middle of spring, Darian had completed the training | thought was necessary. He now understood
the basics of Hyperborean battle-strategy and military science. It was with aheavy heart that | informed
Joy and Darian one day that we would now be heading south to try to help Darian regain hiskingdom. |
had grown used to our quiet, gentle life of training and relaxing on my lands. Of course, | wasn't done.

When I'd informed Darian and Joy that the time had come for usto leave, Joy wept. Shelooked at the
quiet little cabin she and Darian had built, surrounded by byallar trees, then hugged Darian as she
sobbed. "WEIl never see our little home again, will we?' she asked.



"My love, if | regain my kingdom, then well livein Stedgate, the king's castlein eastern Larinia. Y oulll
likeit there - it'svery beautiful," Darian replied.

"But I'll missour little home, Darian. We built it with our own hands, and filled it with our love. How can
wefill acold castle with our love?' Joy asked, sniffling.

| stood on tip-toe, reached up and patted Joy's shoulder. " Joy, this part of our lives has cometo an end,
asthe gods intended. Come, sit under the shade with Ardlla, Swift-wing and I. | have much to say before
we begin our journey.”

We sat together and shared acup of byallar as| spoke. "Darian, Ardla, you may recdl that | once said
| would explain to you how | knew Karg would cometo visit that night last year. Ardlla, Swift-wing, you
may also recal that | once said | would explain how | expected Joy to arrive. Joy, | once said | would
explain to you why the gods made you so small. Now | shdl tell you dl my thinking in these matters,” |
said, and my four friendsleaned in close as | began my explanation, their faces showing interest.

"For somereason | have not yet determined, Darian is at the center of a conflict between two gods,

Y orindar, the god of Wisdom, and Morgar, which to Darian's people isagod of Chaos and Degth.
Morgar once was agod of the Hyperboreans, but when Darian's people and minejoined after the great
war, our two pantheons apparently merged. To the Hyperboreans, Morgar was agod of war and degth,
not chaos and death. Darian, you should clearly understand by now that chaosis an undesirable e ement
inwar. Thismeanstha Morgar, the god | and the other members of the Dyclonic Circleal paid homage
to ages ago, has changed. Well, | have not. As such, | must oppose him, and side with Yorindar,” | said.
My companions looked fearful as| continued - the idea that the gods were directly involved wasa
frightening thought. Of course, | found it frightening, too - | wasjust alittle more experienced at
controlling my fear than they were.

"Y orindar cameto mein adream that night | dept in the captain’s cabin of the Vilandian ship. He asked
me to accept my new name and my new body, to be hisraven. This| have done, which iswhy we have
not had any more interruptionsin our training. He so asked meto aid and advise Darian, and to help
him defeat hisenemies. This| shdl do. One day last winter when Darian's frustration at being one came
to the surface, | prayed to Y orindar, telling him that | fill could not liewith Darian to relieve his
concupiscence. | knew that Y orindar, like dl the gods, had long-range plans, and | was smply asking
him to bring the next phase of his plan to bear. A few minutes|ater, Joy came walking down the road.
Joy, the gods wanted you and Darian to be together, though | do not know why. Perhaps some child you
ghall birth in the future, or some great-grandchild will be important. | do not even know if it is possible for



you and Darian to successfully have children, being as you are a giant and he ahuman, though | suspect
that you will. | suspect that Y orindar has made some dedl with the gods of the giantsto receive you into
hisplan, and | assuch | sugpect that the giantswill play arolein Darian's future kingdom and vice-versa,
should we manageto secureit. Joy, al your years of suffering and misery were to harden you, to forge
your soul like the smith forges the blade of a sword by beeting it with his hammer againgt the anvil of life,
Y ou are the perfect mate for Darian, asheisfor you," | said, and while Joy and Darian hugged, | turned
to Ardla

"Ardla, Swift-wing, Even you were part of Y orindar's plan. Darian's giving me the name of Raven was
no mere coincidence, it was divine inspiration. He has told me since thet time thet the idea for the name
first occurred to him in adream. When Darian brought meto you, | despaired of life. Y ou gave methe
hope and companionship | needed to survive, and still need today. There are many times my heart is
weary, and | long for my beloved Dyarzi. Y ou hel p me through those times with your compassion and
tenderness. That iswhy | shall aways hold you closeto my heart for the rest of eternity,” | said, and
Ardlaand | hugged for amoment before | continued.

"Now isthe time when we shall head south to reclaim Darian's kingdom. | had worried about how we
shall assemble the necessary troopsto do so. It occurred to me this morning that it may be easier than we
thought. First, we have the giants. Dragondayer aloneis easly worth acompany of men, and five more
like him would easily give usthefighting power of abattalion of warriors. Next, we have the dragons.
Darian, Karg will be more than happy to fight for you if you agreeto pay him, and he himself isworth
another battalion. We can aso talk to the elves and dwarves. They may be willing to help in exchange for
treaty and trade agreements. With the might of the mithril-mailed even army and the raw power of the
dwarven war-machines behind us, we can easily defeat the army your brother has assembled, scattering

it to the four winds. After that, your castle can be retaken, and your crown restored to you. What do you
think, Darian?'

Darian thought about it for afew moments, then shook his head. "No. | smply cannot condone the
wholesade daughter of my own peopleto regain my throne. My brother's army would oppose usif they
knew of our plans, but they are still my people. Even the death of asingle one must be prevented if at dll
possible. Karg said that | must not merely win thewar, | must aso win the peace. | do not want to have
akingdom of people who remember me as someone who killed their brothers and sonsto save them,
someone who burned their villagesto free them. Y ou taught me the Hyperborean theories of war. One of
these was as follows; achasm may be held againgt an army of a hundred thousand by aslittle asfive
hundred defenders, if there be but a single wooden bridge to cross. The chasm may also be held by one
man with atorch who smply burnsthe bridge. | believe we must use the strengths we have and attack
my brother himsdf. We must find that single bridge which is hisweak point and burn it. Between us, we
have the makings of aperfect team. Y ou, our leader, are skilled in battle, and a powerful and deadly
mage. Ardlla, your gpprentice, augments your strength. Swift-wing isour scout, and asaraven he can
travel quickly and isvirtudly invisbleto the enemy. Joy and | can be your warriors, for she surely isas
powerful asfive men. Wefiveform the basisfor astrike-team, and we five have the ability of
accomplishing the task, were we to only come up with aplan to alow usto do it. Our plan must be



devised s0 asto cause the minimum casuaties among my people, and reclaim my throne as bloodlessly
aspossible. | have no idea how that may be accomplished, as| am not as skilled in war as you. Even so,
that iswhat | think must be done."

"But Darian, Joy can't fight, she's never been trained how!" | objected.

"I canteach her, and | will. Even S0, it probably won't be necessary for her to bear aamsat dl. Smply
having her strength availableto usisagreat asset asit is," Darian replied.

"I can fight. I don't know much about swords, but | learned to wrestle against the giant-children that
sometimes wanted to beat me because | was different and ugly. | dso learned to use a staff because | am
S0 tiny, wolves and other little predators were adanger to me. | had to burn my staff for firewood to
keep warm when | came here, and even had to burn my tinderbox. Even so, | survived. | may betiny
and wesk, but | never give up,”" Joy commented.

| looked at this enormous woman, awoman with easily the strength of five men, and nearly laughed. "No,
Joy. You'retiny and weak only for giants. Y ou married a Little-Person, and you're one of us, now. For a
Little-Person, you're huge and incredibly strong. Y ou're dso beautiful and smart. Get used to thinking of
yoursdf asone of us, as one of the Little-People. The giants of your village saw only little tiny Thumbeina
trudge away down the snow-covered road. Many days later, we saw an enormous, beautiful, blonde
goddess striding towards my tower. To us, that's what you are - enormous, powerful and beautiful.”

"And that'swhy | tell you that al the time, my dear,” Darian added.

Joy blushed, then bowed her head. "Thank you."

"So how can wefivereclam Darian'sthrone?' Ardlaasked.

| shrugged. "I don't know yet. Give me afew daysto think about it."



"Wadl, whatever plan you come up with to defeat Dorian and hisarmy, it better be good. Even | can see
that ninety thousand is grester than five," Swift-wing cackled, and we al chuckled for awhilein the shade
of thetree,

| spent the next three days thinking about the problem while Darian, Arellaand Joy planned what we'd
takefor thetrip. | let one of the patrolling giants who passed through know we were planning on leaving
soon, and he expressed his sadness at the news. Other than that, | spent three days fruitlessly struggling
with the problem. Findly, | gave up. One morning asthe sun wasrising, | again knelt on the eastern
parapet of my tower. "Alright, Yorindar. I'm stuck again. | smply can't see how it can be done. Even if
we snuck up to the king's castle and entered by magic or stedlth, Gorlon-mak surely has some kind of
preparation againg that. The likelihood that Darian or Joy would be killed is quite high, yet | smply can't
doitaone. | leaveit up to you. I am once again out of answers,”" | said, then went down to the base of
my tower to wait.

A few minuteslater, | heard giant footfalls approaching. Shortly, three giants sood before me;
Dragondayer, Strider and Fdlicity. "We have come to bid you farewell, and to give you something,"
Strider explained, holding out asmall leather sack. " Dragonslayer found this when he stomped some
goblins that had moved into one of the ruins. We do not know where they got it from, but we
decided that since it was an item of the Hyperboreans, you should haveit.”

| opened the sack, withdrawing asmall silver skull, shaped like that of an adult human but sized about
likethat of achild. It was attached to aslver chain with aclasp, and was apparently intended to be worn
around thewaist like abelt. | reached out with my will and fdlt it's Mana-flow, and was stunned. 'The
Skull of Hyarlanoth!" | redlized, astounded.

"You know what thisitemis?" Strider asked, seeing my face.

"Yes. it was ancient even in my day, itsorigins lost in the mists of time. It has great power to aid
us. Thank you very much, my friends," | replied. | didn't bother to tell them that the legends associated
with it say that the Skull isaso cursed, though its Mana-flow didn't indicate that to be true. More likely
the'curse, as such, ismerely the result of people's natural reaction to the powers of the skull, once they
seeit used. | could only hope Y orindar knew what he was doing. | took the chain and wrapped it around
my wais, clipping the clagp to one of the links so the chain formed abelt. My waist was so dim, the skull
hung low on my left thigh, dmost at my knee. "1 thank you for bringing thisto me. | also thank you
for being my friends, and helping me as you have. Someday, | shall return to my tower, and we



shall live together in friendship and peace. Until my return, | would appreciateit if you would
look after my lands. In exchange, you may continue to harvest the byallar seeds each year."

"How long will you be gone, my friend?" Dragondayer asked.

| shrugged. "I cannot truly say, for | simply do not know."

"We will await your return, Eddas Ayar. Even if it takes you a hundred years to finish your tasks
in the south before you can return to us, we giants will remember you and wait for you. We may
not be here, but our children will be," Felicity said, weeping enormous tears of sorrow.

After Arella, Darian and Joy had joined mefor atearful farewdl, the giants trudged away, heading
homeward. The otherslooked to me, spotting the silver skull and chain | now wore. "What's that?*
Darian asked.

"A parting gift from the giants,” | replied, and repeated Strider's explanation of itsorigins.

"It'sin extremely good shapefor itsage! Raven, it has to be enchanted! Have you examined its Mana-
flow to determinewhat it does?' Arellaasked.

"Yes, | have" | said, then looked at her to let her know that was dl | wished to say at the moment.

"Ah, | see. Well, let's return to packing for thetrip,” Arellasaid, and while Joy and Darian went back to
their cabin, Arellaand | went back into the tower. Once we were back in my room at the top of the
tower, Arellaspoke again. "Alright, were alone now - it'sjust usthree spellcagters. Can you tell
Swift-wing and | what it does?" Arellaasked.

"Wll, thereé's much about it I'd rather not speak of. | will say it'san artifact, and one of great power. As



for therest, when thetimeisright, I'll tell you. For now, | think its secrets are safer unspoken - powers
greater than you and | listen in on our every word," | replied, and Arellanodded. "Come, let'stake this
downgtairs and finish loading my Hidden Sanctuary,” | said, and we picked up the last of our thingsand
headed downdtairs.

Once| had finished attuning the last of the itemsto my sanctuary and dismissingit, | turned to my four
friendsin the late afternoon sunlight. "Come, dl of you join hands. Swift-wing, cling tight to Ardlla's
shoulder,” | caled. When they had done so, | took Ardllas free hand, gesturing with my staff as| cast the
Spdll of Returning. The world blurred for amoment, then we stood &t the Site of our first campsite when
Ardla Darian and | had firgt fled the city of Greenhaven last year. Joy opened her mouth to say
something, but | held my finger over my lipsto slence her. | drew Darian close to me, then whispered
into hisear. "There may be troops nearby. Look about carefully with al your hunter's skills" Darian
stepped away into the forest, and it was nearly half an hour before he returned.

"We're donefor the moment," he caled.

"Good. Swift-wing, | want you to fly over to Greenhaven and take alook around. Make sure you avoid
attracting any attention to yourself, and make sure you have your Spell of Protection up when you're near
anyone with abow or crossbow, just in case abored soldier decidesto take a pot-shot at you."

"I'll be careful,” Swift-wing replied, then flapped away.

"Now; Darian, well have a cold camp here benegath these trees, just as we did before. We've got plenty
of cowhide blankets, so let's bundle up warm and wait. | want everyone to stay aert, and don't speak
unlessyou hear something. Onceit'sfull night, we should be dright. Human soldiers aren't going to patrol
the woods at night - they'd get logt,” | said, and laid down the coil of rope prior to summoning my Hidden
Sanctuary.

Asnight fdll, thear grew chill. Darian and Ardllahuddled against Joy for warmth, but | smply stood
guard quietly (my ring of adaptation alowed meto ignore the cold). | waited for Swift-wing's return, but
asthe stars came out, he was till missing. "Ardla, wheres Swift-wing?' | whispered, kneding next to
her.



Arellds gaze unfocused as she established her menta link to her familiar. "He'slost. He can't find hisway
back here in the darkness, and he's very frightened,” shereplied quietly.

"Tdl himto use hisspdll of returning if he hasthe energy in reservein hisstaff. If not, I'll think of
something dse”

A few moments later, Swift-wing gppeared on the ground next to Arella. He flapped up to her shoulder
and nuzzled againgt her cheek. "Oh, migtress! | was so frightened! | didn't even think of using my spdl!™
he squawked.

"Hush, now. It'saright. Y ou'reagood boy," Ardlacooed quietly, stroking hisfeathers.

"Keep your voice down, Swift-wing. Sounds carry farther at night,” | whispered.

"Sorry, Raven," he hissed inreply.

"Good, now tell mewhat you saw."

"Thecity hasthree wals now, many towers, many wellsinsdethe city, alarge moat fed by theriver.
They built alighthouse, and ships dock day and night. Not just Larinian ships, but Vilandian ships, as
well. There were many spikes dong the outer wall, and amost al of them had heads on them. Many
ravenswere there, eating the flesh from the heads, and they said the eating had been good since the
middle of last winter. That waswhen | first became afraid. | redized | wanted to join them, and | knew
that wouldn't be right. I'm no longer just an animal, I'm afamiliar, and | knew my mistresswould be
horrified. | was horrified. Even so, | wanted to. | looked around and saw a huge mound of dirt outside
the city. Very large, maybe ten cubits wide, two cubits high and half aleague long. Wild dogswere
digging &t it, and they pulled up corpses before the soldiers drove them off and reburied the corpses. It's
amass-grave, and the smell of food was unbearable. | tried to count the soldiers, and couldn't.
Thousands outside the city, maybe ten thousand insideit. Still afew of the people who lived there, but
they worked as daves. All men. No women, no children anywhere. | wondered where the women and
children were. | looked and looked. Finally | found some women. They were being loaded into a
Vilandian dave-ship. No children, though. | never found them. Wagons |oaded with women cameinto
the city dl day. No men, no children, only women, most young. Empty wagons went out of the city. Oh,



mistress! Everything you said would happen has happened, and worse!™ Swift-wing hissed, trembling.

"Hmm. Looks like Dorian has made adeal with the Vilandiansto sl them Arcadian women asdaves.
Arcadian men are probably too independent for that, so they're daughtering those that fight and keeping
the rest here as forced-labor to maintain their defensive fortifications and farm the fields. Two curtain
wallsand ariver-fed moat will make the city tough to take, even if we had an army. Sneaking inisout of
the question, too - too many soldiers, al ondert,” | muttered, thinking aoud, then turned to Darian.
"Darian, it'stime| tdl you what I've figured about Gorlon-mak."

"What does he have to do with this?' Darian asked.

"Darian, you said once before that Gorlon-mak had once explored the 'Hyperborean ruins. | believe
Gorlon-mak has obtained one of our textbooks on warfare by digging through aruined library, probably
while looking for grimoires or tomes discussing Hyperborean magic theory. With aSpell of Trandation,
he could smply sit down, read it, and become the best generd in several centuries Smply because he
knew how to command and supply amassive army, where the people of today don't. The information
might have lain unused for years until Dorian made his offer of wealth and power in exchange for Gorlon
helping him eiminate you. Judging by the defenses they've built, 1'd say that'swhat happened. I've trained
you to be able to raise and command an army of equa or superior ability, but there's no place for you to
get them from. They're systematically eiminating any possibility that an army large enough to defeat them
can beraised from Arcadia. I'm willing to bet anything that the elves and dwarves are too busy gearing
up their defenses to consider an attack at the moment - thiskind of warfare they understand, and they
know that if they're not ready, the Larinian war-machine may turn on them next. There's only one place
to get the troops, Darian. From that mass grave.”

"Walking dead! Ghosts!" Joy yelped in fear, her bright mind instantly grasping what | was getting at.

"Joy, rdax. You'rein no danger. I'll protect you, aswill Darian. Relax, and keep your voice down,” |
replied quietly.

"Raven, using undead is disgusting and horrific. | can't possibly condoneit,” Darian said, making aface.

"Ah, | see. So you can't condone giving the people of Greenhaven alast chance to avenge themselves,



but you can condone taking the women of Arcadiaand sdlling them as daves, to be repeatedly raped by
their new Vilandian masters,” | said, looking down on him coldly.

"No! | can't condone that, ether.”

"Thenwedo it my way."

Darian looked to the ground for along while, thinking. Joy looked up while Darian was silent, and spoke.
"Y ou redlly can give the people of thistown alast chance to avenge their deaths with this?'

"That's how the Hyperboreans |ooked at it. | know you find it frightening and Darian finds it disgusting,
but a Hyperborean battle-mage is made of sterner Suff.”

"Thisjust seems so wrong to me. If only | could know what wasright,” Darian said, ill looking at the
ground.

"Perhaps | can bring someone who will convinceyou,” | said, hooking the chain for the silver skull with
my thumb and extending my arm to draw thelittle skull to my hand. " One recently-dead ghost is
required. An Arcadian, preferably a woman,” | said in my own language, activating thefirst of the
skull'sfour powers. The eye-sockets of thelittle skull glowed with ablue light briefly, then were dark
agan. A few minutes later, aglowing white figure floated into view from among the trees.

"A ghogt!" Joy shrieked.

"Joy, calm down. Y ou'rein no danger. Darian is here, and helll protect you. Now hold your tongue, or Il
be forced to throw aspdll of silence onyou,” | caled firmly, and Joy huddled benegth the blankets,
trembling in fear. Darian hugged her to comfort her, but it did little good.



The ghost dowly drew near, and | saw it was ayoung female, perhaps nineteen or so, give or takea
couple years. It'storn dress and long hair seemed to blow in an unfelt breeze, and its expression was
blank and unseeing. Asit was made purely of ectoplasm, itsform was al white, even down to the
fingernails on her hands. A typica ghost of aviolent death, the mortal wound to her chest wasvisible
beneath arent in her torn dress. It didn't bother me - 1'd seen worse, and with the Skull of Hyarlanoth, no
ghost could possibly harm me anyway. My three companions, however, were petrified. "Y our attention,
woman. | have caled you to speak with thisman,” | said, and the ghost's face turned to Darian. Slowly,
her face changed to one of fear.

"Nooooooo! Heisa Larinian! Hewill hurt meeeee!" shewailed egrily.

"Y ou are beyond pain, woman. The Larinianskilled you. Now this man, the true king of Larinia, wants
to crush their armies and bring an end to dl this. No more killing, no more pain, no more degth. Tell him
what you think of that."

"My baaaaby is deaaad. | want revennnnge!" the ghost wailed.

"l can summon the bodies of the dain to fight the Larinian army. With them, | can defeat the Lariniansand
restore him to hisrightful throne. Tell him what you think of this"

"Dooooo it. Pleceease,” the ghost replied, her expression clearing somewhat.

"l can't, it'shorriblel" Darian said, hisface white.

"Then yoooou are no better than those who killed meeeee!” the ghost wailed, her expression showing
anger. The ghost then turned to me. " Releeeease me, mage. Let meeeee go! | won't be neeeeear this
muuuurdering Larinian piiig aaaany loooooonger!" shewailed.

"Go, spirit. Not back to the place of your death, but on to your eterna reward. By the power of the Skull
of Hyarlanoth, I command you to move onward to the afterlife,” | said, and the ghost faded. Joy fainted



at that, going limp in Darian'sarms.

"Gods, Raven, that was horriblel” Darian said.

"Yes. What's more horrible is that she begged you to avenge her, and you refused. If | hadn't forced her
onto the afterlife, she would have spent the rest of eternity hating you and haunting you. Darian, | can't
help you anymore. Y ou're weak. Y our brother is strong, and deservesto be king. Y ou do not.”

"I'm not week, | just find the whole idea of undead disgusting and horrifying!" Darian yelled, waking Joy.

"And | don't?! I'm such adisgusting, evil personthat | enjoy having to use this method? Goodbye,
Darian. | won't stand here and be insulted. Come, Ardlla. Let'sreturn to my tower,” | said, and held out a
gloved hand to her. Arellareached out atrembling hand to mine, and | pulled her to her feet.

"Wait, dammit! | never said that! My amulet says you're till agood and honorable person, and | believe
it!" Darian ydled, jumping to hisfeet and grabbing my arm.

"Take your hands off me," | said coldly, and Darian complied with an expression of surprise. "Darian,
I'm no little woman you can smply grab and manhandle. | am aHyperborean battle-mage of the
Dyclonic Circle. The only reason | never became the high-master of the Circleisthat | wastoo busy
trying to find away to bring Dyarzi back to me, and smply didn't want to put my nameinto
consideration. Yes, my soul occupiesthe body of this half-elf woman for the moment. Even so, that
doesn't mean you can treat me as though I'm wesk, evil, disgusting or cowardly. | am possibly the most
powerful and deadly battle-mage my circle ever produced, and | know more of war and death than you
can ever possibly imagine. And Darian, thisiswar! People are dying! Y our people, Arellas people, and
anyone elsethat getsin theway! If you think thisisgoing to stop here, think again! Gorlon-mak knows
what treasuresliein Hyperboreal Once Arcadiais secured, the Larinian army will cross the Southern
Dead-Zone and raid Hyperboreal All of Joy's peoplewill die, Darian, and it till won't stop! The elves
have tressures that are millenniaold, and the dwarves arerich with gold and silver! With what
Gorlon-mak can dig out of the ruins of Hyperbores, things like this skull and the war-machine we found,
the dvesand dwarveswill fdl! Millions will die, Darian, and al because you can't handle one of the
smplest of Hyperborean battle strategies - the use of the undead!”



