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Prologue One - The Ocean.

Calaswept thefloor quietly, the last of the day'swork. Her hair, once lustrous and black in her youth
and worn down at her shoulders, was now streaked with gray and done up in abun. Hamat, her
husband, had left for the smithy hours ago. The storm outside had come and gone, so she knew there
would belittle to do outside the house - any dirt there might have been to take care of would have been
washed away by the rain. With no children left in the house, there wasllittle to do for severa hours, until it
was time to begin the work of preparing the evening medl for when Hamat came home.

The rocking chair by the fireplace beckoned her, but she gave it a stern look, and thereafter ignored
itsglent call. Therewas nothing to do? Then she would make something to do. Wash thewalls,
perhaps. Dust again. Something. Shewould not Sit in that comfortable chair her husband had bought her
three years ago, not at least until evening. For when she sat init during the day, she knew her mind would
wander... And she would remember...

Her boys had grown and married, and had children of their own, now. Her oldest grandson, in fact,
was anew father, himsdf. Y es, twenty years had passed since that fateful day, when deer little Sasha...

Callasuppressed that thought with an effort, gripping the broom tightly, and resumed sweeping. She
would not think about it. She would not remember that day, nor would she remember the day four years
|ater, when her own daughter, Orissa...

Callagritted her teeth, flinging open the kitchen door to sweep the last of the dust outside.

"What is that commotion?' Callawondered, looking up at the sound of voices as shefinished. There,
down the lane, severa people had gathered - asmall crowd, really. They were quite excited about
something, that much was obvious. That they were excited, however, did not matter to her. Even that
they were coming her way down the lane reglly meant nothing.



"Feh. Probably Matran's got anew batch of chickens, or something,” she muttered, and started to
closethedoor...

...when a sudden gleam of fire-red hair caught her eye.

"It can't be..." Calathought, looking down the lane.

Ahead of the crowd, two women strode side-by-side. One Cdladid not recognize - she looked quite
ordinary, with black hair and tanned skin, she could have been anyone of Vilandia, redly. Sheworea
plain black dress and her feet were bare upon the cobbled streets, but that was all Callaredly noticed
about her - thewoman at her sde caught Callas full attention.

Shewastdl - quitetal, infact, and had fire-red hair. Her skin wasthe color of cream, and she wore
some kind of scale armor over her body which fit skin-tight. Calf-high boots and forearm-high gloves
completed her garb, and she carried a snow-white lance casualy across her shoulder. A warrior-maid, of
somekind... Obvioudy from the East... Probably Arcadia...

"It can't be..." Calamuttered, staring. "It just can't...”

"Cdla" thewoman caled, smiling broadly and waving.

"S-Sasha?" Cdlacdled back, her eyeswide.

"Yesl It'sme! I'm back!" Sashacalled, grinning.



Callagtared in shock as Sashawalked up and stood before her, the other villagers gathered round and
the strange woman in the black dress standing beside her. "And thisis Marilith, my sster.”

"You... You haveasser?"

Marilith smiled. "We are not sisters of the blood, but sisters of the soul. It's quite along story.”

Cdlasmply stared. A few of the villagers, seeing her expression, chuckled.

Sashareached out with her free hand, taking Calla's hand in hers. "Calla, where's Orissa? I've come
here today to find her."

Thevillagers surrounding them suddenly fell quiet, watching. Calafdt her eyes migting with tears- and
amoment later, she had wrapped her arms around Sasha, and was sobbing into her mailed shoulder.
"Oh, Sasha! She's gone! | don't know where sheis! She disappeared four years after you did!"

There were murmurs of agreement from the crowd as Sasha handed her lance to Marilith, then hugged
Cdlagently. "Cdla, it'sdright. I'll find her. Do you know what happened?'

"No," Callasobbed, hugging Sashafor along moment. Then, she suddenly paused. After amoment,
sheleaned back, her eyesblazing. "But I'll bet that old bastard Malik does! He was behind your
disappearance, Sashal The Palomean raiderstook you at his bidding! Orissaknew! Shelearned it from
Yanar! And shetold everyone! "

"l know hewas, Cdla," Sashasaid, her face grim. "I dready had alittle chat with him about it."

"Hah! If you did, yourethefirst in years to talk to that old bastard! He's down the beach to the south,
just haf aleague, but nobody visits him anymore! No one talksto him, no one helps him, and no one's



even spoken to himinten yeard™

"And that'sasit should be," Sashareplied grimly.

Marilith turned her head, gazing off into the distance, as awell-dressed man in the crowd spoke.
"Say... Ummm... Do you remember meat dl?1'm Absor,” the man said, and smiled.

"I remember you, Absor. | seeyour lip healed,” Sasha said, and smiled as some of the men chuckled.
Sashathen looked to Calla, and hugged her again. "Calla, can we comeinside? I'd liketo tell you my
story, and try to find out what you might know about Orissa."

"Didyou kill him?' Cdlaasked flatly, looking into her eyes.

Sasha paused. After amoment, she spoke. "No, | didn't. | decided that for what he/d done, he should
die done, with none to tend for him when he's gone. Why, do you want me to?"

Cdlawassdlent for along moment, then finally shook her head. "I don't know,” Callareplied, her
voice quieter, but no lesshard. "'l only know | want him to pay. For you, for Orissa... For everything."

Sashanodded. "Heis paying, now. He has been paying for ten years... Redly, he's been paying since
Y anar died trying to find me. And he will pay to the end of hisdays, with the pain of londliness. He will
pay with the knowledge that when he dies, no onewill even carethat heisgone, and no onewill even
spare amoment to bury his bones."

"Quitedelicious, inmy opinion,” Marilith said, and smiled. "May we come insde, please?"

Cdlasmiled in return, holding the door open. "Please do."



As Sasha and Marilith stepped insde, the men in the crowd took alast gppreciative look at Sashas
scale-covered buttocks. The armor shewore, if armor it was at al, concealed nothing of the shape of her
body. Absor suddenly grinned, then looked to the other men around him. " She hit mein the mouth,
once."

Calla scowled. "Oh, Absor, shut up,” she snapped, then stepped into her house and dammed the door
behind her.

Prologue Two - The Raven.

| gazed at the woman in the full-length mirror Taliad had traded to me, what seemed so long ago,
adjusting my gloves and smoothing my hooded robe. The haf-ef woman in the mirror, the Raven of
Y orindar, returned my gaze silently, mimicking my movements. Night-black hair drawn back into a
ponytail, highly arched eyebrows, eyes asblack asjet... Oh, she was beautiful, yes. But it was not a
beauty of smple mortd perfection. She had an eerie, surrea beauty that went far beyond the norma
limits of morta flesh. Her body, forged by decades of the ascetic life of a battle-mage, had received its
find forging in the raging, destructive chaos that was the very heart of a mana-storm. Her beauty,
because of that, was aterrifying, alien and surred beauty, fitting of who and what she redlly was. She
was, as usual, dressed in the ebon, long-deeved hooded robes | favored, though with ablack waist-belt
over it to draw it closer about her figure. Wearing the black, elbow-length kidskin gloves and knee-length
kidskin boots that had once belonged to my beloved Dyarzi, she looked every inch what the five ebon
feathers she bore beneath her hairband announced she truly was - the Raven of Y orindar.



And shewasme.

Even now, over ahundred and fifty years after | had first awakened in thisbody, it was, at times,
difficult. I hardly remembered what | once looked likein my previouslife. | knew that once, | wasatall,
muscular, bearded hyperborean male, but time had faded my memories of mysdlf. Still, | had not truly
reached the point where | could look in the mirror and see that strange, eerie woman gazing back out at
me, and truly fed that | waslooking at myself. | doubted | ever really would. My soul wasthat of aman,
and in my heart | wasaman - yet, when | looked inthe mirror, | always saw this strange, dien beauty
gazing back a me. To me, it was often as though | was dressing and preening someone el se, not mysdif...
Much like amask worn for aplay on an old stage in Hyperborea, or perhaps armor worn for battle.

Both were, in amanner of speaking, true. Indeed, the woman in the mirror was amask, concealing
who and what | redlly was, and she was made for battle. Battle was precisely why the Raven of Y orindar
existed. Shewas Y orindar's pawn in the endless game that was the war between the gods - awar that
had begun with the formation of the Arc of Time, countless aeons ago.

The sharp, haf-elven ears I'd gppropriated a century and a half ago picked up the sound of
approaching footsteps on the stair. | could tell by the tread it was Joy, my companion and mate, come to
talk to me again. A midget giantess of five and athird cubitsin height, Joy could move quietly if she
wished - but, she was hardly thinking about it at the moment. She had spent agood hour weeping,
working her garden, and weeping some more. There waslittle to be done for that, however. She, of all
people, knew what | was, and what that meant. | could see her inthe mirror sitting hersdlf at the table
beside thefireplace. | turned away from the mirror and joined her, Sitting in my chair and taking her
hand.

We said nothing, &t first. She smply gazed at me, and | & her. Finally, Joy drew her free hand across
her tear-filled blue eyes and damp olive cheeks, then brushed a stray strand of blonde hair from her eyes.
"I'm sorry, Old Man. | still want to go with you. | know, | know... Y ou've explained the danger a
hundred times. | know thereisavery great risk | may die. | don't care. | have thought about it and fought
with mysdlf over it and | smply cannot let you go done.”

"Not thistime, Joy. | need you here, where | know you are safe.”

"Old Man, part of me knows that you are right, and wantsto obey," Joy said, looking a me. "And
another part of mewantsto grab you and tell you that if you don't et me come with you, I'll bresk every



bonein your little body."

| grinned, despite the seriousness of the Situation. But, even that moment of humor did not last, and
after aheartbeat or two, | sighed. "Joy, I-"

"No! | don't want to hear it, | just don't! Y ou said that the conflicts of the gods were more than
physica conflicts, but one of spirit and emation. Y ou told me that any weskness | may have will be used
againgt me, and you've spent a decade and a half with me, working on each weakness | had. | swear to
you, Old man, | will be on guard for anything. And if | sensefear in my heart, | will remember your
words, calm mysdlf, and try to remember how you told me to ded with whatever may be a hand. | will
not die, Old Man. | will live, for you." Joy squeezed my hand, gazing into my eyes. "l love you, Old Man.
Y ou are everything to me. Y ou have given me my childhood dreams and my fondest hopes, twice. And
you did it not because you were commanded to do it by the gods, or even because you took pity on me.
You did it out of the kindness of your heart. | sworeto you that | would repay you, and your heart would
never belonely again. And | swear to you, Old Man, it never shall be. 1 will not die, Old Man. Y ou will
never belongy again, from now until theend of time."

| felt my heart catch in my throat, and | was silent for the longest moment, unable to spesk.

| wanted to tell her no. | wanted to turn her down, despite everything, and go without her, leaving her
here where| knew she would be safe. But, in the end, | said the only thing my heart would let me say.

"l loveyou, Joy."

"And | love you, too, Old Man. More than you know," Joy replied, reaching across the table and
hugging metight for along moment. | hugged her in return, patting her back in silence.

"So, | can come?"

I smiled. "Y es, Joy. Though this body can heal broken bones rather quickly, it is somewhat painful to



do, so | really have no choice, do 17" | replied, and she and | shared a chuckle.

After awhile, she leaned back, and kissed me once, passionately, then let me go. | looked her over
and smiled, then reached for the pitcher, washbasin and washcloth 1'd placed on the table. "Come, dear -
let's wash your face and brush your hair abit. They'll be herein alittle while, and you won't want to ook
likeyou've been crying dl day."

"Particularly since | have," Joy replied, and smiled wryly, reaching to the washbasin.

"No, no- I'll doit, love. Just relax.”

Joy smiled, resting on her elbows on thetable as| pulled off my ebon leather gloves. Once I'd poured
abit of water into the basin and wet the towd, shelet me stroke her face with the dampened cloth. "Il
be careful, Old Man, but | want you to be careful, too."

"I will be," | replied. "The fate of theworld restsoniit.”

"That's not what | meant, Old Man."

"l know. And I'll be careful inthat regard, aswell."

"You'd better be," shereplied, her voice trembling. "For I'll be watching you, Old Man."

| dipped the towd in the water again as| considered my answer. "Well, bear in mind that what
happens depends on severd things I've no control over, Joy. If al goes perfectly, one would hardly
notice we'd gone. A few minutes, perhaps, and well be done. If things go less than perfectly, perhapsa
few days... Perhgps aweek or two." | did not mention what might happen if al went poorly. Joy aready
knew that. It was why she had been weeping, and why she would not let me go done. Joy was, in the



end, aGiant, and they took love quite serioudly.

"And dl thisbecause of Marilith's mistake..." Joy growled, growing angry again.

"Indeed. But don't be so harsh on her, dear. She's still young for her kind, and she didn't spend the last
two thousand years or so learning and growing like others her age, she wasimprisoned. Thereésan
enormous difference between knowing the gist of the Divine Compact, and actually understanding the
underlying mathematics of it. If I'm interpreting Y orindar's numinous phrases correctly, thisisdl apart of
their Forging, Joy. The Oceanisto be Y orindar's dly, and that means the Ocean's pawns must be
forged well for her purposes, or dl will fail. My own forging in the heart of amana-storm for Y orindar's
purposes was, perhaps, a bit more dramatic than your own forging for the purposes of the Gods of the
Giants, but it was al quite necessary,” | said, then smiled. "Besides, she hasn't truly made the error, yet. If
I'm careful, she might not makeit a al."

"And she might even be required to make it despite everything you may do, for everything to turn out
aright - and you won't know whether you're to help her or stop her until she makes her decision.”

| smiled again. "See? Y ou're grasping the elements of Paradox quite well aready."

Joy amiled wryly. "I've been listening to your dry little lectures for decades, Old Man, something had
tosnk ineventudly.”

| raised my nose disdainfully. "I do not lecture,” | sniffed.

Joy giggled ahit, then smiled. "Y ou've been ateacher and scholar for two thousand years, Old Man,
you most certainly do lecture. It'swhen you don't lecturethat | know something's gone quite wrong!™
Joy laughed, then reached out, taking the cloth from me. "Oh, give methat, Old Man. Y ou're just wiping
my face and dripping water on my dress, that won't help.” Joy wrung out the cloth, then wet it again. "Go
and get my brush, it'sright there on the dresser. Y ou can do my hair while | try to smooth my face.”



I nodded, not even bothering to get up, merely drawing the brush to legp telekinetically to my hand
with adight effort of will, using the enchantment on thering of my left middle finger. Joy pressed the
damp cloth to her eyes and cheeks several times, then wrung it out again to repeeat the process. "Y ou've
really no ideahow to do thisright, Old Man. That pretty little face Y orindar stuck you with never looks
out of sorts."

"Well... That, and in my first life | had afull beard and moustache, like most Hyperborean men. You
don't put water on abeard unless you've gravy spilled on it or something, damp beards never look very
good,” I replied, grinning as| brushed her hair ahit.

"Old Man... You said thiswas part of their forging, even asyou wereforged. Y et, you've dso told me
that as much asyou serve Y orindar, | serve the gods of the giants. That leaves me curious... What was
my forging? | do not remember any single event in my life that changed me.”

| smiled. "As| am the Raven of Y orindar, you are The Mountain of the Giants, Joy. Y ou may betiny
for agiant, but your heart and spirit stretch far above and beyond any of your people. But stoneis not
forged in asingle effort, Joy, it is shaped and carved over time. Y our forging was the years you spent in
childhood enduring the taunts children cast at amidget giantess, then as Darian's Queen, hiswife, and the
mother of his children. The most important part of it wasto have the strength to do what no other
giantess could have done after Darian's degth - to accept that you had another destiny, and to live instead
of die”

Joy started, then sighed, thinking. "'l never could have done that without you, Old Man," she said, and
resumed working on her face. ™Y our kindness, your gentleness... When Darian died, | so wanted to take
theroute of baishanto, and sarve mysdf to degth, that | might join himin the Afterlife. And yet, you held
me when my heart was broken, and intime, | healed. Then, my heart found Softhand, and | fell inlove
again - my dream of being atrue Giant-Wife had come again. And, it was till impossible, as| was ill
tiny. But, you made that little bracelet of mine, and gave me my dream again. Oh, Old Man... That day |
sat with you and told you | carried hischild... | could seein your heart you were londly again. And again,
it was dowly killing you. The White Mountain Hedlers had | ft you aone for months, they did not
understand you... Could not understand you. They, like Arellabefore them, could never understand that
the darkness of onelondy night after another dowly stole your heart, your hope, and your life. | wasjust
afriend, and nothing more, then. But, | was your only companion... | wasal you had left. And you
opened your heart, and let me go," she said, and paused a moment, sighing.

"Oh, Old Man... That day | looked at you, the day | saw in your eyesthat you had let me go despite
everything, and lived alife of londlinesstheresfter... My heart melted for you, Old Man. Truly it did. | told
you then, Old Man, and | tell you again, now... | lived my life with Softhand for you, Old Man. | lived my



lifewith Softhand, thelife you never were ableto livewith Dyarzi. | danced for him. | sang for him. |
loved him in the darkness of the winter nights. | bore his children, and raised them into proper adultswho
made their father proud. And when hedied, | mourned him, as aproper giant-wife should. And al the
while, | visited you, and shared with you what happened, each and every day. In thisway, | wanted to
share with you the life you were not able to have... A life denied to you by the Gods, and alife you gave
to metwice, out of smple friendship and the nobility of your heart. Old Man, | swore on that day that
when Softhand was gone, | would return to you, and you would never be done again. And | shal keep
my word."

My heart went to my throat again, and | found | could not speak. It was along moment before | could
resume the silent task of brushing Joy'shair - | had to pause to wipe my eyeswith my free hand, for my
vison was misted by atear.

Joy glanced at me over her shoulder as she worked on her face, then paused, awry grin lighting her
lipsas she saw my expression. "l suppose you're right, Old Man. My time with Darian was my ‘forging’,
asit were. | find I'm very different now from that young midget giantess who walked ever so far to reach
you and beg you for a cure, ahundred and fifty years ago. | till sense her, insde me - the younger part
of mysdlf. That'sthe part of methat weepswhen | think of you being in danger. But the part of me that
was shaped by my time as Darian'swife and Queen of Larinia... Ah, that'sthe part of methat says
‘break hislittle leg if he tries to go without you,"" she said, and laughed. | grinned despite mysdlf, then
joined her in laughter for amoment.

After afew moments, Joy set the washcloth aside and turned around in her chair. "Well? How do |
look?"

| smiled, looking her over. "Likeatall, blonde goddess. Y ou are beautiful, my dear - truly beautiful.
Eachtimel look at you, | fed truly blessed by the gods.”

Joy grinned. "'l meant my face."

I smiled again, picking up my gloves and dipping them back on. "So did |. Now come - they'll be here
inabit. Well want to have apot of byallar ready, and you'll need to pack your thingsin my hidden
sanctuary.”



| took Joy's hand to help her to her feet, but instead she knelt suddenly and wrapped her arms around
me. | smiled, enjoying her embrace, and hugged her back. There were no words between us. We had, in
truth, said al that was needed to be said, and had said most of it over the course of the last hundred and
fifty years. So, in our room at the top of my tower in the middle of the ruined and blasted lands of
Hyperborea, we stood and held each other silently for along moment. And | knew in my heart that no
matter what happened in the future, no matter what challenges the gods placed before us, we would
never be parted again.

Prologue Three - The Owl.

"l beg your pardon, dear Captain, but may we speak a moment?”’

Torgrim, Captain of the Sea Hawk, turned from hisfirst mate and looked to the sound of the voice
behind him. There, on the dock at the foot of the gangway, was an old man with a young woman standing
beside him. Hisround ears proclaimed him as human, but his pale skin proclaimed hewas not a
Vilandian. 'Likely an Arcadian priest... He's dressed as a mendicant of Yorindar," Torgrim thought,
looking him over. The old man looked ancient - at least eighty, perhaps older, and leaned on awesthered
oak gaff. Hewore aplain gray robe, trimmed a hem and deevein black thread - the embroidery was
Arcadian |etters that spelled out the name of Y orindar over and over asthey went 'round the cloth. The
young woman at the old man's side was, in truth, only young in comparison to her companion, as she
appeared to bein her late thirties. Torgrim could seelittle of her face, however, as she held her head
bowed, and the crigp wind coming off the shore from the west had blown her long ebon hair across her
face and neck. Both were otherwise ordinary looking to Torgrim, however, and had they not called out
to him, he certainly would never have noticed them on the busy docks of Soldan. "Eh? What isit you
want?" Torgrim called to them.



"Passage, Captain,” the old man replied, and smiled, showing a set of strong, white teeth. "The
dockmaster says you are bound for Arcadia. That iswhere | need to go, aswell."

Torgrim shook his head. "Impossible. Weve three cabins, and dl three are booked and paid for this
trip."

"Err... But, Captain,” thefirst mate said, "L atros Cardan, the Duke's agent... He hasn't shown up yet.”

Torgrim snorted. "Thefat oaf will probably make an entrance at the last moment, it's hisstyle.”

The old man smiled again. "'l sincerely doubt that, Captain. The word we heard passing through the
city wasthat Latros Cardan choked on his breskfast this morning, and has died. As he ate three roast
chickens every breakfast and has for years, it seems quite likely to me that the bel eaguered chickens of
Vilandiaprayed to their chicken godsto deliver them from utter extinction at his hands, and had their
prayers answered.”

Torgrim burst out laughing, and was joined by the first mate and severd nearby sallors. "Y ou've acrud
wit, friend, but atrue one," Torgrim said, catching his breath. "Well, the cabin's paid for thisjourney - if
you and your... Err... Granddaughter wish to come, smply pay for her passage and I'll et the two of you
have that cabin.”