"You'reright, I'm sorry. Y ou taught me of their usesand their limitations, | just didn't ever want to haveto
use them," Darian replied, hanging his head.

"Darian, make up your mind; do | leave now and let millions die because you're upset about having to
dedl with the redlities of war, or do we regain your kingdom and put astop to al this?' | asked coldly.

"Do what you need to do, Raven. Only, do it with respect, do it with honor.”

"We Hyperboreans always treat our dead with honor, Darian. The greatest honor we know isto alow a
danwarrior one last chance to revenge himsdlf on the enemy. Yes, it looks horrifying. That'swhy it'sso
effectivein war, Darian. The ghogts of these people cry out from beyond the grave for vengeance,
Darian. I'm going to give them what they want," | said, and turned to Swift-wing, who sat on Ardllas
shoulder. "Do you have enough left in your staff to take Arellaand | to the mass grave?' | asked.

"Yes," hereplied, shuddering.

"Then do s0," | said, and took Ardla's hand.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

"To be honest, when | first met her, | had no clue asto her true nature. At first, | only saw a
beautiful maiden, clean-limbed and graceful. Her voice was gentle and sweet, and the face
revealed when she lowered the hood of her black robe was breathtakingly beautiful. Yet her eyes...
There was something about looking into her eyes. At times | seemed to catch glimpses of the soul
behind those eyes... The soul of a being beyond my understanding, an ancient being as alien to
humanity as a dragon. My father said he understood her, but | never did."

- King Noril, Autobiography, 1729 NCC

A moment later, | stood beside the mass grave of the murdered citizens of Greenhaven. It lay inthe
middle of afield near the city walls, along, low dirt mound. The lights of the torches mounted aong the
city walsdearly illuminated the untold numbers of heads they had mounted on spikes aong the top of the
walls. Two spear-armed soldiers, one a so carrying atorch, were waking within afew paces of us,
guarding the grave from scavengers. They gaped at our sudden appearance, and | lashed out with a Spdll
of Sumber. | conquered their feeble wills easily and they collapsed on the ground, snoring, their spears
and thetorch falling uselesdy by their sdes. | looked around, but saw no other guards nearby. | raised
the small slver skull, then activated the second of itsfour powers. " Arise, dead of Greenhaven. Arise



and serve me, Eddas Ayar," | caledin my language.

Swift-wing trembled in fear, burying hishead in Arellashair. Arella, for her part, managed not to shriek.
Thewhole of the grave burst into movement as the corpses struggled from it, and the sudden stench of
death brought bileto my throat. | waved Arellaback and stood beside her, giving the walking dead room
to stand before the covered pit. The results were pathetic, compared to the amount of corpsesthat |
could seeremaining in the pit - barely five thousand skeletons and rotting zombies, by my rough estimate,
most in extremely poor shape. Most were headless, many were hacked by wegpons and trailed rotting
entrailsand dried gore. At least twice that number of corpsesremained in the pit, too badly mangled to
move.

"Th-their ghosts now animate their flesh?" Arellaasked, trembling.

"No. Ther fleshisanimated by UnL ife energy, drawn from the Plane of UnLife. When their liveswere
ended, the connection between their body and spirit was permanently severed. It isthisloss of
connection that prevents me from bringing back Dyarzi. In our universe, each soul is created from abit of
the souls of both the mother and father, just asthe bodly is created from the man's seed in the mother's
womb. Upon death, the connection between body and spirit, the Silver Cord, is severed. Normally, the
spirit moves on to the afterlife, but sometimesit remains as aghost. Skeletons, zombies, barrow-wights,
vampires, nightstalkers and dl the other corporeal undead are manifestations of UnLife energy embodied
inacorpse. Of these, skeletons and zombies are called 'Walking Dead.’ A fresh corpseisanimated asa
zombie, abeing that isvery dow but possessed of incredible strength. Asit decays and losesthisflesh,
becoming a skeleton, it becomes swifter and swifter, though much weaker and morefragile, aswell.
They're nearly mindless, rotting corpsesthat serve me, their creator, yet while they have movement and
UnLiferemaining, they whisper slently to mefor ingtructions and to tell me how they're doing. They beg
me to command them even now," | replied, and Arellashuddered as| continued my explanation.

"I command them with my voice, and they can hear my dightest whisper even werel in another
dimension. Thisartifact isthe Skull of Hyarlanoth, a powerful device made so early on in Hyperborean
history we know little more than its name. It has severa powers, but the one I've used now alows meto
turn an entire battlefield of corpsesinto my servants. Normally, amage can only creste one Walking
Dead at atime, and each isasignificant drain on one's endurance. It would have taken me yearsto
animate dl of these corpses wereit not for this artifact. We Hyperboreans thought it lost ages ago, long
before | was ever born. Apparently the goblinsfound it, and from their handsit fell into those of the
giants, and from them to me. | believe Y orindar provided it expresdy for this purpose. Now, please, let's
let all other explanationswait until later. | see by the torchesin the distance that our activities have not
gone unnoticed, and | must command these creatures now so we may beaway," | said, and Ardlla
nodded as | turned to the corpses.



"Go hence to the city of Greenhaven. Say all those who oppose you, taking their weapons as your
own. Hold the city thereafter,” | ordered in my own language. The line of corpses then turned and
moved towards the city. The zombies, those corpses still having flesh, staggered dowly. The skeletons
ran forward, unencumbered by severa stone of rotting flesh, and we heard the distant screams of the
soldiers asthe first wave of skeletons overwhelmed them.

"But how will they get into the city?" Ardllaasked as| took her hand.

"They do not est, deep or bresthe. They will smply walk into the moat, then climb out the other side.
The skdetons will then climb the city wallswhile the dower zombies pull down the drawhbridge with their
enormous strength and bash down the city gates. They will never stop, and they will never give up. Only
total destruction can stop them, and the zombies will be the hardest to stop of al. They know what to do
because | am their creator and | know what they should do. Should they have any problems or
questions, they will smply ask, and | will instruct them. Now we return to camp,” | said, and cast my

spell of returning.

Darian and Joy jumped at our sudden appearance. "That'sit? That didn't takelong at all," Darian said,
amazed.

"No, it didn't - such isthe power of the Skull of Hyarlanoth, which Y orindar apparently has provided for
this purpose, Darian. There are now five thousand or so undead trying to storm Greenhaven, the corpses
of those murdered by your brother'sarmy. Y ou asked me to come up with aplan, and | have. Now |
must ask you to follow through on it. Y ou can still refuse, and if so, | will leave you to your own devices.
Y ou said you wanted the minimum amount of Lariniansto die. Thisisthe only way | can seeto do it.

Y ou've learned Hyperborean battle strategy. Y ou should know by now that to us, war isnot agame. We
take warfare very serioudy, and we fight to win. Y ou, the king, have defined the parameters of this
campaign; Defeat your brother'sarmy at minimum loss of life, recapture the throne and restore your
crown to you. Thereisonly oneway to do that - your enemies must fear you. Not just fear in that they
worry about you, but fear . That cold, bone-chilling emotion that makes a man scream like awoman and
wet himsdlf before he runs away from you,” | said, and looked down imperioudy a Darian as|
continued.

"Thisiswar, Darian, and it'snot agame. Thisisn't somekind of chatto match where you're trying to get
your opponentsto say ‘well, | guess|'d better not chalenge him, because he's a better player.’ Thisis
war! The only way we can save the lives of the men in your brother's army isto make them fear
opposing you, because opposing you means horror and death. Later they will learn that | am the source



of this, and when | am gone you will be viewed as awise and benevolent leader who sent the horrible,
evil, black-robed witch away. Only you will know the truth. For ages afterward, men will spit at the
mention of my name, and | will be cursed forever. Only you will know the sacrifice | have made. That is
why Y orindar wanted me to have adifferent name, and a different body. So | could at least go to my
grave knowing that my real name, Eddas Ayar, was not being cursed by those who il lived, and the
honor of my namewas dill intact. That iswhy he wanted me to have adifferent body. So that when or if
| ever riseagain, | won't be attacked as a horrific monster that's returned from the void. Thereisonly one
way to help you regain your throne, Darian, and that is to take my honor and trampleit into the ground
for you. I can only hope you'll appreciate how much | am giving up for you. To a Hyperborean, Honor is
everything. When | am done, you will be king, and history will remember you asaherowho led a
victorious army to restore your kingdom. |, on the other hand, will be honorless and despised, and
history will remember me as nothing but amonster that you kept at the end of aleash,” | said, and
climbed up the rope into my Hidden Sanctuary while Darian stared in mute shock.

| sat there in the darkness of my sanctuary, trembling with rage and sorrow. I'd known what Y orindar
intended the minute | redized | held the Skull of Hyarlanoth in my hands. Every mage who had ever
wielded it in battle before me was remembered as avillain, even when they aided good kingsin fighting
their battles. Its power was smply too fearsome. Y orindar had given me the mask of Raven to wear as|
wielded the skull, so that my honor would beintact. | sent asilent word of thanks heavenward to him,
then returned to my melancholy thoughts. The results of thiswere obvious, and my next slepswere plain.
Darian would have hisarmy, that was certain. Even so, | would command the legion of undead Ardla
had prophesied. Darian would be the hero-king, | would be the rabid dog he held at the end of aleash,
ripping and tearing his enemies. When | was no longer needed, | would haveto quietly disappear.

Y orindar had not lied, | would see Dyarzi again. | could use the skull's fourth and ultimate power. |
would never rise again, but it would be worth it. My tomb would eventually be looted by grave-robbers,
but even that disgrace and dishonor would be worth it. My arms ached for Dyarzi even now, and | was
tempted to use the skull's ultimate power now and smply abandon Darian to hisfate. | knew | could naot,
however. Darian was my friend, and | owed him my best effort. My threets to abandon him earlier had
been just that - merdly threats. Now, | had to sit herein the dark, aone. The legends said the bearer of
the skull was always alone. It was how they had to live, and how they had to die.

| could hear my friends below me through the opening to my sanctuary. Darian let out aweak chuckle,
and tried to make ajoke of my outburst. "I guessit's Raven'stime again, eh Ardla?'

"No, Darian, it'snot, and | don't know how in the world you could say something like that! She's right
up there, and can hear every word you say! That was a horrible and cruel thing to say about someone
who's sacrificed the most important thing in their livesfor you, their best friend!” Arellasnapped. A few
moments later, she climbed up into my sanctuary and peered about in the gloom. "Raven?' she called
quily.



"Please, Ardla Don't touch mejust yet. The bed'sto your right if you want to lay down. Just leave me be
for amoment, please,” | replied quietly.

Swift-wing apparently attuned himsdlf to seein the astral so his mistress could gaze through hiseyesand
seeingde the darkness of the sanctuary, as after afew moments, Arellas gaze became unfocused and
she shuffled over to me. She then blinked and peered about in the gloom until she spotted me, then sat
quietly next to me. My haf-elven eyes could see her clearly, and she was quietly weeping.

Joy spoke up from below, her voice coming up to usthrough the holein the floor. "Husband, you were
very crud to Raven.”

"What? How?"'

"The giants know much of the Hyperboreans culture, though little of their history - we were fascinated
with who they were, but little interested in what they'd done. My husband, our legendstell us much of
what they werelike. They were avery honor-bound people, even more than we giants are. Y ou asked
her to come up with aplan, and she did. Then you fought her and resisted that plan. When she completed
thefirst part of it and explained what that plan meant, the total destruction of her honor to restore your
kingdom to you, you then joked about her having her menses, which you know isapainful subject snce
her soul isthat of aman. About the only thing you could do now that would hurt her more would beto
find someway for her never to be able to recover her beloved Dyarzi again. Asyour wife, | am obligated
to try and help you any way | can. Unfortunately, | smply can't see any way for you to be able to deny
Raven her beloved. | suggest that since you obvioudy want to hurt Raven as much as possible, that you
smply taunt her about being helplessin her desireto recover Dyarzi. Three or four timesaday ought to
make her properly miserable, | think."

"Joy, that's not what | want to do!" Darian yelped.

"Redly? Wdl, I'm sorry, | guess | misunderstood. I'm just alittle giantess, | don't know much about how
you Little-People here in the south treat each other. Perhaps then you should try apologizing to her, and
asking her to explain her plan morefully," Joy replied camly.

"How?| can't go up there, they might be undressed and in bed dready,” he replied.



"Then | shdl haveto go for you."

"Y ou can't evenfit in there - your shoulders are too wide."

"Then we shdl haveto st here and wait for them to come out. If you have an objection to that idea, then
| smply don't know whét to do."

"No, | have no objections. Hell, | don't have any better idess.”

After afew moments, | spoke quietly to Ardla. ™Y ou should join them.”

"Why?" she asked quiely.

"I know how you and Darian now see me. | am ahorror, athing. All the bearers of the skull in
Hyperborean history were viewed that way. No-one can watch thousands of the undead rise from their
graves and ever look at methe sameway again. Please, Ardla. | know what you and Darian fed. The
legends say that those who wield the skull shdl livetheir livesaone. Now | know why. Don't torture me
with false endearments. | know what | 1ook like to you. Leave mebe."

Ardlareached out to my voice, touching my face. She wrapped her arms around me and drew meto
her, then hugged me gently. "No, Raven. You'rewrong. | loveyou, and I'll dwaysloveyou. | know what
your heart islike. Y ou used that artifact to help Darian, and you will continue to do so. People forever
afterwards may look upon you in fear because of that, but | never will. | see your plan now. | understand
it. Darian must not only win the war, he must win the peace. The horrors you must do to make his
brother's army fear to fight, creating the fear that will savetheir lives, are al apart of this plan. He must
be remembered asthe brave, heroic king. Y ou must take al the fear and loathing his people will have.
Thiswill alow his peopleto look upon him asahero. | think Darian understandsit, aswell. Come down,
Raven. Tak to him. Hes ill your friend.”



"I don't think | can. | don't think | could takeit if | saw that look of horror and loathing in his eyes even
once more."

"Raven, | don't fed that way, and | know he doesn't. Please, if you care for me even alittle bit, give
Darian another chance.”

| Sighed. The classic woman's argument - 'if you love me, you'll do thisfor me." It wasold in my time,
and it was ancient now. She didn't say 'if you love me' because she knew our relationship didn't work
that way, but it was essentialy the same thing. | had no choice.

| muttered a short cantrip to produce asmall light for Ardllato see by, placed it on the bed, then climbed
down. Once Arellaand Swift-wing were safely down behind me, | dropped the cantrip, dousing the light.
The moon was up outside, and Arella could dimly see around her. She sat down next to Darian and Joy,

and | asmply stood there, waiting. Finaly, Darian stood and came over to me.

"I'm sorry, my friend. | wish | could be more eloquent, but | can't - | amwho | am. You'reright. The
night air does carry sounds better, asall the day animas are slent and adeep. | heard you and Ardla
gpeaking. | know how doing this hurts you by wounding your Honor and your reputation. 1, too,
understand your plan for winning the peace for me. Raven, your sacrifice will not beignored by me. Even
now men are fighting and dying at the hands of the creatures you have summoned, and here | am hurting
you. | should be thanking you, and praying that asfew men as possible arekilled. Please, you said |
would lead an army. This obvioudy has been apart of your basic plan from the beginning, and now it
seemsyou know how | shall assemble one. Please, tell us how thiswill happen.”

"Darian, it would be easier to show you," | sighed.

"Then go ahead. You aremy friend, and | trust you."

| grasped the silver skull in my hand again, and spoke. " The ghost of King Priam, king of Arcadia,
recently dain by the Larinians, isrequired,” | said in my language. The skull's eyesockets glowed blue
for amoment, then darkened. Shortly, the ghost of aman floated between the trees, gpproaching us. Joy



couldn't contain ashiver of fear, and she and Arellahugged each other for comfort. Swift-wing fluffed his
feathers out bravely and smply watched.

King Priam looked terrible (though that was understandable, since he was dead). His ghostly white body
was covered by a score of gaping wounds, and his head apparently had been cut off a one point, as he
had asingle wound that traversed his entire neck. "Who calls me to this place?" he asked, hisvoice
clear but soft. | wasimpressed. His manifestation was strong and clear, hisvoice lacking thewailing
moans of the weaker-willed. He must have had a powerful will when hewasdive.

"l do. You may cal me Raven, King Priam. | need your help. Y our people are defeated, your men
endaved in their own lands, your women being sold to the Vilandians. If you do not help methwart their
plans, your people are doomed.”

"You are hereto help?"

"YSII

"Then speak, and | shall answer. Command, and | shall obey," he replied, bowing. Hishead didn't
fdl off, which wasfortunate. | didn't need Joy screaming in fright at the moment. | guess ghosts did things
likethat only when they were trying to frighten you.

"Doesany of theroyd lineof Arcadiayet live?

"No. Gorlon-mak, the general of the Larinian army, had my son executed. My lineis
extinguished.”

"Does anything remain of your army?'



"Two hundred men hide in the foothills of the Granite mountains, north of the Myrmidon forest,
and many smaller groups are scattered about the countryside. | have been watching over them,
trying to exhort them to gather together and fight, but | can do nothing. They cannot even see

"Darian, tell theking your story. Tell him who you are, and why we are here,” | said.

Once Darian wasfinished speaking, King Priam spoke up. " So the King of Lariniaisreally the twin
Dorian. As| remember, he was a little bastard. | went to visit Darian's father one year to sign a
trade agreement, and the little brat kicked me in the shins. He's grown true, I'll give him that.
What would you have me do, mage?"

"I haveraised asmall army of walking dead from the mass grave of those murdered in Greenhaven. Even
now they assault the city. They whisper to me that the gates have been breached, and they now run fregly
among the streets, daying those they run across. Soon, Greenhaven will be mine. | serve Darian
Vemcrior, therightful king of Larinia. He wishesto regain histhrone. He feds his brother's attack on your
nation was wrong, and as such he wishes to restore your kingdom's independence. When | have taken
Greenhaven, he hastaken it. The skull shal grant you the power to appear to these men at night, adding
to your ectoplasmic form enough materia to alow this- you would probably be ableto do it yoursdf ina
few years, but we hardly have time to wait for that. Seek these men out, appear to them, tell them
Darian'sstory. Tl them that the true king of Lariniaseeks men for hisarmy. Tell them that Darian seeks
to right the wrong that has been done to your nation and to himself, to regain histhrone and restore peace
to thisland. While Darian shdl lead your former troops againgt his brother, gathering hisarmy of light and
judtice, | shal continueto raise the dain from your battlefields and harry the Larinians night and day with
my army of the dead. Tell them that Darian's pet witch shall help them destroy the enemy.”

"But why should they believe that you would help Darian if you are this powerful ? Why should
they not believe that you would not simply take the kingdom for yourself?" the king asked, curious.

"For two reasons, First, because you, the ghost of their dead king, shdl betelling them this. Second,
because you will dso tell them that even though | am an evil witch, | am dso gill awoman. Darian has
gtolen my heart, and | am insane with my lovefor him. I will do anything he asks, even ride through the
firesof hell naked, just for the lightest caress of hiswhip. Now go,” | replied.

"I go then, mage. Farewell," theking called, and faded away.



"Ardla, Joy, Swift-wing, remain with Darian here. Over the next two to three weeks, troopswill beginto
assemble about Darian's banner. | need you three to guard and protect Darian, assisting him whilel am
gone" | said.

"But Raven, where are you going?' Arellaasked.

"Firdt, | must return to Greenhaven. | must use my battle-magic to assist the undead in rooting out the last
pockets of resstance. | must then animate al those who were dain, and make many other preparations.
Our two armies must only join together on the battlefield. Were they together dl the time, your own
troopswould desert you in fear. | dso must Snk the Larinian vessals which my servants whisper even
now are attempting to escape. Then there isthe matter of the stolen women to be attended to. No, | must
ride alonefor this. | need you three to keep Darian safe. | knew this was what would happen the moment
| realized the Skull of Hyarlanoth wasin my hands. | could not tell you, because | didn't want to leave
you. Now, thetruthisout. I will only be able to see you infrequently from now on - I'll use King Priam as
anintermediary, so asto further cement your right to command his men and to pass messages between
us. | shdl leave the Sanctuary here with you that you may useit, | am strong enough to maintainit'sdaily
presence, now. Darian, please don't forget to find someone to give Rhane'stwig-ring to. Now; isthere
anything ese I've forgotten..." | wondered aoud.

"Y es, you've forgotten that you are my advisor. | amtheking,” Darian said firmly.

"Yes, | know. What of it?"

"I don't want you to go. | need you."

"Darian, | have to go, and afterwards stay away forever. Thereisn't any other way."

"Y ou'rewrong, Raven. | have another way," Joy interjected.



"Alright, tell me" | replied, exasperated.

So shedid.

| marveled at Joy'swit and wisdom. "Truly, Joy, you are awoman of Hyperborea. Y our brains are far
superior to my own. Y our plan will work, and work well. Still, I must be off to finish my work at
Greenhaven. | will be back, however. Y ou should see me sometime next morning,” | replied, and cast
my Spell of Returning to take me back to Greenhaven.

By dawn, thelast of the Larinian troops were either dead or fled - most had fled, fortunately. Two ships
lay sunk a anchor (I later had severd hundred zombieswalk into the water and shove them into the
harbor mouth to block it off), and I'd managed to catch four more offshore. | managed to keep thefires
produced by my blasts of fire and lighting under control, and only small sections of the city had burned.
By using the third of the four powers of the Skull of Hyarlanoth (aspell of repairing attuned to work only
on the bodies of the Walking Dead, but able to do so with no strain to the user), | managed to swell my
ranksto alittle over ten thousand by reclaiming those adult corpses that remained in the mass grave and
those that were hacked inanimate during the battle. The rest, mainly the corpses of thousands of small
children that had been interred in the mass grave, | let go and re-buried. Useful though they may have
been to terrorize the enemy, even | shuddered at the sight of rotting, maggot-ridden babies crawling out
of their grave, whispering eegerly for my command. After animating those soldiers that the undead killed,
the total number of undead at my command went up to dightly more than twelve thousand.

Asmy standing orders had been to kill only those who opposed them, there were about a hundred and
thirty prisoners - five were Larinian soldiers who had thrown down their weapons and tried to flee with
therest, only to trip and break aleg or otherwise cripple themselves. After careful interrogation, by noon,
| had thewhole gridy picture. All of the children of Greenhaven had been daughtered out of hand, and
the women sold into davery (those that survived the night of pillage and rape that followed the fall of the
city last year). Those men who bore arms were Smply executed upon capture, with those who agreed to
work for the Larinians being allowed to live as daves - after they'd been castrated. The eunuchs feared
my undead, as many recognized friends and neighbors among their ranks, but they managed to sted
themsalvesto it oncel told them | wasawitch in the service of the true king of Lariniaand gave them the
rest of the gory I'd told King Priam's ghost. Of course, | spent several minutes mooning over the thought
of my 'beloved Darian’ (‘Hislovely eyes! Hislips! Oh, hisstrong arms! Would that he would consent to
liewith me, | would die happy!", etcetera, etcetera, ad nauseam), so that the eunuchswould get the idea.
Asfor the Larinian soldiers, | carefully interrogated each of them for any information that might be of any
military vaue, then turned them over to the eunuchsfor disposa. Their screamsdidn't last long, and soon
their mangled corpses joined the ranks of my army. After finding the skeleton of a horse that had been
killed when the Lariniansinitidly took the city and buried dong with the rest of the animd corpses, |



animated it, tied asaddle to its bones, then rodeit at the head of the eunuchs towards Darian's camp.
Each of the eunuchs wore a smattering of captured armor, and bore various spears and polearms as

weapons.

| made afine picture when we finaly arrived near sunset. The eunuchs were exhausted from the forced
march, but my actions soon had their full attention. | dismounted from my grisly steed, stripped off my
cloak and robe (being careful not to remove the Skull of Hyarlanoth from my waist), then crawled on my
belly at Darian's feet dressed only in my boots, gloves and Dyarzi's ‘dancing ouitfit', moaning my ‘love for
him and begging him to at least spit on me - the perfect portrait of an insane witch. Darian reached out his
hand and pulled me to my feet, and | squealed in the ecstasy of being touched by him, and capped it off
by pretending to nearly faint with joy. Afterwards, Arellagestured as though enchanting me, and drew me
into my Sanctuary. After a pleasant interlude, | came back out, apparently in her power, and she
'released’ mein front of Darian again. | dipped on my robe and cloak, remounted the skeletal horse, then
rode away shrieking with insane laughter. Once | was out of sight, | ordered the horseto return to the
city and smply cast my spell of returning to make it there sooner. | wasglad | did - the Larinians had sent
in abattalion of men to try to find out what these confused and babbling reports from the fleeing survivors
could be, and my forces were aready fighting them from the walls.

| cast the Spdll of Missile Turning and flew above the enemy ranks, letting their own archerskill
themsalveswith volley after volley of arrows as| blasted their ranks with explosions of lightning and fire.
Those that turned to flee found themsdlves surrounded by ranks of vengeful undead. By midnight, the
numbersin my ranks had swelled to near thirteen thousand as a pitiful handful of survivorsfled into the
countryside. | then had my 'soldiers work on the next phase of Joy's plan, gathering dl the barrels of
stored food and drink they could find, loading up wagons with them, and hitching the animated carcasses
of horses and oxen to them to pull the wagons. | sent them off to Darian's camp, their orders being to
unload the wagons after they arrived, then head back. Darian’'s men would need plenty of provisions,
whereas mine would need none. | kept these shipments up every day for the next three days until the city
was giripped of provisions, having the wagonstraveling only in the dead of night (if one can excusethe

pun).

| knew what | would do if faced with an assault of this nature, and | reasoned that Gorlon-mak had read
enough of Hyperborean strategy to redlize what his next move should be. As such, | had the skeletons kil
every animd they could lay their hands on insde the city walls and nearby the city (except for ravens, as
Swift-wing might need to contact me), piling the corpses of thousands of birds, cats, dogs, horses, mules,
oxen, pigs, chickens, and so on in an enormous stack outside the gates where most of the other animas
had been buried, then animated the whole pile. All the horses and mules| mounted my soldiers on, armed
with spears, lances and other suitable cavalry weapons. Therest | scattered around the city and in the
nearby woods to keep an eye-socket out for enemy scouts. By the end of aweek, my ranks had swelled
by another fifty horses and men, ripped apart one at atime by the beaks, horns, hooves, claws and fangs

of my patrols.



By now, it should have become apparent to Gorlon-mak that some immensely powerful witch had taken
over the city of Greenhaven, cutting off their supplies. Two simultaneous efforts would be made - firdt, an
attempt to use another port city to reestablish their supply lines. Asthey had conquered virtudly al of
Arcadia, thiswould only take afew days. Second, he would gather ten or twenty thousand of histroops
and attempt to ded with me himsdf. Ashismen would most likely run gibbering with fear a my troops,
he'd probably haveto ridein the lead, blasting my patrols to show his men that the undead could be
defeated. | placed my weakest troops, the birds and squirrels, at the extreme edge of my patrol zones,
then waited. Soon they were whispering about approaching troops, and being quickly annihilated by
blasts of sorcery. | called in therest of my patrols, and sent my troops out across the repaired
drawbridge to meet histroopsin battle.

If Gorlon-mak expected meto lead my troops at the front, he was sadly mistaken. | commanded them
from one of the towersthat lined the city wals, where | had agood view of the entire battle. | couldn't
seehimtoo well, dl | could tell wasthat he had afull head of gray hair and along gray beard, wore a
blood-red long-deeved robe, and rode afine black charger. | was sure that up close he would have cut
quite acommanding and impressive figure, but at a distance of aquarter of aleague, he wasn't much to
look at. His spellswere very impressive, however. He easily held back wave after wave of my troops
with explosons of fire, and quite possibly would have won the day if | didn't have cavary. Hisown
cavalry was brave, but their horses smply wouldn't fight my rotting troops, and fled the battle whinnying
infear. Thisleft only hisfootsoldiersto face my foot and mounted troops, and | had a better view of what
was happening and asimpler method of controlling them - | just spoke. Gorlon-mak had to flee the
battle, vanishing with what looked like either a Spell of Teleportation or a Spell of Returning, abandoning
his horse and histroopsto their fate.

| had asudden inspiration at that point, and ordered my troopsto al step back from the enemy. | then
had al my troops pound their shields with their wegpons s multaneoudy while those that till had enough
flesh | eft to speak chanted "Gorlon-mak is dead! Gorlon-mak isdead!" over and over. Therall of
thunder produced by the thousands of my troops beating their shieldsin time and the eerie, groaning
chant of the dead could easily be heard by me, aquarter of aleague away. All this apparently terrified the
enemy greatly (I was sure to someone who'd been fighting ranks of rotting zombies and skeletons dl day
to have them suddenly step back and do this would befairly terrifying, especialy when combined with
the stench). | then had some of my troops give the enemy an opening to flee through, and when they tried
to drag the bodies of the dain with them, | smply used the Skull of Hyarlanoth to animate them, have
them join my ranks and take up the chant. This had the effect of making the enemy flee even fadter, as
wdll (I suppose having adead comrade you were trying to drag off suddenly pull away from you and join
the mass of chanting undead warriors nearby would be a bit too much to take).

By nightfall, I'd managed to repair most of my damaged troops and my ranks had swollen to near twenty
thousand foot and five thousand cavary. The process was tedious, examining each of them to determine
which would be aright and which would need to be repaired by the skull before they fought again, but
there were bright moments.



There were several hundred femae corpsesin my army, most those of women who were too old or too
ugly for the Lariniansto bother shipping them off to be daves so they'd smply killed them, though a
handful were apparently those who'd been killed when they tried to fight. As | worked, my eye caught
upon aone of these female corpses, and | grinned. She was easy to recognize, what with the hideous
curse l'd laid upon her face. Judging by the corpse, Penelope had either dit her throat when the Larinians
took the city, or the Larinian soldiers had done it for her once they saw her face. Yes, | grinned when |
found Penelope's corpse - but an hour later, | laughed. When | findly found the badly hacked, mangled
corpse of alarge, burly blonde man with ascar on hisrotting cheek, wesaring the tattered and bloodied
remains of ared doublet and green hose, | burst into roaring laughter for several minutes. "Justice!™ |
laughed. "Y ou disturbed the peace of the dead and robbed them during your life, Corwin - and now, in
death, your own corpse shall have no peace.”

The carrion birds had become agreat nuisance at this point, and were constantly degrading my troops
strength by ripping at them when they stood thereidly. | decided to order al my troopsthat remained
outsde the city to march in acircle, pounding their shiedsin time, while my troopsinsde the city were
ordered to attack any animal that tried to eat them. My patrols reported more scoutsin the area, and |
pondered what to do only for amoment. | decided that my troops looked so impressivethat | told them
to let the scouts through, and had alarge bonfire assembled in the middle of them so it would ook like
they were celebrating their victory. | was sure Gorlon-mak was trying to reassure histroops that the
moment | was dead, al these corpseswould fall to the ground, inanimate (which was true), and that they
were nearly mindlessthingsthat only responded to my will (which adso wastrue). His scouts, on the other
hand, would passtales of acompletely different nature. The rotting corpses of my troops were
celebrating, not waiting mindlessy for their next orders. About the time my troops reported that some of
the scouts were within sight of the city, | was struck with another inspiration. | had al my troops who il
had enough flesh to speak begin anew chant, groaning and moaning in Darian's language.

"Woa-oh! We grow and grow!'

"Woa-oh! We grow and grow!"

‘Gorlon-mak, send us more!

‘Each time you do, we grow by the score!’
"Very soon now, only we will remain!’

“Then all will be death, and all will be pain!’
‘No more life, no more laughter,’

'No more breathing men hereafter!"

Then, of course, al twenty thousand of them that marched around the enormous bonfire began the chant



again & the beginning.

It was at about thistime that Swift-wing flew down from above, landing next to me on the parapet | was
using to observe my troops. He watched them in Slence for alittle while, then spoke. "That is absolutely
horrifying. My mistress thinks so, too."

"Thank you. Let's hope the Larinians have the same opinion, asit will savetherr lives. My patrols say
there's three scouts about two leagues away, hiding over there by that small bridge that crossestheriver.
When they pass the word around about what they saw, it will completely ruin Gorlon-mak's efforts to
cam histroops,” | replied with asmile, pointing a adistant oot in the darkness.

"Darian says he's got about as many men as hel's going to get. All told, he's got about eighteen thousand
light and heavy footsoldiers.”

"No cavary?' | asked.

"No. Youvegot al thehorsesinthisarea, and | don't think that any of Darian's men wantsto ride them,”
Swift-wing replied with acackle.

"They do gtink abit, don't they? Fortunately, we ravens are made of sterner stuff," | chuckled in return,
and we shared alook of friendship for amomen.

"What will happen to them when you're done?" Swift-wing asked, preening hisfeathers.

"I'll have each of them dig a proper grave and get in it, then have the animal-troops | control bury them.
Then I'll just let them go, and they'll al smply collgpse. The animaswill become food for scavengersif
there's any mest |eft on them by then, and the humanswill smply lay there, returned to their proper rest.
If I'mkilled in thiswar, they'll dl just collapseright then.”



"They redly are mindless, or nearly so, aren't they? | mean, looking at that, | could swear they were
intelligent, and redly wanted to day dl the living beingsthey can find, like some frightening 'Army of
Darkness or something.”

"Yes, they redly are quite supid, about as smart as a chicken or asnake, but I'm having them do that
both to make the enemy fear them more and to keep off the carrion-eaters. Our brother ravensredly rip
them upif | don't keep them hopping,” | replied with agrin.

"Huh! Not my brothers! I'm sorry, but | just can't bring myself to eat the flesh of an intelligent being, even
if they are dead!" Swift-wing replied, fluffing hisfeathers.

"Of course. As Ardlasfamiliar, you share apart of her soul. Certainly the call of the wild was strong
when you first encountered al these corpses and the sudden pull of it on your mind was frightening, but
asyou sad; you're more than amere anima, now. Y ou're amage'sfamiliar, agpecia being. Incidentally,
though, don't go nibbling on my patrol animals, asthey've dl been ordered to defend themselves against
animdsthat try to est them.”

"Thanksfor thewarning - | wasjust thinking how a couple of thoserotting pigs | saw in the forest |ooked
tasty. Ah, wel. I'll just nibble afew of those maggotsthey keep dropping. Well, what's the next step? My
migiressis listening and watching even now, and she'swaiting to pass the word on to Darian and his
troops.”

"We march on Larinia. Darian's troops take the western flank and mine take the eastern flank, as mine
are more capable of cutting off any escape into the mountains. There's also more towns and villages
towards the western flank, as that's the Bright Sea. Darian can provision and recruit as he goes dong,
and any casudties he has can smply beleft for me. My troopswill continue doing things likethisaswe
go aong, and that will tend to drive game Darian's way S0 he can useit to feed histroops. Remind him to
leave the carcasses behind, however, as| can animate them and increase my own troop strength with
them. Darian knows more of the lay of theland than | do, so I'll smply follow hislead, helping him when
he engages the enemy and claiming the corpses of the dead. With any luck, we should be a the king's
castlein afew weeksto a couple months. By then, Darian's troops will be very battle-hardened,
especidly fighting alongside mine, and virtualy nothing Gorlon-mak can do will deter them. Welay sege
to the cagtle, capture it, and the job is done. Remind Darian that helll have to keep atight rein on his
troops when they pass near or through Larinian towns and villages - the eunuchs especially. He hasto
keep them focused on the real enemies, Gorlon-mak and Dorian. One dip and hell have amassacre on
the hands of his'army of light and justice’.”



"Darian says hélll be careful, and the commander of the eunuchs saysthat helll carefully instruct hismen to
remember who their real enemiesare.”

| Sghed. "I redly wish | could be there with you instead of occasiondly visiting and playing the 'mad
witch'. Tell mewhat the campislikeright now, &t least.”

"Wdl, my mistress seesthe inside of the headquarterstent. Darian is seated before her, and Joy is seated
next to him. Everyone knows she's hiswife, and they dl think he's playing a dangerous game by toying
with the heart of awitch as deadly and as crazy as you. That performance you had two days ago where
you brought awhip and groveled nearly nude a Darian's fet, begging him to beat you if he wouldn't at
least kissyou was particularly effective. Then when you pretended to faint a hiskissing your hand -
wdl! Everyone isconvinced you're totally inlove and completely insane. Of course, my mistress has
told them that she not only has you thoroughly under her spell, but she also hasaway of dealing with you
quietly if you ever get out of hand, though shewon't say how. Current scuttlebutt isthat you have some
hidden weakness, like raindrops or sllver arrows. Anyway, dso stting in the tent is Falorim, the
commander of the eunuchs, Thorva, commander of thefirst brigade, and Tybat, commander of the
second brigade. My midtressis pretending to be speaking through me in an attempt to cam you down
and relay the battle-plan to you, but what she'sredly doing isrelaying your battle-plan to Darian and the
commanders. Darian's now telling my mistressto have metell you that a the conclusion of the campaign,
once he has histhrone, he may be willing to do more then smply kiss your hand. What shdl you have her

say your reply is?'

"Tdl them that the witch screamed with joy and said if he doesn't want to make loveto her, shell be
happy if he smply whips her to death,” | replied.

Swift-wing paused a moment, waiting while Ardlarepeated what sheld heard through his ears, then
spoke again. "The commanders are al shaking their heads at that. Commander Tybalt isasking Darian to
please be careful, asyou aretotaly and completely insane. Commander Falorim is saying that your love
will hold your loydty even through your insanity, so long asyou never find out that Darian ismarried to
Joy and loves her very much. Joy is saying that thiswill never happen, as between hersdf and my
mistress, they know women better than Darian'swhole army put together. My mistressis saying that her
enchantment over you isfar too powerful to be broken anyway, though it does need to be regularly
repested, hence your vistswith her done. Now Darian isteling his commanders not to worry, because
Ardlahaskept you in her thral for the better part of ayear with no problems. He's now dismissing the
commanders. My mistress asksiif there's any other messages you wish meto passon.”



"Yes. Tdl her | missher company very much, and | will be glad when thisisover so | can be with her
more often,” | replied, smiling.

"She saysthefedingsare mutua. Farewell for now,” Swift-wing caled, and flew away.

| sighed as| watched histiny form retreat into the night sky and disappear. Yes, | would be glad when
thiswas over. My vistswith Arellawere limited to once every few days a most, and we couldn't share
more than half an hour or so together. | was very londly, as rotting corpses make for poor companions.

Chapter Thirty

"...the Ancient One was, first and foremost, a Liche, an undead being, returned to life through
stealing the body of another. All their actions must be viewed in thislight - to deny thisisto
ascribe humanity to a creature who was, in the end, not human at all."

- Lord Caladis, The Eddasine Chronicles, 1817 NCC

We proceeded southwards according to the plan, Darian's troops on the western flank and mine on the
east. My troops encountered only sporadic resistance until the Black River, but Darian's troops fought
severd battles. Apparently Gorlon-mak intended to try to kill Darian, though he dwaysfled by thetime
my troops approached. Darian acquitted himsalf well, and there waslittle my troops had to do other than
best their shields and groan to frighten off thelast of the enemy soldiers. The morae of Darian's troops
soared, and | could see hewas well on hisway to being the hero-king. After al, histroops had defeated
the enemy time and time again, without any assistance from mine. He didn't bother to tell them that these
battles might just be delaying actions as Gorlon-mak tried to mass hisarmy for something big. No, Darian
was smart enough to briefly bask in the accolades of histroops and then push on.

Findly, we reached the Black River, where the Larinian army had set up in the woods on the other side.
It didn't look like much of ariver to me - more like a creek with avery wide, muddy bed. Darian's
troops were held back by arain of arrows, and it was obvious that 1'd have to send my troopsin to
dispersethe archers. As| was about to give the order, Swift-wing flew up to me. "Raven! Don't
advance! It'satrgp!" he cawed, landing on my outstretched arm. | told my troopsto hold their positions,
then turned to him.

"Y ou took agrest risk coming to me now. Y ou could have been hit with an arrow.”

"l was, but it didn't get through my spell of protection! Raven, listen to me! Darian saysthat the river
should be much wider thistime of year. He thinks it's been dammed upstream, and they only await your



troops to enter the riverbed before they rel ease the waters!”

| looked, and redlized hewasright. "That's astupid idea. At mogt, they'll wash away afew hundred, and
they'll rggoin my ranksin aday or two as they march back from downstream.”

"Perhaps, but it will give their troops hope that your troops can be defeated! What few prisoners we've
managed to capture will tell any secret they know, so long as we promise not to add them to your ranks.
They'reafraid of you, Raven, deathly afraid. They look at your army as being some horrific mass of
vengeful dead, risen from the grave to annihilate them dl. Darian thinkswe can't afford to let them even
have this much of avictory!"

| nodded. "He's right. Use your spell of returning and rest on Arellas shoulder the rest of today, my
friend. Youveearned it," | said, and as soon as Swift-wing disappeared, | cast aspell of invisbility and
approached the front ranks of my army. Peering out from between the ranks of rotting corpses, |
muttered the incantation for the Spell of the Bridge of Stone. With abrief gesture, the eight cubit wide
stone arch shimmered into existence. | then ordered my troops to advance across the bridge one unit a a
timeas| moved to therear again. A few minutes |ater, awash of water came down anyway - avain
attempt to cause the granite bridge to collapse by washing away it's underpinnings. ‘Huh! Impossible, my
friends. I've used that spell for ages, and both ends are on dry, solid ground,’ | thought to mysdif.

The archersin the woods rained arrows down on my troops as they advanced, but to no avail - The
zombies and fresher skeletons were completely unaffected (though the zombies rapidly began to
resemble pincushions), and the drier skeletons suffered minor damage as an arrow would break abone
here or there, but that was dl. Once my troops approached the edge of the forest, the enemy smply fled.
Asmy troops crossed, | had them gather the arrows they'd been hit with and those that were abandoned
on the ground with the enemy's bows, distributing them to the swiftest skeletons among my mounted
troops. Now | had about five hundred horse-archers among my troops, and plenty of ammunition. | had
my troops quietly move asde for Darian's men, then resume pounding their shields and chanting asthey
moved back to their position on the eastern flank. | sighed asthey did so - my troops decay had reached
the point where most lacked the flesh to chant, and the sound was rather weak.

When we emerged from the southern edge of the Black Forest two days | ater, we found Gorlon-mak
had assembled about fifty thousand troops to meet us on alarge, flat grass-covered area Darian cdled
the Y ulidian Plain. Gorlon-mak had prepared this battle carefully and well. His troops were well-arrayed
acrossthe plain, cavary to the flanks, pikemen at the fore and archersin the van, and at least athousand
musiciansin therear of their formations played martial music to build their spirits. The sound of rolling
drums and the drone of blaring pipes wafted acrossthefield of battle to us, and | was quite impressed.
The pipesturned out to be an instrument Darian's people caled fistulo-culeon, and it was alarge,
sack-like arrangement with severa pipes coming out of it that produced an eerie, droning wail intended
to gtir the spirits of one's alies and chill the blood of one's enemies (and it did agood job of it, too,



judging by the faces of Darian's men and the faces of the Larinian troops). The instrument was apparently
only used by Darian's peoplein war, and | deeply wished | had afew - after severa weeks, most of my
troops were of necessity slent, asthey lacked enough flesh to speak. Of course, eveniif | had some, only
ahandful of my troops had enough flesh remaining to possibly use them. The Larinian's drumswere dso
impressive, ranging from enormous kettle-drums on the backs of large draft horsesto smadl snare-drums
worn at the musician's hip. Their music put the pounding and chanting of my own troopsto shame
(especialy since the chanting had become weaker of late as my troops decayed), and | decided | had to
have some musicians after this battle.

Their troops were about half aleague away, well out of spell range. | could see Gorlon-mak riding across
the lead ranks of histroops, exhorting them to be brave, and telling them he/d handle the undead for

them. 'Oh really? Well, let's just see what you can do," | thought. We decided to form up at the edge
of the woods so that if Darian's men needed to retreat, they could easily do so into thetrees. It was at
that point Gorlon-mak did something that surprised me.

Gorlon-mak raised his hand and shouted an incantation in my language, and an earth eemental arose
from the ground.

| wasflatly stunned for amoment. Thiswas no mere Larinian wizard who'd read a Hyperborean text on
warfare, but atrue battle-mage. Perhaps he was a battle-mage from one of the other circles, risen from
his animuary and possessing the body of Gorlon-mak. Of course, he could also have smply found an old
grimoire among theruins, aswell. Either way, held have to be dedt with.

| quickly dismounted and drew acircle of protection around mein the ground with my staff (a precaution
Gorlon-mak hadn't bothered with, | noticed), then drew deeply on my staff. There were four possible
responses to an earth elementa. One was to summon an air elementa and let the two annihilate each
other when they came in contact, anet gain of zero. The second was to summon awater eemental to
destroy the earth elemental and move on to crush Gorlon-mak's troops, but | didn't have ariver or lake
handy. Thethird wasto try to dismiss hiselemental, but again that was anet gain of zero. | chosethe
fourth option.