The woman looked up to Torgrim, and curtseyed briefly, smiling, then drew her hair away from her
face and neck. She was, Torgrim noticed, quite alovely woman - and about her neck, sheworethe dim
sted collar of adave. "With respect, Captain, | am not hiskin, I am his servant and dave. Thisis Father
Patience, asorcerer and priest of Y orindar from Arcadia.”

"Eh?1 thought they didn't permit davery in Arcadia,” Torgrim replied.



Thewoman smiled again. "They do not, Captain. When we arrive, | will legally befree, should |
choose. However, | do not. | have served Father Patience on histravels since | was ayoung woman."

"Hrm..." Torgrim replied. "Y ou have her papers, priest? I'll not be stopped in Arcadian waters by one
of their coastal vessdls and arrested for breaking their laws, now."

"Yes, Captain, | do," the old man replied, producing them from a deeve and holding them out to the
captain.

The captain examined the papers for along moment, then handed them back with anod. "Well, then
come aboard, priest. We sail with thetide, and that isn't long from now. Thewind isgood, aswell - with
luck, it will be good dl theway to Arcadia”

"Therewill belittleluck to it, Captain. Y ou will arrive - the Ocean favors your journey,” the priest
replied, putting the papers away again.

Torgrim grinned. "L et's hope you'reright, priest.”

The dave woman reached out to take the old man's el bow, steadying the old man as he walked up the
gangway. For his part, the old man leaned heavily on his staff, and waked with the trembling step of
great age. The dave hersdf handed Torgrim the smal payment for her passage. Once done, Torgrim
ordered the first mate to show the two to their cabin. Asthey Ieft the deck, Torgrim cast his eyes upon
the sea. Fickle, ever-changing, the Goddess could be dternately kind and crud, seemingly a whim. Y €,
perhaps with a priest aboard, the trip would go smoothly - even if it was apriest of the foreign gods of
the Arcadians.

The first mate returned to the main deck, and Torgrim nodded. The tide would turn soon - it wastime
to make ready to sail.



The Ocean - One.

"What isit?" Marilith asked, looking over my shoulder. "It lookslike it was somekind of bird..."

| dghed, putting thetiny little skull back in the grass, then pulling my gloves back out from my belt.
"Yes, it wasachicken. | can't tel which oneit was, though. Probably Tiki, she was dways getting out of
the pen, she'd have been the one most likely to have escaped and survived awhile on the grasses before a
fox or cat findly found her, | suppose.” | gazed over the weed-ridden fields for amoment, then pointed.
"Over there iswhere my house used to be."

Marilith nodded, looking it over. "Well, at least you know the cow was dright.”

"Yes yes..." | replied, ill saddened. Cdlahad told me what became of my farm after I'd been
abducted. Malik had, asI'd expected, tried to smply take over my father'sfarm using his powers as
Village Magter, and sdll it off. Unfortunately for him, the row over my disappearance was a bit much for
him to smooth over with asmple explanation and aquick sae of my animals. Severa of my neighbors
snuck onto my farm and stole Mimi, my cow - and grabbed as many chickens asthey could in the
bargain. Not to steal from me, of course, but to keep it al out of Malik's hands. A good portion of my
persona belongings aso were taken - though, of course, not everything. Mementos and persona things
that had sentimental value to me had none to my neighbors, and they had been left behind. Now, decades
later, everything | had treasured as a child was gone. Even the various pots and pans and tools of mine
had broken or been lost over the years by their new owners. A lightning-sparked fire ten years ago had
finished the rest, and dl that remained of my farm was afew bits of stonein the grassthat once was my
house, and a broken-down stone wall that marked the edge of my father's land. | was sixteen when, by
Malik's connivance, the Palomean davers had taken me away. Now, | was thirty-seven, and not atrace
of my childhood remained. "It'sjust sad to know that it'sdl gone..."



Marilith had dropped her transformation spell that had given her ahuman's appearance, and wasin her
primary form - an ebon-furred equine humanoid. Her head was that of an ebon horse with red, glowing
eyes, and her legs were basicaly those of ahorse. From the neck to about the rump, her body was much
like that of ahuman woman, though covered in an ebon pelt like the rest of her, and having along horse's
tail, aswedl. Her other form wasthat of an ebon mare with glowing eyes, but Marilith preferred thisform,
as she had handsinit. She aso preferred her humanoid form because sherather liked the black silk
garments she'd been given by Joy, the giantess and companion of Eddas Ayar. The garments were quite
ample, asbefit Marilith's style - aband of black cloth she woretied tightly across her bressts, and a
smpleloincloth of the same materid, asmal hole cut in the back for her horse-like tail and the ends
hanging down to about her knees. Marilith had utterly loathed having to hide her true appearance with
sorcery whilein the village, however - "It makesmy skinitch," she grumbled. She could, | suppose, have
hidden her true appearance with some sort of illusion, but she said that illusions can be penetrated by
those who are perceptive, and it was not worth the risk. She wanted my homecoming to be a happy one,
she said, not one where the villagers ended up chasing us out of town with torches and pitchforks.

AsaNightmare, she once would have shifted her body's appearance with asmple act of will. Now,
however, she could not. Though still the body of aNightmare and ademon of hell and till ableto assume
either of her two basic forms at will, her body was no longer the ductile dream-warrior's body it had
once been, but now was bound to this plane like that of any other mortal or immortal of thisworld, and
subject toit'slaws. Or, s0 she and the Great Mage, Eddas Ayar, had said. | didn't understand it well,
mysdf, as| was still amundane with no real grasp of sorcery. Despite the magic belt the Mer-Magi gave
me having transformed me into what was essentialy ared-haired mermaid who could form legsand
scaes of sed as shewished, | remained ignorant of the Laws of Magic.

But, no matter - Marilith was here because sheloved measasister, and | her. Over decades of
hearing her voice and she mine during my youth, quiet mental whispers over thousands of leagues, we
had bonded. | couldn't imagine spending even amoment of my life without her - and she often said the
sameto me. She was, despite everything, asister of my soul, and | hers.

Marilith reached her arms around me, and we shared ahug. "Well, the Goddess provided for the
animals - | suppose that's the best one can ask. Even little Tiki probably enjoyed herself more
darting about and eating bugs in the wild than she would have as just one brood hen among many
in your neighbor's farm. As my people say - "You can't return to your childhood nexus," Marilith
sad, and sighed quietly. In her norma forms of elther horse or equine humanoid, her voice wasfeminine,
yet hollow and unearthly. But, it was just something you got used to once you got to know her.

"Or, aswe say herein Vilandia, "You can't go home again,” | replied, and we shared a smile. Of
course, for Marilith, that was more than literaly true. |, a least, could return to my father'sfarm. She



couldn't do the same - her agreeing to remain here on the morta plane with me meant that sheliterally
could never return to her home dimension again - and she hadn't seen her home in dmost two thousand
years. "I'm sorry - here | am moping over the farm, and you have abit more to mope about than | do, |
think."

Marilith sghed for amoment, and we held hands while she gazed off into the distance, her lambent
eyesmiding dightly. "Well, yes... | miss many things about home... The Temple of Pain is on the
sixty-ninth level, and that's just a short hop away from my Clan-house. | used to visit there often
asachild..." shesad, then grinned wryly. "Oh, | was quite areligious little girl, let me tell you!"

"Err... The Temple of Pain? It doesn't sound terribly pleasant. Why would anyone go there? Do some
of your people... Err... Enjoy pain, or something?'

Marilith laughed. "Oh, no! You don't go there to receive pain, or anything like that. You go there
to have your pains removed... Pain of the body, and pain of the spirit. Not just injuries to the
body, but anguish, angst, sadness, disappointment... Any pain of the body or soul. The High Priest,
Moblith, eases your pain, taking it onto himself. He's also very handsome, | was quite taken with
himasalittlegirl!"

| laughed, aswell - | should have known. Though humans and others of this plane saw Marilith's
people as universaly evil, they weren't, redly - they were smply different. Like any other people, some
were good, some were evil, and some merely misguided. They were often as different from humans as
night from day, yet, there were still commonalities which rang true, despite the differences. "Handsome?
What's he look like?

"An absolutely darling mass of multi-hued flesh that constantly writhes and twitches, endlessly
forming pseudopods tipped with eyes, claws, teeth, and other appendages he needs at any given
moment,” Marilith replied, and | tried not to giggle - what demons considered handsome and what
humans did was not precisaly the same thing, apparently. "He's really a wonderful being, | used to
chat with him quite a bit asa child. | even briefly considered becoming a priestess, myself.”

"Oh?What made you change your mind?' | asked, curious.



Marilith scuffed her hoof, looking down to the ground in ablush. "Umm... Well, that whole 'celibacy’
thing... Err... Well, it was a bit disenchanting,” shereplied, and | burst into giggles, despite myself.
Marilith grinned back at me for amoment, then sighed again. " Of course, | suppose | don't have much
choice, now. It's not likely I'll meet a male demon here on the Prime Material..."

"I'm sorry," | replied. Marilith had stayed out of love for me, but now there was no way homefor her.

Marilith just grinned and shook her head. "Don't be, silly. | want to be here with you, my
soul-sister. | guess | was just making a point, really - no matter who you are or where you are, you
can't go home again. Instead, you have to make your home where you are. And for me, my home
iswherever you are, Sster."

"For me, too," | replied with abroad grin, and we shared a hug for along moment.

We gazed at each other after that in sllence, holding each other's hands, | watching the twin coals of
her luminous red eyes, and she gazing back at me. Eddas Ayar had once said that our wordsfor "demon”
and "hell" redly weren't very descriptive of theredlity - that demonswere far more than smply hostile,
otherworldly beings, and hell was far more than a place of torment for the damned, and might even be
some sort of cosmic rubbish bin for the souls of failed worshippers. It was, Eddas said, al apart of a
vast game the gods played among themselves, the bodies and souls of mortasand immortasdike as
their pawns. He had aso said that gazing at Marilith and I, he could sense the greater redity between us,
that of a Pawn of the Gods... Perhapsthiswastrue. But, it mattered little. | only knew that before me
stood my soul-sister, awoman who had guided me since | was sixteen years old, and had aheart | knew
to be full of good, not evil. That, to me, was al that mattered.

Marilith tossed her mane, looking around the farm. "Well, Absor said that legally the land reverted
to the village in communal estate years ago, but none have staked claimto it. If everyone has | eft
the land alone since then, as he and Calla said, perhaps we may find something here, yet."

"I'm not quite sure | understand what you intend. Can you explain it to me?

"Well, it's somewhat difficult to explain. My own magic is still that of the Will and the Word,
but being bound to this plane, I have to follow the Laws of Magic, which are part of the Divine



Covenant between the gods which formed the Arc of Time and underlies all the structures of this
plane and much of the universein general. Before | was bound here, | could have just willed the
essence of the land to speak, and give me the knowledge | seek - the location of Orissa, or at least
a direction to follow. But, by the Laws of Magic that govern the Prime Material, that would run
straight up against the Law of Tantivity. A direct warping of mana-energy that served only
immediate, concrete needs and had no abstract application? A human sorcerer who tried a spell
formula like that would find the drain impossibly high, they'd ssmply die in the casting. For me, |
couldn't possibly muster the energy and strength of will required to bend the mana-energy and
make it happen, it would take the will of a god to even attempt something that directly contrary
to Tantivity."

"Err... | see... | think,” | replied, not redlly understanding very well.

Marilith nodded. "Well, barring that, all | can do is use my own astral perception, and assense
the area to try to seek an area she last touched that was not touched much by others, and try to
detect her trail much like a wolf might sniff out the tracks of an animal which had passed.”

" Assense?”

"Err... Yes. Assense. To perceive astrally."

"But it's been decades, how would there be a scent |eft?" | wondered, blinking in confusion.

"Well... | don't know if | can explain it well to you, you're a mundane. Still, it's not a physical
scent, but an astral emanation. As you walk through the land, you leave a mark upon it on the
astral much as your feet |eave tracks upon the ground, in accordance with the Law of Contagion.
If she walked through here, her astral presence left a mark. The astral plane, to my perception, is
much like a glowing, vaporous existence overlaid upon that of ordinary reality. | do not sense it
with my eyes or nose or ears, however, | sense it with my mind - and a human mage would
perceive it differently, because the whole experience of perception is different for your people to
begin with, so it's even harder to explain to you..." shereplied, then tossed her manein dismissal.
"No matter - the strength of that mark isinversely proportional to a logarithmic function of the
amount of time that has passed since she last passed thisway - and it's been over a decade, nearly
two. If any sign of her passage exists, it will be remarkably faint, and I might not be able to
assenseit at all. | ammerely a lesser demon, Sster, not a Great Mage.”



"Isit even possible, then?

"Perhaps. The strength of the initial impression is directly proportional to the emotional
involvement of passing through a particular area, and from what you told me, you and Orissa
shared many happy times at this farm. After you were gone, Calla said she visited here many
times, alone, and would weep often. Emanations like that are very strong when first laid down,
and thereis a slim chance that faint traces of them might be left today."

"l see. Isthere anything | can do to help?!

"Yes - take a seat on those stones, there, and let me work at it a bit. And try to be quiet and
remain calm, Sster. Your own emotions and mine leave their own astral residue, and make the

work even harder."

| grinned. "In other words, sit down, shut up, and let you concentrate.”

Marilith laughed. " Yes, sorry!"

"It'sdright - | don't understand exactly, but | understand enough to know you need to concentrate.” |
hugged her again, grinning, then sat down on abit of the stone rubble that once was my fence, and tried
to be quiet.

Marilith knelt on the grass, closing her eyes, and smply sat there for the longest time. | did not know
what she was doing... Trying to relax her mind? Opening some sort of inner eye | did not possess?| did
not know. She smply knelt there quietly, breathing in through her nose, as though meditating, or perhaps

adeep.



After thelongest moment, however, she dowly opened her eyes, and rose to her feet, her glowing
gaze locked on asmall section of the tumble-down fence nearby. With an intent expression, she walked
over to the fence, gazed around, then stepped over it and began striding off down the road that led past
my farm. Summoning my magic lance to my grip with athought, | scrambled to my feet and began trotting
after her.

"A strong emanation, Sster... And an old one... One of misery... Deep sorrow... Anguish... A
young girl... Almost certainly Orissa..." Marilith muttered, following atrall invisbleto me. Aswe grew
farther from the farm, however, her steps dowed, and her gaze became lost in the nearby trees, casting
her head about as though searching for something. Finaly she stopped about half aleague from my farm,
and after along moment, she 9ghed. "It fades below the background aura of the astral plane about
here."

"You can follow it no farther?"

"No, Sster. Countless thousands of beings, animal and human, have passed this way, and the
emanation was already faint with decades of age. Had she traveled this way many times, and her
heart filled with the same emotion each time, then perhaps..." she said, then sighed again. "But, no.
| sense only that she walked off in this direction, to the south, many years ago... And did not
return.”" Marilith hung her head. "1 am sorry, Sster. | have failed you... And the Goddess, who asked
usto find your childhood friend."

| smiled, and gave Marilith a hug, which she returned after amoment. "Now, now. You've given usa
direction, at least. That's better than nothing - and perhaps you'll sense more as we follow that direction.”

"Only if something tremendously joyous or incredibly dire happened to Orissa years ago, Sster.
All | can tell you is she went this direction, almost twenty years ago, and she was not taken by
force. Beyond this point..." Marilith replied, and shrugged. " Anything could have happened. She
could simply have wandered off in the wrong direction, intending to head northwards to your
village, became lost and starved in the wilderness.”

| blinked. "Wouldn' that be dire enough for you to senseit?"



"No, Sster. Many ordinary creatures starve to death in winter, and the pain of their slow
deaths marks the astral just as surely as that of any human or elf. The emanation is not quite as
strong, astheir spirits are not as strong, but there are many, many more of them. It isnot likely |
would sense an ordinary death such as that after thislength of time. Only something truly
extraordinary. And, of course, if she did not dieat all, | could not sense beyond the background
glow unless her emotions were quite strong - great joy, or great misery. | am only an equibranche,
Sster - alesser demon. Inthis, | amequal in strength and skill to an accomplished mortal wizard.
It would take a greater being than | to be more precise from this point onwards. A greater demon,
adragon, or a Great Mage... Or, perhaps, one of the Witch Women of Hyperborea. The astral
vision of the Witch Women is far keener than that of any demon, though our senses extend beyond
the astral and are not entirely limited by our physical location."

| considered it. "Hmmm... Well, we met little Kyrie years ago, she's one of the Witch-Women. Sheld
be fourteen, now, but | think she'd still remember us. Do you think she might help?”

"We could ask," Marilith replied with ashrug.

| nodded. " Can you take us there?"

Marilith grinned wryly. "I can, but | don't know if it would be wise. Of all the Witch Women, we
have only ever met Kyrie and her mother. To the rest of them, you and | are strangers - and as
they are in Hyperborea, it is early evening there, now."

"Itis? But it's day, here!"

"As | told you once before, Sster, the world isround, like a ball, and the sun like a candle
shining light on one side. The ball is about eleven thousand leagues in diameter and it's flattened a
bit at the top and bottom, but it's essentially a ball. They are a good three thousand |eagues to the
east of us, Sster - the ball turns, making day and night for each part of the world. We are on the
light side, presently, and they just entering the shadow - for us, it is still two hours to sunset, but
for them, it iswell into night."

"Ah, | seewhat you're getting a. A lesser demon and a strange warrior-maid none of them have met



suddenly appearing in their village in the night-time shadows might startle them, and cause them to attack
in sdf-defense”

Marilith laughed. "No, no! That's not what | meant. Their astral vision is uncannily keen - they
would know simply by looking at us that we meant them no harm, simply because they could see it
inour auras," shegiggled. "What | meant was that we are strangersto virtually all of them, and
they are likely asleep. Each of themis a powerful magein their own right, Sster, and their race
was fathered by a Great Mage. And more, their culture is one that highly prizes politeness,
respect, and civility. We should treat them with the utmost civility and respect, and not go tapping
at a stranger's door after they've gone to bed in hopes of finding one among them we might know
to ask them a favor. We should at least wait until dawn."

"l see..." | replied, thinking.

"And we should bring gifts."

"Gifts?'

"Yes. Gifts of friendship. We only truly know Eddas Ayar - and heis an Ancient One, Sister, a
true Great Mage. He is tremendously powerful, quite involved in his own work, and unless
Yorindar, the god he serves directs himto assist us, he really has little reason to help us other than
perhaps kindness. The gods have their own plans for him, and we are likely not any part of that.
Asfor the Witch-Women, his daughters... Well, we only have befriended Kyrie, and then when she
was just a child of ten. We can hardly call upon that now, when she is fourteen. Her mother would
likely object to us wanting to take her daughter off gallivanting about a strange land three
thousand |eagues away to help near-strangers search for someone she does not know and cares
nothing about.”

"Hmmm... A good point, that. If | were Kyries mother, | can't say as|'d necessarily let her go,
ether."

"So, we must bring gifts,” Marilith concluded firmly. "Friendship-gifts, to renew our friendship
with them and improve the chances that they will aid us.”



"What could we possibly bring that they might want? Gold?"

Marilith shook her head. " The Witch-Women of Hyperborea have little need of gold or silver - in
that regard, they are much like their father, Eddas Ayar. Their civilization liesin ruins about
them, Sister, and they work to build a new one on the ruined stones of the old - but there still are
no shops for them to spend gold in. Besides, by Hyperborean culture, a friendship-gift of money
would be considered quite tacky."

"Well, what should we bring, then?"

Marilith paused, thinking. "Well... | watched their culture of old, Sster, ages ago before my
imprisonment. Eddas Ayar lived in those times, and in many ways his heart is quite unchanged,
today. The Witch-Women are something new, from my perspective, and their cultureis still
developing. | do not know what they might consider a good friendship gift... But, as for Eddas
Ayar, he would still see gifts the same way the rest of his people did, eighteen or nineteen
centuries ago. Each type of gift has a particular meaning and nuance - knives were never given,
for instance, as a knife was a symbol of death or separation. Svords, on the other hand, were
symbols of respect and power, and were occasionally given to curry the favor of nobles or kings...
Well, but that wasn't truly a friendship gift, swords are far too expensive. Food and drink were
the most common gifts of friendship.”

| shrugged. "Wdl, well bring food and drink, then.”

"Ah, but the type of food one gave was quite important, Sster. Wine, for example, symbolized
cherished companionship, and the finer the wine, the more cherished the receiver isin the eyes of
the giver. Cake symbolized love, while pastry symbolized laughter. White bread symbolized trust,
while black bread symbolized reliability. Cheese symbolized admiration, generally speaking, but
this varied a bit by the type of cheese-"

"Enough!" | interrupted, my head already spinning. "Can't you just use your magic to conjure whatever
would be appropriate?’



Marilith shook her head. "No, Sister. Conjured food and drink might be fine for a mundane, but
to a Great Mage such as Eddas Ayar or to any of the Witch-Women of Hyperborea, it's origins
would be obvious at a glance. Conjured food and drink was considered quite tacky."

"And we don't know how the Witch-Women would consider any of it, anyway - dl you've said only
would apply to Eddas Ayar, right?’

"Right," Marilith agreed, nodding.

"Hmmm... Well, | still have quite abit of goat-cheese back home on Round Idand,” | said, thinking.
The herd of wild goats back on theidand of my mer-folk clan wasrelatively tame, and alittle cave near
the freshwater lake in the center of theidand had been made into alittle cheese-cellar decades ago by
theidand's origind inhabitant, amarooned Vilandian sailor named Barro. Barro was now mere bones
buried nearby the shack he'd built, but his cheese-cellar remained, and was used by me to supplement
my diet with tasty goat-cheese. "Perhaps awhed of it would be dright?*

Marilith shrugged. "1t may, for Eddas Ayar."

"Wdll, perhapsif we can get on his good side, he can then ask the Witch-Women to help us.”