Chanting the incantation to aspell | hadn't cast in over amillenniaand ahalf, | gestured. As Gorlon-mak's
troops approached, | sighed in frustration. Before me stood atiny creature, perhaps a cubit tall, with a
barbed tail, claws, fangs and horns. | braced myself for the struggle of willsthat would ensue, and was
shocked when the little demon nearly overcame mein thefirst few moments. Mustering my will, | finaly
dominated it just as Gorlon-mak's troops came within arrow-shot. "What do you want, mage?" thetiny
demon asked initslanguage, spitting fire and somping itslittle feet in frustration. Demons had an innate
ability with languages like that of dragons, but it was so angry at losing the contest of willsit didn't even



bother to try to speak in my language.

"Destroy that elemental, first. Next, those troops that face mine there. Kill as many of them asyou can,
but those that flee, let them escape. Oh, and capture their drums and drumsticks for me,” | replied,
gasping from the battle of wills.

"As you command,” thelittle demon replied. It then leaped over the ranks of my troops, landing before
them, then took a deep breath that seemed to go on and on and on . Asit inhaed, it inflated until it was
thesize of agiant. Still it inhaed, growing larger and larger. "Well, | guess| can still summon useful
demons after all ,' I thought to myself with agrin, pleased to see that my skills hadn't dipped. Oncethe
demon wasfifty cubitstdl, over twicethe size of agiant, it finadly stopped. Gorlon-mak's troops stopped
intheir tracks, moaning in fear. The earth demental plodded on, unafraid. The music from the rear of the
enemy troops wavered, then died. The demon then reached out, grabbed the earth elemental, popped it
into its mouth, and began chewing. After afew moments, it swallowed it down. Of course, thisonly
destroyed its corporea form, sending it back to the elementa planes. Even so, it had the effect the
demon desired - they love to horrify mortals.

"MMMMM! YUMMWY!" it chuckled in Darian's language, it's voice an ear-shattering, titanic roar of
amusement intended to frighten. 1t worked - about the only troops on the battlefield who weren't
frightened were mine.

Gorlon-mak's troops screamed, and many turned to flee. Gorlon-mak tried to dispd the demon, failed,
then tel eported away, abandoning his horse again (I could see he was going to run ahigh bill at the royal
stables unless he mastered the Spell of Sorcerous Linkage, dlowing him to take the dumb beasts with
him). The demon then walked among the enemy troops, ssomping hard on the ground with enormous,
earth-shattering blows that caused many of my troops to stagger and fall. | was sure Darian's troops
were having the same problem. | sighed as| redlized | should have told the demon | wanted to animate
the corpses of the dead. Unfortunatdly, after histitanic somps, they'd be little more than paste a the
bottom of a clawed footprint in the ground afew cubits deep. After afew moments, the demon stopped.
It then strode off for abit, grabbing the musicians draft horses one by one asthey tried to flee. It stripped
the horses of their drums and tossed the animals aside, sending them flying hundreds of paces through the
ar asthey whinnied in fear, their screams cut off suddenly asthey dammed into the ground. It then
hunted down the fleeing drummers and killed them, taking their insruments, and gathered up dl the drums
that had been dropped. The demon strode back, dropping al the drums and drumsticks before my
troops.

"Here. What €lse?" it asked.



"Nothing, and thank you very much. Y ou've done an excellent job, and you're truly a credit to your race.
Goin peace.”

The demon did a double-take, then peered down at me. " Ah. You're the Hyperborean human Eddas
Ayar, Master battle-mage of the Dyclonic Circle. That explainsit. Go in peace, Eddas Ayar. Oh,

and | hope you don't get pregnant in that crappy little half-elf body you've stolen! Hahahahaha!"
the demon roared in it's own language, then faded away.

It wasn't surprising the demon would know me - they were immortal, and we of the Dyclonic Circle were
alwaystrained to be polite to those beings we summoned. It probably had heard of me through another
demon I'd summoned ages ago. Of coursg, it's ability to recognize me was just another one of their
powers. Gorlon-mak'sfailure to cast asmple spel of dismissa reinforced my first impression of him - he
was adamn Larinian hedge-wizard who'd managed to get lucky when he looted the Hyperborean ruins
and came up with atext on warfare and gpparently agrimaire, too. If he was a Hyperborean battle-mage
risen from the void, held have to be amaster or high-master. No master would ever fal asmple Spell of
Dismissd, and demons were particularly easy to dismiss, since they were summoned and endaved

againg ther will inthefirg place.

Swift-wing flapped over to me asthe last of the drums and drumsticks were being distributed. | placed
the kettledrums on afew of my own undead draft horses, and the rest of the drums | distributed among
my better-looking skeletons. | thought they made an impressve and gridy array of skeletd musicians, and
wasjugt finishing giving them the last of their ingtructions when Swift-wing landed on my shoulder.
"Darian says'good job, and thanks." His own troops were afraid, since they'd never met an enemy who
massed that large and their numbers are down to fifteen thousand. They were worried they'd be wiped

"Not possible. I'd never let that happen. Besides, my own troop strength is up to alittle under thirty
thousand. Once the elementd was diminated, | could have battled histroops al day and eventually won.
Of course, that would have entailed massve casudties.

"My migtress asks what was that thing, ademon?’



"Yes. A rather effective one, at that,” | replied with agrin.

"I'll say. Raven, | waswondering; why did you have the demon gather the drums?’

"Because most of my troops are too decayed to chant anymore. | wanted them to till be able to
intimidate the enemy, and | figured that having their own musicianswould do it. I'd have taken the pipes,
too, but most of them don't have enough flesh | eft to play them. Besides, | dso figured it'd be such an
unusud act, it'd reinforce theidearthat I'm insane.”

"But do they know how to play them?"

"Humanoid Walking Dead can use any tool you put in their hands. It's part of the powers granted to them
from the UnL.ife energy, dong with the ability to move, fight and even think alittle bit. Now go back to
Ardla my friend. Gorlon-mak'sarmy is scattered. Hell have to try subterfuge next, and you don't want
to be around me when he does. Stay next to Darian, and help Arellaand Joy protect him." Swift wing
nodded, then flapped away.

| Sghed, deeply wishing | could have traveled and fought with Darian instead of my rotting,
maggot-ridden army. Darian's men aready were telling and re-telling stories of greet bravery and
courage, and | was sure their battles were awonder to behold. From what Swift-wing had told me,
Ardlas battle-magic had come in handy on a couple of occasions, and | dearly wished | could see her in
action. Darian's skills at woodcraft and riding had aso comein handy, as | had known they would, but
aso his powerful thews, strengthened by months of chopping wood, made him adeadly and tireless
warrior in hisown right on those few occasions held been in persona combat with the enemy. Swift-wing
had even told me of the exploits of the eunuchs and their commander, Falorim. They fought fearlesdy, as
they felt they had nothing more to lose but their lives, and halberds had become their standard arms over
the course of the campaign. Dorian'stroopsin turn had learned to fear their screaming, unrelenting
charges asthey smote the enemy again and again, their rage and hatred over what had been done to them
boiling over into berserk fury. Yes, | wassurethat if | rode with Darian, my impressions of thiswar
would be ones of glory and thunder, instead of silence and the stench of decay. | Sighed again, then
gestured for my musiciansto begin. The footmen let out along drum-roll as| re-mounted, then dl the
drummers began adow, booming march-beat as | led my troops off to hold Darian's eastern flank again.

Two nightslater, we werein aforest north of Steelgate. | had dready encamped, and had my usud
patrols about and my troops marching and beating their shieldswhile my musicians played. My



patrol-animals whispered that Darian was approaching, and | told them to let him through. | rose to meet
him by the bonfire my troops had made in the center of camp (helps keep the wolves away), and |
spotted him riding towards me, carrying along spear in hisright hand. "Darian, what are you doing here
alone? It'sdangerous - you could be killed!" | called.

Darian spurred his horse and rode towards me, lowering the spear. | tried to dodge aside, but my
surprise dowed my reactions. His spear took me just below the ribs on my left Sde, damming me down
and pinning me to the ground. His grip dipped from the spear as he pinned me to the ground, and one of
the rear hooves of his horse narrowly missed my head as he galoped by. My ring of protection had
managed to prevent him from disemboweling me, but that wasal. "Why?' | wondered in shock and pain,
and ordered my troopsto try to grab him. Darian wheeled his horse and tried to close with meto yank
his spear |oose and finish me. My troops were faster now, however, since they'd had moretimeto rot,
and quickly stepped around me, reaching for Darian. Redlizing his danger, Darian turned his horse and
spurred it to agalop, riding away into the forest. My troops staggered after him for amoment until |
ordered them to stop. It was pointless - my mounted troops weren't in position to give chase, and my
foot troops couldn't possibly catch him. | grunted in pain as | whispered my recal orders. Thiswas either
atrap of Gorlon-mak's devising, or Darian had decided to betray me. | could only hope it was the
former.

Dazedly, | tried to pull the spear out, and found | couldn't. | was Smply too weak from pain and shock,
and it wastoo firmly rammed into the hard-packed earth. | felt around beneath me, and redlized it was
barbed, anyway. | could have my own troops pull it out, but that would finish me. 'l need to summon
help, | realized weakly. Unfortunately, none of my own troops who could still spesk could possibly
make it to Darian's camp in time for them to return before | died. Besides, there wasllittle that could be
done - the blood that | saw on my fingertips from fedling the wound was dark red. My liver had been
pierced. | was mortally wounded. 'l am going to die here,’ | redized inirritation. The sounds of
marching and pounding and drumming were even moreirritating to me, so | ordered al my troopsto stop
everything they were doing and just stand ill.

| looked up to the starsin the silence that followed. "I'm sorry, Yorindar. | tried my best. | guessi've
failed. Perhaps Darian decided that the bearer of the skull has outlived their usefulness. No matter. As
with al the previous bearers, | diedone," | said to the night sky above me. Sowly, the stars and the
firdight faded, then dl grew dark.

Chapter Thirty-One

"I don't know if I'll survive thiswar. |'ve been wounded twice already. But if | live, so long as|
live, | shall never forget those drums. Endless. Maddening. It's just too much. | can't imagine what
it must be like for the enemy."

- Commander Javan Tybalt of the Second Brigade, Personal Diary, 1635 NCC

| felt the pull of my animuary on my soul, then dowly felt it ease. | opened my eyes, and saw that | was



back in my tower in Hyperborea. "Thisisn't were | want to be. Darian has betrayed me. | want to die," |
muttered, walking onto the parapet.

"I'd really prefer it if you didn't," avoice said from behind me. | turned to look, and saw a
grey-robed, balding, white-haired elderly man step around the eastern corner of the parapet and walk
over to me. Hisbeard was long and full, and he carried aweight and power in hisframeI'd never
encountered in amortal before. He stood before me, and stared at me with the eyes of an owl. | felt no
fear in hispresence - | knew my soul waswell beyond hisreach, and didn't careif hekilled me. Hell, |
didn't careif he crushed my animuary. | just wanted thisto be over .

"You lied to me, you bastard,” | said, waggling afinger at him.

"Only once, to help you escape and slay your enemies. | lied to you then, telling you it was
hopel ess so that you would grow angry and struggle with all your might. Other than that, | have
never lied to you," hereplied, hisvoice cam and commanding.

"Then why didn't you tel me the truth about my people?!

"You never asked," hereplied, awry smilelighting the corner of his mouth.

He had methere. "Okay, you'reright. I'm sorry. Even so, thisis it. Y ou want meto help you, and thisis
my payment. | don't know why | should even bother. Tell mewhy, Y orindar. Tell me."

"I cannot. The universe has rules that even the gods must follow, else the Arc of Time shall break
and the universe dissolve into chaos. | can talk to you, but | cannot answer your question at this
time - it would create a paradox. It's actually very difficult to talk to you, incidentally. It's very
tiring, and can't be maintained indefinitely."

"So eventhe gods are limited?' | asked, amazed.



"Of course. We are merely gods, we are not the Creator," hereplied, chuckling.

"Alright, I'll accept that. Even so, | want to know why in the hell | should help you. Darian's people are
murderers, and they destroyed my race. Darian himsdlf betrayed me, and now | die."

"All | can say isthis; Darian isnot your enemy, heisyour friend. The war your people and his
fought is over, and has been for many centuries. You must be able to forgive him for his ancestor's
deeds, and be hisfriend. Arellaisalso your friend, and you will also need to be able to forgive her
for what she will do. Your forgivenessisthe key to all. The future of your beloved Dyarz and the
Hyper borean people depend on your ability to forgive. | cannot say more, as that would break the
Arc of Time. Perhaps afterwards, you will understand and thank me," he said, beginning to dowly
fade awvay.

"The future of my beloved and my people? What future? They're dead!" | yelled.

"Exactly," Yorindar's voice replied from nowhere.

| awoke to see Arella's face looming over mine, the roof of atent behind her. "Where?' | croaked
weekly, redizing | was abed.

"Hush, now. Don't speak. Y ou were near death, and even now you are not far fromit. I've used
bloodmoss unguent to hed your wounds, and | even used that spell in your grimoire to remove the scars.
Even s0, you lost alot of blood, and you're very weak. Rest now, and give yourself timeto recover. Ina
few days, you'l be ready to travel again," she said quietly, stroking my face.

"Darian betrayed me. Hetried to kill me, Ardlla" | said, irritated at thefact that | was dtill dive and il
trapped in the body of awoman.



"No. That was his brother, Dorian. He dressed in green and rode to your camp, certain that he could get
close enough to day you. He nearly succeeded. We only knew something was wrong when the
drumming of your troops stopped. That had been going on night and day ever since you got those drums,
and it had begun to really bother Darian's men. When it finally stopped, they |et out acheer, not redlizing
what it really meant. Darian, Joy and | rode here as quickly aswe could, and once Joy had snapped the
haft of the spear off and lifted you fromiit, | got to work saving your life. Darian has ordered hismen to
keep the scavengers away from your troops so they don't get destroyed, but it's been very difficult for
them to do so and till protect themselves against Gorlon-mak's army. He has spread the word that you
are dead, and usesthe silence of your drums and the stiliness of your troops as the proof he needsto
gather them together again. Y ou need to order your troops to move again, Raven. Our moraleisat its
lowest ebb ever, and Darian fears our men may begin to desert.”

"It wasn't Darian?' | asked groggily.

"No, it was his brother, Dorian. His move was bold, for he shares Darian's bravery. Order your troops
to move again, Raven. The army of light and justice needs the army of the vengeful dead to win."

| reached to my side with atrembling hand, and felt that my gloves were till in place, aswasthe Skull of
Hyarlanoth. In fact, it seemed that all Arellahad done was remove my robe and cloak. " Resume
standing order number twenty six," | whispered in my own language.

There was abrief pause, then ascrape and arattle like thousands of sticks brushing together, then the
booming thud of my drums resumed.

| redlized from the volume of the drums and the stamp of rotting feet nearby that | must till beinthe
middle of my camp. 'l was probably to badly injured to be moved,’ | thought. A ragged cheer went up,
which shortly became aroar of joy. "What? 1 didn't tell them to do that, | Smply told them to resume
their patrols and defense againgt animas while the onesin the center of my camp resumed the marching
and themusic,” | wondered aoud.

"That's Darian's men. | told you - they've been trying to protect your troops. Y ou've been unconscious
for over aday while | struggled to keep you alive. Y our byallar -seeds made the difference, | think. | was
ableto grind the raw seedsinto a paste and mix it with bloodmossto try to stimulate your heart while
your flesh hedled. | told you they had medicind value, didn't I?"



"Y es, but we dways roasted them to reduce the power of the stimulant. It's enough to make a
grown-man's heart flutter otherwise," | replied, grinning weakly.

"When you're well enough to walk, you need to do something to convince the commanders that you're
not angry with Darian. Gorlon-mak has spread the word of Dorian's brave deed, how he tricked you
because he's Darian'stwin. The commanders fed you'll want to kill Darian in revenge, thinking he
betrayed you. Thisisespecidly true consdering how you muttered this severa timeswhile you were
uNnconscious.”

"Then they don't know this crazy witch very well, do they?' | replied with aweeak chuckle.

Gorlon-mak's troops made severa thrusts at my perimeter over the next two days, each of which were
spotted by my scouts. | warned Darian of each attack through Arella, and his men fought them off. He
captured about fifty men in the process, and | asked him to tie them up and place them near my bonfire
where my troops could dance around them for awhile to get them into the proper mood. By now, the
gtory of the insane, love-struck witch had reached the enemy's ears, and they believed the same things
about me as Darian'stroops did. Of course, their stories were far moreinflated - according to the
prisoners Darian captured, | greatly enjoyed being tied up nude by him and whipped until | bled.

Under Arella's watchful and gentle care, | was ableto walk after two days. | put on my robe and cloak
again, grinning at the enormous rent and the huge, dark bloodstain onit. Arellahad healed my flesh,
though you couldn' tell it from my clothing. | was only weak now because | smply had lost so much
blood. | told Arellato have Darian meet me by the dried bloodstain on the ground, and had Joy smply
carry meto him. Joy laidd me down on the ground, and in full view of the prisoners and Darian's
commanders, | crawled over to him and lay on the large splash of dried blood that stained the ground at
hisfeet. | reached out with trembling hands and kissed his boots. "Thank you, my love. If it please you to
Spear me again, you may do so anytime. | live only for your caress, beit in gentlenessor in pain.”

"Raven, that was my brother, not me. He wastrying to kill you to keep you from consummating your love
with me. Asfor me, if you continue to serve mefaithfully and well, some day | may consent to liewith
you."



"Oh! Therapture of that moment! | live for your touch, my love. Asfor your brother, | will havetokill
him for impersonating the man | love. Perhgps he shdl join the ranks of my army. Y es, that would be
fitting," | said, kissng Darian'sfeet. The prisoners blanched at the thought of joining my ranks of dancing,
drumming undead, and | had to suppress agrin. Darian then reached down and placed his hands under
my shoulders, lifting meto my feet. "Oh! Hetouchesme! | shdl swoon!” | cried, though | wasn't too far
from the truth - my head swam from lack of blood and my limbs gtill trembled with weakness. Joy caught
me and helped me over to the coil of rope that till lay on the ground near my bonfire. | drew on my staff
to summon my Hidden Sanctuary, then tossed the end of the rope into the air where it hung there to the
amazement of the prisoners. "My love, | must rest for awhilein the spirit relm. Afterwards, | shall take
those prisoners you have and add them to my army. Look at the strength of their muscles, the youth and
vigor! Oh, yes. They'll make fine zombies. When you're ready, smply cal meand | shall appear,” | sad,
and clambered up the rope, then pulled the rope up behind me.

Darian's prisonersimmediately began screaming and begging for mercy. After days of watching my
troops dance around them, what little courage they might have been able to muster wastotally gone. My
disappearance and idle threat was far more than they could take, and | watched out my small window
and listened with awide grin. Darian raised ahand for silence, then spoke. "1 am not my brother, who
killswithout mercy and strikes down an insane, love-sick woman from horseback. These men shdl have
mercy thisday. Raven livesat my beck and call, so | shal smply tell her that | decided to release you
instead. Shelll accept this, as she accepts anything from me. Guards, cut them loose and escort them
away from here," Darian said, and strode away as the prisoners wept their profuse thanks.

| drank some of the wine stored in my sanctuary and dept for awhile on the bed. Once | felt better, |
climbed down again. Darian and his men had |eft, as had Arellaand Joy. Only Swift-wing remained,
perched in anearby tree. He flew over to me and landed on my outstretched arm. ™Y ou had me worried,
Raven. | thought you would die," he squawked.

"Weravens are alittle tougher than that. Of course, Arellahelped abit, too,” | replied with agrin, and
Swift-wing and | shared a chuckle for amoment.

"Well, my mistress, Darian, Joy and the commanders are assembled, and my migtressislistening and
watching through me. Now what?*

"Now we move on the castle. 1t's been severd hours, so the newsthat | am not only still dive but also
even more deeply in love with Darian than ever will scatter much of what little Gorlon-mak has been able
to gather of hisarmy. Hell have to take the remainder and retire to the castle for defense. Comethe
dawn, welll move out. We should be there by tomorrow evening, and well lay siege to the castle then.
After afew months, well smply starve them out,” | replied.



"My migtress saysto tell you she il loves you very much, and shesglad you're dright,” he said, then
cocked his head a me, gazing at me carefully with one beady, black eye. " Are you dright now?'

"Tired, but fine. Tell her | said 'thank you'. Go now, my friend,” | said, and Swift-wing nodded, then
vanished as he cast his spdll of returning.

Dawn two dayslater rose with our forces surrounding the king's castle. | had the mgority of my troops
samply march in an endless clockwise circle around the castle, completdly cutting it off. My cavary stayed
outside the circle to intercept any attempt at rescue from outside, while Darian's men stayed insde the
circleto stop any breakout attempts. | spent most of my timein my hidden sanctuary, surrounded by five
hundred drumming musicians and five hundred bone-dry skeleton-soldierswho were ordered to day
anyone and anything who approached other than Darian, Joy, Arella, Swift-wing or Darian'sthree
commanders. Thisnot only protected me against nation (which obvioudy had now become a
strong possihility), it so alowed meto stay closein case | was needed, and | could keep an eye on the
castle smply by looking out my window. Another bonus was that my 'bodyguards were dl bone-dry,
and didn't have the stench of desth about them. I'd hoped Ardllawould choose to spend timewith mein
my sanctuary, but she told me that she found the pounding of the drums maddening when they were that
close. Asfor me, I'd gotten to like it. My musicians changed their rhythm and music at aword, and |
eadly ingructed them in some old Hyperborean marching-beats which made mefed right at home. Many
times | found myself resting or reading one of Arellas bookswed taken with uswhen wefirst fled
Greenhaven, only to notice | was tapping my toe or bobbing my head to the familiar, ancient rhythmsthe
musicians played. The music wasloud, stirring and a so recalled many fond memories of old battles and
old friends.

At the moment, my musi cians were playing one of my favorite beets, one we used to call 'Forward
March'. They'd been playing it for the last eight hours (undead don't eat, deep or breathe, they don't get
tired, they don't get bored, and they don't take byallar -breaks).

'Rat, tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat, BOOM-tat-BOOM.'.

'Rat, tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat, BOOM-tat-BOOM.'.

'Rat, tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat, BOOM-tat-BOOM.".

'Rat, tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat, BOOMBOOM.'
‘Tat-tat-BOOM-tat-BOOM-tat-tat-tat-tat-BOOM-BOOM .
‘Tat-tat-BOOM-tatBOOM-tatBOOM-tatBOOM-tatBOOM.
‘Tat-tat-BOOM-tat-BOOM-tat-tat-tat-tat-BOOM-BOOM .'