"Assuming our not visiting himin four years hasn't put him completely off. If it has, we'd
basically be like anyone else coming to a Great Mage to ask them for a favor. Lacking anything

they want or need, we'd have little left but to throw ourselves to the ground and grovel at his
feet."

| Sghed. "Well... Orissamust be found. If the gifts don't work, well try that."

Marilith laughed. "Sister, | was joking!"



"But I'm not. We must find Orissa," | replied, then held out my hand. "Come - take us back to the
idand, and I'll select the best whed of cheese| have. Then, when it's morning there, well go to Eddas
Ayar'stower."

Marilith nodded, taking my hand, then gestured. The world blurred, and we were gone.

The Ocean - Two.

The next morning, Marilith brought usto Eddas Ayar'stower, awhed of cheesein my arms. The
cheese-molds Barro had made decades ago were quite large, and the whedl of cheese | was carrying
was two hands thick and a cubit across. It was actually somewhat heavy aswell as bulky, but as| had
the strength of amermaid through the magic belt the mer-magi had given me, | hardly noticed. Marilith
carried my lance, asthe cheese was quite an armful - | asked her if she wanted to carry the cheese, but
she said she was afraid she might get black hairsfrom her pelt on it's cloth wrapper. We had nothing to
wrap it or box it in, and as we wanted the gift to be perfect, we took few chances.

Of course, wed prepared as best we could. 1'd brushed Marilith's pelt and mane until it looked
perfect, and shein turn worked on my hair, styling it as best she could. My boots and gloves were clean
asanew knife, and | wore one of the better lavender dressesthat Joy had made for me four years
before. Living among mer-folk haf my life, I'd gone without clothesfor many years, wearing nothing but
my scales, and was quite used to it. Joy, Eddas Ayar's companion, was actually alittle giantess, and
apparently giants were a people of quite conservative ways. She had been utterly shocked to learn that
the scales| wore dl the time weren't armor, but were actualy apart of my skin | could extend or conced



as| wished - intruth, | had been naked most of my life. Joy had made severd dresses, blouses and skirts
for me to wear during the time we were with them, four years ago, which | had accepted with enormous
embarrassment. Marilith aso had no rea concern for clothes oneway or another, being ademon, and
the smple loincloth and apodesmos Joy had made for her was hardly near the modest garments Joy had
made for me. Still, it gpparently satisfied Joy's giantish sengbilities, as she agpparently didn't expect a
demon to dress better anyway.

Marilith didn't take us directly to the base of the tower - she said it would be more proper to walk
down the road, as she had been able to see people at the base of the tower by the time we were ready
and appearing suddenly in their midst might surprise them unnecessarily. Her demonic vison, amazing in
it's scope as she could percelve something like that at atremendous distance, was till limited. It was not
precise enough for her to tell who was at the base of the tower when shewas standing in our little house
on Round Idand. Redlly, she couldn't even tell me how many people were there, though she guessed no
more than two or three. Thus, we appeared just beyond the bend in the road to the north of the tower,
and began waking.

It wastruly alovely day - the neat rows of byallar-trees nearby were dl in thefull of their soring
blossom, covered with countlesstiny white flowersthat filled the air with a sweet, dmost heavenly
fragrance. | could seethe top of the white-marble tower with it's golden dome poking above the tops of
the byallar-trees as we waked down the road, and was quite nervous. "I hope we look dright,” |
muttered quietly.

"We look as good as we can, for now," Marilith replied, my lance over one shoulder. " Remember,
after we give our gift, we wait until an appropriate moment in the conver sation before we begin
talking about what we really need. Politeness was quite important to the Hyperboreans of old, as|
remember from watching them, and I'm quite sure Eddas Ayar hasn't changed.”

"| il say you should have used your magic to conjure some finery for us"

"Eddas Ayar is a Great Mage, Sster, and an Ancient One. He would not have been impressed
by such frippery. | think Joy will be pleased to see us wearing the garments she made for us, and
her impression of uswill probably count more. Remember, inside that little half-elf body he wears,
Eddas Ayar isa man - and, Joy is hiswife, after a fashion. If Joy is happy with us, Eddas Ayar will
be more pleasantly disposed to us. If she dislikes us, however, things may be extremely difficult.”



"Ack! Why did you say that? Now I'm really nervoud™

Marilith laughed. "I'm sorry, Sster, it's merely my nature - I'm sure everything will be fine. Now
smile, Sister. Your face looks positively dour when you frown.”

Slowly we rounded the bend in the road, and the base of the tower came in view. Beneath the lone
byallar-tree that grew at the base of the tower, Eddas Ayar sat, asmall table beside her. Eddas Ayar, of
course, still looked as| last saw her - asmall, black-haired half-elf maiden who dressed in robes of deep
black. She (or rather he, ashewas, in truth, an ancient man trapped in the body of awoman) seemed
quite absorbed in some tome that lay across hislap, and did not look up as we approached. Eddas
Ayar's sStuation was still quite confusing to me, at times, and | often wondered how Joy dedlt withit.

| forced asmileto my face, and kept waking with Marilith.

"Hdlo!" awoman'svoice caled. It was Joy, coming out of the tower with achair in each hand. "'l saw
you approach from the top of the tower and brought some extra chairs - come, sit with us! Eddasand |
are quite pleased to see you again.”

"Thank you, Joy," | replied, smiling broadly.

Eddas Ayar closed the book in her 1ap, setting it upon the table and rising to her feet. "Good morning,
Sasha, Marilith. What brings you two to my tower today?" Eddas called, bowing.

"Friendship, mostly, Master Eddas,” Marilith replied smoothly as she curtseyed. "We've brought a
small token of our affection for you, aswell."

"Yes... Ummm... | hopeyoulikeit, | madeit mysdlf,” | added, hoping | hadn't forgotten Callas lessons
in curtseying when | wasachild as| tried to imitate Marilith.



"Y ou make cheese?' Joy asked as she and Eddas took their seats - judging by the cups on the table,
they were gpparently having aquiet cup of byallar and enjoying a pleasant morning when we
approached. The strange black concoction, made from the roasted and ground seeds of the trees about
us, was rather bitter to my tongue, but quite interesting with adrop of milk and adash of honey.

"Well, yes. There are many goats on Round Idand, and they're dl very tame. | hunted out the ones
that weren't over the course of adecade or so. When I'm there, | milk the nannies, and make the milk
into cheese" | replied, blushing abit.

"You can put it down here, if you like, Sasha," Eddas said, gesturing to the table she sat beside.

"Thank you," | said, laying the cheese down on the table.

"Hmmm... It smellsquiteinteresting,” Eddas said, producing asmal knife from somewherein her
robes and unwrapping the cloth from the cheese. After cutting off asmall bit, Eddas popped it into her
mouth. Aswe sat, her eyes went wide. "Oh!"

"Is something wrong?' | asked, abit worried.

"Joy! Youmust try thisl" Eddas ye ped, cutting another smal dice and handing it to Joy.

Joy tried it, and nodded. "It's quite nice, actualy. Much better than that dwarven cheese Mungim
brought by the other year. | know you like dwarven cheese, Old Man, but it was atrifle bitter for my
taste, and al those holesin it look quite odd. Thisis much better. A little sharp, alittle swest... Quite
nice."

"Joy, you don't understand! Thisis precisaly like Rhendish White! | used to love that! | haven't had it
in... Gods! Two thousand years! Oh! Oh, Joy! It'sincredible!”



"Err... Rhendish White?' | asked.

"Y esl There was a cheese shop in Dhobari that my cook, Kylinag, used to visit once a month and buy
cheesefor my larder. My absolute favorite was Rhendish White! Kylinae made many fabulous dishes
withit, but | loved it best just asit was, diced thin and with anice hot cup of byallar! Kylinae aso made
ascrumptious fondue with it that Dyarzi used to love, and... Oh, my..." Eddas replied, then sighed,
lowering her head.

| started to open my mouth to say something, but Joy smply smiled, holding afinger to her lips. She
then looked to Eddas, reaching out to pat her shoulder. "Good memories, Old Man?'

"Yes," Eddas replied, her head till down.

"Shall | wrap it back up and put it in our larder?”’

"Please," Eddas replied, wiping her eyeswith agloved hand.

As Joy waked off, thewhed of cheesein her hands, Eddas Ayar stared quietly at the ground at her
feet. Marilith was smiling, and she reached across from where she sat to squeeze my hand. | smiled back,
not quite certain what to make of it al. Eddas had told me abrief verson of her story four years ago. |
knew her soul wasthat of an ancient man from along gone civilization, and it seemed obvious that our
little gift had brought back memories of times and peoplelong gone. Yet as| sat there, watching her, |
could see both happiness and melancholy in her face, and | wondered if our smple gift had truly been the
right thing to do. Y es, my childhood home was long gone, now. But Vilandiagtill ood - and by my side
was my soul-sigter, Marilith, whose voice | had heard since | was sixteen years old. And, of course, my
home since the age of sixteen and al my clan, the mer-folk of Round Idand, till existed. There wasn't
redly atrue sense of disconnection from my past, for me. My childhood farm was gone, but that wasn't
quite asdramatic aloss, redly. Vilandiagill existed, my old village was till there, and the people there
gill remembered mefondly. But for Eddas Ayar, everything and everyone he ever knew waslong gone,
and would never return. | wasn't quite sure | could be strong enough to take that, were our Stuations
reversed.



Findly, just as Joy was returning from within the tower, Eddas Ayar looked up, and smiled. "My dear
Sasha... My dear Marilith. Y ou two have given me apricdess gift. | cannot possibly thank you enough.”

"Yourewecome," | replied, blushing.

Marilith smiled. "It was nothing, Master Eddas. Your healing of me was far more than we could
ever repay,” Marilith replied.

"Now, | redize you're pressed for time, asyou're amost certainly trying to accomplish something for
the Goddess of the Ocean, so why don't you smply come out and tell me what it is you need from me?"

| blinked in astonishment, and Marilith gasped.

Joy refilled her cup of byallar, watching us silently, while Eddas Ayar smiled. "Come, come. Out with
it," Eddas said.

"But... But how did you know?!" Marilith gasped.

"My dear, you forget, I've been around awhile, and the dedlings of the gods are not unfamiliar to me.
Y orindar hinted in adream three years ago that you were coming - he hintsalot, rather than speaking
directly. He haslittle choice, it hasto do with Paradox and basic tempord theory. Bethat asit may,
however, | knew you were coming. And last night, | received thissign,” she said, pointing to one of the
raven feathers tucked beneath her hair-band. "That's when | knew | would be involved, and it would
begin immediately. Whatever the Ocean intends, it's obvious you need my helpin doing it. | received this
sgn afew hours after sunset - likely after the two of you had made a decision that inextricably involved
me”

"Redly?" | gasped, amazed.



"Yes, quite”

"Forgive me, Master Eddas,” Marilith said, bowing her head inablush, "but | fail to see how our
decision to ask for your help would mark a moment of significance.”

"It wasn't an * Event* , no. An * Event* isamoment the gods work towards specificdly in the future.
Making an * Event* happen or fail to happen isthe crux of their conflicts - they're the focd points of what
they're attempting to do. But, your decison to ask me was sgnificant, nonethel ess. The decisions of
ordinary mortas carry alot more weight in the universe than you would think, Marilith. Such arethe
elements of basic temporal theory, which describes the Arc of Time. We key pawns carry even greater
weight than that with our decisions, asthe gods are working through us, often directly. The gods
themsdlves are immune to Paradox - they can place event or cause willy-nilly in any order they like. Only
after they have acted are they limited by Paradox - they cannot un-do what they have done, even though
what they have done may have been to put event before cause rather than cause before event. We, on
the other hand, have afar more complicated series of limitations which are described by the Laws of
Paradox and tempora mathematics. Spatio-tempora existence and perceptua loci play acritical rolefor
usin limiting what we can and can't do. For example, an ordinary morta may read abook of prophecy
with no consequences, even if every prophecy they read isan * Event*. Standing in the present, they can
know the future their gods intend and tell anyone they wish, and thisis not Irrevocable Paradox because
they are mere mortals, and their perceptua loci regarding the future isthat of possibilities, not certainties.
It is Paradox, yes, but not Irrevocable Paradox. We, however, are Pawns of the Gods, and cannot do
the same. If we read the same book of prophecies and the prophecies were true and described
*Events*, one of us speaking of an*Event* in the future while standing in the present holds the possibility
of creating an Irrevocable Paradox of event before cause. And an Irrevocable Paradox will shatter the
Arc of Time and bring the universe to an end, restoring it to the non-causal chaosthat existed prior to the
formation of the Arc of Time under the Divine Covenant.”

"I... I see..." Marilith replied. Gone was her earlier confidence and self-assurance, replaced by the
same insecurity that we both had experienced the last time we were in the presence of Eddas Ayar, four
years before.

"I'm afraid | don't,” | said, shaking my head and not feding any more confident than Marilith did. Just
trying to follow what Eddas Ayar had said made my head spin.

Eddas smiled. "Wdll, Sasha, I'll spare you the boring mathematics of it, but the gist of it isthat the sign



| received - thisraven feather - could not be given to me until you actualy made the decision that
committed yourself to coming here, because both you and | were involved. For you and |, standing in the
present, event must dways follow cause, never the other way around. Y ou see-"

Joy smiled, sipping at her cup. " Spare them the lecture, Old Man, you're making them dizzy. Y ou tried
to explain Paradox to me two years ago and | thought my head would burst.”

| giggled, but Marilith simply shook her head silently. Eddas Ayar chuckled at Joy, then looked back
to us. "Well, dright, I'll spare you the lecturefor now. Just tell mewhat it isthat brings you here, today."

"Well, when | wasachild, | had afriend in my village - Orissa. Marilith heard the Ocean whisper her
name. It's become obviousto uswereto find her. Y et, when we went to my village to do so, we
discovered she was nowhere to be found. Apparently, she disappeared afew years after Malik sold me
to the PAlomean davers.

"How many years ago wasthis?'

"Over sixteen, Master Eddas,” Marilith replied, looking up. "I tried to follow her trail by
observing the astral from the point where we know she was last at Sasha's family farm, but it
faded beneath the background aura of the astral plane about half a league down the road from
where it began.”

Eddas Ayar stroked her chin with an ebon-gloved hand. "Hmmm... A bit too long to use an Invisible
Hound to find her, the trail would be far too faint, even if we had adrop of her blood. One of my
daughters or granddaughters might do better, but unless your friend Orissaiswaiting by the roadside just
afew leagues on or was dragged screaming and kicking in unrelenting agony al the way to wherever she
isnow, it'snot likely they'd be much better. That's quite along timefor any astra resdueto remain, only
something tremendoudy drameatic would be noticed.”

"So she cannot be found?" | asked, my heart Snking.



Eddas smiled, setting her cup on the table beside her. "Oh, | didn't say that. There's quite afew
options availableto us," Eddas replied, and stood. "Come - take meto thisfarm of yours, and I'll have a
look about.”

"I'll come, aswell," Joy said, dso standing. "If you'll give me afew minutesto put everything away, that
is. I've never been to Vilandiabefore, | find the notion of avisit quite interesting.”

"Certainly, Joy!" | replied, smiling.

With Eddas helping, it didn't take long for Joy to put away the small table, chairs, byallar pot and the
cups. Thesmadl firein the stone-lined firepit they'd been heeting the pot of byallar over, Eddas doused
with agesture, and they were ready. Marilith handed my lance back to me, then took my hand and
Eddas in hers, while Eddas took Joy's hand. "Alright - here we go!" Marilith caled. Theworld blurred,
and we were gone.

The Ocean - Three.

While Marilith, Joy and | sat on the rubble of the stone fence, watching, Eddas Ayar strolled back and
forth across the weed-strewn lands that once were my farm, her intent gaze locked on the ground. What
shewaslooking at, | had no idea - but | suspected she was examining the same things that Marilith had
examined the day before. Her hands she held clasped behind her, and her ebon staff she had smply
tucked under one arm. Asfor me, | had tucked my boots and gloves back into thelittle magic bottle
wore on my wrist, and now just wore my lavender dressas| sat beside Marilith. Certainly | knew |
looked far more impressive wearing just my stedl scales, but it hardly felt right at the moment. Eddas
Ayar knew that my scaleswere not armor, but apart of my skin. Right now, | felt like | was very much
likeanignorant little girl compared to Eddas Ayar, and | didn't want her looking at my scaes and



knowing | was silly enough to stand before her naked.

Eddas Ayar had said during the time she healed Marilith that there would be times| would seem a
burden to her, and she to me. Now was, indeed, one of thosetimes. | knew that | was merely a
mundane, with no ability to do sorcery at dl - and as such, utterly usdessin this Stuation. Even walking
around or getting anxious about their task somehow made their task harder, inaway | smply did not
understand. | so desperately wished | could be more useful. But, there was literally nothing | could do.
Both Marilith and Eddas Ayar were not only dedling with forces| did not comprehend, they were
apparently now aso dedling with forces| could not even detect. It was much like | was somehow blind,
and they could see. | leaned over to Marilith, and whispered as much into her furry ear, Sghing again.

Marilith nodded, her eyes on Eddas Ayar, and whispered into my ear. "l know how you feel, Sster.
Eddas Ayar is so much more powerful than I, and has so much more knowledge... | feel just as
you do. | want to help so much, but I cannot. | am merely a lesser demon, and as such, my powers
and abilities are but a shadow of those of a Great Mage such as Eddas Ayar. Thereisliterally
nothing | can do that could help in thistask. Once again | am left feeling much as | did four years
ago, when we were at histower - it'sasthough | am but a child in need of diapers compared to
him, even though | am several centuries older than he. It's quite upsetting, really.”

" Stop that whispering, you two, you'll distract Eddas," Joy muttered, smoothing her dressfrom anidle
breeze.

"Sorry," | replied sheepishly, and both Marilith and | held our tongues.

After along moment, Eddas Ayar paused, still gazing at the ground. "Ah, there's something,” she said,
graightening up. She dropped her staff into her left hand and leaned on it, stroking her chin with her right
hand as she examined the ground. "Hmmm... Scattered a bit, though, may not be possible... Hmmm...
Widl, let'stry it." Then, to my surprise, Eddas Ayar straightened up with a smile and began to hum softly,
gesturing with her free hand.

It was awordless mel ody that meant nothing to me, but the notes seemed to enchant Marilith. Marilith
tipped her head as she watched, captivated. "Oh, my..." shewhispered.



"What isit?" | whispered back.

"You cannot see hisastral aura, Sster, but... My word... Thisisincredibly beautiful to watch,
for me."

| wondered what Marilith might truly be seeing, when suddenly there was a twitch among the grasses
and weeds. Little bits of white legpt and skipped from the grass, bounding and rolling together to a
centra point at Eddas Ayar'sfeet. After amoment of shock, | redized they were bones - and shortly, the
bones had assembled themsealves into the skeleton of asmall chicken. Eddas Ayar smiled broadly.
"Hdlo, my littlefriend!"

The skeletd bird flapped it'swings with aclatter of bones, it's beak clacking asit made some kind of
reply.

"My, yes, that's quite interesting. Now, | have several questionsfor you that may be a bit difficult, so
pay attention.”

| blinked, utterly astonished. "Y ou... What have you done? What is that?"

Eddas Ayar smiled. "It'sachicken, dear."

"Wll, | can seethat, but how-"

"| cdled to it, and animated it with UnLife energy. It'sarather complex little enchantment, much like
the Spell of Communication with the Dead - though I've had to use abit of my own powers asthe Raven
of Yorindar to ater the basics of it, asthat spell doesn't work on animals. Currently, the bones of this
little creature are inhabited by an essence of UnL.ife, which thinksthat it is the chicken that once owned
these bones. It's quite an excitable little creature, and it's currently babbling on about eggs.”



"Err... Eggs?’ | asked, blinking in confusion.

"Yes, quite. Eggs form the main focus of any female bird'slife, particularly with chickens, asweve
bred them to lay eggs congtantly. Thislittle thing doesn't really know it's dead, or that it should be afraid
of meif it wasdive- the spdl normdly dlows ahuman or humanoid skull to befilled with avery
low-grade essence of UnL ife energy, which reads the patternsimpressed on the skull by the spirit that
once housed it, and can answer any question from that person'slife. I'd have just used that spell, but it
doesn't work on animals, as they've no language per-se. So, what I've done hereisabit more
complicated than the Spell of Communication with the Deed, as we're degling with an animal carcassand
it needed to be filled with asomewhat higher UnL ife essence to be able to communicate at dl, but the
end result issmilar. Understand?'

"Well, no, not really, but don' let that stop you," | replied, grinning wryly.

Joy shook her head. "1've almost gotten to the point where that doesn't send shivers down my spine,
Old Man. Only thetiniest bit of a shudder, that time."

"WEell have my musicians play for you afew moretimes, then, and you'l haveit,” Eddasreplied, and
grinned as Joy made a moue' of disgust.

"Do carry on, Master Eddas,” Marilith said, gazing at the Skeletal bird with interest.

"Thank you," Eddas replied, smiling, then turned back to the skeletal chicken. Eddas appeared to be
listening to the little creature asiit flapped and hopped and clacked it's beak, then would mutter to it
quietly, then listen again. "1 do believe you knew this creature when it was dive, Sasha," Eddas said after
abit.

"Well, yes, that's probably Tiki. She was dways getting out of the pen when | wasagirl. After | was
sold to the PAlomean davers, she probably escaped before my neighbors came by to collect my animas
and survived for abit on her own.”



"That'swhat she gppears to be saying. Apparently she died during the first winter that followed.”

"Aww... Poor little Tiki!" | said, Sighing.

"Don't worry, dear, | can tell you she was quite happy al theway up to the end. Thefirst snow
gpparently caught her deeping, and she froze before she redlly knew what was happening. She
apparently missed you quite abit once you were gone, however."

"Err... Shemissed me? Tiki seemed just as skittish of me as any of the other chickens. More so,
redly.”

"Birds don't display affection like adog or cat, Sasha. Besides, once you were gone, the free food
stopped,” Eddas replied, then gestured at the ground briefly, causing asmdl clod of topsoil to flop away
from the ground. "Come, come! Inwe go!" Tiki'slittle skeleton stepped over to the smdl hole, and
settled herself down into it like a hen settling onto her eggsin anest. "Rest," Eddas caled, and the bones
collapsed into the hole. Eddas flipped her hand, and thelittle clod of dirt flapped back over Tiki's bones,
covering them completely.

"Wdll..." | said, somewhat taken aback. "That was... A bit Sartling.”

"Y ou should try living with him," Joy replied, and Eddas chuckled.

"Were you able to learn anything useful from the bones, Master Eddas?" Marilith asked.

Eddas tamped the edges of the tiny grave down with the end of her staff as she replied. "Unfortunately,
no. That animal died the same winter Sashawas abducted. That meant she couldn't have seen anything
the day of Orissa's disappearance four yearslater." Eddas paused, stroking her chin. "Hmmm... | should



probably get afew chickensfor you, Joy. An egg or two for breskfast in the mornings might be nice.”

"The cackling of the henswould drive you to distraction, Old Man, and henswon't lay unless a cock
getsthem started. And thefirst time the cock woke you up an hour before dawn with it's crowing, youd
probably blast thelot to acloud of feathers.”

Eddas snorted. "Certainly not, I've abit more patience than that. I'd manage to endure it to at least the
third or fourth time, amost certainly,” she said, then winked as Joy and Marilith giggled.

| was still somewhat taken aback by the whole experience of watching Tiki's skeleton, but managed to
presson. "What now, Master Eddas?’

Eddas Ayar shrugged. "Well, my next thought would be to ask your father, but-"

| gasped. "My father? Ummm... But Master Eddas, he's dead!™

"Yes, quite. What, did you think my powers only extended to chickens?!

Marilith giggled while | blushed. "Wdll, no, | just meant... | mean, | don't know if | could handle seeing
my father's skeleton dancing about, I'm sorry.”

"His skeleton would be usdless, dear. If | remember your story correctly, he died when you were
fourteen, two years before you were abducted. That would put his desth about six years before Orissas
disgppearance. His bones could tell me nothing. His ghost might have been far more useful. However-"

"Ummm... Master Eddas, | don't know if I'm quite ready to see my father's ghog, either.”



"However," Eddas Ayar said morefirmly.

Marilith touched afinger tomy lips. "Sster, you're interrupting.”

| blushed again. "Sorry, Master Eddas.”

"However, | can tdl that his ghost no longer roams your farm. It did for a bit after hedied, but it's
since moved on to the Afterlife, and likely less than ayear after he died, once it became obvious you
were doing dright without him. While | could sing him apath from the afterlife, again, it'snot likely he saw
anything that would be of any useto us."

"Oh. Well, dright," | said, rather relieved. The more | gazed at Tiki'stiny little grave, the more
unnerving the whole memory of watching her skeleton dance about became.

Joy saw my expression, and shook her head. "Dear, if you think that was Sartling, you'veredly no
idea. If Eddas thought speaking to the ghost of your father would help, that's precisely what held do.”

Eddas nodded. "Indeed. And there's another thing I'm obvioudly going to need to tell you, Sasha- and
you, too, Marilith. I want both of you to listen, and listen well.”

| looked up, and saw that Eddas Ayar was gazing at the two of us quite sternly. "Yes, Master
Eddas?'

"Yes, Master Eddas?" Marilith echoed.

"Y ou two have a greater destiny, as|'vetold you before. Y ou are to become atool of the gods. The



conflicts of the gods are not the same as the conflicts of mortals. Mortals war with sword and spell

across bloody battlefields. The gods war with souls and paradox acrossthe Arc of Time. Their battles
have physical dimension, yes. But, they are also battles of spirit and emotion. Y ou shudder to see that
little chicken skeleton flap and hop about. That, Sasha, is nothing! Y ou shudder at the thought of seeing
your own father's ghost. That, too, is nothing. If what you've told me before of your story istrue, your
father loved you very much while hewas dive. Were | to summon him to us after dark that we may see
and hear him properly rather than his ectoplasmic form being weakened and dissolved by sunlight, you'd
probably learn that he's very happy to see you've grown into a strong, beautiful woman, and have a
loving Sigter at your side. What weaknesses you have, the enemies of your goddesswill use against you in
a heartbeat, to your doom. And ghosts and the undead, Sasha, are the most trivial of threats ones such as
usface”

Eddas then drew herself up to her full height, pulling her hood to shade her face from the sun. She
glowered a us ominoudy from within the shadows of her hood, pointing an ebon-gloved finger at us, and
spoke again. "Hear me, Sashaof Woe, for | am the Raven of Y orindar, God of Wisdom. Y ou may think
that you see before you a mere half-elf woman of no consequence. But, you would bewrong. | am atool
of agod, forged in the heart of amana-storm to be forever what you see before you. The time of your
forging approaches, Sasha of Woe - both yours and your sister's. It may be agentle time of learning, or it
may be aforging as harsh asmy own. Either way, it isatime of forging. And like the forging of ablade,
you will either be strengthened by it, or destroyed by it. In the end, the choiceis yours - you retain your
Free Will, in accordance with the Divine Compact. Y ou can choose to succeed and become strong, or
choosetofail, and die. The choiceisyours. But if you chooseto alow fears of petty things like what
you've seen thismorning to affect you, then you have chosento fall. I, the Raven of Y orindar, have

spoken."

"And this search for Orissa... It's part of our forging, atest for us?" Marilith asked, her hollow,
unearthly voice showing she was quite nervous.

"Exactly,” Eddasreplied in avoice asunearthly asher own, and | fet achill run up my spineasshe
sad it. Marilith, however, gpparently saw something in Eddas Ayar at that moment that | did not - she
gasped, then trembled in fear for along moment, her eyes wide and startled.

For along moment, Marilith and | gazed at Eddas Ayar in slence, our heartsfilled with awe & her.
And, as| gazed at her, | realized that the powerful being we saw before us, atool of the gods, was what
we were destined to become. That awesome destiny left me speechlessfor many moments.

Then, Eddas Ayar pulled back her hood again, and smiled at us. "Now - we've dill quite abit of work
to do today, and it's apparent that part of my duty here with you isto teach you what | can. | will do so,



later. For now, lead meto the spot where Marilith went yesterday, where the trail she followed faded
bel ow the background aura of the astral plane. Perhapsthere, we shal find more cluesto work with."

"Y-yes, Master Eddas!” Marilith sammered, hopping to her feet from where she sat beside me atop
thewdl. Marilith took my hand in atrembling grip, and tugged meto my feet. "Come, Sster. Let's not
dally," shesaid. | rose and followed, stepping with her over the broken stonewall and following her to
the road. Joy and Eddas Ayar followed behind us, Eddas eyes again searching the ground for clues|
could not see.

"What did you see?" | whispered to Marilith.

"Afierce and terrible raven, dark and powerful. My clan-father is not half as strong. Truly,"
shereplied, and trembled again.

It wasn't long before we reached the same spot in the road we'd stood yesterday. Eddas Ayar cast
her gaze about for quite some time, searching the bushes to the side, gazing into the trees, and generdly
making me quite curious as to what she might actudly be seeing - and what she might be looking for.
Findly, shewalked back to the road, stroking her chin, obvioudy lost in thought. Joy stood behind her,
waiting Slently.

"Ummm... Isthere anything we can do?" | asked hopefully.

Eddas shrugged. "Not redly, Sasha. | know you told me the story dready, and that story eiminates
many thingsthat we could do. Cdla, you said, isameticulous housekeeper and she did not gather any
hairs from Orissas brush or bedding. We could search her house carefully, but it might be months before
wefound ahair or fingernail paring that came from Orissa - assuming we found anything a al, which |
doubt. That iminates the possibility of summoning Orissato usfrom wherever sheis. Thisroad itsdlf is
not heavily traveled, but it'straveled enough by both carts and animals that the astral emanations of your
friend from that day are most definitely obscured. That eiminates any real possibility of trying to follow
her trail now, sixteen years|ater. Perhaps she sought someone in atown to the south - or, perhaps, she
samply wandered off in misery and something dire happened to her dong the way. Either way, we are out
of options asfar as sorcery is concerned. Since her trail was not smply random wandering but stayed
right on thisroad, it seemslikely she was going somewhere aong it - or, at least, she thought she was at
thetime. Our best option at this point isto follow thisroad, and make inquiries aong the way with any
villages or innswe run across. Marilith, you can gill assume your equineform, yes?!



Marilith smiled. "Yes, Master Eddas.”

"Well, if you don't mind, Sashaand | can ride your back. Certainly it will draw abit less attention than
meriding aninvisble seed, after dl."

Marilith grinned, then shimmered - in amoment, shed shifted to her quadruped form, a powerful and
ominous black mare with glowing red eyes.

| hiked my dress up and hopped onto Marilith's back immediately, but Eddas shook her head as she
looked me over. "Sasha, don't ride like that."

"Ummm... What do you mean, Master Eddas?'

Joy rolled her eyes. ™Y ou wereright, Old Man. Spending half her lifeliving naked among naked
mer-folk has robbed her of anything even remotely resembling modesty,” she said, and crossed her
ams.

Eddas nodded to Joy, then looked to me. " Sasha, we're going to be dedling with alot of ordinary
people. Y ou should get used to it, aswe mgor pawns do that rather frequently. When you're riding
adride your sster's back like that, anyone looking at you can see your legs from the middle of your thighs
on down - and if your sister gallops at any kind of speed, the wind will lift your dress and they'll see
everything from your waist on down. | redize you spent much of your life living among mer-folk and
you've gotten used to being naked, but ordinary people find the notion of a half-naked woman riding
down the road to be somewhat startling."

I blushed furioudy, and Marilith burst into giggles. It took afew moments, but finaly | had pulled my
legs together, then worked my dress down over my legs to something more respectable. "Well, | can sit
likethis, but how will | stay on her back?'



"Normally with asde-saddle - it hasa gtirrup for your |eft leg and a padded hook you put your right
thigh into. However, asweve not one right now and | sincerely doubt your sister wantsto wear asaddle,
you'l just have to keep your baance. | assume your sister will be considerate enough in her movements
S0 asto not tossyou off?* she said, looking at Marilith.

"Of course, Master Eddas," Marilith replied with agmile.

"Good. Now Marilith, you'll haveto use anillusion to conced your eyes. Huge black horses with
glowing red eyes tend to frighten ordinary people abit. People who are frightened of uswill be somewhat
lessinclined to have a pleasant conversation about alost young girl they may or may not have seen
Sxteen years ago, and rather more inclined to show us how swiftly they can run,” Eddas said, and |
suddenly found it was my turnto giggle. "Try making them abit more ordinary,” Eddas continued. "Black
would do."

Marilith nodded, and shortly her eyeslooked more norma. "How isthis, Master Eddas?"

"That will do," Eddasreplied, nodding. "Try not to talk much, either. For some reason, mundanes find
horses that can chat with them equdly startling.” Marilithand | giggled inreply. | thought | might haveto
reach out my hand to pull Eddas up behind me, particularly as she was much smaler than | and Marilith
was arather large horsein thisform, but Eddas hopped up onto her back with an ease that showed many
years of practice. She sat Sidesaddle, as| was, and seemed far more comfortable doing so than | was
atop Marilith's broad back. "I'm afraid there's not quite enough room on Marilith's back for you, Joy,"
Eddas said.

Joy grinned. "I'll be dright, Old Man. | walked across a continent four years ago, | don't think a short
walk to the next village will bother me much.”

Eddas smiled back. "Good. Let's be off, Marilith."

Marilith started off at adow walk, apparently making sure Eddas was secure on her back, then dowly
picked up her pace abit to match Joy'slong, easy strides. " Are we alright back there?" Marilith



asked, looking over her shoulder.

Eddas pointed to the road ahead. "Watch where you're going, dear, we can take care of ourselves.
Remember, trees dways have the right-of-way."

Marilith laughed. "Yes, Master Eddas.”

Werodein silence for awhile, and | found that once | was used to riding like this, it was actualy quite
easy. Eddas Ayar wasright, and it was merely amatter of balance. Of course Marilith was being very
careful with us- | was quite certain weld have fallen off the back of an ordinary horse long before now.
Or, a least, I'd have fallen off. Eddas Ayar seemed quite comfortable perched on Marilith's back, and
didn't even need to rest ahand on Marilith to help keep her balance, as| did. Still, | greetly enjoyed
riding my sster'sback, and I'm certain she enjoyed findly being able to do something useful to advance
the quest the Goddess had given us.

After perhaps a quarter hour, Eddas findly sighed. "1s something wrong, Master Eddas?" | asked,
looking over my shoulder.

"Yes, Old Man - what's the matter?" Joy asked, taking Eddas's hand in hers as she walked beside us.

"Ah, nothing, | was merely thinking. Marilith is bound here now to the Prime Materid - and, | know,
it'swhat both she and Sahsawanted, and it's part of your destiny. But, if she were till one of the
Independents, we'd dready have Orissa. As one of the Independents, she could simply have willed the
earth of the farm to speak, and tell her where Orissawent. She could even have dipped back intimeto
that day, and peeked in on what was happening to find out the truth of the matter.”

"Oh! | can «till do that! | can do that now!" Marilith exclamed.

"Marilith, no!" Eddas shouted, but it wastoo late - an instant |ater, the world exploded with amighty
crash, and | found mysalf plunged benegth the waters of the sea.



The Ocean - Four.

| shifted to my mermaid-form without even thinking about it, and ingtinctively searched for the surface.
The water was quite cold, but | adapted to it with abrief thought directed towards my mer-magi belt. In
afew moments, my head broke the surface of the waves, and | looked around. Eddas Ayar was treading
water nearby with Joy, their hair sopping wet, and Eddas |ooking frantic. "Master Eddas! What
happened?™

"Therésno time! Find your sister before she drowns!”

| dove beneath the waves, now just asfrantic. In afew moments, | saw her - shewas till in her equine
form, floating limply beneath the waves on her sde. Wrapping my arms around her neck, | swam
upwards, then struggled to hold her head above the water. "I have her! Over herel” | shouted, though I'd
completely lost track of where Eddaswas.

A splashing behind me- | turned, and saw Joy and Eddas swimming towards me, both of them
blinking from the sdt water in their eyes, and Joy sputtering as waves washed over her face. "She's
fainted! Joy, help Sashahold her head out of thewater!" Joy did so, wrapping an arm under Marilith's
neck. Eddas reached out, muttering a short incantation, then tapping Marilith's head. "Wake!"

Marilith's eyes opened, and she spat out a startling amount of water from her mouth and nose before



taking a shuddering breath. She sarted to struggle, dl four hoovesflailing in the water, and let out an
eerie, hollow whinney of fear.

"Marilith!" Eddas shouted, grabbing hold of her neck dong with Joy and . "Control yourself! Look
around for the nearest land, and take us there, now! It doesn't matter whereit isor what it looks like, just
take usthere now!"

"Yes, Master Eddas!" Marilith gasped, then the world blurred for amoment. When it steadied, we
were standing on abare, rocky beach. Or, at least, | was standing for amoment - Marilith shuddered
and began to fal to her kneeswhilel, in my mermaid form, fell backwardsinto the sand. Eddas Ayar
quickly gestured, holding out one hand, and Marilith'sfal hated. Marilith's head hung limply, and her
eyeswere closed.

"Easy, now," Eddas said, more camly, letting Marilith dowly down to the sand. "L et's not break a
bone, hedling you is somewhat problematic.” Joy, standing in her dripping dress, reached out to me, and
helped me sit up.

“What happened?” | yelped.

"Hush. Not now," Eddas replied, running her gloved fingers over Marilith's sdes. Finally, she nodded.
"Bruisesand abit of muscle strain, that's all. I1t's bad enough for her, but she won't die. Sasha, take off
your dress, wad it into a pillow, and place it beneath your sster's head, just here. Joy, help her."

| nodded, shucking my soaking wet dress with Joy's help and folding it up quickly. Eddas lifted
Marilith's head with a gesture, holding it up somehow with her magic, and | laid the folded dress down on
the sand. Eddas nodded, lowering Marilith's head so it rested on the folded dress. "In thisform, she's
much like ahorse, and that means she has anerve that runs aong the side of her face, just there. If it gets
compressed againgt the ground too long, it can pardyze half her face. Not dangerous, of course, but
quite uncomfortable when she wakes. Now, do you still have those crystals Marilith's clan-father gave
you?"

"Y@"



"Good - pull them out and get to work. And shed that tail, Sasha, we're not going back into the water
just yet."

| shifted back to my human form, then reached to the little bottle that dangled at the end of it'sslvery
chain about my left wrist. "Ummm... Oh, my... Which oneisfor bruisng and such?1'm so frightened |
can't remember!”

"Pull them al out, Sasha, and let me see," Eddasreplied, Stting down on the sand and setting her staff
beside her. Joy sat down beside her, shivering dightly. | pulled out the crystals from my little magic bottle,
and Eddas |ooked them over, her gaze becoming unfocused for amoment. Findly she blinked, then
pointed. "The pink oneis atissue knitter, the blue oneisaliquigogue. Usethe pink one dl over her for
the bruising, then the blue one over her lungs, shesgot abit of water in them. Take your time, she'snot
dying, she'sjust fainted because she'svery, very tired. Cam yourself."

| took the pink crystal - which was, like the others, half a cubit long and asthick asmy wrist - and
began carefully stroking it over Marilith's body. "What happened, Master Eddas?!

"Your sster made amistake," Eddas replied, and sighed, gazing at her dripping robe.

"A rather large one, I'd say," Joy added, shivering in her soaking-wet dress.

"Umm... What kind of mistake?| don't understand! Why has she fainted?'

Eddas shrugged. "Wdll, that part's a bit difficult to explain to amundane, but I'll try to use an anadogy.
About twenty years ago, my daughter Lyotaand | werein Iron City. It'sadwarven city - quite nice, but
built by dwarves, and the ceiling beams are a bit low. She stood from her chair but didn't think to duck
the ceiling beams, and gave her sef arather painful goose-egg.”



"Ummm... That doesn't help me much.”

"Wadl, what I'm trying to get at isthat your sster didn't take a moment to consider what she was doing,
and didn't redlize that there was a hidden cost in what she wastrying to do. If shewas till an
Independent and did that, her own innate nature would have shifted her dightly out of phase with the rest
of the universe, and shédd have had plenty of time to examine what she wanted to examine without
moving anywhere a al. It's extremely taxing for alesser demon like her to move about in time, but
doable for short periods. However, she's not an Independent anymore, and she hasto follow the same
rulesyou and | do. And under the rulesyou and | operate under, she can't just look, she hasto go. And
the going, for us, involves a stupendous risk, and atremendous toll on the endurance which goes up
exponentialy for othersyou take with you. It costslittle to begin to move, but once she moves, she can't
stop until she getsthere, and the strain goes up the longer it takes to get there. It's quite fortunate she
didn't kill hersdf doing that. An ordinary mage who tried the same thing would have died,”" Eddas said,
and sghed.

"But-but where did we go?'

"Into the past. That's where she wastaking us, at any rate. Where we ended up precisely, | don't
know yet. That'saquestion it will probably take me abit to answer. Since we're dive, the answer
probably isn't going to be pleasant.”

"But... But why did we end up in the sea?"

"A good question, Old Man," Joy said, trying to wring out her hair.

Eddas sghed again. "Sasha, theworld islikeabal-"

"I know that much, Master Eddas, I've swum ‘round it,” | replied, growing abit annoyed. | was
growing to loathe feding like | was achild before her.



"Well, good, that shortensthe lecture abit,” Eddas replied sarcastically, glowering a me. "Now, did
you know that the world turns to face the sun and make night and day?"

"Well, yes," | replied, dill irritable.

"And did you know the world follows a circle around the sun, making the years?'

| paused. "Wdll, no, | didn't know that."

"And did you know the sun follows a circle around the galaxy, marking the aeons?'

"Err... Wdl, no, | didn't know that, either,” | replied, suddenly fedling abit nervous.

"If you remember, your Sster mentioned dl this movement before, four years ago, when she wastrying
to re-learn how to walk. Y ou should remember, you were there helping her orient to the world."

"Ummm... Err... Well, yes, | remember that."

"Good. Now, keeping dl this movement in mind, do you redlly think thisworld wasin precisdy the
same spot sixteen hours ago, much less sixteen years ago?”

| blinked in the shock of sudden understanding. "Oh, my! We could be anywhere!"

"Y es. Fortunately, we ended up somewhere, rather than nowhere. The void between the starsis
extremely and amost instantly hostileto life. Had we ended up there, we wouldn't be having this



conversation here, wed be having it in the Afterlife.”

"Oh, my!"

"And even more fortunately, we landed in water. Thefal was nothing for us - fortunately, it wasn't far.
Marilith's much larger than usin thisform, however. For her the drop was far enough that hitting the
water was a stunning blow, but fortunately nothing more. We were very fortunate, Sasha. The drop
could just as easily have been aleague or two in the air, or we might smply have gppeared aleague or
two beneath the earth,” Eddas replied, then paused amoment. "Of course, it might not have been smple
luck - we did land in the sea, after al. The Goddess of the Ocean may have acted to protect you."

| smply stared, my mind spinning.

"l see by your expression you findly understand, Sasha. Y es, it'stheoreticaly possible for amage like
me to transport themsalves to the past or future. However, no mage who hastried has ever returned.
They smply cast the spdll, and vanish.”

"Vanish? What happensto them?', | asked, worried about what might happen to us.