‘Tat-tat-BOOM-BOOM-BOOM-BOOM-BOOM-BOOM-BOOM.'



Thisthen repests.

Great music, | thought. Unfortunately, few others seemed to share my love of martia drums. Darian's
camp was severd hundred paces away, and his men who were camped farthest from my drums seemed
the happiest. The men insde the castle apparently didn't like it much, ether. After thefirst couple weeks,
afew of them tried to dip away, only to be hacked to pieces either by Darian's men or by my circle of
marching undead. After the fourth week, a couple of Gorlon-mak's men actually threw themsalves off the
castlewdls and drowned in the moat rather than listen any longer to the incessant beet of my drums. |
guessthat's the problem with young peopl e these days - no appreciation for fine music. Of course, I'm
about sixteen centuries old, so just about everybody's young from my point of view.

| looked up through the window at my guards silent, mental whisper and noticed Darian gpproaching my
musiciansin ashort-deeved tunic. My skeletal guards examined him carefully with their hollow
eye-sockets, looking for the scars he had on hisarmsthat his brother didn't have (courtesy of the
Vilandian bastards wed killed). Satisfied, they let him pass. | threw down the rope and came down at his
cdl, and we stood among my musicians. "RAVEN, | KNOW YOU LIKE THIS BUT CAN WE
CHANGE IT?! ITSSTARTING TO DRIVE A FEW OF MY MEN MAD!" heroared, trying to be
heard over five hundred drums. | raised my hand and whispered. All my drumsingantly fell slent, al my
troopsingtantly stopped marching and pounding their shields.

"Why yes, Darian, we can. | think we can spend an hour or two each day just taunting the hell out of
them. Look at the castle, Darian. Just my halting the music has most of their men peering over thewdlls,
wondering if this sillence means we're about to attack. From now on, at random times, I'll stop everything
like | have now. When your men then hear this sound, then they know it'stimeto jeer at the enemy,” |
said, and dl my skeletonsthat circled the castle began to pound on the center of their shields twice, then
the edge once.

‘Boom-boom-CRACK. Boom-boom-CRACK. Boom-boom-CRACK. Boom-boom-CRACK." echoed
from my troops that surrounded the castle.

"While they're doing this, your troops are free to pretty much do anything they want, and the drums will
besdlent. Tell them to stay out of arrow range, but other than that, be creative. When jeeringtimeis
finished, my troopswill stop, then resume marching and pounding in rhythm, and the drumswill also
resume. Thiswill give your men arespite, but not theirs,” | said, and had my troops stop pounding their
shidds



"I'll go passtheword. Thank you, Raven," Darian replied, grinning in the silence that followed.

"Don't mention it. If you remember from your training sessions, we Hyperboreans used to call these kind
of tactics'Mind-War'. Y ou dowly drive the enemy mad with it, but you have to be careful not to do the
same to your own troops in the process. Undead and the fear they generate are an important part of
many 'mind-war' tactics. Anyway, aslong as you're here, how's work proceeding on the catapults?'

"My men are nearly donewith thefirgt three. | figurethey'll be ready sometime tomorrow," hereplied.

"Good. We can then gtart battering the walls a bit with stones and tossing some of my animal troops
insdethe castle. They probably won't surviveit, but their corpses should give the defenders afew
interesting diseases to think about.”

Darian was about to bid me farewell when we heard Gorlon-mak's voice roll out from the castle walls -
gpparently he was using the Spell of VVoice Amplification. " So, your stupid drums have finally fallen
silent, eh? Maybe you've finally realized that we'll NEVER GIVE UP!"

| activated one of my rings and roared back at him, causing Darian to jump back and stuff hisfingersin
hisears. "WELL, WE THOUGHT WE MIGHT GIVE YOU A CHANCE TO ANNOUNCE YOUR
SURRENDER, BUT SNCE YOU PUT IT THAT WAY..!" | yelled, then whispered my commandsto
my troops. Thetroopsin my outer circle rattled their weapons againgt their shields, and those that il
had voice let out alow groan that built up to athroaty roar asthey veeery slooowly did an about face.
Meanwhile my musicians started adrum-roll that veeery slooowly built in volume to match the roar of
my other troops. When my troops had finished their about face they resumed marching and pounding
their shidds, thistime marching in the opposite direction, while my musicians began playing amartia
rhythm we Hyperboreans used to call ‘Long March'. | could see Darian's men afew hundred paces awvay
rolling with laughter, and | climbed back up into my sanctuary and glanced out the window at the results.
| grinned as two more of Gorlon-mak's troops tossed themselves from the wallsin despair, then returned
to reading abook of Arcadian poetry Arellahad left behind for me.

After acouple more weeks, | noticed Darian's men had begun making up interesting chants during
'jeer-time, and they would stomp their feet and clap their handsin time with my troops as they repeated



their chants. At first they were short and smple, but as the days progressed, they became rather intricate
and prolonged. The theme was more-or-less the same, though; you're going to lose, you're all going to
die, you're all cowards, etc. Thosethat weren't as musicaly inclined smply limited themsdlvesto baring
their buttocks a the enemy, making interesting finger gestures and otherwise insulting them. A couple
weeks after that, | noticed that afew of my drum rhythms had inspired songsto go dong with them.
'Long March', especialy, had inspired a song that told of Darian's exploits as the brave hero-king on the
long march to get here. By the end of the second month, just having my musicians break out into the long
drum roll that preceded 'Long March' would cause hundreds of Darian's men to gather wherever they
were and Sing the song they'd invented, jeering the castle and building their own moralein the process.
Meanwhile, we tossed the occasiona undead animal into the castle. The larger onesjust splattered, but
the skeletd chickens and turkeys managed to land relatively intact and run around the castle, greetly
unnerving the enemy until they were finaly ssomped and smashed to powdered bones.

Findly, about the middle of the third month, it became apparent that Gorlon-mak's men had had enough.
A dozen of them threw arope down one of the walls one night and climbed down, running towards our
men asthey waved awhite flag. Darian ordered his men to capture them once they were out of arrow
and spell range of the castle, but before they could make it, Gorlon-mak blasted them with an explosion
of fire. | ingantly ordered al my troopsto halt everything, and dead silence fell. | went up ascloseas|
dared, then used my ring of telekinesisto recover their bodies, laying their charred and blasted remains
before Darian's feet dlently, then returning to my sanctuary. Darian had the remains buried, and my
troops remained silent throughout. No words needed to be spoken, as our message to the troopsinside
the castle was clear. They were on the wrong side of thiswar, and we pitied them. Once the last
shoveful of dirt had been laid over thedain, | had my musicians break out into the long drum-roll that
preceded 'Long March', and returned my other troops to their previous activities. The whole of Darian's
army sang at the castle, and | knew that the Siege would soon be over. There was no way Gorlon-mak
or Dorian would be able to hold their men'sloyalty now.

The next dawn, storm clouds threatened. | had my musicians cover their drumsto protect them from the
rain, and for thefirgt time in months the only sounds that could be heard was the pounding of my troops
encircling the castle and the quiet conversations of Darian's men as they made breakfast over their
cook-fires. It was eerily quiet, and we could al sensethetensonin theair. Today would be the day.

The drawbridge to the castle dowly lowered, and five hundred men walked out into the beginnings of a
drizzle. They were unarmed, approaching under awhite flag, and at their head was Gorlon-mak and
Dorian. | wanted to smply blast them to bitsand get it over with, but | couldn't - Darian not only had to
win thewar, he had to win the peace. If | daughtered these men, then in the eyes of Darian'smen and all
the people of Larinia, he'd be no better than his brother. Darian, Joy and Arella stepped over to join me
as| came out of my sanctuary, but | waved them back. "Darian, let me handle this. Y ou're the king, and
you'retoo vauableto lose" | called, and they nodded and stood back. | had my 'bodyguards step
forward around me as| ordered all my other troopsto stand quietly.



| split off the enemy soldiers with my bodyguards, sending them towards Darian's troops to be taken
prisoner. After afew moments, it was only Dorian, Gorlon-mak and |, standing alone in the middle of the
fidld, therain beginning to fall. "We cometo make adedl. Dorian and | go free, and in exchange we
never bother you again,” Gorlon-mak said.

| was stunned at the audacity of the statement. Surely he knew I'd kill him just for being so stupid, so
chalenging. | wondered what game Gorlon-mak was playing at as | looked him over, then | spotted his
gaff. Inaflash, | recognizedit.

It was the same staff that had sat in the main hallway of the Dyclonic Circle for decades, an apprentice
aways assgned to watch it. It was aso propping up alarge bell, should the apprentice fal adeep. |
looked to Gorlon-mak, and finaly knew the truth.

"Vayanar," | said, and spat.

Vayanar blinked, then looked a me. ™Y ou know me?"

"Oh, yes, Vayanar. | know you. | even know how you came to be here today. Gorlon-mak decided to
explore the Hyperborean wastes, probably seeking arcane knowledge. He found your tomb, and you
stole hisbody and crushed hissoul. Y ou probably then used the little hair-doll spell to find out who he
was and assume his identity, snce your will was too feeble to re-shape his body before the enchantment
of Hidden Lifetranspired. Y ou'd stolen amaster's spells, but couldn't steal histraining and years of
experience. Y ou arosein this body, determined its origin, came back to Larinia, convinced Dorian you
could make him king, and turned him againgt his brother. Oh, yes, Vayanar, | know you. Yourea
pathetic little mage who never should have been promoted above apprentice. Y ou're the greatest scandal
the Dyclonic Circle ever had, and we never found you through al the centuries we looked before the
Great War destroyed us. Certainly your talent is strong, but your rash ambition has apparently |eft gapsin
your training, as you've concentrated only on those spdllsthat led to raw power. | once thought you
skilled, agreat asset to the Circle. Y ou were skilled, but you were no asset to us. We should have spit
on you the day you first knocked on the door to the Black Tower."

"l am not pathetic! | am the most powerful mage ever to have joined the Circle, and the masters were
too blind to seeit! Besides, | didn't turn him againgt Darian - that was al hisidea."



"Why you-" Dorian began, but Vayanar silenced him with awithering glare.

"Y ou've mastered the use of that body quitewell, Vayanar," | said, watching him silence Dorian with
merely alook. "I suppose the soul that once lived in it was powerful and mature when you crushed it - it
must have been, for gpparently by the time you finished the battle of wills, the spdll's effect had faded and
you couldn't re-shape the body into your own," | growled, taking aguess asto why Vayanar had the
form of Gorlon-mak instead of hisown. Vayanar stared a mein shock, and | knew I'd guessed right. "I
wonder what Dorian would think if he knew that you were only twenty-five when you died, just about his
age?' | said, and Dorian looked at Vayanar in surprise.

"How do you know so much of me? Who areyou?" Vayanar yeped.

"I'm not surprised you don't recognize me, Vayanar, just as I'm not surprised you couldn't use meditation
to restore the strength of your body, even on afast enforced by our Siege. Y ou never did attain the rank
of master, and never learned the mental disciplinesthat come with it. Perhgps| can refresh your memory
by reminding you of thetime | struck you down with my staff in front of the High Master? Or how about
thetime | defeated you at Chorim keep? Or perhaps you'll remember who | am when you recall that you
hired the Flame-Knivesto kill me, and ended up killing my beloved instead? Y ou always failed when
your plansran afoul of me," | said, clenching my fists around my staff.

"You!" Vayanar hissed in redlization, hisface darkening with anger and hatred.

"Yes, you bastard. It'sme.”

He began to incant apell to blast me, but | Smply rammed my staff into histeeth, knocking him to the
ground. "l seeyou didn't learn your lessons very well, Vayanar. Y ou definitely never should have been
promoted above apprentice. When in close, a battle-mage always uses short spelld” | sad, smashing

him in the sternum as he tried to begin another spdll.

Vayanar lay there, gasping for breath. "Now I'll kill you, Vayanar. Y ou've done enough harmin this
world," | said, and raised my staff to strike as he spat out broken teeth.



"Go ahead! Kill me! My animuary isburied inthisfield! I'll take another body and smply blast you
before you canfind it! If you kill that one, I'll take another, then another! Y ou'll never defest me, and
eventudly I'll kill you!" he gasped, struggling to hisfeet by leaning on hisstaff. "Comeon, do it! This
body istired from lack of food, and | can't even use my magic to escape. | need anew body! Kill me, if
you dare! Hah! Y ou can't, can you? I've outwitted you again, as| did before!" he chortled, blood
streaming from hismouth.

| lowered my staff, then raised the Skull of Hyarlanoth. 1 spoke along string of syllables, and Vayanar
quickly began hisown spell as| did so. Dorian, fearing held be caught in the middle of amagica dud,
leaped back. | finished, and | felt abrief tingle rush up my spine asthe skull's eyesockets flared with a
brilliant whitelight. A heartbest |ater, it crumbled to dust ineffectudly. Vayanar finished hisspell, a
complex but only dightly draining spell known asthe Spell of the Telekinetic Bolt. A blast of force
smashed meto the ground, and | lost my grip on my staff. | was stunned, groggy, but still conscious - my
ring of protection had saved me. Vayanar was gasping with the effort of casting the spdll, even with the
minor drainit imposed. "Hah! None of you can touch me! I'll cast my most powerful spdll, draining this
body to death, and then take anew body and continuekilling al of you!"

Joy handed Darian hisbow and an arrow, aready knocked. "Joy, | can't! Hell smply take another
body!" Darian objected.

"Doit, Darian! Kill him! Hemay finish me, hemay not! Either way, kill him!" | called groggily, dippingin
themud as| tried to struggle to my feet while summoning my staff to my hand. | neededitinmy gripso |
could draw upon it for the energy | needed to day Vayanar with a spdll.

Vayanar ignored my groggy attemptsto rise and day him. "Go ahead. Shoot," he called, sticking out his
chest and grinning. He had passed up a perfect opportunity to day me. It would be hislast mistake.

Darian looked to me, then nodded. Drawing the arrow back, he sank it into Vayanar's chest. Vayanar
grinned, then coughed blood. "I'll be right back, and then I'll kill you for that!" he chuckled. Darian's shot
hadn't been immediately fatal, as his bowstring was wet and had stretched a bit, throwing off hisaim.

| looked down to Vayanar in disgust. "No, you won't, you bastard. Y ou never madeit to Master, and as



such you never learned of the more powerful Hyperborean artifacts. This pile of dust washing away a my
feet was once the Skull of Hyarlanoth. 1've used its fourth and ultimate power, and destroyed it in the
process. Its ultimate power isto cancel the Spell of Hidden Life, linking the soul to the body itisinand
destroying the animuary dong with itself. Y ou're dying, you bastard, and for the last time. Y our animuary
isjust ahbit of dust in aniron box somewherein thisfidd. My only regret isthat | couldn't have found it
and destroyed it myself, crushing your soul forever. Unfortunately, with al these undead around, I'd never
have spotted its Mana-flow. So long, Vayanar. If there's any justice among the gods, you'll spend your
aterlifeinhdl.”

"No! It'snot possiblel" he said, then fell to coughing. Joy handed Darian another arrow, and Darian sunk
itin Vayanar'sthroat. He clawed at it spasmodically, spurting blood, then collapsed.

Silence reigned, save for the sounds of thefdling rain.

Now only Dorian and | stood in the middle of thefield. Darian, Joy, Arellaand Swift-wing stood twenty
paces away, Darian's commanders behind them. Darian's troops gazed on behind them, peering through
thefdling rain asthey tried to see what was happening.

Dorian looked around, then smiled at me and stepped up, hisarmswide. | looked at Dorian ashe
approached. Hewas dressed in asimilar green garment to Darian, but the fabric was of fine sk -
obvioudy another attempt to fool me wasin the works when they'd finally decided to give up. Hewas
soaked to the skin, dripping wet in agarment that couldn't keep the dightest bit of moisture from him.
Two and ahaf months of sege hadn't done him any good - he was thin. Of course, Darian led amuch
more active life, S0 perhaps this was how Dorian usually looked, just alittle hungrier than usud. |
probably hadn't noticed thefirgt time | saw him. "That's far enough. What isit you want, Dorian?"

"Raven, you love my brother. | say I'm afar finer specimen of man than he. | have the same face, the
same eyes, everything you find attractive in him. He won't touch you, Raven, but | will. Join with me, and
I'll make love to you every night. No tricks, no lies. See? | am unarmed. | love you, Raven. Please say
you'll bemine," he said swestly, holding out hisarms.

"Ooooh, Dorian! You're so brave to come here and say that to me! Come over here, Dorian,” | replied,
batting my eyesin the way I'd remembered Dyarzi doing and leading him away from the others until we
were out of earshot. | then stopped and turned, and as Dorian stepped up to me, | held my hand out
when hewasjust out of arm'sreach. "Close enough. | just want to make absolutely certain we're not



overheard. Are you truly unarmed? Do you redlly love me?' | asked in awhisper, pretending to be
excited.

"Yes, my dear. I've heard how you love my brother, but he refusesto lie with you. | won't refuse, my
dear. Join with me. Turn your army againgt my brother'sarmy and crush him. When werevictorious, I'll
make you my queen. | won't refuseto lie with you like my brother does," he replied, smiling wickedly.

"Dorian, you're acomplete fool. All that wasalie. | don't love Darian anymorethan | love any other man.
I'm asapphite, you idiot. But, Snce you've offered meyour heart, | think I'll takeit,” | said, and ashis
face changed to an expression of shock and fear, | drew on my staff as| spat out the incantation to the
Spell Of Evisceration. Dorian screamed in pain as his chest burst open, his heart legping out to fly to my
hand, till besting. He staggered for amoment, then collgpsed. | squeezed his heart until it trembled, then
stopped. | then looked down on him, dropping his heart disdainfully and walking back to my sanctuary to
climb back in.

Darian's troops picked up Dorian's body, and Darian stood below my sanctuary and called to me. |
climbed back down asthe rain began to pour hard. "What isit?" | asked.

"Dammit, Raven, did you haveto kill him?" Darian asked, hisface amask of sorrow and rage.

"Of course, Darian. He was athreat to your throne. He already usurped it once, pretending to be you.
Hetried to get meto turn on you, turning al thirty thousand of my troops againgt you. Darian, he was
evil. If I'dlet him live, hewould have eventudly killed you to regain the throne again asthe only rightful
successor. | knew you wouldn't be abletodoit, so | did it for you,” | replied camly.

"But hewasmy brother!" Darian yelped.

"And he aso was responsible for the deaths of thousands of innocent Arcadian children, the castration of
their men, and the endavement of their women. Hewas arabid dog, Darian. He needed to be
destroyed.”



"Dorian didn't do that, Gorlon-mak did!" Darian objected.

"Darian, one of thelast and most important things | can teach you about being aking isthis, thekingis
responsiblefor everything. Y ou can't just shrug your shoulders and say ‘well, my advisor told methis
was agood ided or 'but, | didn't do that, my genera did." When you're the king, you're responsible. He
was the king, he could have ordered it stopped. He chose not to. He was responsible, Darian. The fact
that hislackey Gorlon-mak did the job doesn't change that. Look at your men, Darian. The eunuchs are
celebrating. Go tell them that you're sorry your brother's dead and see how long they stay by your side.
They know who castrated them. Gorlon-mak may have ordered it, but Dorian ordered him."

Darian thought about it for amoment, then sghed. "Y ou'reright. It'sjust that | loved him once."

"And you awayswill. Now take mein your arms and kiss me on the forehead so your men will see
you're rewarding me for having done the right thing, not griping at me. After that, send Ardlaover to kill
me," | replied. Darian nodded, reaching out to take mein hisarms, then kissng me on the foreheed. |
suppressed a shudder of revulsion, instead pretending to faint. Darian held me up for amoment and
patted my cheek until | pretended to awaken, then turned and walked away while | groveled in the mud
behind him. | dropped my Hidden Sanctuary spell, then lay therein the mud astherain fll, moaning my
joy and rolling around in ecstasy. Arelladoshed up to me, then knelt down in the mud beside me.

"Goodbye, my love," she said, kissing me. As she sat back up, | vanished.

Chapter Thirty-Two

"...and thus did Eddas Ayar deceive the people of that day, taking all the fear and hatred the war
had generated upon themselves, and then dissipating it through shamming death. It has been
theorized by some historians that this was done to insure Darian's smooth ascendance to the
throne, and that the Ancient One's honor was preserved through the artifice of a false identity,
and finally that the later revelation of Eddas Ayar's identity as the first Raven of Yorindar was an
accident, a mere quirk of fate. | would argue in return that this presumes the Ancient One first
would even care what mere mortals might think of them - a patently false assumption.”

- Lord Caladis, The Eddasine Chronicles, 1817 NCC

"No, no, no! Youtel Arellato tell Darian that you cannot levy atax likethat on millerd! If you do, the
cost of bread rises, and some of your poorest people starve. If you have to levy atax on whest, then
makeit ashare that each miller givesto the crown - say one stone of flour for every twenty he grinds.
Then the crown sdllsthe flour back to the people at a discount, undercutting the miller. People will want
to buy the king's flour because it's cheap, but there won't be enough of it to harm the miller'sbusiness. In



exchange, each miller isalowed to set their own pricesinstead of being regulated by the crown,” | said to
Swift-wing as we sat on the western parapet of my tower, watching the sun set.

"My mistress saysthat Darian saysthat won't work; the millerswill buy the whest for next to nothing,
then sdll the flour at aninsane price.”

" At which point those millers who charge more reasonable feeswill be the onesthe farmerstake their
wheat to, and they'll dso be the onethe villagers buy their flour from. Those that try to gouge the people
will very quickly find themselves out of business. Y es, many areas won't have mills close enough to
compete in thismanner. In those places, you help new mills be built so that there is competition, such as
by funding the consgtruction with the king's treasury.”

"More money out of the treasury instead of in, Darian says."

"Initidly, yes. Inthelong run, no. You can't harvest byallar inthefirst year of planting, you haveto let the
trees mature first. After Darian's donethis, in afew years he can pass anti-monopoly laws, too."

"It never work, Darian says."

"Fnel He's the expert, 1'm only sixteen centuries old, obvioudy | don't know a damn thing! He asked for
my advice, I'vegivenit, and if he doesn't likeit, you tell Ardlato tell him | said he can go Straight to hell!”
| roared, irritated to hear my voice come out as awoman's screech.

Swift-wing was silent for amoment, then spoke again. "Darian says he's sorry, he says he knows you
trained him well in Hyperborean economics, he'sjust alittle worried that the L arinian economy won't be

able to make the change over to a Hyperborean 'free-market'.

"Wdll, we Hyperboreans argued about that for along time, and we found out it works. And if hell follow
thelessons| gave him, it will work! | don't care what the traditions have been for amillennium, | don't
care what all hisother advisors say, I'm the one that knows what he's talking about!"