"That, Sasha, isamatter of tempora theory and mathematics. I've explained the movement of the
world - thisis something that has to be calculated before the spell can be cast. It requiresincredibly
exacting calculationsto know precisely when to cast the spdll, and astoundingly perfect timing to cast it at
the precise moment necessary for you to not end up dead in the void between stars or dead deep
benegth the earth. And since dl our knowledge of the movements of thisworld through time are only
approximations of speed, it'svirtudly impossibleto get it right. That's the second of five errorsthat gets
tempora experimenterskilled. They just cast the pell and vanish, never to be seen again.”

"The second?" | asked, dtill stroking Marilith's limp form with the crystal.

"Yes, Sasha. Thefirstiswhat | told you already - there's a hidden cost to the caster. It doesn't take



much to get one moving in time, but once you start, you can't stop until you get there, and the strain goes
up dramaticaly the longer it takes you to get there. The third isthat you can't control precisaly where you
go when you go into the past. The past doesn't exist asaphysicd placeyou canwalk to, it exisisasa
prior state in spatio-tempora anadyss. That's another reason for extremely precise cal culations of the
world's movement - you can't go to a specific time, you just have to hope you hit somewhere near it. The
farther off you are, the greater any errorsin your calculations of the world's position become.”

"So, we could be anywhere in the past?'

"Well, no, well berdatively close to where she wastrying to go, in reference to the age of theworld.
The problem isthat the age of the world isimmense, Sasha. The entire history of the elves coversa
period of tens of millenniums, but even that is merely an eyeblink compared to the age of theworld. A
mage who attemptsto travel even afew momentsinto the past can end up hundreds or thousands of
yearsin the past, ingtead. Thus, even if they survive, they will not live long enough to return to the
present,” Eddas said, then pointed at Marilith. "Keep working, Sasha. Use the blue crystal, now.”

"Yes, sorry!" | replied, and picked up the blue crystd, then resumed stroking Marilith's unconscious
form. Each draw of the crystal up her ribs brought a small amount of water out her mouth.

"Thefourth isthe reverse of thethird - it'samost impossible to travel to aspecific timein the future. In
temporal mathematics, the future literaly does not exist until it happens - the Arc of Time hasn't formed
thereyet. It does exist in actudlity, but from the stlandpoint of mathematics, it doesn't - ingtead, it'sa
collection of aternate and sometimes conflicting redlities that have yet to come into being and as such do
not exist. If you werein the pagt, it's theoreticaly possible to go back to the present, but from the
present, thereisno futureto go to - it doesn't exist until it happens. So, when you try to travel to the
future, you smply disgppear until the future moment you were traveling to comes abouit. If it ever does.
Usudly it doesn't. Changing thefutureis at the crux of the game the gods play with themselves, Sasha.
Thefutureisnot set. Only the past is.”

"Redly?' | asked, amazed.

"Yes. Which brings usto thefinal error that gets tempora experimenters killed: Paradox. We are not
gods. The gods can travel fredly into the past and do as they wish, because the ordinary constraints of
Paradox do not gpply to them - they have other limitations instead, the one that looms largest being that
once they have changed something, they cannot un-do that change. We, however, exist under the Arc of



Time. For us, event must dwaysfollow cause, and the past is set. When looking at the future in tempora
mathematics, only * Events* are important, as the future does not exist until it happens, if ever. When
looking at the past, however, literally every causdly-related occurrence from thefal of afeather to the
death of abutterfly isof consequence. As such, traveling into the past causes you to run into an effect
smilar to the Law of Integrity - you never makeit, you literally bounce off the Arc of Timelikeabal
tossed at astone wall, then fly off into the Void, never to return. The only way it'spossibleisif the gods
areinvolved - but if they are, your actions become a part of past history, and are already done. A
paradox, yes, but that'swhy it requires the involvement of the godsto permit it in the first place. Only the
gods can casudly violate Paradox, Sasha. They have their own rules, however, which arejust asfirm.”

"Oh, my..."

At that point, Marilith groaned, and began coughing. Eddas, water still dripping from her robes,
reached out and patted Marilith. "Marilith, shift to your humanoid form. Come, now. You candoit.”

Marilith nodded, and a moment later, it was done. Marilith coughed a bit more, then lay there on the
sand, gasping.

"Help her up, Sasha, then put your crystalsaway. That'sright - get her sitting up. Therewe go," Eddas
said, and once we had her up, Eddas looked Marilith over for along moment. After | put the healing
crystas Marilith's clan-father had given us away, | looked her over, aswell. My sister wasamess. She
was soaked in seawater and dripping, her mane plastered flat to her neck and shoulders, and had sand
clinging to haf her body and face. "Wdll, that's got the damage hedled, a any rate," Eddas said. "How do
you fed?'

"Very tired, Master Eddas. And hungry, as well."

"Thefirdt is expected, the second isagood sign. Well dea with both shortly. Before that, however, |
have something | need to say to you."

"Yes, Master Eddas?"



Eddas Ayar roseto her feet, her expression quite cam. The surf rolled quietly on the rocky beach -
thetidewas going out, so far as| could tell. Eddas was dripping wet, and had sand plastered in various
gpots on her robe where she had sat on the sand. Shereslly looked quite bedraggled. But, she then
reached up and gestured, flicking away the water and sand from her garments. In amoment, she was
dry, except for her hair and the sodden feathers under her hair-band. She did the same for Joy, flicking
away the water from her clothes with agesture. When she was done, Joy nodded her thanks, and spread
her hair over her shouldersto dry. Eddas then turned back to us. Her expression was till deadly cam.
Findly, Eddas looked straight into Marilith's eyes, and scowled. "You arean IDIOT!"

Maxilith flinched, her equine earsflicking low in ablush, but said nothing.

"l have seen supidity in my days, but you truly go beyond anything even humanly imaginable! Y ou risk
your sster's life and your own on aspell you gave perhaps dl of a heartbeat's thought to?
Unbelievable! If | didn't know your mother breathed you out her nostrils athousand years before | was
even atwinklein my father'seye, 1'd swear you weren't even two days past your first metamorphosis!™
she screamed.

"I-I'msorry, Master Eddas!” Marilithwalled.

Suddenly, Eddas gaze turned cold. "If your clan-father knew what you have dore..."

Marilith threw hersdlf to the sand and was wracked with sobs. " Oh, Master Eddas, I'm so sorry! |
didn't think! I... I didn't think!"

"That, Marilith, is precisely the problem,” Eddas replied with avoicelikeice. Thisonly made Marilith
wall inmisary.

"Do let me know when you're through, Old Man, I'd like aturn, mysdlf," Joy said, gazing at Marilithin
annoyance. "If you hadn't spent al those weeks last summer teaching meto svimin theriver, I'm quite
sure |'d have drowned.”



"Precisely why wedid it, of course," Eddas replied, and Joy nodded.

I hugged my sigter tight, and looked up to Eddas Ayar. "Now, Master Eddas, | understand you're
upset, but-"

Eddas|ooked to me, and spoke calmly. " Sasha, stay out of thisfor now. Y our sister hasafew critical
things she needsto learn, and thisis how she's going to have to learn them.”

"But, Master Eddas, redlly - she'saready quite miserable, | think that's enough!”

"Not hardly. Maxilith, tell your sster what would happen if your clan-father knew what you've done?'

"He-he would disown me utterly, m-m-my name would b-be stricken fromthe Great Roll, and |
would be cast into the chaos of the Hadean Vortex to dissolve into nothingness forever!" Marilith
sobbed.

"Wh-what? Why?" | asked, surprised.

"W-we are the Independents, Sister. We are not gods, we existed before the gods were born! We
still possess the Will and the Word, as the gods do, but we do not have their limitations, we have
our own! In exchange for our status and our freedom, we agreed to never touch the Arc of Time!
That was our part of the Divine Covenant!"

"And now, you have broken it,” Eddas replied coldly.



Marilith Smply wailed in misery.

"But-but Master Eddas! Y ou said yoursdlf it wasa mistake!" | yelped, hugging my sobbing sster
tight.

Eddas Ayar looked at me camly. "Indeed | did. Marilith, isthat an excuse?'

"No! Some mistakes must never be made! The very survival of my peopleis part of it! It isour
duty, our responsibility! The Arc of Time must never be touched!"

Eddas nodded, her eyes still on me. ™Y ou may find it interesting to learn, Sasha, that dl the beingsin
the universe have limitations on their behaviors. Dragons, Demons... Even you and me. | told you before
that if we stand in the present and create an Irrevocable Paradox with the future regarding an * Event*,
this can break the Arc of Time. Do you remember?”

"Yes Magter Eddas” | replied, still hugging Marilith.

"Widll, thisis because when you are standing in the present, the past behind you is set, but the future
remains unformed. By standing in the present and creating an Irrevocable Paradox, you set thefuture,
denying the Free Will of countlesshillions and billions of individuas throughout the universe. Thisviolates
the Divine Compact, and breaks the Arc of Time. Understand?”

"Actualy, | think | do. It'sdl about alowing usto have free will to determine our future, yes?'

Eddas smiled dightly. "Y es, Sasha. But not just our future in the sense of destiny or something far
ahead intime, but aso theimmediate future, such as knowing the water will boil in afew minuteswhen
you put the kettle on thefire."



"|.... | actudly understand that!" | replied, amazed.

"Good. Now, what your sister has done isto move usinto the past. Where, | don't know, but we'll
figure that out later. Regardless, when you attempt to travel to the past, your existencein the past creates
an Irrevocable Paradox, because the event of your suddenly coming into existence in the past would
predate the cause of your casting the spell in the present. We live under the Arc of Time, and events
mugt always follow cause, for us. Traveling to the past is, in essence, taking an action that istrying to
change eventsthat have already occurred, and cannot be changed. Thus, unlessthe gods are involved to
permit the paradox to occur, the universe gects you into the Void to correct the error. Thisisthe danger
your sster has put usin with her mistake. Understand?’

"W, yes, but can't you forgive her? | mean, it wasjust amistake, and we can go right back as soon
as she'sfeding better.”

"Sagha, | hardly think welll be lucky enough to land precisely in the present again and neatly wherewe
were. Wed likely die. We nearly did just then, you know."

“l... But..."

"And more than that, whether or not you and | forgive Marilith for her mistake has nothing to do with
anything. She hasto cometo gripswith the truth of The Independents, and herself. And so should you,
for that matter.”

"Wdll, now | don't understand again,” | said, and sighed.

"Sasha, The Independents operate under different rules, and al the * Events* of dl the godswhich
form the structure of the Arc of Time are meaninglessto them. If you or | creste Paradox while standing
in the present, we violate the Divine Compact and shatter the Arc of Time. The Independents can stand
in the present and create an Irrevocable Paradox with the future and nothing happens, because the
*Events* they act against do not apply to them. We cannot go into the past and create Paradox asthe
Godsdo - if wetry, the universe spits us out like abad chappa-berry and we cease to exist, because the
past is set for us. The Independents can go into the past and create Paradox - they are not limited by the
same congraintswe are. But if they do, the Paradox they create can shatter the Arc of Time and bring



the universe to an end. They are not gods, Sasha. Only the Gods can create Paradox without
consequences. Hence, the Independents agreed long ago that they wouldn't do that.”

"And Marilith broke that agreement,” | said, findly understanding.

"Inadvertently, yes," Eddasreplied, then looked to Marilith. " Sit up, Marilith. Sasha, help her up.”

| did so, and looked her over. Marilith was till quite damp from the sea, and sand was plastered into
her clothes and fur from lying on the beach and sobbing. Even now, she still sniffled, her head hung low.
She looked utterly miserable, but | didn't know what to do about it.

"Good. Now, Sasha, you wanted me to forgive Marilith. But, my forgivenessisirrelevant. What's
more important isthat she understand she can forgive herself - and why. That iswhereyou comein.”

"Me2"

"Yes. I've dready told you what happens when an Independent chooses to view the past - which was
what she was trying to do. Do you remember?"

| shook my head. "No, I'm sorry, Master Eddas, it'sall abit much for meto grasp.”

"Well, you're amundane, | don't expect you to grasp temporal theory al at once. | do expect you to
learn, however - understanding your Sister isgoing to be critical to your surviva in the future, just as her
understanding of you has been critical to your surviva in the past. So, I'll try to lead you through this,"
Eddas said, and looked to Marilith. "As| said before, if Marilith was till an Independent and did thet,
her own innate nature would have shifted her dightly out of phase with the rest of the universe, and shed
have had plenty of time to examine what she wanted to examine without moving anywhere at dl. That's
what shewastrying to do. It's extremely taxing for alesser demon like her, but doable for short periods.
But, she's not an Independent anymore, and she hasto follow the same rules you and | do. And under
therulesyou and | operate under, she can't just ook, she hasto go. So when shetried to take usto look



at the past, we couldn't - we al went there, insgtead.”

"But... But the gist of what you're saying is she's not an Independent anymore,” | replied after a
moment.

"Correct,” Eddasreplied, gazing down a Marilith. "I told you that four years ago, if you recdl. It's
something Marilith should have accepted by now, and hasn't. That'swhy we're here - and why we al
nearly died."

"But that means dl those terrible punishments she mentioned don't apply!"

"Correct again," Eddasreplied, tugging at her gloves. " She made this mistake because she was ill
thinking of herself as an Independent, perhaps one trapped on this plane. Sheisnot. She chose to live
her life with you, her soul-sigter, here on the Prime Materia. As such, she now lives under the Arc of
Time, just likeyou and |, and has been for thelast four years."

Marilith sghed, her head still down. " Sster, | have been a fool. Eddas Ayar isright, | was till
thinking of myself as an Independent, and | acted without thinking. The powers of magic are not
minor things, and we of the Will and the Word can literally do nearly anything we put our will to.
A child of my people grows and matures slowly, over the course of many centuries, because the
powers they will wield as an adult are vast, and can inadvertently do great harmif used unwisely.
Though | am nearly three thousand years old, it is asthough | ama child again - | must learn to
perceive myself not as | was, but as | am. My perception of myself shapes my Will, and the Laws
of Magic now apply to me in ways they did not apply before, Sster. A human mage could never
have made my error - it would have taken them years to develop a spell to travel through time,
and the risk of almost certain annihilation would have been obvious to them long before they
completed it. | simply exerted my Will, and nearly destroyed us all. | understand what Eddas Ayar
istrying to teach me, Sster. Heistrying to get me to understand that now | must think about
myself and how | do magic differently, for it is not just my life which depends on it, but yours, as
well. | didn't think, and foolishly put your lifein danger. Thiswaswrong. | amtruly sorry, Sster."

| smiled, and hugged Marilith. "I forgiveyou, Sigter.”



"And | forgiveyou aswell, Marilith," Eddasreplied, and sighed. "In truth, | fed it's partidly my fault - |
did mention it firgt, after dl. Joy says| do ramble abit, and it seems she'sright. How she puts up with
me, sometimes, I'veredly noidea.”

"l grit my teeth alot,” Joy replied, grinning.

Eddas chuckled, shaking her head. "Wdll, regardless, thiswas obvioudy alesson you needed to learn,
Marilith. Joy told me of the incident in the garden four years ago, and what she said then is ill true. You
must always think before you use your powers. Y ou can survive amistake you make - usudly. Y our
Sger, however, might not.”

Marilith sghed, and hugged me back. "Thank you, Sster. And thank you, as well, Master Eddas.
But, | shall not forgive myself quite yet, | think. I think I shall not forgive myself for quite some
time, so that | will remember this mistake, and never make it again."

"Very good,” Eddas Ayar replied with anod. "Thisisn't something you should ever forget, Marilith. If
weadl survivethislittle misadventure, | hopeit's something you'll remember dl the days of your life."

"Yes, Master Eddas," Marilith replied, bowing her head.

"If wesurvive?' | asked, abit nervous.

"Y es, Sasha. I've no ideawhere we are in the past - and that, | must know precisely beforel can
even begin to consider how to return usto the present again. Not just the month and year, but the exact
moment, measured from the foundation of the Arc of Time, aeons ago. Also, as| told you, itis
impossibleto travel into the past for us without the intervention of the Gods, as only the Gods can cregte
Paradox. It isobviousthat Y orindar and the Ocean both have areason for usto be here. What that may
be, however | do not know. Y orindar hinted to mein adream that thislittle misadventure might bea
possihility - but, he could only hint. Paradox limits how much he can tell me."



"Y orindar speaksto you in dreams? The Ocean whispers directly to us, when we are near her.
Marilith can hear her.”

"Likely that's the largest reason you are sisters,” Eddas said, then looked around the rocky beach we
wereon. "Let's head inland, and look around. Thefirgt thing welll need to do isto try to figure out our
gpatio-temporal coordinates - where we are and when we are. WEIl haveto be careful not to interfere
with anyone, for the moment, until we have a better grasp of our location. Marilith, you'll want to assume
your equine form again, and conced your eyes again. Sasha, you'll want to cal your lance to your hand
again, it's probably stting on the bottom of the sea somewhere. Oh, and you might want to dress again. |
think a naked woman walking about the countryside might attract a bit more attention to usthan iswise."

| blushed deeply as Marilith and Joy burst into giggles. In amoment, | had willed my lance to my hand
and extended my scales again, then donned my boots and gloves from my magic bottle. My lavender
dresswas an utter mess, so | wrung it out astightly as| could, then tucked it into my bottle to deal with
later. "I'm sorry, Master Eddas. Y ou'reright, I've lived among mer-folk so long... Well, | didn't even
think about being naked before you."

Joy roseto her feet, standing beside Eddas. Eddas Ayar didn't even look a me, however. Her gaze
was till on theinland shore, where the rocks were larger and rougher. "It's dright, Sasha, we had other
things on our mind just abit ago, it's quite understandable. For you, however, clothing is something you'll
have to keep in mind, just as much as Marilith will have to keep her own appearance in mind. We mgjor
pawns ded with ordinary people quite abit at times, and it'sreally not agood ideato startle them overly
much. And trotting about naked before them does tend to artle them somewhat.”

Maxrilith laughed, rigng to her feet and shifting to her equineform. | gave her aflat glower, but she only
laughed louder.

A little while later, we had managed to pick our way between the larger rocks at the top of the beach,
and found some wooded scrub-lands. Eddas Ayar cast abrief spell of some kind to determine which
way was north, and told us that the beach was to the west. Turning south, we walked along the top of the
beach, keeping the ocean in sight. There were many large rocks scattered about among the trees and
bushes, gray and granite-like, much like those on the beach. | thought they were rather interesting, but
Eddas Ayar gazed at them with an expression of growing discontent.

Findly, we topped another rise, and before usto the south lay awalled port city surrounded by



farmlands. | was amazed - it was tremendoudly large, easily severd leagues from one side of the city
wallsto the other. Stone roads led in and out of the city, and alovely castle lay in one corner of it. Ona
small idand in the harbor, an e egant lighthouse stood, it's fire damped to a black trickle of smoke asit
was about noon. Many shipslay in the harbor, though they were not of adesign | had ever seen beforein
al my life. Indl, it wasastrange yet beautiful city, viewed from the hill we stood upon severa leagues
away. To my surprise, however, Eddas Ayar did not have the samereaction | did in seeing it. Instead she
gasped, then stood there for many long moments, swearing.

"Damn! Damn, damn, damn!”

"Master Eddas, what iswrong?" Marilith asked, echoing my own thoughts.

"Old Man, what isit?" Joy asked, concerned.

"That," Eddas replied, pointing, "is Tholonir city!"

"No!" Joy gasped, her face showing she was deeply shocked.

"Y@"

"Err... Well, dright, but what's wrong with that?' | asked, confused.

"Sasha, Thalinir city isacity of my people, the ancient Hyperboreans. It was destroyed eighteen
centuries ago in the Great War of Devastation by the Invaders, and the wooded hills you see there
beyond it to the south are gone in the present, replaced by the blasted wastelands of the Seventh Dead
Zone. And seeing as how it looks very much asit did in my living days, if not larger, we may be very near
the end of the Hyperboreans. We are in Hyperboreg, at |east eighteen centuriesin the past, and we may
be in danger of being destroyed in the coming Great War of Devastation.”



"Oh, my..." | said, and hugged my sister's equine neck very tight.

The Snake - One.

The small stone chamber that was my room was bare as anun's cell. Cot and dresser, tinderbox and
candle atop the dresser. That was all. | dlowed mysalf only one other object in the room - the statue of
Sithiss

| knelt nude before the little idol now, asit sat atop my dresser. Not real, my master had said. The
halfling races have no gods, for they awoke by the hand of man, not god - the hideous fury of mana-
storms birthed us, not the touch of adeity in the time before time. I smoothed my hair back over my
shoulders, then bowed my head, closing my eyes. "Please beredl... Please bered..." | muttered.

Ancient wizards and witches, my master had said. That's what the halfling races once were. Ancient
wizards and witches at the dawn of the Hyperborean civilization. The Rune Singer, the Rune Weaver, the
Cabdigt, the Ayurvedician, the Ecognostic, the Necromancer, the Shaman, the lllusonis, the Noeteci<t,
the Summoner, the Sciologi<, the Elementdist... A hundred different schools of magic, scribing their
theoriesin clay tabletswith a stylus of bronze, each claiming to be the only ‘correct’ theory, denying al
the others... The Hyperboreans have aways been a people of honor, my master said. A small dight,
followed by another, then another. A small skirmish between two schools grew into avast and deadly
war between them all. Sorcerous energies crackling, raw power colliding with raw power... And thefirgt
mana- storm spawned. Roiling, whirling devastation, leaving behind survivors that had changed, bonded
with their specidizations. Over athousand different creatures, some beautiful, some horrid. Thousands of
yearsago... Most died of old age, lacking an identica mate to create progeny with. Some survived, and



became known as the Halfling Races.

"Pleasebered, pleasebered..." | whispered.

But there was no reply.

Slowly, | opened my eyes. In silence, | gazed upon the coiled, rearing snake that was my littleidol. A
thing of glazed and fired ceramic, it was hollow. Much as my heart was, now.

Slowly, | opened my third eye, and gazed upon it's astra emanations.

It's outer aura glowed with the cool blue-white of the inanimate, steady, without even the barest hint of
aflicker. It'sinner aurawasthe faint brown of the lifeless, without even a single shadow. Therewas no
contrast with it'sinner auraand it's outer. There was no contrast with it's outer aura and the astral
environment. Therewas, in fact, no difference between it and the dresser it sat upon.

Thiswas, of course, just asit had always been.

"You must choose a god, someday,” my master said. | had seen the temples of his people. Their gods
werered. The auras of the statuesflickered, the inner auras were colored ever so faintly... They were
real. The gods listened, watched... And sometimes acted. Our god was not redl. It was adream... The
quiet hope of a people that had forgotten their origins, over time. The fervent prayer of adying race.

I closed my third eye, reaching for thelittleicon. | rose, then sat on my cot, gazing at it. My hair,
responding to my focus, turned, a dozen heads focusing their gaze on theidol, forked tongues flickering,
the rest gazing about meidly. My vision wrapped around theidol, and encompassed the room around
me. Hesat-pits pointed, tonguesflickering... | could smell it... Tagteit. It had the scent of earth. Baked,
dead earth. It did not have the scent of power. It was alump of glazed, baked clay. A smpleidol, made
in the hope that someone... Anyone might be there, and care.



Even after seeing theidols of my master's people, even after scenting their power, even after assensing
their auras with the gaze of our third eye, we il tried to convince ourselves our god wasreal. Welied to
oursaves... Swestly, endearingly... But welied to oursalves.

Severd locks of my hair began to gape silently, fangs extended, reflecting my thoughts. | hissed as|
raised theidol, then threw it at the far wall ashard as| could.

My hair writhed with the anger | felt in my mind. Even gazing at the shattered pieces of theidol gave
little satisfaction. A wagte... All awaste. Thousands of years of hopes and prayers... All awaste. There
were s0 few of us, now... Fifty, in my tribe. A generation before, there had been ahundred. We were not
lamias, after dl. We could only have children one way - the same way the Dryads had learned. The Seed
of Man giveslife. Without it, we dowly die out. Unfortunately, we were hardly dryads, either.

Oh, afew of uswere successful. Those that could cast aside their honor and dance the dance of seven
veilsin the taverns. Tossing the hips, waggling the shoulders to make one's breasts dance... Flirting,
cgjoling, arousing despite our reptilian skin... Or, redly, perhaps because of it. Pretending to reluctantly
agree to couple with them, in exchange for ahandful of gold coins or merely afew siver... And, of
course, the promise not to use the deadly gaze of our third eye or the deadly bite of our hair upon them.

Y es, then they |eft, crowing to their drunken friends of their ‘conquest,’ as though it was the brave deed of
some legendary hero, their manhood a mighty sword that had laid the beast low, and |eft her panting with
desire.

Little did they know.

But, | could not do that. In truth, none of my tribe could, nor could the mgority of us. | supposed what
my master had said was true - we truly were Hyperborean women, at heart, and possessed a sense of
honor.

Or, perhaps, we had just enough self-worth remaining to hope that there might be a better way.



| had trained al my lifein the traditional skills of my tribe. Worked and studied and learned and trained
to reach the point | had reached, today. Hoping and praying to aworthless clay idol, hoping against hope
| would be able to provide my daughter the ability to hold her head high, and say " That was my father -
an honorable, noble man." Not some drunken sot who might be beguiled by the flash of hip or the
bounce of abreast, and willing to believe | might be convinced for ahandful of coins. | wanted to giveto
my daughter what my mother had given me, ahundred years ago - afather | could think upon with
respect, and honor. | might not carry any of my father's germ plasm within me, but my life was sparked
by the seed of anoble, honorable man. That was what | wished to give my own daughter, if | could.

| had thought, at last, | had found him in my master. Hewas old, yes. But that meant little. Hewas a
powerful mage, and an honorable man. Gentle, wise beyond measure, kind... Yes, hewasdl | could
possibly havewished for...

And then, of course, hedied before | could ask him.

Our god was not real, and no one in the heavens cared if my peoplelived or died.

Thedoor to my cell creaked open. | lifted my heed, four strands of my hair focusing to match my
gaze.

A frail, black-robed skeleton stood at my door, his bones bare and white in the flickering sconces of
the hallway behind him. The bare skull of his head tipped in curiosity as he gazed at me with empty
eye-0ckets, the grinning face of his skull taking the sight of mein.

"Haifa?" hecalled, hisvoice ahollow echo from beyond the grave.

"Yes, master?"

"I heard a crash. Areyou alright?"



"l am fine, magter. Forgive me, | broke my idal."

His head turned, taking in the fragments on thefloor. " That, Haifa, hardly looks an accident,” he
replied, and chuckled hollowly.

"No, master, it wasnot,” | replied, and rose to my feet, then bowed. "I'm sorry to have disturbed you,
medter.”

"You did not disturb me, you merely aroused my curiosity. When you sleep, it is rather quiet
here in my tomb," he replied, the bones of his shoulders shifting as he shrugged. "No matter. Come,
Haifa. | shall need to dress properly. | am called, Haifa - our circle has been asked a question, and
it is one that apparently only | can answer best."

"Yes, magter. I'll get your wrappings,” | replied, walking swiftly to the door, intending to step past
him.

My master reached out a hand, and | instantly paused so as not to jostle him. He was delicate, now,
hisbonesdry. "There is no hurry, Haifa. Take a moment to dress, yourself. I'll meet you in my
chamber."

| bowed my head briefly. "Y es, master.”

He looked me over for along moment, then chuckled. "Hmmm... It is apparent | shall have to buy
you a nightgown, Haifa. Had | a heart, the curve of your hip would certainly have stopped it."

| smiled &t hisjoke. Even dead, my master was till asweet man. "Thank you, master. I'll be there
shortly."



The Ocean - Five.

Eddasled us back abit so that the city was conceded from view by ahill, then sat in the shade of one
of the gnarled trees scattered about us. | could tell she wasimmensaly upset, but | didn't know what |
could do about it. | sat nearby, thinking, while Marilith stood behind me, il in her horse-form. Joy sat
beside Eddas, but said nothing. Of course she, like me, was amundane, and asthis was a problem
obvioudy of asorcerous nature, therewaslittle she or | could redlly do to help. Findly, | decided it was
at least best to talk about it - | may have been amundane and not redlly able to offer much, but perhaps
Eddas and Marilith could come up with some solution if they discussed it long enough. "Umm... Master
Eddas?'

"What, Sasha?'

"Well, | think it might be best if you and Marilith discussed the possibilities. Perhaps you two could
come up with asolution.”

Marilith chuckled. "Sster, Eddas Ayar isa Great Mage. | am nothing compared to him - a child
in diapers, at best."

"Not quite," Eddasreplied, smiling dightly. "Marilith, your people have atendency to overestimate or
underestimate themselves, based on your socid status. Either you are the best, or you are subservient to



the best - like a pecking order, really. It's part of your culture, | know, but thereit is. Y ou need to reach
the point in your mind where you can accept being an equa. Not superior, not inferior - an equal. Yes, |
know more of the Laws of Magic than you, and I'm your superior when it comesto sorcery. However,
this does not mean you are weaker than mein everything. Y ou do haveamind, after dl, andit's quite
sharp on those occasions you chooseto useit.”

Joy nodded. "That's alesson it took me quite sometimeto learn, but it was a necessary one, for me.
Eddas powersarevast, and | am merely alittle giantess. Y et, he needs me - and together, in our hearts
and minds, we are equals, partnersin our future. If you areto learn to work together with your sister and
do wdl, Marilith, you must learn to accept that you can be equal to her, despite the differencesin your
abilities”

Marilith grinned. " This | know, to some extent, Joy."

| rolled my eyes. "Oh, don't be silly! Marilith taught me everything | know, she even taught me how to
read and write! She's ahundred times my age, and everything | have is because of her! I'm nothing
compared to her!"

"And yet, Sster, without you, I'd have died in the Temple of the Sun years ago,” Marilith replied,
and lowered her head to nuzzle me. " Joy and Eddas do not mean we are equalsin power or
knowledge, Sster. He means we are equals in our relationship with each other, in our hearts, and
in our minds. In the reefs surrounding Round Island, the stripe-fish and the anemone live together
as one, but they are not physical equals. The stripe-fish can swim freely and swiftly - the anemone
isrooted in place. Fish which try to eat the stripe-fish die to the deadly touch of the anemone,
which harms the stripe-fish not at all. Yet, the anemone cannot defend itself from the feather-fish,
which ignores the anemone's poisons and gobbles it down. Only the stripe-fish can save the
anemone, asit isfaster and more nimble than the feather-fish - it attacks and drives off the
feather-fish with relative ease. Hence, they live together as partners, and together they are
stronger than each isindividually. Thusit iswith you and I, Sster. For each weakness | have, you
have a strength. For each weakness you have, | have a strength.”

| grinned. ""So which of usisthe siripe-fish and which the anemone?*

"I think we take turns, depending on the situation. Right now, | amfeeling very much like an
anemone - just wriggling about and not really knowing what to do."



| laughed. "No, that's me, right now. I'm definitely feeling wiggly and confused. Y ou need to bethe
stripe-fish, now, | think. Y ou and Eddas need to talk, and figure out what we can do to get out of here."

Maxilith grinned, and nuzzied me again. " Yes, Sster," shereplied, then looked up to Eddas. "Master
Eddas, what do you think?"

Eddas shrugged, pulling off one of her gloves. "I think Joy is more often the stripe-fishin our
relationship,” she said, and winked as Marilith and Joy laughed. "Bethat asit may, however, our first step
isto summon my Hidden Sanctuary. Within it | have ink, parchment, and acomfortable chair - I'll need
to try to seewhat | can do to get us home again, and that will take some study. There's also food and
drink, which Marilith needs right now and I'm sure Sashawill enjoy, aswell," Eddasreplied, pulling a
long knotted rope out of aring on her thumb (which was quite surprising to watch), and coiling it on the
ground at her feet.

"Food sounds good, but what's a Hidden Sanctuary?

Eddas muttered briefly, then cast the end of the ropeinto theair. To my surprise, it didn't just fall back
down, it extended to it'sfull length and the upper end clung in the air a about ten cubits of height, the
rope dangling to the ground. Once thiswas done, she glanced at me and spoke, dipping her glove back
on. "It'sapocket dimension created by the Spell of the Hidden Sanctuary. | built alittle room of stone
about eighteen centuries ago, then cast the spdll to separateit from our redlity. Further castingsredign it
with my current spatio-tempora coordinatesso | can climbin and useit again,” Eddas said, and
scrambled up the rope like a spider. She poked her head into something at the top of the rope - | could
see nothing, yet her head and shoulders seemed to jud... Vanish into thin air. Suddenly, Eddas pulled
hersdlf up, vanishing completely from my sight. Joy followed, pulling hersdf up with far more difficulty.
Once she reached the top, though, | saw a pair of ebon-gloved hands reach beneath her shoulders, and
shortly she vanished, aswdll.

"W-what happened?'

Suddenly, Eddas head poked out of the air, her ponytail dangling down towards the ground. "Climb
up, you two! Theresfood in herel left from before. Marilith, my brazier'slit, too, as| last l€ft it. You're



probably still very hungry, and the coas are nice and hot. Come!™ she called, then pulled her head back
and disappeared again.

"Mmmm, hot coals! | am starving!" Marilith yelped, shifting back to her humanoid form and
grabbing therope. It was abit of astruggle for her, as she had human-like hands but a horse's legs - |
ended up reaching to her bottom to boost her up. She put her arms out and grabbed something, then
was drawn up and vanished into thin air.

"Well, | supposethat just leavesme,” | muttered, setting my lance on the ground and rising to my feet.
The knotted rope made it fairly easy to climb, and as| neared thetop, | felt Marilith's hands reach
beneath my shoulders - amoment later, she pulled me up.

The Ocean - Six.

| found mysdf inasmal, circular room with asmall glasswindow to one side. It was carefully packed
with many smdl pieces of furniture - alargefolding cot, asmall table and chair, several boxes and chests
of various Sizes, alow brazier, and afew leather sacks that hung from hooks on the walls and
celling-beams. Joy had a sheet in her hand with little brass grommets dong one edge, and wasin the
process of hanging it across some of the hooksto partition off part of the little room. Eddas Ayar was
aready gtting at the little table beside the window, spreading a sheet of parchment before hersdf and
dipping aquill inan inkwell. She had both her gloves off again, and the many rings sheworeflashed in the
light that came through the window. A large, thick tome was laid upon the table beside the parchment,
and after opening it and turning afew pages, she stopped and began writing on the parchment. "Bring
your lance up, Sasha, no reason to leave it behind,”" she said, till writing on the parchment. *Oh - and pull
up therope, I'm not in the mood for curious visitors.”



I summoned my lance to my grip, then leaned it againgt the nearby wall. The rope wastied to aniron
ring bolted to the circular opening in the stonefloor, but it was an odd, smooth knot I'd never seen
before, with no obviousway of rdeasingit. "Umm... Do | untie the rope?

"No, just pull it up and cail it on thefloor. Y ou couldn't untie it anyway, the knot isheld fast by the
same sorcery that supports the sanctuary.”

"Here, Sster - Master Eddas has a bit of cooked meat,” Marilith called. She was Sitting next to the
brazier, and was holding out the carcass of asmall bird, impaled on a skewer.

| took the bird from Marilith and sat next to her. While | wastearing off a piece with my fingers,
Marilith reached to the brazier, picked up aglowing cod with her fingers and popped it into her mouth.
Marilith chewed for afew moments, then swallowed, blowing along puff of smoke from her nogtrils.
"Mmmm... Delicious!"

"Mine, too," | replied with agrin. "But when did you have time to cook this?'

"I didn't," Eddas replied, not looking up from her writing. "That's awood-quail 1 shot last fal with the
blunderbuss | got from the dwarves. | cleaned it, pulled the shot with sorcery, cooked it then and put it in
here before | dismissed the sanctuary. Objectsin here are held in stasis between times | summonit, no
time passesfor them. Marilith, don't eat dl my charcod, | need it and it's somewhat difficult to replace.
Besdes, youll just get fat."

Marilith nodded. "Yes, Master Eddas - just a bit more, then I'll put your pot and tripod back over
the brazier."

"Isthere anything to drink?" | asked, looking around.



€ll have byallar as soon asyour sister isdone. The cups arein the smal green chest benegth the

"I'll get them, Old Man," Joy said, turning to the bed. "Did you put that hamper | told you to get from
Mungim in here?"

"Yes, it should be beneath the bed towards the right.”

"Ah, | seeit. Good, thisdresshassand init, I'd rather not just put it in the clothing chest until 1've had
achanceto cleanit. I'll put it in the hamper later," Joy replied, pulling out a green chest from beneeth the
bed.

Awnhilelater, | was patting asatisfyingly full tummy and leaning back against abare spot in thewall,
sitting on the floor next to Marilith. Joy was till standing behind the little partition she had hung, changing
clothes - though what she was changing into, | did not know. Eddas Ayar had only paused in her
scribbling to pour herself acup of byallar and dip the cover to the brazier over it to smother the cods,
then she went back to work. What shewas doing, | had no idea - but, | didn't want to interrupt her.
Instead, | looked to Marilith. "What is she doing?" | asked quietly, nodding towards Eddas.

"Master Eddasisworking on a formula that might explain what he sees, Sster. As| told you
before, the magic of humans is based in mathematics, and is quite scientific. They have learned to
guantify observations in mathematical terms, and express these numbers in formulas which they
can apply to predicting the outcome of both Mana-energy and mundane forces. Temporal
mathematicsis a rather complex subject, and | never had much time or reason to study it. Our
magic is that of the Will and the Word - we invoke our will or speak a known Word of Power, and
the sorcery happens. It takes us ages of practice to master our abilities, over the course of the
several centuriesto a millennia or two it takes us to reach adulthood. For Eddas Ayar, sorcery is
a complex and intricate subject firmly based in mathematics. It is faster to learn because the
elements of reality are codified in a series of mathematical models that one can memorize, but
requires a highly trained mind to master."

"Alright... Now, I'm redlly very curious about this place. She said it was a pocket dimension? What's
that? Isit atesseract, like my little magic bottle?"



Eddas glanced a me briefly. "No, atesseract is a hyperdimensiond space. Thisisan extradimensiona
space - apocket dimension. Now hush, you two, I'm trying to concentrate,” Eddas muttered, still intent
on her work.

"Sorry," | replied quietly. | leaned againgt Marilith, and she snuggled againgt me. It was arather cozy
little place, if abit crowded with supplies and boxes and bags and such. It had awarm and pleasant
feding toit, and | found it quite nice.

Whilewe waited, | decided to occupy myself with my damp dress. Once| had it back out of my
bottle, | spread it across a bare spot on the stone floor to dry, and worked on brushing the sand fromiit.
Marilith saw what | was doing and helped with her magic, smoothing the dress out and brushing off the
dampness and the sand, and soon it was dry and clean again. | knew it wasasmall thing - trivid, redlly.
But, it wasthe only dress | had with me, at the moment, and | rather liked it. By thetime | had it folded
up again and tucked back into my little magic bottle, Joy had finished changing, and was taking down the
sheet she'd hung up. She now wore the same armor I'd seen her in when we first met, four years ago -
sturdy leather boots and gloves, finely-wrought chain that fit her like asecond skin, and ameta cuirass
that cameto just below her ribs.

"Joy, if you'll give me your dress, | can clean it and get the sand out of it," Marilith sad, smiling.

"Ah, that would be nice, thank you," Joy replied, and once sheld put the sheet away again, she handed
the folded dressto Marilith. Joy took a seat on the bed, and Marilith spread the dress across the floor
and began working on it. About the time she was halfway done, Eddas Ayar was leaning back in her
chair, holding up the parchment sheld been writing on and studying it. "Hmmm..."

"What isit?" | asked, seeing nothing but numbers and strange equation markings | didn't understand.
"Have you figured out where we are?’

"No, unfortunately. I've only the ordinary theorems and formulas of tempora mathematicsin my works
on sorcery, I'd never had need of more than that before. One can theoretically view the past with
moderate difficulty, and even dimly view the future with far greater difficulty, but afifth-year journeyman
learnsthat physica trave through timeisan impaossbility, 1'd never put much more sudy into it than any
other master. Assuch, | literally don't have enough here to just cobble something together quickly, it will



take study and research. | have looked at the theorems again, however, and confirmed what |
remembered - we're here because we were alowed to be."

"Ummm... Allowed to be?'

"Sasha, we're herein the past because the gods permitted it. Our smply being hereis Paradox, and as
we live under the Arc of Time, we cannot create Paradox in the past. The only way it'spossibleisif the
gods permit it - and once they do, your actions become a part of the past. We are here because the gods
need us here to do something. It may appear to be Paradox, but it isn't - we cannot act to change the
past aswe know it. By being here, we are dready a part of it. What we will choose to do and what will
happen to usfrom our point of view remainsto be seen - we still have our Free Will. But, from the point
of view of the absolute present, it isaready done.”

"Ummm... I'm afraid | don't redly understand. Does that mean you could go outside now and warn
your people, maybe save them?"

Joy looked at me sharply, asthough I'd said something shocking, but Eddas ssimply shook her head
and was silent for amoment, her face looking remarkably sad. Finaly, she sghed deeply. "No. If | tried,
something would stop me. Maybe | trip and break my leg. Maybe my appearance causes a city guard to
shoot me. Something would happen. My perceptud loci isthat of someone who aready knowsthat the
Great War of Devagtation happened, and my people were destroyed. Since | know the Great War
happened and | know | am in the pagt, it's obvious that regardless of what | may think of to try in my
perceptua future, nothing | decided to do was able to prevent it in the absolute past. If | decideto try,
something will stop me, and the harder | try despite al the obstacles that appear, the more likdly it isthat
what will stop mein the end issmple death. The past is set, Sasha. Thus, | will not try, no matter how
much my heart achesto think about it - we have other things to do here, apparently.”

"Alright. So what do we do now? How do we get back?"

"Wdll, from what | can tell, we are here because the gods wanted us here. There is something they
need usto do here, though | don't know what. They couldn't tell uswhat they need usto do, because of
Paradox - though thisisthe past and our actions are essentidly dready a part of history, for us, it's
effectively the present, and it would be paradox for usto know what we have aready done."



"Ummm... That just makes my head spin," | said, very confused.

Joy rolled her eyes. "If you think you're abit muddied now, wait 'till he gets going. HE'sgot aredly
long lecture on Paradox and Tempord Theory that will make your brain hurt."

Marilith snickered, and Eddas grinned a Joy for amoment before continuing. "Well, regardless, | will
need to devise aspell to take us back. Marilith might be ableto do it, but | doubt she'd succeed. And, to
make that spell work, I'll need a precise measurement of wherewe areintime - and | mean precise,
messured from the moment of the formation of the Arc of Time, several aeonsago.”

"Will that be hard?' | asked.

"Y es, unfortunately - that'swhat I've just discovered, now. | originaly learned temporal mathematics
as part of my studiesto become aMaster. | expanded what | had learned in my quest for Dyarzi, as|
thought that perhaps she might be drawn through time to me - it couldn't be done that way, but that's
neither here nor there. Regardless, dl the formulas| have here smply do not apply. | have never
researched the actua formulas necessary to specificaly measurethe Arc of Time and travel through time,
because | never needed to. It would take me years to devise the spellsto take the correct measurements

| need, severa more to devise spells to measure subsequent time flow accurately, and several more years
to create the spell we need to return.”

"Years?" | yelped, sartled.

"Yes, Sasha. | can't doit inlesstimethan that. I'll need help.”

Marilith hung her head in ablush. "I am afraid my own knowledge of temporal mathematicsis not

sufficient to help, Master Eddas. If it was, | would hardly have put us into this situation to begin
with."