"Darian laughed and said that'swhat all hisadvisorssay."

"Oh really? Wl perhaps he should keep in mind that none of them is over sixteen centuriesold, and
none of them restored his crown to him, helped him find adistant cousin of king Priam to run Arcadiaas
asatellite state until it'sback onitsfeet again, helped him intimidate the Vilandiansinto returning most of
the women they'd bought in exchange for not declaring war on them, and got him the most beautiful
woman in Hyperborea as his queen! He's the king, not me, and he can overrule me if he wantsto, but
when his entire economy comes crashing down around his ears, he damn well better not come
complaining to me about it!"

"Joy askswhat about combining the two ideas? Start off with atax for immediate income, then phase it
out and replace it with the program you talked about?'

| thought about it for awhile, then nodded. "Tell them the evil witch danced in celebration of Joy'swit and
wisdom. Once again, her ideawill work perfectly - if Darian doesn't tax more than one share of twenty!"
| said, waggling afinger & Swift-wing.

"Dont point that thing at me! I'm just passing along the messages,” Swift-wing huffed.

"Sorry, I'mjud alittletense. | redly wish Ardlacould find thetimeto visit me again.”

"Shed loveto, but her duties as court wizardess are really keeping her hopping. She says sheél's sorry it's
been amonth since she last visited, but after dl, it's only been ayear snce you vanished with your Spell
of Returning and Darian took the throne. She could visit you tonight with her Spell of Returning, but she's
afraid al sheldd do isdeep until morning, then have to go right back. She'svery busy, and dl sheredly
doesin her freetimeis deep. It doesn't help that she discovered the evil witch Raven's secret weakness,
one nobody would have guessed - the kiss of awoman!" he cackled. "Now she's considered the wisest
magein theland, and the king'switch gets many requests for advice in matters of athamaturgica nature.”

| nodded. Ardlas congtant work in hel ping Darian was time consuming, but she/d become a better



thinker and a better magefor it. Ardlas skills had improved to the point where | felt she was no longer
an gpprentice, and promoted her to the rank of full mage in the Dyclonic Circle afew months ago,
skipping the rank of journeyman entirely (and | was certain sheld probably become amaster inthecircle
as soon as her work with Darian was complete, and she could return to my tower to resume her training
and study). Even 0, | could bardly suppressasigh as| replied.

"Meanwhiledl | have isfreetime. | can't leave here and search the ruinsfor anything useful to help me
bring Dyarzi back because Darian might need to consult with me. | could have the giants ook, but they
don't even know what to look for. Sure, Dragondayer, Felicity, Strider and al the other giants of
Dohbari village were overjoyed to see me - they didn't expect me back for at least a century or two, and
to befrank, neither did | before | left. | figured I'd probably get killed fighting that war, and havetorise
again from thevoid - | nearly did, too. Even so, they've got their own livesto lead. They can't Sit around
here al day and keep me company,” | grumbled. | supposed | shouldn't complain. Joy's plan for Ardlato
be ableto vist mein my secluson and meto advise Darian through Arellaand Swift-wing did work, and
it was certainly better than my origind idea.of smply disappearing and spending therest of thislife aone.
Just as her vigts during the war had helped me make it through then, her visits now hel ped me make it
through this period, too.

"What about Rhane the dryad?' Swift-wing asked.

"What about her? She's il with Tybalt. Darian gave him the twig-ring since he seemed the best
candidate and he was more than willing, and it may be two decades before she's done with him."

"Well, therédsdwaysmel™ Swift-wing squawked brightly.

"Y es, on the three or four nights aweek that you vist, in between handling Darian's questions.”

Swift-wing sighed. "'l wish therewas more | could do, my friend, but I'm afraid things are going to get
even buser in the future. Think about al the advice Darian's going to need when hetriesto change the
lawsto where women have morerights” he said, finishing with asmal cackle of amusement.

| smiled dightly. "Yes, Darian's really going to have hishandsfull then. Well, if theré's nothing more, |
guess I'll be saying goodbye for now."



"No, nothing tonight. Farewd|," Swift-wing caled, then muttered his spdll of returning and vanished.

| took a seat on the edge of the parapet, then sighed as| looked at the setting sun. | missed Arélla, |
missed Darian and Joy, | missed their friendship and companionship. Hell, | even missed my musicians.,
Of coursethey, like al my other undead troops, were now buried outside Darian's castle. Assoon as1'd
‘vanished, trangporting myself back to my tower in Hyperborea, I'd whispered my last ingtructionsto my
troops. | had each of them dig their own grave, climb in, then buried them with my animal troopsand
samply let them al go. Now, in the silence of my tower as| looked over my lands, | dearly missed my
musicians. | could use some familiar music to remind me of good times and good friends.

| looked to the setting sun, and spoke. ™Y orindar, | redly hope you have aplan to help me, aswell. Like
| said before, I'd hate to find out you're up in heaven or hell or wherever it isthat you Arcadian deities
live, laughing up your deeve a me. After al, Darian's kingdom iswon, and al he reglly needs mefor now
isadvice. I've done everything I've done in the hope that 1'd be rewarded with my beloved. Yes, | was
hoping that I'd have her again, yet there aretimes| think 1'd be happy with just abrief glimpseof herina
dream. Please tell methat the destruction of the skull breaksits curse, and | won't die alone.”

The sun sank quietly in the west, and no answer was forthcoming. | watched asthe stars came out, then
went back into my chambers.

Tenyearslater, inthe middle of thefadl, Swift-wing visted meagain as| sat in achair on the parapet,
watching the leaves of the trees on my plantation turn various shades of brown and gold in the sun. | was
surprised to see him, asit'd been amonth since hislast visit. Darian's kingdom seemed to be running
smoothly, and even his passage of laws that forced the guilds to admit women had gone wdll. After dl, it
was known throughout the land that three women hel ped Darian regain his kingdom; Joy, Raven and
Ardlator (though Raven was insane, and had to be destroyed by the mage Ardlla-tor once Raven'sjob
was complete). Women probably would never be completely equa to men, but they no longer lived in
thral. The Arcadians were nomindly independent now, but the Larinian and Arcadian economieswere
s0 closdly interlocked that it ssemed very unlikely they'd ever go to war again. For its part, Arcadiawas
dill the sametotalitarian feudd ate it had been, but Lariniawas dowly turning into an imitation of the
Hyperborean economy and government | remembered. It probably would never be completely as|
remembered Hyperborea being, especiadly consdering so much of what we knew had been logt, ranging
from pane-glass and sewage systems to magitech and battle-sorcery. Also, the Larinians were different
people and would apply our ideas differently. Even so, they'd be happier and freer for having learned
from our deed civilization.

| smiled and reached out my gloved hand for Swift-wing to perch upon. "What isit thistime, my friend?
Darian has another question about establishing a Roya Bank?' | asked. Swift-wing shook his head and



didn't perch on my hand, and after amoment | lowered it. "What's wrong?'

"My mistress asks meto ask you if amage can leave the Dyclonic Circle. She doesn't want to leave the
position of Court Wizard, as she not only enjoysit, but she has redlized that as sheisthefirst sorceressto
hold this position in the entire history of Larinia, sheisagreat role-modd. No man can clam women are
lesser than he when the king himsalf has awoman as his closest advisor. Even so, she also knows that no
mage of the Dyclonic Circle can bethevassa of aking,” Swift-wing replied quietly.

| was shocked and hurt. "The scandd...!" | began, then stopped. After amoment, | hung my head. "No.
There'sno scandal. My people are dead. The rules of the order alow a member to leave at any time
before they become Master and learn the greatest secrets. It's just never done. We considered it agreat
shameto lose amember that way, asthey joined fredly and stay fredly. Y es, she can leave the Circleif
shewants.”

"Thank you. Darian wanted to tell you he had a plan for hel ping the Arcadian and Larinian economies
thrive. He intendsto build awadl fifty cubits high stretching from the foothills of the Granite Mountainsdl
the way to the Bright Sea - such a project would employ many. The dwarves have approved of thisplan,
and they will be sending severa thousand craftsmen to help cut the stone and put it in place. Thewall
would be built dong the Wailing River, which marks the southern edge of the Great Southern Dead
Zone. Thewall would be manned by both Larinian and Arcadian troops.”

"Alright, but why? What purpose would it serve?’ | asked.

"The public has been told it isto protect them againgt the fearsome giants and dragons of the
Hyperborean wastes, aswell asthe raging Mana- gormsthat occasondly arise. Thetruth isthat there
are many devices of power in Hyperboreathat the giants guard, not even knowing what it isthey guard.
Thiswould help them by blocking off fifty leagues of open land. The dwarves aready peatrol the
mountains thoroughly for intruders, asthey hate goblins and bandits as much as anyone.”

"But Darian knows that the giants are no danger to him - hell, he married one! Why would he perpetuate
the myth that they're athrest? Asde from that, there hasn't been a red Mana-storm in Hyperboreain
centuries, asfar as| cantell from talking to the giants. Well, there was that one that affected Joy's
mother, but that'sit.”



"Y es, but we must do what we can to keep treasure-hunters and power-seekers out. The war-machines
of the Invaders and the mighty artifacts of the Hyperboreans must be kept safe. Joy has dready said that
the giants probably won't mind - they don't have any interest in leaving their territory anyway, and their
territory isnow al of Hyperborea from thewall north to the snowy wastes. Since dragonsfly, Darian
assumesthey won't even notice thewall or even care.”

| nodded. "He'sright. His plan has merit, and | believeit will work. That wall combined with the patrols
of the giantswill keep Hyperboreasafe. Only, have him lay down dtrict rulesfor the soldiers on the wall
S0 that they won't shoot a any giantsthey may see, asthis may spark awar.”

"Darian has dready thought of that. He only asksthat you tdll the giants the plan, and ask them to
occasionally make an appearance far in the distance so that the soldiers can seethere are giantsin
Hyperborea. No one knows Joy isagiant, and Darian's afraid that if the truth be known, his people will
no longer accept her as his queen.”

"That shouldn't be much of a problem. The giants can head around the eastern or western edges of the
Gresat Southern Dead Zone to make an appearance once ayear or so. They won't be terribly happy with
humansfearing and hating them, though.”

"They'll fill haveyou,” Swift-wing replied quietly, and | nodded.

"That they will. Isthere anything else?" | asked.

"Y es. Darian wishesto reinforce thisfear of the Hyperborean wastes by |eaving condemned men thereto
die. He asksthat you pick them up invisibly, take them away and quietly execute them. Their
disappearances will reinforce the idea that the Hyperborean wastes are deadly. If thisis not feasible, then
perhaps you could come up with an aternate method of making an impressive show of their fina

punishment anyway."

"l am not an executioner of common felons and murderers!™ | snapped. | was disgusted - to a
Hyperborean, the profession of Executioner was the lowest profession that could possibly be called



honest.

"These aren't common felons and murderers. These are war-criminals. Men actualy responsible for the
eunuchs, the rapes, and the pillage of Arcadia. Thelast of them has been captured, the last of their trids
iscomplete, and they St in prison awaiting their fate. Some have waited nearly ten years. Darian fed sthat
sgncethelr lives served no purpose except evil, their desths should serve the cause of good, protecting
Arcadiaand Lariniafrom the dangerous wegponsthat lie buried in Hyperborea."

| ground my teeth - | couldn't expect Swift-wing or Arellaor Darian to understand, but Joy should know
better. "Did Darian consult with Joy on this?'

"Y es. Joy said that you would probably be deeply insulted by it - though Darian and Arelladon't
understand why. Even so, it's the best way to reinforce the notion that Hyperboreais deadly, and
shouldn't be entered. We have to keep people out of here, for the sake of the future of the peoplein the
Southlands, Darian says."

| ground my teeth again. "How many are there?'

"Darian says enough to provide one aweek for five years. They intend to start once thewall isfinished, in
about twenty years."

| didn't want to say 'yes, but | could hardly see any other choice. Darian wasright - it was agood plan
to keep the people of the Southlands out of here. | Sghed. "Alright. Just let me know when thefirg isto
be picked up.”

"Good. Farewdl, my friend."

"Wait! Stay awhile. It's been amonth since | saw you lagt, and nearly six monthssince | saw Arella. I'd
liketo chat awhile with you. Also, when does Ardlaplan to vist me next?' | asked.



Swift-wing was slent for along time before he replied. " She doesn't plan on visting you anymore, my
friend. I'm sorry."

"What? Why?" | asked, stunned.

"She's getting older, Raven. She seesthe gray hairsin her head, the wrinkles around her eyes. You are
not. It shames her, and makes her feel uncomfortable to be around you. She loves you dearly, but being
near you causes her to fed shame and pain. Also, over the years of talking to you through me, hearing
only your words without hearing your voice or seeing your face, she redizes that what you told her along
time ago was correct - you aren't awoman, and you aren't a sapphite. You'reaman trappedin a
woman's body. Y ou're aso an old man. Y ou were over ninety when you died, and you were crotchety,
cantankerous and st in your ways. Y ou sill are, to some extent. Y ou don't like it when people disagree
with you on subjects you consider yoursdlf to be an expert in, and you're very vocd about it. She'sno
longer ayoung woman who'll bend to your temper. She's nearly forty, and she's developed atemper of
her own. I'm sorry, my friend. She won't be coming again.”

"Please, my friend! Tell her I'm sorry! | can't help getting angry at times, it'sjust that I'm so lonely herel!
I've stayed in or near my tower for ten years, waiting to help Darian when he should need me! Assuch, |
haven't been able to do anything about trying to find away to bring Dyarzi back to me, and my loneliness
has at times made my temper short. Please ask her to forgive me!™

"I'm sorry, my friend, but that's the final reason she won't be back. She hasloved you for over adecade,
knowing that you love someone e se, someone who's dead. It hurts her to have to compete with the dead
for your affections, knowing she can never win. Now she sees her youth has faded, and knows she can
never win your heart. She asks you to remember the good times you shared together, and smply let her
go. Shewill dways be your friend, and she will probably aways|ove you, but she can never be with you
again. It hurts her too much.”

| looked away for amoment, tears brimming in my eyes. A gentle breeze moved over the trees of my
plantation, and | watched them ripple like a golden ocean of leaves. | wanted to snap out something
crud, like 'Tell the bitch | said she can go to hell,' but | suppressediit. If | had learned anything about
women, | had learned that Arellawasn't trying to be crud to me. Assuch, | shouldn't be crud to her. She
wasright - | didn't love her. My one true love was dead. She was right. Even though | had adapted to
and accepted thisbody as my own, degp inside | was till my old sdf. She wasright about everything.
"Tdl her | said | undergtand. | am sixteen centuries old, after al," | replied quietly.



"I'll ill visit you, my friend. Darian till occasionally needs your advice, and | enjoy your company,”
Swift-wing croaked quietly.

"I appreciate that. In fact, | wish you'd been here yesterday. Dragondayer and Felicity came by to show
me their new baby. That brings them up to three, now; aboy, ten, agirl, Sx, and thislittle baby girl they
have now."

"How doesthelittle hatchling look?" Swift-wing cackled.

"She has her mother's eyes, that's certain. Unfortunately, she aso got her father'snose,” | chuckled.

Swift-wing looked over the byallar trees, their golden leaveswaving in the breeze. "How was the harvest
thisyear?' he asked.

"The giants managed to gather two hundred barrels of seed. They refused to take dl of it, and left mefifty
barrels of ground and roasted seeds. It's been like that for years, and | now have more byallar than |
could drink in five or x centuries. Thank the godsthe eveslikeit. | traded five barrelsfor abook on
elvish magic theory last year, and they came by thisyear to trade me awhole wagonload of fine furniture,
thirty reeams of fine vellum, five hundred quills and ten gdlons of ink for thefifty barrdsthe giantsleft me.”

"Did you find the book useful?" Swift-wing asked.

"Not redlly. The ves don't have any way to bring Dyarzi back, ether. They know about as much about
magic theory as| do,” | Sighed.

"What about the dwarves?"



"Asfar asmagic theory is concerned, | know more than they do. Their magic isthat of the miner, the
amith, and the craftsman. Certainly, in their areas of expertise, they outshine me easly. Overdl, however,
their knowledge fals somewhat short of mine. Asfar asthe byallar isconcerned, they likeit, but they
don't redly have anything | need to trade for it - money is essentially usdessto me since al the merchants
of my people are dead, and | conjure my own food and drink whenever | needit. About dll | needis
paper and ink, and the elves gave me plenty of that. A dwarf-merchant came by four years ago and tried
some, and agreed to bring awork-crew to dig me anew tomb here on my landsin exchangefor fifty
barrels. | had him throw in the fine flintlock blunderbuss he was carrying, abarrdl of powder and three
stone of shot so I'd be ableto liven up my diet with wild game (aswell astry to break the tedium of my
lifewith alittle hunting), and we had adedl. | figured with the giants patrolling regularly, thisareais safer
than where my tomb used to be, and safer even than it would be in Darian'slands. Of course, | didn't tell
the dwarves whose tomb it was going to be. | spent afew months moving my tomb, and now Dyarzi
deepsover there, benesth thosetrees,” | said, pointing.

"I'm sure when the dwarves think of something else you might be interested in, they'll come back,"
Swift-wing offered.

| looked to him. I could tell he was stretching for thingsto talk about. ™Y ou want to go home, don't
you?’

"Well, my mistressisn't listening in now, so | can speak fredly. If it was up to me, I'd have her move here
and livewith you forever. | understand her fedings, | just think that she should put them aside and be with
you until she growsold and dies. Y ou're agood friend, and you deserve companionship, not loneliness. |
want to stay with you. | like it here. Unfortunately, she wants me to wrap up my conversation and come
home as soon as| can. She only wants meto visit when Darian needs your advice. | say that after
everything you've done for her, she should repay you with her company. Ah! I've said too much. | should
go. Will you be dright? 1 mean, can | leave you and know you'l still be herewhen | visit again?

"I'll befine. Go, my friend. I'll see you the next time Darian needs some advice. Tell Darian I'll passthe
word of his plan onto the giants, and I'll handle the condemned men for him. Don't worry. I'll befine.
Farewdl," | caled.

"Farewe |, my friend," Swift-wing replied, then vanished.



| didn't see him again for another three years.

Swift-wing only stayed briefly then, smply coming to tell me Darian's announcement that not only wasthe
wall well under construction, Joy was pregnant. | extended my congratulations on both successful
projects, and he left again. Swift-wing visited again nine months after that to announce Joy had birthed a
strapping son.

After that, | didn't see him for another four years.

At that time, he visited to announce that Joy had birthed a daughter and to ask my advice on afew
matters (primarily questions on economics). It didn't hurt much when heleft again, though. | found that
after nearly two decades of isolation, the pain of loneliness eased to adull ache, like abad knee that
sometimes twinges before the rains come. | spent my time studying magic theory, trying to find away to
bring Dyarzi back to me. It wasdl | had | eft.

Ten yearslater it was the middle of winter, and the snowsthis year fell deep. A blizzard covered my
landsin ablanket of white, and then dowly moved south. | ignored the cold with my ring of adaptation,
and smply sat there in my room, studying my books and making notes on possible spdll formulas| could
usein my quest. Winter's chilling fingers drew intricate patterns of frost both insde and out on my
windows as the blizzard moved on, but | cared not. Study and research had become my entire life, now,
and nothing else was important. Indeed, | had stripped my life down to the barest of essentials, even
going so far asto smply remove the hood from my cloak and sew it directly to my robe so that |
wouldn't have to bother wearing the cloak anymore - this smplified the process of dressing and
undressing, as the only reason | wore the cloak was for the hood to shield my eyes from the sunwhen |
occasiondly went outside. Suddenly, asthe shadows of evening fdl and | had just finished striking a
gpark of magica illumination to keep working into the night, | looked up & the ominous sound of
stupendous, leathery wings, and the low sound of arumble.

"Eddas."

It was Karg the Terrible, cometo vidt. | smiled and closed my book, then strode out through the door
onto the parapet. "How are you, my friend?" | asked, grinning broadly.



"I amfine, thank you. I've cometo ask you if you're still interested in the grimoire of the White
Witch of 1olo Mountain.”

"I'mafraid | don't have anything to offer you for it, unless you've devel oped a taste for byallar,” |
replied with achuckle.

"Bleah! That vile black concoction you Hyperboreans used to drink? No, thank you. | can't

under stand what you see in it. Just the thought of it curls my teeth," hereplied, and we shared a
chuckle. "I'm surprised you got the elves and dwarves interested in it, though. | even had Durin,
the king of the dwarves, come to my cave and ask me my advice. He paid me a fine golden goblet
to tell himwhat | thought they might offer you for another two hundred barrels - the giants of
Dohbari village drink most of what they grow, and the dwarves say the byallar the other giants
grow isn't as strong as yours. | told him I'd ask, and after they'd left and | sealed my cave with
sorcery, | came. | reasoned that | owed you the White Witch's spellbook anyway, and it was as
good an excuse as any to visit."

"Why would you owe me her grimoire?"

"That little bartender spell you gave me was far more valuable than it first appeared. For a
human, they might manage to produce a mug of ale or two, so | figured | might be able to squeeze
abarrel of elf-wine or so out of it. | have little need for drink, but | found my greater strength and
will allowed me to produce quite a bit fromit if | concentrated - ten to twelve barrels at a time, if
| tired myself. | then wondered if | could develop a vintage of my own, one more suited to my own
tastebuds. It seemed an interesting challenge that would occupy a few years, so | toyed with the
spell, producing a barrel a day of various flavors until | hit on one combination | liked. | called it
"Karg-Wine", and was quite pleased with myself. | then worked on a slight variation of the spell
that wouldn't take as much effort to produce drink by the barrel. | used it to produce two
thousand eight hundred and fifty-three barrels of Karg-wine over the course of the first few
months | had it. Very tasty and quite amusing to produce, but after awhile | decided I'd gone a bit
overboard,” Karg said with arumbling chuckle,

"Your cave must have been overflowing with barrels!" | said, chuckling with him.

"Indeed. Even after | threw out all the empty barrels, my cave was still packed with thousands of
full ones. Well, I pondered what to do with all of these barrels for quite some time, and finally



ended up calling on the king of the dwarves. After | made their hastily-summoned army realize |
only wanted to talk, | traded all my wine in exchange for a chest of gold. | reasoned that with my
new variation on the spell, I could now produce a barrel or two of it easily should | ever find | had
ayen for it, so | sold all | had to the dwarves. Their reaction to my wine was a bit more than |
expected, however. Suddenly | found | had not only made an ally, but | also was in the winery
business," he said, and we chuckled for several moments.

"Karg, | know of no other dragon that's managed to befriend the dwarves, and | certainly know
of no other dragon that's had the king of the dwarves come to him and ask for advice ," | said,
shaking my head in disbelief as| chuckled. " So, you told him you'd ask me what | might want, eh?
Well, | can't think of anything | really need. The elves have been trading me grimoires and
treatises on magic theory, but I'mreally not interested in works by the dwarves - their magic isn't
really what I'mlooking for. It's not that they're bad spellcasters, far fromit. They've just
specialized in areas I'm not interested in. They just don't have anything | want, asfar as| can
see," | finished, shrugging.

"I agree. The one thing you really want lies beneath my feet," Karg replied.

"What? Oh, that's right. | forgot you can sniff out a gold coin a league away."

"Indeed. It doesn't take the brains of a dragon to realize that where your treasureis, soisyour
tomb and your beloved little thief. Has she still stolen your heart, my friend?"

"Yes," | replied quietly.

"Well, I hope you bring her back to you. Here;" he said, drawing aglowing circlewith aclaw and
using aspdll of tdekinessto extract athick grimoire. " Perhaps you'll find something useful in this,
perhaps not. Either way, it'stheleast | can do to repay you," he finished, and nodded as | took the
book. He started to spread his wings, then stopped. "Wait. The king said the merchant's list of items
he'd traded included a blunderbuss. How do you like it?"

"I've always liked dwarven firearms, and it's a good example of their craft. Last fall, | hunted
many game-cock with it. It's a fine weapon,” | replied.



"Perhaps then | shall tell him that you might be interested in the finest blunderbuss they can
produce. The better the weapon, the more byallar you might be willing to trade for it. Also, you
might appreciate more powder and shot."

"Ah, thank you. You'reright, | do need more powder and shot, and a weapon as you describe
would certainly be interesting to me. Yes, | think that would be a worthwhile trade.”

"Good. Farewell, my friend. May your scales always gleam and your treasure-pile always grow,"
Karg caled, extending his bat-like wings.

"May the road always rise to meet you, and may the wind always be at your back," | cdledin
return. The blast of wind from his mighty wing-bests buffeted me briefly, then he was away. | sood and
watched for severa minutes as he flew up and out of sight, disappearing into the darkness of the
dar-filled winter evening's ky.

After afew more minutes of staring at the twinkling stars, | bowed my head and wept.

Dragons arent like humans. Dragons could live millenniain solitude, never speaking to another soul,
never touching anyone. It had been seventeen years since I'd been touched by anyone, seventeen years
snceanyone hdd meintheir ams. My best friend was building awall fifty leagueslong, cutting off
Hyperborea from the lands to the south forever. Hed dready banned tomb-robbing, the punishment for
it deeth by being buried dive. Hed even passed aharsh new law against rape - it was now punishable by
castration instead of asimple public flogging. In the absence of witnesses, sorcery was used to determine
therapist'sidentity. Unfortunately, | smply couldn't moveto Lariniato take advantage of al thisand see
my old friends more often. | had to stay away, so that Darian's legend would be assured. Except for the
occasiona ef or dwarf who came by to trade for byallar and the occasional giant that dropped by to
vigt, it gppeared that | would be dlonefor dl eternity. My ring of adaptation protected me from the
winter's chill, but still the tearsfroze on my cheeksas| wept. | ached for the touch of another person. A
friendly clap on the shoulder given in male companionship, awoman's tender caress.

| went back inside my tower and laid the book on the table. After I'd wiped my face, | sat down and
opened it and began to read. | had to concentrate on my work. It wasal | had |eft to sustain me.



Chapter Thirty-Three

"To truly understand the Ancient One, it must be understood that they are not like any ordinary,
mundane human who ever lived, before or since. Like all the truly mighty mages of legend and
song, Eddas Ayar was and is passionless, and compassionless. Beyond humanity, Eddas Ayar was
and is no mere mortal being, but more a force of nature, or the will of a vengeful god incarnate.
To ascribe ordinary, human motivations to any mage is false - they wield powers far beyond
normal beings, and that power shapestheir view of the world, distancing them fromit. The
greatest of mages were even more distanced from the world by their power, and Eddas Ayar was
and is perhaps the greatest mage in all of history. Thus, the Ancient One was so far removed from
humanity that ascribing human goals and motivations to their actions is simply impossible.”

- Lord Caladis, The Eddasine Chronicles, 1817 NCC

After three days of study, | closed the White Witch's grimoire with asigh. It was chaotic, disordered;
part diary, part spell-book, part notebook of things she didn't want to forget. The spellsshehad in it
were good ones, mostly healing magic. | copied the ones| didn't have into my own grimoire, but that was
only three. My own grimoire contained nearly three hundred spells, and I'd have to bind in some more
pagesif | wasto be able to add more than two or three spdllsto thislist. Of course, that didn't seem
likely. I knew | now had the largest single collection of spellsin the history of the Dyclonic Circle,
probably more than any single mage in the entire history of my nation had ever gathered. Even so, none
of them could raise the dead. The only truly interesting thing I'd learned from her grimoire was that the
White Witch was the High Mistress of her own secret circle of witches. They al practiced hedling magic,
though, not battle-magic. They used the Spell of Hidden Lifefor their Mistress-ranks and for the
High-midress, in imitation of the battle-circles (though it gppeared that their requirements weren't as
drict; most of the Magters of the Dyclonic Circle reached their rank between age thirty and forty, but
they appeared to attain Mistress rank between age twenty-five and thirty-five). There was even amap of
the locations of their tombs - like the high-masters of the other circles, they kept careful records of where
each tomb was located. Even 0, thiswasn't helpful to me. They were dead. All of my people were

dead, savefor me.

| decided | should join them.

To hel with Darian and his convicted war-criminas. To hdll with Ardlladeciding | wasn't worthy of being
touched anymore, leaving me here to go mad with londiness. To hell with dl of them.

| looked down to the robes | wore, grown threadbare over the years with none to care how | looked. In
afit of rage, | ripped them from me and tossed them aside. | strode over to the door and yanked it open,
then stepped out onto the parapet. Stepping up on the crenelated edge, | 1ooked down forty-two cubits
to the ground. "That should be far enough to kill me, even with the snow on the ground,” | muttered.



"Raven, what are you doing?" avoice asked from behind me. | turned, and saw Swift-wing had used his
magic to appear on the parapet. "What are you doing? Where are your robes? Y ou'll freeze to death in
just those little strips of chainmail and those gloves and boots!" he squawked, obvioudly forgetting my ring
of adaptation. | sneered at him as| replied.

"And what would you care, corpse-eater? Y ou and your mistress have abandoned me! 1've spent years
here ALONE! Not aliving soul touchesme! How can | live the rest of eternity with no oneto even
touch me?! Y our king builds awall to separate me from the Southlands, as he fears and despises me as
amonster! Y our queen suggests | spend more time with the giants, people who hesitate to touch mefor
fear of crushing me! You al left me here done because you didn't need me anymore! 1've done my job,
Darian has hiskingdom! Y ou're only here because Darian, your mistress liege-lord, till needs meto act
as executioner for him. Executioner! The lowest profession that can still be called honest, ajob that to a
Hyperborean is only astep above shoveling manure! | wasagreat man, once. | had honor and respect!
Now | have nothing, not even my manhood! I'mjust a lowly executioner, a feeder of ravens and
other carrion-eaters! Why in the hell should you care, eater of maggots?! You only come here to
torment me and make me want to die so you can feed on my flesh!"

"No! | carefor you! Youremy friend!" Swift-wing squawked in objection, flapping hiswings. Suddenly
Arellaappeared on the parapet beside him. She wasn't dressed for the cold, she was wearing only asilk
mage's robe that she apparently wore insgde Darian's castle nowadays. Obvioudy sheld been listening
and watching through Swift-wing, her familiar, as she usudly did when he visited to ask me aquestion.
Her hair had gone completely white, and her skin looked aged and wrinkled. Of course, she was near
sixty, now. Her appearance was a bit of ashock, and | hesitated.

"Raven, please don't! Swift-wing and | can easily stop you with our spells of telekinesis, but | beg you to
not force usto! Please, Raven. I'm sorry. | didn't mean to hurt you," she said, shivering with the cold as
Swift-wing flew up to perch on her shoulder.

"Go away, bitch,” | replied, my mouth full of bile.

"No. | madethat mistake once. | shdl not do it again. Y ou spent agesadonein your previouslife, and
ended up suffocating yourself in despair. Now you despair again, and it'sal my fault. If | truly loved you,
| should have helped you recover your beloved, not abandoned you. I'm sorry, Raven,” she said, her
teeth chattering.



"Goto hdl,” | replied, and spat.

"I'm dready there. Please, Raven. Comeinsde," shereplied camly, trying to control her shivering.

| stepped off the parapet, then walked inside. Aréllafollowed, closing the door behind her. | didn't want
to evenlook at her, | wasso angry. | smply sat in achair next to awindow on the western sde of my
room, and watched the wind blow flurries of snow about outside through the frost-covered windows. |
could hear them moving around behind me for awhile, then they were silent.

Eventudly, my anger faded abit, and | decided to at least talk to them, even though | was angry. She
was my friend and my lover once, and | owed her at least that. | turned and saw an old woman and a
raven trying to warm themsalves by afire they'd lit in my fireplace - it was a heartbegt or two before |
redized it was Ardlla. Somehow, | till had the mental image of her as1'd first known her - young,
flame-haired and beautiful. Now shewas old and grayed. Her face till had a sense of regd and
commanding presence, but her beauty had faded years before. "Why are you here? Obvioudy Darian
needs some advice, so what isit thistime? Some twist of economicsor law he can't resolve? Ask away,
Ardla, then leave me. Never fear, I'll il serve your magter. 1t's obvious you still need me as your roya
executioner, too. Such was my agreement - I'll serve 'till the bastard no longer needs me.”

"Y ou had no firewood in the tower, and this fireplace looks as though it's not been used in decades. We
hed to bring firewood up from the kitchen,” Arellareplied quietly.

"Of course, woman. | have no need of afire, what with my ring of adaptation. Since | have no friends or
loved onesto fed the chill, I have no need of afireto warm mysdlf. | have afirein thekitcheninthefdl
to cook gamecocks on occasion, but that isdl. Isthat al you cameto ask? Darian'sinterested in my
firewood?!" | screamed.

"No. | was merdly curious. | had to carry up firewood from the kitchen. It's very cold in here.”

"Well, you're the first to complain in seventeen years!"” | hissed angrily.



Arellasobbed, an old woman's weeping. "I took the warmth from your home and your heart. | took the
fire of friendship and love from you. I'm sorry."

| looked at her, huddled under my black cloak with the shreds of my robe wrapped about her shoulders,
sobbing into her wrinkled and spotted hands. | thought about it, and realized she wasright. "Y es, you
have, Arella My heart is as empty and cold as my tower. Now; what isit Darian wanted to know?"

Ardlaonly sobbed louder. Swift-wing spoke up for her. "Darian wanted to ask you how the
Hyperboreans stored winter crops. He was wondering if what they knew might improve our methods.
That waswhy my mistress sent me," he replied quietly.

"We stored our cropsin slos, just asyou do. The only difference was that we used sorcery to diminate
vermin like mice, rats and bugs. We had spellsthat affected large aress, killing them ingtantly. Of course,
you had to repest the spdll every now and then to prevent re-infestation. The spell isin my grimoire
beginning on page two hundred and six, and my grimoireis right there on the table. There. Now you
know. Now copy the spell you need and leave,” | said, standing.

"No! | can't leave you now!" Arella sobbed.

"No, of courseyou can't. Y ou can't afford to risk losing your Hyperborean executioner,” | replied with a
sneer, and Arella sobbed louder.

"That isnot why my mistressishere,”" Swift wing said, fluttering off Arellas shoulder and flying over to my
table to stand before me.

"Thenwhat isit, then?| tire of this"

"Tdl her, midress"



Ardlasobbed for amoment, then spoke. "I love you, Raven. | know you can't accept that now. You
can't see yoursdlf through my eyes, but to me you look like some powerful, beautiful, immorta being who
said shedd hold me closeto her forever, if only | would let her! Instead, | regjected her, and now she
stands before me, full of hatred. I'm so sorry! Please let me prove my love for you! Please!™

"Proveit? How?"

"Raven, | know now that if | truly loved you, | should never haveleft you. | should have proven my love
by trying to help you recover your beloved Dyarzi. | was wrong, Raven. Please allow meto help you.
Perhaps together, we can come up with the answer,” she begged, weeping.

| Sghed. "Do whatever you want, Ardla | no longer care. | smply want thislifeto be over.” Arellarose
from the floor and came over to me, her arms outstretched. "No! Don't touch me, Ardlla. | begged for
your touch years ago, and you refused. For you to touch me now, after seventeen years of refusng me?
No. Y our touch would be like the sting of awhip, sincel know you'l only leave me again once you're
satisfied | won't kill mysdlf anytime soon. My grimoire is on the table, my notes and other papersare
there, and al my works on magic theory are there. Y ou say you want to help me? Then help me, don't
hurt me. Please, just don't hurt me anymore. | really can't takeit,” | said, then returned to my seat by the
window.

Arellasobbed for severd more minutes, then findly the sounds died down to sniffles. Eventudly, | heard
the pagesin my grimoire being carefully turned behind mewith quiet crackling sounds.

Arelahad Swift-wing report my answer to Darian's question and tell him sheld be staying with me for
awhile, then she stayed on. Two weeks passed, Ardlaand swift-wing poring over my work carefully.
Three times each day, | summoned food and drink for al of us. I'd built the strength of this body through
years of daily spellcasting in this manner, and now it was nearly equa to my old one, and was as
powerful asit could possibly be. Arellahad apparently also improved her strength, and was much
stronger than her age and gender implied - she could easily carry afull armload of firewood up from the
kitchen. Such isthe effect of Mana flowing through the veins of asorcerer.

Arellaand Swift-wing reviewed every page of every book | had, making notes as1'd taught her to do
when researching. | spoketo them little, as| felt I'd said dl that | had to say. They, in turn, concentrated



on their research and let me be. | let her have one of the other roomsin the tower to deep in. Shedidn't
complain, though sometimes | heard her sobbing late at night. Other than repairing my robe with a Spell
of Repairing, | did little other than look out the window in silence.

One day, the sun was shining right and | was standing just so, and | caught my reflection in the pane of a
window in my room. At first | was startled, then | pulled out afull-length mirror the elves had traded to
me afew years before, along with the other furniture I'd said | wanted to put in my tower. | looked
mysdlf over, and nearly whistled. My body was hard, muscular, and beautiful - my years of daily
gpellcasting had hardened and forged this body well. For nearly forty years, each morsdl | fed this body
had been conjured with sorcery. For nearly forty years, 1'd lived the life of an ascetic mage. For nearly
forty years, I'd cared for thisbody as| had my old one, carefully building its strength so | could cast my
spdlsas| oncedid. Now, | gazed upon the results. My eyesflashed like twin pieces of jet, and my ebon
hair drawn back into a ponytail accentuated my aquiline features, making me look beautiful and
dangerous. At twenty-three, the age I'd first taken this body at, it had been soft and beautiful; agile, but
weak. Now, it was hard, fast, deadly, and astoundingly beautiful, with an dien cast to the features.
Dyarzi's black gloves, boots and ef-chain garment only enhanced this effect. Thisbody had lain hidden
beneath my threadbare robes as it hardened, and now at sixty-one it was bared and glorious, in the prime
of its haf-elven youth. With care, it would look like thisfor another three centuries or more before the
rapid aging that strikes al elvenkind near the end of their days set in. Its appearance sent an immediate
achetomy loins, and | knew that if awoman with thisbody had cometo mein my previouslife, Dyarzi
would never have had achance. It dawned on methat thisiswhat Arella must see when shelooksat me
- abeautiful, sensua, powerful, terrible being full of sorrow and anger at her for having been abandoned.
| looked to Arella, and saw her gazing back a melongingly as she sat a my table, the book before her
forgotten.

"You yearnto liewith me, to fed my caress, don't you?' | asked.

"Yes," shereplied, lowering her eyes.

"Now you know how | felt for seventeen years, Ardlla. Y ou had Swift-wing tell me years ago that you
were embarrassed a growing old while| did not. Ardla, | would have gladly caressed each wrinkle, and
kissed each gray hair. | was an old man when | died, Arella. The touch of age would not have repulsed
me," | said, and dipped the mirror back in my closet while Ardlawept.

Three weeks later, over lunch, Arellaspoketo mein frustration. "1 wish thiswas like making a cup of
byallar, like this one you madefor me. byallar islike making tea- you put the ground byallar inthe
tea-ball, placeit in the pot with water, boil the water for afew minutesand it'sdone. | just wish figuring
out this spell formulawasthat smple. Instead, it's more likefitting a pig through afinger-ring,” she sad,



Spping a her cup.

"Ardla, you've not listened to anything I've ever told you, have you?' | snapped.

"What do you mean?' she asked, shocked at my anger.

"pyallar is not smpleto make, likelife, it takes work! First, you plant the seeds. Then, you let the trees
mature for afew years. Then, you harvest and roast the seeds. Then, you grind the seeds. Now; are you
done at that point? Isthat al the effort necessary?' | asked.

"Uh, well, | guesss0," shereplied nervoudy.

"Wrong! Where did the wood for the fire come from? Someone had to chop it and bring it in. Where did
the tegpot come from? Someone had to make it. That means someone € se had to mine thetin, smelt it,
and sl it to atinsmith. That smith had to have aforge to work the tin - more wood being chopped and
gathered, aswell as bricksto make the forge. He had to have tools - more metal to be mined and forged,
more wood for the grips. The smelter himsalf had to have tools and men to dig the mine and smdlt thetin.
A tegpot done represents the combined labors of thousands of people. Now are you done?™

"Um, wdll, yes, | suppose,” shereplied, very nervous.

"Wrong again! Where did the water come from? Someone had to dip abucket in the river or in the well.
Where did the bucket come from? Someone had to make it - more wood, more tools. Where did the
well come from? Someone had to dig it. Where did the fireplace you hang the pot in come from? Where
did theiron hook insde the fireplace that you hang the pot on come from? Where did the cups come
from? No, Ardla. Making asingle cup of byallar takes great effort. You'velived in Darian's castle so
long, living thelife of acourt wizard, you've forgotten that each morsdl of food you ate and each titch of
clothes you wore came from the effort of hundreds or even thousands of people. Thisiswhy lifeislikea
cup of byallar. Life takes effort, even when you're fortunate enough or wealthy enough to where the
effort isdone by others,” | said, and sat back to sip a my cup as she pondered my words.



"Staged" she yelped suddenly.

"What?What are you talking about?"

"Everything you just described comesin stages! " she said excitedly, her wrinkled face breaking out into a
grin.

"Of course, but you missthe point. The point is about how life takes work! " | replied hotly.

"No! | mean that that's the solution to your problem! Y ou've been trying to come up with asingle
formulato repair the body, draw the spirit from the afterlife and restore the silver cord! That can't be
done - the formulasimpossiblel”

"I know that, | spent forty yearsin my previouslife and forty in this one figuring out that same thing.”

"Doitin stages! Oneformulafor each step, three separate spellsfor onefinal effect!”

| nodded, understanding what she meant. "L et's do the math,” | replied.

Two days later, we had the first formulafinished. "There! Thiswill restore the body to the same condition
it wasin at the pesk of hedth.”

"Your paliaions are extremdy specific, and your drainisextremely high. I'd dietrying to cast this. Try
again," | replied, looking at the result. We spent three more days re-working the formula, and | nodded.
Its drain was steep, but not beyond my ability to handle. "Alright. Let's move on to the second formula.™



A week later, | looked over theresult. "That will do just fine. Drainisminima, and the paliations aren't
astight. Now let'swork on thelast formula.”

A month later, Ardlafinished it. "Y our paliaions are extremely tight, and the drain'sabit high. I'd be
staggering after | cast thisone, and 1'd only get one shot at it - after that, the spell could never betried
again on the same subject.”

"Should we re-work it?' Ardlaasked.

"No. Loosening the palliations would make the drain unmanagesble, and tightening the paliations would
run the spell up againgt the Law of Tantivity. Thisisasgood asit's going to get and till conform to the
Law of Tantivity. Karg might be able to twesk this down to something easier to cast in afew centuries,
but | don't think I've got enough treasure to pay him for that long ajob. Thiswill smply haveto do. Now;
let's cdculate the tota drain and the time factor.”

An hour later, Arellalooked at the results and shuddered. "1'd die trying to cast these three spdllsin
successon.”

"No, not if you used your staff. Even so, you'd pass out before the third was complete.”

"And look - your time frameis extremey short. Once you begin thefirst spell, you have awindow of only
three seconds to begin each of the two following spellsto make the whole effect work!™

"True" | replied, nodding.

"I don't think it can be done. | know | couldn't do it. | guess|'vefailed you again,” Ardlasaid,
cresfalen.



"No, Arella. Y ou never attained the rank of master, and so you smply never learned how to do things
likethis. Trust me, | candoit. It'd be easier with a Spdll of Transference from you or Swift-wing, but
that's not redlly necessary. | can manage without it.”

"Youmeanit will work?" Arellaasked excitedly.

"Yes. It bedifficult, but no harder than summoning agreater demon,” | replied camly.

"Well, what's the matter, then?1 thought you'd be thrilled!" Arellaasked.

"Arella, this spell will work. Dyarzi can be brought back to me, solong as| don't dip and so long as her
goirit iswilling to rgoin mein the materid plane. Once she's here, just what exactly am | going to do with
her? She wasn't asapphite, Arella,” | said dryly.

"Wadl, can't you, um, kill yourself and return to your animuary, then take another body?' Arella asked.

"No, Ardla. Evenif | could, whose body would | take?" | asked in return, grinding my teeth.

Ardladrew hersdf to her full height and rolled her shoulders back. "Mine. I'd make the sacrifice. | love
you, and | want you to be happy.”

"No, Arella. Evenif | could, your will istoo strong. I'd never be able to re-shape your body into my own.
Asde from that, you'd be gone forever, your soul destroyed. No. Eveniif | ill could, | couldn't.”

"| can take an herb that will weaken my will, alowing you to do whatever you want. Y ou'd be able to
crush meeadly. I'd gladly give my life and my immortal soul to make you happy,” shereplied camly.



"No! Don't you understand? | can't!” | ydled.

"Why not? 'mwilling."

| went over and laid down on my bed, depressed. For along while, | didn't reply. Findly, | decided to
tell her. | at least owed her that. "Because you're my friend. | wish | could say it was because | love you,
but | don't. Even 0, | forgive you for having abandoned me. Y ou're my friend, | forgive you, and | don't
want to do something like that to you. Besides... | can't anymore. It'sjust not possible,” | said quietly.

"Why not?"

"Arella, what dlowed usto kill Vayanar was my use of the fourth and ultimate power of the Skull of
Hyarlanoth, which destroyed it in the process. Its ultimate power isto cancel the Spell of Hidden Life,
linking the soul to the bodly it isin and destroying the animuary aong with itsdlf."

"Well, yes, | know that - you explained it to me before. What of it?"