Eddas shook her head, setting the parchment down on the table and pulling off one of her gloves. "Not
from you, Marilith. | need to talk to Master Kairatin, of the Algrassian Circlein Wilanda City. Helived
during my time, and hewas dive at the time of my death. Quite afamous theoretical researcher, and he
was very knowledgeable in spells of tempora measurement. He was famousfor one spell in particular -
you cast it on asundia and pedesta in one location, then remove the sundid from the pedesta and carry
it away with you. Theregfter, the light and shadow you see on the sundia is not that where you are, but
rather isthelight and shadow faling where the pedestd is.”

"Ummm... What good isthat?’

"For ordinary people, none at al. For asailor or surveyor, however, it'sincredibly useful," Eddas
replied, rolling up the parchment and tucking it into alittle compartment in her thumb-ring - | imagined it
worked much like the little magic bottle | carried. She then reached to a small bag that hung on a hook,
opened it, and extracted afew coins. After putting the little bag back onit's hook, she dipped her left
glove back on, and tucked the coins benegth it.

"Aasaah! Measuring longitude! That would be much more accurate than dead reckoning,” | said,
suddenly realizing what Eddas meant. One can't grow up in Vilandiaand not have some familiarity with
the sea.

Eddas dipped her right glove back on, nodding. "Correct. Now... If we've landed sometime during my
later years or following my death, well be able to find him and helll have devel oped the spellswe need. I
not, however, well have to ask around for another expert - though | don't know of any otherswho were
asgood as Magter Kairatin, we could certainly makeinquiries. If the Invaders hadn't come to our shores
and destroyed us, we might have ruled the seaswith his spdlls..." Eddas said, then sighed, shaking her
head. "No matter. Whatever it isthe gods want usto do here, well likely discover it dong theway,”
Eddasfinished, rising to her feet and pointing to asmal chest against the wall. " Joy, I've a couple extra
robes and waist-belts of minein the clothing-chest. Marilith's garmentswon't do, in Hyperborea- a
loincloth and apodesmos are not public attire. She could probably just conjure something, but it would
be easier for her to wear one of my robes. Could you help Marilith change?!

"Certainly, Old Man," Joy replied with asmile, kneeling and dragging the chest over to us.

"Thank you. Now, Marilith, you'll need to ater your shape to look like awoman of Hyperboreg, as
well - Joy can help you with the details," she said, then kicked the coiled rope down the hole in the floor.



"I'll wait for you three below. We should get moving while therés il daylight, so don't take too much
time. Thereésafew people well need to chat with in Tholinir city, and then tomorrow we can follow the
King's Road to Wilanda city." Eddas then turned and climbed down the rope as nimbly as a spider while
Marilith and | were |€ft to scrambleto our feet.

Marilith had aready removed her top and loincloth by the time Joy was holding out the robe for her,
and Joy and | helped Marilith dip the robe on. It hung abit short on her, but not overly so. " She can't
just-" | started, then stopped, shaking my head.

"Mmm? What, Sster?" Marilith asked, pulling out waist-belt.

"Oh, | was going to ask why she couldn't just stay in here while you changed, then | remembered it's
not she, but he. 1t's sometimes hard to keep that in mind.”

"Y ou should try to remember that, Sasha," Joy said, helping Marilith put on the waist-belt. "Insdethat
little half-elf's body isthe soul of aman. An ancient and honorable man, from an ancient and long-gone
civilization. And now, heis home again, that dead civilization dive again. As much aswe need him to get
home again, | think he will need usto keep his heart from bresking at the tragedy he knowsisimpending
for his people, and is powerlessto prevent.”

Marilith nodded, then gestured, transforming hersdlf into an olive-skinned human woman with black
hair, essentiadly the same form she used when visiting Cala. "How does this look, Joy?"

"Mmmm... No, that looks like a Vilandian, if | remember how Eddas described them. Hyperboreans
had curly hair, dear, not straight. The hair needsto be very curly. And the skin needsto be abit darker.”

Marilith gestured again, and her hair wriggled amoment, becoming long ringlets that dangled past her
shoulders. A moment after, her skin darkened a bit more.

"Better," Joy said, nodding.



Marilith smiled. " Thank you, Joy. Come, Sster. Let's not keep Master Eddas waiting."

| nodded silently, dipping down the rope, lost in my own thoughts.

The Ocean - Seven.

The walk to the city was afascinating one, the landscape like nothing I'd ever seen before. There were
many stones scattered about the ground to each side of the road asfar asthe eye could see, ranging in
sizefrom smal pebblesto huge stones severd times larger than | wastal. Eddas Ayar explained that the
area here and the small harbor had been made by aglacid flow many aeons ago, and we were actudly
on the northwestern coast of Hyperborea. The whole of the city had been built with the stoneswe saw
about us, yet there were countless more benegath the ground - the people of the city long ago had turned
to fishing astheir main source of food, asfarming in such rocky ground was far more effort than it was
truly worth. The balance of their diet came from sheep, herded by quiet shepherds along the grasses that
grew between the rocks of the nearby lands. Joy told usthat she grew up inthisareaasalittle girl - and
inour time, the present, the giants raised goats, sheep and cattle here, but ill fished the sea, aswell,
wading out into the surf and casting huge goat-hair netsinto the waters.

Eddas intended to enter the city quietly, make some basic inquiries and buy some supplies before we
proceeded down the road to the south. She had explained carefully what we must say and do while we
were anywhere near her people - Eddas had covered Joy an illusion to make her appear to look like an
ordinary woman of Hyperborea, dressed in plain black robes - Marilith had done the same for me. Joy's
change | could seereadily, but | could see no difference when | looked at mysdlf. Eddas explained that



one can never seethe effect of anilluson when it isupon onesdf, and said | now had olive skin, brown
eyesand curly black hair. For Joy's part, theillusion only made her look shorter and changed her hair
and eyes - her skin was aready about the right hue. My lance was tucked inside the little bottle | wore at
my wrist, as Eddas said that women of Hyperboreararely carried anything larger than adagger, and
certainly nonewould carry a six-cubit long monodont-tooth lance. Thus, Marilith, Joy and | were (we
hoped) concedl ed from anyone we might encounter.

Eddas Ayar, however, was not concealed. She explained that the mana-energy which maintained her
body asit was might hamper any illusion cast to change her appearance. Though anillusion cast by her or
Marilith would likely conced her from the eyes of amundane, it would aso likely be easily pierced by the
gaze of any sorcerer we ran across - which would make them suspicious of us. It would be easier and far
safer for her to present hersdlf as'Raven’, aname she had used many times before and was quite used to,
and smply pose asan €f. A keen and experienced eye would pick her out as actudly being a haf-df,
Eddas said, as eves were more dender and willowy, and one who was widdly traveled among the elves
might realize that she had the appearance of adark-dlf, aswell. Y et, Eddas said that the mgjority of her
people had never seen an df asde from the occasiond trade caravan from the east, so it was alikely
ruse. Eddas warned us that there were countless things that could go wrong with this plan, however, and
both Marilith and | needed to try to remain quiet, and let Eddasto most of the talking until we had |eft the
city again. Marilith and | both promised to hold our tongues for now, and | tried to remember thet if | had
to speak, | needed to address Eddas as 'Raven’ so she might maintain the ruse.

Soon, we walked onto the stone road that led into the city from the north, Eddas |eading the way
down the road and to the city. The road fascinated me - made of countless carefully carved stones that
interlocked, it seemed to have no mortar at al holding it together - just the shape of the stones,
themsalves. "Magt-" | began, then paused catching mysdlf. "Ummm.. Raven, | mean... Thisroad isquite
fabulous. Weve nathing likeit in Vilandia.™

"Vilandiadoesn't exist yet, Sasha," Eddasreplied. "At this point in history the Vilandians have only
recently mastered bronze, though they'd formdized their system of writing severa centuries ago, and
they're only now beginning the long process of eiminating the catoblepas, leucrottaand other fell beasts
that infest their lands. They did quite asmashing job of it, too - the leucrottais entirely extinct that | know
of, and if it weren't for the Hyperborean Eurayle, a maneless version of the catoblepas with larger horns,
that species would be gone aswell. It will be another thousand years before the last of the fell beasts of
Vilandiaare dead and King Vilan establishes hisrule, however, so Vilandialiterally does not exist yet.
There are none near, now, but you must watch things like that when there are.”

"Yes, sorry," | replied, feding very stupid.



"It'sdright. Thisroad is part of the network of roads that was finished about three centuries before |
was born. Despite the various wars and such the kings of Hyperborea had with each other, the one thing
they could all agree on wasthat a network of sturdy roads between the cities would be for the benefit of
all. Not only does it speed peaceful trade, it also speeds the deployment of troops to one's borders when
necessary. Of course, no king could have a poor road while their neighbor had awell-made one, that
would be quite ablow to their prestige. So dl of them were made with the highest quality, using the best
stonemasons available back then - and thereafter they were maintained well, funded by various small
taxes travelers who used them were required to pay."

"Err... You mean well have to pay someonefor using thisroad?'

"Yes, quite - and severd times, aswell, aswe travel through the various kingdoms. I've afew coins
with me, don't worry."

"Oh, dright." A million questionsflitted in my head, seemingly dl trying to get out & once. When |
findly spoke again, however, | found even | was annoyed at how inane my next question ended up being.
"Ummm... | wastold when | was a child that only humans have round ears - yet, you and Joy both said
she'salittle giantess, and she has round ears. Why isthat?"

Joy rolled her eyes, and | blushed. | supposeit was just the strangeness of our Situation that was
making me nervous and asking silly questions - yet, somehow, | always seemed to ask silly questions
when | wasin the presence of Eddas Ayar.

"As an old Hyperborean saying goes," Eddasreplied, glancing a me, "for every rule, theré'san
exception. Giants are the exception - their ears are round, much like humans. Lamias and Gorgons are
another exception, incidentaly - they don't have externa earsat dl, just little pitsin the sdes of their
heads."

"I see" | said, blushing.

"Someone's coming,” Marilith said, looking behind us on the road. Changed into human form as she
was, her voice sounded quite normal, but was still recognizably her own. | looked around - faintly,
behind us, the sound of a horse and wagon cameto my ears.



"Yes, | hear it, Marilith," Eddas replied, but did not stop walking. "I've been listening to their approach
for savera minutes. Try to hold your tongue, you three, and let me do the talking.”

Sowly, the sound grew louder, until from over the hill behind us, | could see alow wagon approaching
us, drawn by astout bay stallion at afirm trot. The driver was ayoung, olive-skinned man who wore a
green silk tunic, green tights, asturdy pair of black boots that reached above his knees, and agreen
capel et whose scalloped edges draped dashingly past his broad shoulders. He aso bore a strange sword
at hisside, onewith a curving blade and arounded, bell-like hand-guard. He was a bit darker than the
men of Vilandia, who were the only men I'd seen asalittle girl growing up on father'sfarm, adashing
moustache and goatee setting off hisflashing grin, and hishair hung in ebon ringlets and curlsthat draped
down to nearly hisshoulders. As he neared us, | could see him better, and redlized he was quite
handsome. | was rather embarrassed that | had nothing other than an illusion to wear and beneath that
merely my scales, and resolved to do my best to say nothing, lest | make afool of myself.

The driver dowed his horse as he neared us, and soon he was dongside. He gave me agazethat I'd
not seen on aman's face since the day of the Spring Dance when | was sixteen, and | found myself
blushing wildly. "Good day, dear lady," he cdled warmly, and gave me an absolutely dazzling smile that
quite took my breath away for the longest moment. The bracelet Eddas Ayar had made for me four years
ago alowed meto understand him, but | couldn't bring myself to say anything in reply.

"Good day," Eddas Ayar replied, glancing over her shoulder and nodding.

The driver looked to Eddas, then looked again in a double-take of surprise. "My word!" he exclaimed,
"andf!"

Eddas smply smiled, saying nothing, and continued walking towards the city.

Thedriver transferred the reins he held so both were in hisleft hand, then bowed. "Forgive my
rudeness, gentle maiden, but I've seen only afew of your peoplein my travels. Most that I've seen are
traderswho visit the eastern cities. Vaddan, gentle maiden, at your service."



"Raven, kind gir, a yours," Eddas replied with a polite nod. Eddas then pointed to Marilithand I. "This
isJoy, thisisMarilith, and thisis Sasha. All are my students, traveling under my protection.”

"Oh?What do you teach, gentle maiden?"

"l am asorceress, kind sir. Where | come from, | am consdered equivaent to aMaster.”

"Redlly? My word!" Vaddan replied, and grinned broadly. "Y ou know, I've dways found sorcery and
magic quite fascinating, redly. But, I've no ability at it, myself - not alick of the Talent at al. So, instead,
I've had to make my living with more mundane skills. I'm attrader, gentle maiden - | go from town to
town and trade things here and there to sdll in other towns for a profit. It's not quite as exciting a
profession as having the powers of the universe at one'sfingertips, of course, but I've managed to stave
off boredom anyway," he replied, and winked.

Eddas smiled, pausing in her walk, and VVaddan gently pulled back on the reinsto stop hishorse.
Eddas |ooked up to Vaddan, bowing with abrief touch of her fingertipsto her forehead. "Ah, you endear
yoursdlf to me, kind gir, for | have in the past spent decades aone on my lands and for many yearsrelied
on afew friendswho are traveling merchants among the dwarves and eves for my company.”

Vaddan returned the bow, touching hisforehead briefly with hisright hand. "We of the Road are often
brothersin spirit, gentle maiden. | am glad to see my brothers have treasted you well."

Eddas smiled again, brushing at her nose for amoment, then gesturing with her free hand as she spoke,
rapidly, but appearing amost idly. "Far better than lifeitself hastreated me, at times, but | shan't bore you
with my tale, friend."

"l see..." Vaddan replied, and made a short gesture with his hand. "The wegther has been passing fair
thisweek, | think. Have you experienced the same?’

Eddas made an idle gesturein reply as she spoke. "We were about to find out, but I've no reason to



suspect yet it might not be.”

"Ah, but there isthe occasiond jackdaw here and there. Quite annoying little birds," Vaddan replied,
the gestures of hisright hand now rapid, but still ppearing to be idie gestures one might makein
conversation.

"Oh, I've no worry about them," Eddas replied, again gesturing idly with her free hand.

| leaned over and whispered in Marilith'sear. "Why do | get the feeling that I'm missing about half
this conversation?"

"Possibly because we are, sister," Marilith whispered back. " They are signing to each other with
their hands - but what they are saying, | do not know. My powers allow me to speak and read the
words of any language, but that is not a language, asit has no words. | can tell they are
communicating, but that isall.”

| nodded - the little amulet Eddas Ayar gave me four years ago dlowed me to understand any
language, but apparently it also did not work with languages that did not have words.

Eddas and V addan chatted on for along moment about utterly trivia things, it seemed, yet al thewhile
each gestured with their free hand. The gestures seemed meaningless and idle, to me - just the ordinary
waving about of the hands that people often do when chatting. Y et, their conversation was utterly
pointless, even band. They taked of weether, mostly, though in adigointed manner of speaking that |eft
me quite confused. | wondered what was really happening, but decided to stay quiet. Joy smply stood,
watching the exchange. Whether she understood their signs or not, | could not tell.

Findly, Vaddan nodded, lowering hishand to hislap. "They can be trusted, | assume," he said,
glancing to Joy, Marilithand 1.

"Implicitly, though they are young," Eddas replied.



V addan nodded, then held out his hand. "Well, come on up, then, little sster. It'sagood two leagues
to the city, welll spare your feet thewalk.”

"Thank you," Eddas replied, taking VVaddan's hand, and he pulled her up to St beside him on the
wagon. Eddas then looked to Marilith, Joy and |. "Come aong, you three, we haven't al day, our friend
Vaddan isabusy man."

Marilith, Joy and | clambered up into the wagon, and seated ourselves upon a pile of sewn burlap
sacks Vaddan had negtly arranged in it - judging by their fed, they were full of grain, probably for his
horse. The rest of the wagon wasfull of carefully arranged boxes and small barrels, but they did not look
quite as comfortable to Sit upon. Vaddan flicked the reinsin his hands, and shortly we were proceeding
towardsthe city at atrot. "Y ou speak the 'Cant like my old master,” Vaddan said, once we were
underway.

"It'sonly because | learned the 'Cant quite awhile ago," Eddas replied.

"Oh? Who taught you, may | ask?"

"My betrothed, a guild-member in Wilanda city - aHyperborean, like you."

"Y ou'reto be married? Gah! Another beauty dipsthough my fingers- likely by amatter of days," he
said, and winked.

Eddas amiled in return. "No, no. Thiswaslong ago. The wedding never happened, my betrothed was
killed amonth before the wedding by my enemies. I've Snce gained my revenge, but..."

"Ah - sorry, sorry. | did not mean to make light of it,” Vaddan replied, looking quite abashed.



Eddas waved the notion off. "Y ou couldn't have known, I'm not offended.”

"Y ou say you're just passing through Tholinir city, though?*

"Y es, welve businessin Wilandacity. | need to make afew inquiries a the tower of the Mordovian
Circle, and then welll continue on.”

"You'll need horses, little sster, it'sahit far towak."

"No, no, we've no need of horses - though | suppose we should buy abit in the way of supplies. I'vea
spdll that can summon asteed I'll be using later. It'sreally just supplies we need - and there's no worry
there, ether. I've afew coins, we should be dright.”

"You'll need morethan afew, little Sster. Y ou're an ef, the merchants will squeeze you for every coin
they can get, I'm afraid.”

"True, true. | hadn't redlly thought of that. What do you suggest?'

"Let metradefor you," Vaddan replied with asmile.

Eddas smiled inreturn. "Ah, but | can't ask you to do it for nothing.”

"Y ou most certainly can ask. I'd rather you didn't, but you most certainly can ask," Vaddan replied,
and winked, causing Eddasto burst into laughter.



Eddas shook her head, till grinning. " Shall we say atenth cut?'

"Aye, atenth would be good. But don't spread it about that | went that low - people will think | can be
swayed by a pretty face, and that would just ruin my reputation.”

"I swear on my honor | shall not breathe aword of it to any soul, living, dead or undead,” Eddas
replied formaly, then winked, and she and Vaddan shared alaugh.

Findly, we neared the north gate of the city, and | gazed in awe a what, to me, was the massive
metropolisthat lay before us. It wasfar larger than any other city | had ever seen or heard of, eveninthe
lands of Plome. The city wallswere stout granite blocks reaching quite high overhead, and tendrils of ivy
and other creepers climbed their sides, betraying the city'strue age. Near the gatesto the city, asmal line
of travelers had gathered, each briefly inspected by the guards and apparently ordered to pay asmall
road tax before they were alowed in. The guards wore rather sturdy looking scale armor and smple
sted hems, and bore halberds - thanksto my time with Master Buntaro, | could tell by their stances that
each waswadl| trained. | was quite glad that both Marilith and | looked like ordinary, olive-skinned
women of Hyperborea, as the guards did not look like they were going to be willing to put up with any
long explanations for our norma appearances. As| watched, | noticed that asmdl, fat littleman sat a a
narrow desk by the gate. Asthe guards inspected each traveler, he made notesin aledger with aquill
and ink, asmall fee was paid, and the travelers were dlowed entrance into the city. It wasn't long before
it was our turn. Vaddan drove the wagon over while the little man was making notes his ledger.

"Y our names?' thelittle man caled, then looked up. "Oh - it's you, Vaddan. Y ou scoundrel! What are
you doing back here?'

Vaddan smiled innocently, bowing from where he sat. " Just trying to make aliving, Clerk Jorgan.”

"Bah, s0 you say. And who are these women? And who isthisf?*

"Just travelers | picked up on the road, Jorgan, and decided to spare them abit of wear on their feet



as we were headed to the same place.”

Thefat little man shook his head, and waggled an ink-stained finger a us. ™Y ou women should flee
now while you've ill afew coinsin your pockets! Vaddan isan utter wretch and a scoundrel and hell
rob you blind - and make you think you got the better of the ded while he doesit!"

"Redly?' Marilith asked, looking Vaddan over with an expression of surprise.

"Yes, quite," Jorgan replied.

"What an interesting recommendation! | am liking you dready, Vaddan," Marilith replied, and grinned
a him.

Vaddan laughed, but the clerk smply rolled hiseyes. "I can see you've aready corrupted them,
Vaddan. Well, no matter, let's get onwith it," he said, and waved to the guards. VVaddan hopped down,
and the brief ingpection began. Therewaslittleto it - the guards examined the wagon briefly, saw that it
was only full of sacks of grain and small boxes, then their leader called back to thelittle clerk. "Just the
five of them, ar."

"Alright, that will befive pence,” the clerk said to Vaddan.

Eddas started to reach for her glove, but Vaddan waved her off. "It's nothing, gentle maiden, I'll take
careof it." A moment later, hed handed five tin pennies to the nearest guard, who then passed it to the
clerk. Theclerk dropped them into asmall iron box on the table beside him, and Vaddan climbed back
aboard the wagon.

"Go on, get moving, Vaddan," the clerk caled, waving us onwards. "And asfor you women, I'd
strongly suggest you heed my words and flee that scoundrel while you've the opportunity.”



The city behind thewallswas truly impressive, to my eyes. All the streets and aleyswere paved in
cobblestones, which | had heard of but never seen before. The buildings of the city were not only
beautiful, but also very tall, most having at least two floors. Most aso seemed very old. Thewalls of the
houses were again granite bricks and the roof of each house was donein dabs of date. | marveled as|
gazed around at the city - | couldn't imagine the number of stonemasonsit would take to make an entire
city thislarge and grand entirely out of stone. "Thisplaceisincrediblel” | said, amazed.

Marilith nodded. "Thisis, indeed, afascinating place." Joy, unlike us, managed to hold her tongue,
though | could tell by her expression she was equaly impressed.