"It'snot atargeted effect, Arella. It's effect areawas aradius of about two leagues, and it worksiif either
the animuary or thetarget isinthe area.”

"You mean..." shesad, redization dawning.

"Yes. | don't have an animuary anymore. My soul is now locked into this body, and has been for forty
years”

Ardlagared at mein shock for along moment before she found her voice again. "But... But can't you



just cast the spell again?’

"No, Ardla Thisisnow my body. I'velooked at my spirit while astraly projecting - my soul isdtill the
same, and separated from my body, | ill look as1 dways did - a Hyperborean mae. Even so, it isnow
permanently tied to this body, asthough | wasborninit. If | cast the spell again, then when | return from
thevoid | won't return asmy old sef - I'll return aswhat you see now."

| heard Arellamove up behind me, and fdlt the delicate butterfly-caress of her fingertips on my ears, then
down my back. She gently wrapped her arms around me, then hugged me softly. | suddenly found myself
weeping. Ardlagently rolled me over, pulled me up to astting position, then hugged mefor along while,
stroking my bare back. | hugged her in return, sobbing. "Gods, how I've wanted thisfor so long. I've so
missed being touched by someone. I'm sorry, Ardla”

"No, Raven. I'm the onewho's sorry. It'sal my fault. | never should have rgjected you," shereplied,
weeping hersdf.

"Please, no more words. Just lie with me aswe used to. Touch me, caress me asyou used to, and let me
do the samefor you. Please. Y ou don't haveto if you don't want to."

"Oh, Raven, | do want to. Please, | know you've waited so long, but please don't rush it. | want this
moment to last aslong asit can.”

| drew her face closeto mine, and kissed her gently. "I'll go very, very dowly," | said, and we shared a
amile

Severd hourslater, Arellaand | lay under the blankets, wrapped in each other's arms as we once used to
liketo when deeping. Ardlawasfast adeep, but | smply found | couldn't fall adeep at al. Ardllahad
given meagift | couldn't smply repay with asingle night of sapphite lovemaking. | gently disentangled
myself from her and arose from the bed, dipping on my gloves, boots and chainmail garment. Swift-wing
waited until | had seated mysdlf at the table, then flapped over to me from his perch on the fireplace
mantle. "I have asolution,” he said quietly so asnot to awaken Arella.



"Towhat?' | asked.

"Toalot of things. Y our londliness, and the loss of your people. The condemned men. Usethem. You
can't use them for yoursdf, but you could use them for others. Their wills can't possibly match that of any
highly-trained mage. | have been studying this grimoire you | eft here. It lists about a hundred tombs with
the animuaries of female mages. Y ou could use the convictsto bring them back. Y ou can dso usethem
to bring back mages from your own circle. Then the two groups mate, and your people will be reborn.”

"What? How could | do that? don't even know where the tombs of my own circles members arel™ |
replied, trying to keep my voice down.

"Raven, you once told me your entire story. | remember what you said the little hair-doll you made said.
It said amage named Arlon-hap of Greenhaven once had amap of your tomb, and Ellysande Northstar
had stolen it. The only way he could have that wasif he came to Hyperborea, found the Black Tower in
Wilandacity, found the High-Master's files and took them back with him for later study. Y ou have herea
gpell that can summon any named spirit from the afterlife. Summon him, and ask him to write out copies

of hismaps."

"How is he possibly going to remember the details?

"Y ou have amemory spell here beginning on page six hundred and forty-three of your grimoire. Cast it
onhim."

"Alright, but how is he going to manipulate aquill? Ghosts are insubstantia beings, made of pure
ectoplasm.”

"A spdl of telekines's. Come now, Raven - I've dready done your thinking for you, please don't ask me
to do your spellcasting, too!" Swift-wing cackled.



"Alright, but what of me? Even with the spell Arellahdped me creste, | can't bring her back with me il
awoman. She wasn't a sapphite, my friend, and there smply aren't any spells| know that | can cast on
myself to permanently transform this body into my old one. | could have someone e se transform me with
one of the spells| havein my grimoire, but how would they know what | looked like? How would they
be able to match my old body?

"I don't know - but I do know that you are the greatest mage | have ever heard of, perhaps the greatest
ever," Swift-wing replied, fixing his gaze to mine. "If anyone could invent aspell to fix this, if anyone could
invent agpell to restore you to your old form, it would be you. Give yourself achance. Y ou have that
which you have been seeking forever - the spell to bring Dyarzi back to you. | think compared to raising
the dead, thiswould be child's play.”

"Well, perhaps not child's play. | think thismight be just as difficult, if not more so, but..." | replied, my
voicetrailing off as| suddenly had aredization.

Y orindar had once said that the future of my beloved and my people depended on my ability to forgive.
Now | understood. Ardllahad given methe key to bring Dyarzi back, and Swift-wing had given methe
key to rescuing my race from extinction, and rebuilding my civilization. Y orindar had said thiswould
happen, and it did. He also said that someday | might understand and thank him. | closed my eyes briefly
and sent aslent prayer of thanks heavenward. If Y orindar was going to be on my sde and actively
helping me, theleast | could do was not be ungrateful. Y es, the last few years had been painful to endure.
Obvioudy Y orindar knew it would take Ardlas mind to concelve of the answer, but she wouldn't be
ableto doit until she had matured and increased her understanding of magic on her own. Understanding
magic theory as | did wouldn't help - | hadn't thought of the solution, and if she was taught to think about
magic the sameway | did, then she never would have, either. Yes, al this had been according to

Y orindar's plan. Well, most of it anyway - | don't think the Vilandians press-ganging me, Dorian nearly
daying me or my nearly committing suicide was according to Y orindar's plan. Of coursg, it'slike he said;
he's only agod, he's not the Creator.

| looked to Swift-wing. Hislife waslinked to Ardllas, and herswas drawing to aclose. In ten to twenty
years, sheldd be dead. | needed to not only repay Arella, but Swift-wing aswell. | opened my grimoire,
and leafed through it until 1 found the spell | wasinterested in. I'd originaly found it when 1'd researched
possible waysto bring Dyarzi back to me sixteen centuries ago, though I'd discovered that it was useless
to my quest. Today, it may findly find ause. "Thank you, my friend. Wait here," | said, and went
downgtairsto get afew of my reagents.

Ardlamumbled when | gently shook her shoulder to awaken her. When shefindly opened her eyes, she
looked me over. "Where are your gloves and boots? Y our hair'sall loose, too. Where's your hair band?"



she asked deepily.

"Onthetable. | don't need them at the moment. I've built alargefire, soit'snice and warm in here for
you. Come. Don't bother to dress,” | said, drawing her out of bed.

Ardlaarose, and | looked her over as| took her to the table. Her breasts sagged, her belly was dack,
and her skin had the gppearance of faded parchment, with many little broken veinsjust below the
surface. | sat her down at the table, placed my full-length mirror next to her, then sat next to her. She
smiled as she gazed a my nude body, and | smiled back. "Y ou are very beautiful, Raven. | know you
may not want to hear that, but..."

"It'sdright, | understand. And thank you," | said, and smiled back. "Now; I'm going to give you agift,
and that gift isinaspell I'm going to cast from my grimoire. | givethisgift in payment for what you've
given me - friendship, and four decades of love. The spdl can only work if you're willing, so please don't
resst. Promise me?' | asked.

"Alright. Will it hurt?" she asked, remembering the wax-spell.

"A bit, yes," | replied.

Ardlagteded hersdf, then looked to me. "I'm ready.”

"Close your eyes, then keep them closed until | say to open them. Swift-wing, | want you to do the same,
S0 she can't peek through you. Thiswill take awhile, so just rdlax,” | said, and as she and Swift-wing
closed their eyes, | began.

| read the incantation from the page in my grimoire, picking up the daub of clay that wasthe first reagent.
It vanished with apuff of smoke as| completed thefirst part of the spell. | then took up the bits of
eggshdl | had, continuing to read, and they vanished in a puff of smoke, aswell. | then concentrated on
the incantation as | completed the gestures. Thistook time, and agrest ded of it. It was no Smple matter



to cast agpell from one'sgrimoire. Y ou had to work dowly and carefully.

Ardlatwitched dightly in pain asthe spell began to take effect. She didn't cry out or open her eyes,
which was good. What she saw might have frightened her. | watched quietly, observing the effect as|
finished the incantation. Her hair darkened, shifting to its origina copper-red shade. Her loose, sagging
flesh writhed and crawled over her bones, for amoment looking like a bed-sheet being fluffed before
being drawn tight again. The myriad little blood vessels broken beneath her skin, the liver spots, the
wrinkles, and al the other signs of her true age smoothed and faded.

As| completed the spell, | felt weakened from the drain, even in this body, which was nearly as powerful
asmy old one had been. | finished the spell an hour after I'd begun, and was panting dightly from
exhaugtion. "Alright, you can open your eyes.”

Ardlaopened her eyesand smiled at me. "l fed great - much lesstired than | usudly do. What did you
do?" she asked.

"Migtress" Swift-wing gasped, flapping hiswings excitedly, fluttering over to land nearby her at the edge
of thetable,

"What? What isit? What happened?' Arellaasked, startled.

"Look at yoursdf in themirror, and you'll understand,” | said, gesturing to my left.

Ardladid so, and gasped. She then stood and looked herself over in the mirror. "I'm young again!
Y oung and beautiful!" she squedled, leaping to her feet and gazing a herself inthe mirror. "And strong!
| fed like | could wrestle agiant!”

"You'd get squashed. That body's not that strong,” | chuckled. "All the strength you built over the years
isretained - I've merdly removed the weakness of age.”



Ardlatwirled, testing her agility, and grinned. "Thisiswonderful!" she ye ped.

"I'm pleased you likeit. It'saspell | copied from the White Witch's grimoire. They apparently had the
ability to keep themselves as young asthey wished,” | replied with aamile,

Arellalooked a me, and ran over to me nimbly, then knelt by my chair. "Oh, Raven! I'm so happy!"

"I'mglad. | felt | owed you adebt. Now, I'verepaid it. Livein peace, my friend."

"Raven-" she began, but | interrupted her.

"Please, Ardla. Don't call me by that name any longer, please - at least, not when we're done. Cal me
by my red name, Eddas Ayar. The giants know that a name reflects who you are, and what you have
done. | never want to forget who | really am - Eddas Ayar, Master battle-mage of the Dyclonic Circle. |
may be trapped in the body of awoman, but | still amwho | aminsde. | am not asapphite, and | am not
awoman, nor will | ever redly be. Pretending | am something | am not will only lead to another form of
madness, Arella. Y ou said once that | must accept the fact that | am awoman for me to be happy. | now
redizethat thisisn't true. Instead, | Smply must accept myself for what | am - aman, trapped within the
body of awoman. That isthe only way | will ever really be happy,” | said, then smiled. "Now; send
Swift-wing home first so he can explain your new appearance to Darian, then dress and go hometo
Larinia. Live aslong asyou can in this body I've given you, and be happy, my friend,” | said, risngto go
gt on the bed.

"Il go, but | won't stay away! I'll never make that mistake again! I'm going to stay with you, and comfort
you."

"Arella, Darian needs you. His children are going to need you, aswell. What would he do without you?"



Arellalooked deeply saddened. "Can | no longer even visit?' she asked quietly, sitting beside me on the
bed.

"Of courseyou can, Arella. Please do - | need your company. | need your touch, and | need your
companionship. | told you once - you'll dways be my specid, dearest friend,” | said, and explained what
Swift-wing and | had discussed. She nodded in comprehension, and | continued. "Y es, someday | will be
ableto bring Dyarzi back to me, thanksto you. And when that day comes, I'm sure now that | will be
able to restore mysdlf to my old body. | don't know how yet, but I'm sure that Y orindar has some kind
of planin mind. Even so, | now can seethat day may be many years off - perhaps even centuries. In
between then and now, | will need your company, your friendship, to keep from going mad with
loneliness again. Please, Ardla- | never want to lose touch with you again. Please come and vist me
often; | need you to come. | would aso like Darian and Joy to visit, if they can find thetimeto spend a
few hourswith me. I'd like to see their children, too. All of them you can bring, so that we may share
some time together in friendship. Y ou can dso come aone, and wewill St quietly and share acup of
byallar together, hold hands and talk of old times" | replied, hugging her. "And... Perhaps more,” |
added, and chuckled.

Ardlahugged me back for amoment, then suddenly swore. "What isit?' | asked.

Ardlamadeaface. "I'm young again. | hadn't thought about it because | went through menopause years
ago, but now that I'm young again, my menses are going to start up again. 1'd gotten used to not having to
be bothered with it. And not having had to ded with it for years, I'll bet it's going to be quite difficult to
get used to again.”

"Don't worry, Ardla I'll hep you get through it. After al, between the two of us, | think I'm the most
experienced at sudden, radica changesinthe body,” | said, and grinned.

Ardlaburg out laughing, and soon wasrolling on the bed as| began gently tickling her. For thefirgt time
inyears, true, loud, sweet laughter echoed in my tower and out across the trees on my lands.

Chapter Thirty-Four

"I've read your histories, where you present Eddas as being a cold, emotionless being, some
black-robed wizard who casts spells all day without growing tired, blasting his enemies to bits
without feeling remorse, and acting solely in response to the will and plans of a god equally as
distant from humanity as heis. You see him as some kind of creature, so far removed from his
humanity that he becomes some sort of incomprehensible, alien being. You're wrong - so wrong.
He is more man than you will ever be, Caladis, in more ways than you will ever know."



- High Mistress Pelia Cydalion of the Order of the Mountain Healers, Letter of Rebuttal to the
Sage's Guild of Greenhaven, 1820 NCC

Three yearslater, the Great Wall was complete, and the Day of Reckoning for the first of the condemned
men had findly arrived - the Day of Rebirth for my people. Dragondayer and Felicity, now aged and
white-haired, smiled as they saw me come forth from my tower. Strider's son, Longtooth, grinned, and
Dragondayer and Fdlicity's children (adultsin their own right, now), greeted me happily. Darian and Joy
also looked on, smiling, as did seventeen-year-old Prince Noril and thirteen-year-old Princess Dawn,
their children. Noril was dready taler than hisfather, nearly astall as| had once beenin my old body,
and Dawn was about astall as her father - both were till growing, aswell. Ardlaand Swift-wing were
aso there, and Ardlasmiled as Swift-wing preened his feathers. Arellalooked magnificent in her blue silk
dress, her flame-red hair being tugged by agentle breeze. Her restored youth had been alittle difficult for
Darian, Joy, their children and the royal court to get used to at first, but she had eventualy managed to
get them to adapt. | greeted them all, and we exchanged pleasantries for several minutes.

"I only wish my father could have lived longer, that perhaps he could see what you really look like,
whenever you manage to succeed in restoring your own appearance,” Longtooth commented sadly.
Hisfather had died five winters before, of old age. | had attended the funerd, summoning an earth
elementd to dig the pit and sedl Strider into the ground for his eternal rest. It was agreat honor for meto
do 0. I'd been thefirgt Little-Person to attend a giant's funeral in many centuries - evenin my day, few
Hyperboreans were invited.

"Your father already knew what | looked like. Like all experienced het-men, he could see into the
hearts of others. You, too, will gain this ability asyou grow older - it is a thing of the heart, not a
thing of magic or reason, and you have the same good heart as your father. A priest of Yorindar,
a Little-Person's het-man, once said something to me many years before you were born. He said
"The body is merely a garment for the soul'. Your father understood this, and could see into the
heart and soul of giants and Little-People alike. You, too, will come to have this sight. Asthe
oldest and wisest Little-Person you will ever meet, | can assure you that thisis so. You are your
father's son, and | know his spirit looks upon you from the afterlife and smiles with pride,” |
replied.

"Thank you, Eddas Ayar ," Longtooth said, bowing his head.

Our conversation was not lost on the others. Through Joy's patient and excellent tutelage, her two
children aswell as Ardllahad learned the tongue of the giants, and Swift-wing knew what we were saying
since he could read the trandation from Aredllas mind. After Longtooth had given me histhanks, | spoke
up. "My friends, | thank you for being heretoday. | now go to fetch the first of the condemned men from



the guards at the Great Wall. All the condemned shall be used to raise those Hyperboreans whose tombs
| have found. In afew years time, we shal number dightly more than a hundred and sixty men and
women. A pitiful handful, | grant, but in time we shal grow. Someday, you shal no longer need the Gresat
Wall and the patrols of the noble giants to protect us from bandits and grave-robbers. Someday, we shall
protect you from what threatens you, as you have protected us al these years. Someday the things you
lost inthe Great War will be common again. Ornithopters, wing-boats, pane glass, fireearmsand dl the
rest will be common again. We shdl even study the magitech of the Invaders, so that we may have equd
or superior devices, should they ever be needed. In time, we Hyperboreans will help the Larinians and
the Arcadianslivein peace with their neighbors. They'll have to live in peace with you - if they dont,
they'll haveto deal with us. Someday | will find away to restore my old body again - | know it's
theoreticaly possible, so thereisat least hope. And someday, Y orindar willing, you will finaly be ableto
gaze on that which has driven my every waking thought for sixteen centuries- my beloved Dyarzi,” | said,
and smiled to their polite applause.

Of course, | didn't tell then what else | knew - the implications were Smply too great, and | thought it
was wisest to keep this thought to myself for the moment. Decades ago, I'd sat in my tower with Darian
and Arellaand Swift-wing, and explained to them why the Dyclonic Circle used the Spell of Hidden Life
to preserve their members from the grave. Aside from the benefits of retaining arepository of age,
wisdom and power, another advantage of being aliche wasthat the senility of age clears up. 1'd told them
that if I'd allowed my sdlf to expire naturaly instead of suffocating mysdlf in my tomb, 1'd have redized
that asaliche, | had thousands of yearsto find away to bring Dyarzi back to me. Liches don't egt, they
don't deep, and they don't get bored. I'd have found away. Once I'd discovered how, | could have
eadly asked the king to give me acondemned man, and the High Master would have happily brought him
to my tomb. | could then destroy my liche-body and possess that of the condemned man, my will easily
crushing and destroying his soul as punishment for the crime held been condemned for. The enchantment
at the same time allows me to re-shape my new body into aduplicate of my old one at age thirty, when |
made my animuary. I'd have lived again, young and strong. | then could have brought Dyarzi back to me,
and we could have married aswe'd originally planned and lived our lives again. Of course, there was only
onesmadl problem:

That never would have happened.

If I'd been aliche when the Invaders first stepped upon our shores, 1'd have fought in the last war against
them as part of the Dyclonic Circleésforces. Evenif | had somehow survived, my civilization wasin ruins.
There would be no king to get a condemned man from, no supplies of reagentsto do spell research with
savewhét little | might be able to gather mysdlf, nothing. I'd have been aone - amuitering liche picking
through the shattered bones of his civilization for millennia. I'd probably have gone mad from londliness
and despair, as| had during the many years Arella had left me done. Of course, | now was glad she had,
asthiswas also part of Y orindar's plan - she needed to develop and mature as a spellcaster, learning and
increasing her understanding of magic on her own, rather than at my tutelage, to be able to help me
accomplish my dream. Yes, dl of this- from my sealing mysdf in my tomb to Ellysande's being raped
and stuffed down the hole through my experiences with Darian and Ardllaand Swift-wing - dl was



according to aplan. That plan was probably laid down millenniaago by Y orindar, and it al focused
around Darian. Or apparently one of his offspring, as Darian's throne and his posterity were assured - but
of course, thisimplied something even more important:

Y orindar wasn't through with meyet.

There would still be more to do - much more, asthe years progressed. All that | had mentioned to my
friends - rebuilding my civilization, restoring the lost magitech both of the Hyperboreans and the Invaders,
building an dliance with Darian's civilization that would benefit everyoneinvolved - dl of thisneeded to
be done. And yet there was still more. Morgar and Y orindar were locked in astruggle for the fate of the
world. It was a matter whose importance went far beyond one king. Perhaps Y orindar needed one of
Darian's descendants, someone who would do something of critical importance to the world decades or
even centuries from now. Either way - my job was not done. No, in fact, it was only just beginning.

Joy's voice snapped me out of my brief little reverie. "Eddas, | know you said that you could usethe
condemned men to bring your people back from the void, but isn't there arisk that you'll be possessed
by the mages from their animuaries as you take the condemned men into those tombs?' Joy asked.

"A good question - the same thought occurred to me, aswell. The Spell of Hidden Life doesn't affect
those who have an animuary, but | no longer do. Y et, | have entered the tombs of my fellow members of
the Dyclonic Circle, and have found that | am in no danger. Their spiritsreach out to me, but can find no
purchase. Thereisn't even abattle of wills. It isasthough | ill had an animuary - even though | know |
do nat, as| have examined my own animuary and found the effect of the Skull of Hyarlanoth did indeed
reduce it to dust. | do not know why thisis so, however. My best explanation isthat | am an exception to
therule, created by the effect of the skull. Perhaps the reason why | am an exception will lead meto a
way of restoring my original body - | do not know. I'm still trying to research this" | replied, shrugging.

"l see" Joy sad, nodding. "But isn't there adanger that the mages you are trying to awaken will kill you,
though? After dl, how will they know what is happening? They will only know they have awakened, and
see adranger in their tomb - perhapsthey will fear for their animuaries, and lash out to destroy you."

"Thereistherisk, yes. | plan on limiting mysdf to men | knew inlifeasmy friends, that | will havethe
greatest chance of convincing themwho | am. Also, if necessary, | can useanillusion to ater my
appearance long enough to speak to them - but it shouldn't really be necessary. We of the Dyclonic
Circle had ways of recognizing each other, never fear. For the mistresses of the White Circle, it will be



eader - their offensive spells aren't dangerous enough to put me at risk. If you remember, | said before
that they were specidigtsin heding magic, not battle-mages.”

Darian smiled at me. "Well, | am old, my friend, and though | am happy knowing the description you
gave of yoursdlf inyour previouslife, it doesn't seem likely I'll see you raise your beloved. Could you tell
me what shelookslike?"

"Do you remember Rhane?' | asked in return.

"Vividly," Darian replied with agrin, then chuckled as Joy gave him an ungentle nudgein theribs.

"Like her, save with black hair and dark brown eyes,”" | answered with agrin. We chatted for abit more,
then | bid them afarewell before casting my Spell of Returning.

In amoment, | was severa hundred paces away from the lone gate of the Great Wall, standing near the
edge of the Great Southern Dead Zone. It was here, at this gate, that | wasto pick up thefirst of the
condemned. | looked across the barren, blasted earth to the enormous stone edifice that lay before mein
the distance, stretching asfar asthe eye could see east and west. Atop the battlements, | could seethe
guards pointing - they had spotted me. | looked up to the blue sky above. 'Alright, Yorindar. It begins.'
| then looked ahead to the gate in the distance, and strode forward to meet my destiny.
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