Vaddan looked at usin surprise. "What, have you never seen acity before?"

Eddas smiled. "No, they havent, but that's rather along story.”

"Ah - country girls, yes?'

"Inasensg, yes. Asl said, the story'sabit long, so | shan't bore you with it."

Vaddan smiled. "Well, well need to keep a close eye on them, then. Tholinir city'sarather quiet place,
but there are till some unpleasant individua's one can encounter in dark dleys here and there.”

"Well, we shan't be herelong, redlly. | need to make afew inquirieswith the Mordovian Circle here,
then well be moving dong to Wilandacity.”

"Ah, looking to place your students for more advanced training?' Vaddan said, turning the horse down
another street and flicking thereinsto bring it to atrot. "1've been told the law prohibits a mage from
training beyond the apprentice leve if they are not part of arecognized Circle. Y ou'll have sometrouble
though, | think."



"Oh?'

"Aye. I've never heard or seen acirclethat alowswomen, I'm sorry. Well, wait, therésone... A circle
of hedling mages, led by the White Witch of lolo mountain. But 1olo mountain's quite adistance from
here, I'm afraid.”

"WEell leavethat asalast resort, then," Eddas replied, nodding.

"I understand. The tower of the Mordovian Circl€e's just down this street, I'll drop you off there and
then be about my business.”

Eddas smiled again. "Y ou are too kind, Goodman Vaddan.”

"It's nothing, Goodmaid Raven," V addan replied, and flashed that dazzling grin of histhat very nearly
took my breath away. It was quite annoying to know that such aheart-fluttering smilewas not in any
way directed towards me.

| felt somewhat flustered as we rode aong the busy streets. Here Eddas was, chatting with perhaps
the most handsome man I'd seen in dl my days as easly asthough they were two old friends, and yet I'd
been asked to try to hold my tongue. | redlly wasn't quite sure what to make of my fedings, and even if
Eddas hadn't asked Marilith and | to try to remain quiet, | wasn't sure| could think of anything to say.
Findly, | decided | just had to say something.

"Ummm... Vaddan, how do they get the stonesto fit together so neatly?' | asked, and then blushed at
how trivid the question was. Unfortunatdly, it wasdl | could think of to say.

Vaddan smiled at me. "Wéll, I'm no stonemason, Goodmaid Sasha, but the basics of it isthey usea



pattern. They carve the sonesto fit the pattern, and then the stonesfit together without mortar. For the
streets, they use cobblestones - mostly river stones, set in mortar. It's cheaper than using carved stones,
though it requires a bit more work to keep it maintained. Ah - there's the tower of the Mordovian Circle,"
Vaddan said, pointing.

"Oh... Ummm... Thank you," | replied, desperately wishing | could think of something elseto say.
Ahead of us, an enormous gray tower of granite loomed over the city Streets, and it was apparent that
our destination was near. | wracked my brain, trying to think of something to say to prolong the
conversation, but could think of nothing. "Ummm..."

Marilith smiled. "Goodman Vaddan, asit ssemswe may part soon, | was wondering where you might
be headed after?"

"To the marketplace, to trade for the supplies you need - and, perhaps, to make afew coin on the
gde" Vaddan replied, and smiled back at her. "As| said before, | trade afew things, pick up afew
things, buy afew supplies, then move aong to the next city. It's not much of aliving, | admit, but it keeps

"Perhaps we may be ableto travel together, then?' Marilith asked, looking to Vaddan and Eddas. |
could see Marilith knew | wanted to spend more time with Vaddan, and | wasimmensdy grateful for her
hdlp.

"Well see" Eddas replied, cutting off Vaddan'sreply. "Goodman V addan, we need a stone or two of
pressed charcod, preferably in pam-squares, and ahaf stone of ground byallar. Oh - and a stone of
wanda- powder, a quarter stone of raw wanda-beans, two ears of nupta, and afew whedls of cheese.
Rhendish White, if you can get it, but I'd settle for Calloman Green or Naktari. Can you get that for us?'

Vaddan amiled. "Certainly, gentle maiden. How long do you think your business here will take?' he
asked, nodding at the tower before us.

"An hour, perhaps two."



"I'll return then,” Vaddan replied, hopping down from the wagon and offering his hand to help Eddas
down. A few moments later, we stood on the busy street beside the ominous granite tower, watching
Vaddan drive away. | gazed after him longingly - | couldn't help mysdlf.

"Sashg," Eddas said, onceit was clear Vaddan was well out of hearing, "try to remember we have
other thingsto do."

| blushed under her gaze. "Y es, sorry."

Eddas then turned to the door of the tower, and raised her ebon-gloved hand to knock... Then
paused, gazing at the door.

Joy looked at Eddas, reaching out to touch her shoulder. "Old Man? Areyou dright?

Eddas |owered her hand, and leaned on her staff for amoment. "It'sjust... | need to ask them afew
guestions, and try to get the calendar date, then we move on. And yet..."

"Yes?' Joy asked.

"Part of mewantsto... |... Joy, these are my people, and soon..." Eddas sighed deeply, then shook her
head. "Nevermind," she said, then raised her hand and knocked on the door.

Wewaited quietly, and | cast my gaze to the people waking by on the street. Dozens of ordinary
people walked here and there, their garb archaic and quaint, and all very endearing. Yet, | knew that this
city wasleagues wide, and tens of thousands called it home. And thiswas only one city of many.
Countless thousands, perhaps even millions of ordinary people, dl living their lives, never knowing that
they were dl doomed. And they were dl Master Eddas people.



| suddenly felt very ashamed - here | was thinking only of how handsome Vaddan was, and how nice
it would be to perhaps get to know him better, as though this was amere holiday vist to astrange land.
Meanwhile, the bitter truth was that even being here was tearing at Eddas Ayar's heart inways | could
never truly comprehend. | brushed away atear, and decided that | would do my best from now on to be
of more help. Perhaps | could do nothing to actudly get us back home again, but at least | could do my
best to not make Eddas Ayar's time here more miserable than it was aready going to be.

At lagt, the door opened. A young olive-skinned lad gazed out at us, smiling in greeting. Hewore a
dimcirclet of slver about his head, which | noticed was shaven smooth, and he appeared to be perhaps
Sixteen or seventeen. "May | help you?'

"Good day, Apprentice,”" Eddas Ayar began. "l am Raven, and | would like to speak with the masters
of your circle

"I'm afraid they're quite busy, Goodmaid Raven," the boy replied. "Do you have an gppointment?’

"No, but | think they'll maketimefor me," Eddas replied, and smiled. "Unlessit'sarather norma
course of dally affairsfor you to have elves cometo vist your tower?"

The boy grinned. "Wdll, no, it's not, | suppose that's unusua enough to seeif they might want to talk to
you," hereplied, and held the door open. "Come on, then.”

Eddas |ooked to Marilith and I. "Y ou three stay here, I'll try not to betoo long,” she said, and walked
insgde. The apprentice closed the door, leaving Joy, Marilith and | to wait outside.

"Ummm... Werejust going to stand here for an hour or two?' | asked aoud.

"So it seems, doesn't it?" Joy replied, and leaned againgt the wall of the tower, crossing her arms.



Maxrilith smiled, leaning close and cupping ahand to my ear, then whispering. " Sster, consider what
you really ook like beneath that illusion, and what | really am. These are not ordinary people,
Sster, they are battle-mages - the most powerful sorcerers mankind ever produced in all your
long history. Eddas goes to speak with the masters among them, aswell. Theillusion | have
covering you, they would likely see through - and Eddas would have quite a difficult time trying to
explain a tall, red-headed woman to them, as the Hyperboreans had never before met humans of
other nationsin their history. Asfor me, Sster, | amalesser demon. Though my sorcery changes
my shape, what | am might still be detected by a master mage by examining my astral aura. And
asdifficult asit might be to explain you, it would be a thousand times more difficult to explain me
- assuming they did not immediately attack in self-defense."

| blushed again. "Sorry, | hadn't thought of it like that. I'm so used to you, it doesn't redlly occur to me
that others might be frightened of you."

Marilith smiled as sheleaned back. "Thisis, perhaps, another part of the learning we must do. Here -
I'll conjure some chairs with sorcery. At least then we won't be standing on our feet dl thetime we wait.”
Marilith concentrated a moment, then gestured - three Smple wood chairs appeared in the street, against
thewall of the tower.

"Ah, thank you, Marilith,” Joy said, and immediatdy sat. "He's only doing what he must do, I'm sure,
but | wasn't truly looking forward to standing on my feet that long, any more than Sashawas."

| sat down and grinned a Marilith as she took aseat next to me. "It till amazes me how you do that.”

"Mineisthe Will and the Word, Sigter. It takes me abit longer than it used to, as| have to form my
Will in accordance with the same Laws of Magic which apply to any other spellcaster here on the Prime
Materid, but it gets easier with practice. | have not tried any of the Words of Power my people use,
however, so | am not certainif they are smilarly limited.”

"Oh? Why haven't you tried them?"



"Sigter, Raven asked usto be as quiet as possible. Were | to use one of the Words of Power my
people use, that would cause such an immense flow of mana it would be sensed by anyone with the
Talent for lesgues around. It would be, to their senses, asthough | sounded a huge gong - theringing
would be heard for quite some time thereafter, aswdll. | hardly think Raven would be pleased with me if
| did that."

I grinned. "No, | suppose not." Aswe sat there, my thoughts turned to Vaddan, and | found | was
blushing again. "I... | want to thank you. For trying to help with Vaddan, | mean."

Marilith grinned. "Isn't that what sisters are supposed to do for each other?”

| grinned back. "Wdll, yes."

Marilith nodded. "Good. Now, if we find a cute bufotibranche anywhere around here, | want you to
remember to return the favor,” she said, and we both giggled together for along moment.

Joy, however, shook her head. "Y ou two need to remember thisis not some holiday trip. Yes, | saw
him, and yes, he's quite handsome. Even so, as Eddas said, we've other thingsto do, here."

"Yes, Joy. Sorry," | said, blushing again.

Time passed dowly while we waited. The people passing by on the street gave us a respectful berth,
aswewereal dressed in black robes and sitting at the foot of what was apparently atower of mages,
but otherwise paid little attention to us. The garb of the passers-by utterly fascinated me. The men, for the
most part, dressed in various tights and tunics of many colorsand in a style that seemed very odd to my
eyes- archaic, yet possessed of an elegance of style that was quite interesting. Women, for the most
part, wore close-fitting dresses with severd layers of different colors, the outer layers having openings at
the Sdes or back or dong the armsto reveal inner layers. Upon their heads, they wore aburlét,
congsting of along kerchief of sheer materid, held in place by apadded head-rall that encircled the
head. The head-rail was covered with a padding made of two contrasting fabrics, spiraled together and
usualy matching the color of the clothesthey wore. It was al so terribly enchanting, and even the most
ordinary of them made me fedl quite drab in comparison. And, asthey hardly spared Marilith and | much
more than a glance as they passed, | supposed we |ooked rather drab to their eyes, aswell.



"Err... Joy, | find I'm quite curious... Did you see those little gestures Vaddan and Eddas were using as
they spoke, at firg?'

Joy nodded. "It'sthe 'Cant. Eddastaught me, helearned it from Dyarzi. She was arogue and thief,
and Eddas loved her dearly, but I've often thought she redlly was trying to corrupt him by teaching it to
him," Joy said, and winked. Marilith and | giggled as she continued. "It's Smple once you learn it - words
you speak act like aframework, and you hang gestures on them to show what you redlly mean. It can
a'so be used without words, but it's more limited, then. Eddas said it would be good for meto learn, if |
ever needed to say something to him silently and others were around. Y ou can ask him about it
sometime, if you wish, hewrote abook on it that he'sgot in hislibrary."

"Ah, look!" Marilith cdled, pointing. "Vaddan isreturning.”

I looked down the street, and saw he was. Marilith and | rose, and | waved to him madly. Shortly, he
had drawn his wagon up before us, and was gazing down at usin curiosity. "Y ou wait outs de?"

Joy nodded. "Y es, Goodman Vaddan. Raven asked that we wait here while she talked to the masters.
| think-"

But Joy's words were suddenly interrupted by the opening of the door to the tower. Eddas staggered
out into the street from the shove of apair of man's hands. "And stay out!" avoice called
contemptuoudly, and the door dammed shuit.

| blinked, astonished - and judging by the expressions on the faces of Vaddan, Joy and Marilith, they
were no less surprised than 1.

"Err... Raven? What happened?* Joy asked, mindful of Vaddan's presence.



"What happened? What happened?! | was afool, that'swhat happened!" shereplied, her voice an
angry snarl of rage. "They told me the date - | needed to know that, and pretended to have lost track
while we trekked through the wilderness. 1... | couldn't help mysdlf - to be here, now, with everyone dive
again, dl asit was... | couldn't help mysdlf! | told them the truth! The Invaders are coming, and the Great
War of Devagtation isat hand! Within ayear, perhaps|less, dl of thiswill be gone, ruinsand blasted
stones! | told them the truth, despite everything! And it didn't matter! They didn't believe me! " she
screamed, then spat. "1 was a fool, Joy! | imagined a hundred possible things that might stop mefrom
changing the future, but the one thing that | never imagined isthat they smply wouldn't believe me
because | am trapped in the body of this half-elf woman! Impudent, ignorant bigots !" she
shrieked.

Vaddan shook his head. "I do not pretend to understand what you are talking about, Goodmaid
Raven. However, | cantell you that not al my people are prejudiced againgt your people.”

Eddas |ooked up, suddenly noticing Vaddan. Her face flushed with obvious embarrassment, though
what she had to be embarrassed about, | did not understand. “1... I'm sorry, but 1-"

Vaddan smiled. "It's nothing, gentle maiden. Truly. Now come - if you've annoyed the High Master of
the Mordovian Circle, we'd best be leaving town. High Master Kassan has agreet ded of influencein
Tholonir city, and it'swidely known he has Duke Bagar's ear. He could make things... Somewhat
unpleasant for you, and rather quickly. I'd rather not see that happen to you, so let's be on our way."
Vaddan held out hishand, and smiled again. "Come, Raven. It'sdright.”

Eddas nodded, taking Vaddan's hand and pulling herself up to sit atop the wagon's seat. Marilith, Joy
and | followed, and VVaddan flicked thereins. "Hup!" he called to his horse, and in amoment, hiswagon
was rattling away from the tower and down the cobblestone sireet at afast trot.



The Snake - Two.

Asayal'onca, abodyguard of the dead, much of my task was smply to keep ordinary things from
damaging my master. Preventing him from being jostled to where he might fal, guarding him from tripping
and other ordinary dangers that were nothing to the living, but quite dangerousto aliche. And, of course,
there was dwaysthe risk of nsor thieves. Of the former, they werefew - my master had few
enemies, mostly those who were enemies of hiscircle. Of the latter, they were more numerous. After
extracting my gear from my dresser, | sat on my bed, and began to dress.

Knee-high boots, then metal greaves over them. Elbow-length gloves, then vambraces over them, and
sheathed fighting knives strapped over that. Apodesmos, then loincloth, then my robe, the flare below the
waist wide enough to alow meto kick as high as my head. Holding the robe in place, asmple waist-belt.
| tightened the belt in place, then lifted my arms over my head to give mysdf enough room in the robe to
fight, if | needed to. After Stretching abit, | nodded - | was asready as| could be, should my ultimate
services be required. It wastime to dress my master.

When | entered my master's chamber, | saw he sat in hisfavorite chair beside histomb, his gaze
resting on the wolf-statue by the opposite wall. | bowed my head briefly in respect for hisgod, then
strode over to hisdresser, extracting the wrappings he would wear.

Hisbody, unfortunately, no longer hedled. Inspecting, cleaning and anointing his bones with specid oils
to keep them from becoming too brittle was part of my duties. The pale white wrappings themselves
helped, keeping dirt from getting into hisjoints. They were also enchanted to provide him some dight
armor againgt ordinary bumps and wear - and, of course, they were enchanted to be invulnerable so they
would never wear out, themselves. Gold thread was laced through and along one edge in addlicate
pattern, and if one could ignore what they werefor, they were actualy somewhat attractive to look t. |
dipped the satin dippersfrom hisfeet, laying out the tight rolls of hiswrappings beside me, and began
working on wrapping his bones.

It was adlow process. His bones had to be wrapped in such away asto protect them from ordinary
dirt and grit, and yet alow him to movefredly. It was, of course, part of the skills| had trained for when |
was young, my mother carefully explaining the process of working from toe to foot to ankle, then up the



legs. The knees were abit tricky, asthe wrappings had to alow both movement and protection, and aso
encompass his knee-bone. The ends of the femurs were very important, requiring careful wrapping to
protect them from both the ordinary wear of walking, and support and protect his bones should hefall.
Oncedl wasdone, | then dipped hiswalking shoes upon hisfeet - soft kidskin dippersthat laced tight.

Each hand then had to be wrapped, first the longer bonesin the back of the hand, then each finger,
and again the back of the hands. This gave him ahand he could more easily grip thingswith again, and
protected the bones when he held his staff. My master wore elght rings, each enchanted with various
spells. Each had to be removed to prevent the metal from being rubbed against his bones during the
wrapping, then dipped over the wrappings once | was done, the szing enchantmentsin the rings adjusting
them at histhought. From there, | worked upwards, to his shoulders, carefully finishing hisarms.

The last was his spine, which had to be very carefully wrapped from his pelvisto his skull. The bones
of hisspine no longer had the little pads that protected them from each other as he walked, soinstead |
now carefully inserted pads of soft velvet, then wrapped his spineto hold them in place. At thetop of his
spine, the wrappings now went about his skull, holding abroad, thin pad of velvet in place atop his head,
then were carefully tied in place a the nape of his neck. Lifting hissted skullcap from the table nearby, |
placed it upon hishead atop the protective layer of wrappings, then looked him over. "How doesit fed,
mester?!

| held out my hand to steady him as my master rose from his chair. He stretched, experimentdly tilting
his head from side to sSide and turning his head to ook around. He then looked to me, and nodded.
"Quite nice, as usual, Haifa, thank you," hereplied.

And then, without warning, he lifted his hand and uttered arapid incantation, and blasted the little
wolf-statue on the other side of his chamber to bitswith a stroke of lightning.

| legpt back, badly startled, the strands of my hair writhing as my ears rang with the blast. "M-master?!
Areyou dright?"

"Sorry to disturb you, Haifa. I've broken my idol," hereplied, and chuckled hollowly.

| gaped, profoundly confused. "I... 1..."



He held out his hand, his staff gppearing in hisgrip a athought. He then held his other hand out to me.
"Shall we go?"

| nodded, reaching out to pull the hood of hisrobe into place, then pulling my own into place. "Y -yes,
magter,” | replied, and held my hand out. My master nodded, taking my hand, then gestured with his
gaff, incanting abrief spell. The world blurred, and we were el sewhere.

The Ocean - Eight.

Werodein silencefor severd hours, heading directly out the city's south gate. | could seethat Joy
wanted to speak, to say something, but Vaddan's presence made that impossible. | knew how shefelt - |
so wanted to say something to comfort Master Eddas, but | couldn't imagine what | might say that might
help. Marilith, too, seemed at aloss - she took my hand and squeezed it silently, but said nothing for
hersdlf. Vaddan, however, kept his eyes on the road, aternating his horse's pace to give usthe best travel
time he could while we had light remaining. Finally, the sun neared the horizon, and the Sky started to
tinge with the warm colors of sunset, and the rocky lands about us had given way to alight forest.

After we had traveled through the forest awhile, Master Eddasfinaly sighed. "I owe you atenth cut, |
believe" she said quitly.

Vaddan smiled. "It can walit, gentle maiden.”



Eddas shook her head, reaching for her glove. "No, I-"

Vaddan placed his hand over hers, sopping her. "It can wait."

Eddas nodded silently, and Vaddan pulled hiswagon off the road and in among the trees. Without a
word, he hopped down from the wagon, and began attending to his horse. The four of us climbed down
from the wagon, and watched. | held Marilith's hand - | redlly did not know what to do.

Eventudly, Vaddan had his horse freed of the harness, and was brushing him down. The horse, for his
part, scemed to greetly enjoy the attention. Vaddan saw usal gazing at him, and grinned wryly. "1 find it
difficult to believe that watching me brush down Champion isredlly that fascinating, gentleladies. | think
perhaps it might be wiser for you to spend your time gathering wood for afire, that we might havea
warm supper.”

Eddas smiled. "That we can do. Come Sasha, Marilith," she called, and strode off into the forest,
Marilith and | following close behind.

An hour later, we sat around a cheery fire while the night-owls hooted in the quiet forest. Vaddan had
alarge sewpot hanging from achain on atripod over thefire, and what we'd sampled from it so far was
quite ddicious. "Mmmm!™ | exclaimed, looking over the bowl of thick, brownish-green stew. "What is
this?'

Vaddan blinked, then looked at me strangely. "Y ou've never had wanda- sew?"

"It'satype of pea, Sasha," Eddas said, Spping at her own soup-spoon. " The wanda-peas are
powdered, mixed with afew other dried and powdered vegetables, a bit of dried and powdered medt...
Lagts quite abit when traveling, as dl you need do is add water and bring to aboil "



"Well, yes," Vaddan said, looking at the three of us strangely, "but it's a'so common as dirt. How could
you not have had it before?"

Eddas sighed, shaking her head at me for amoment before looking back to VVaddan. "That, my friend,
isalong story, and not one I'm sure you'd rather hear.”

"Ah," Vaddan replied, then sipped at his soup, hisface showing he wasthinking. Finadly, hefinished his
bowl, and set it aside. "Well, Goodmaid Raven, | do bdievel shal take my tenth cut now."

Eddas nodded, setting her own bowl aside and reaching for her glove. "Alright - how much do | owe
you?’

"One story. Preferably the one you told High Master Kassan," Vaddan replied, and grinned.

Eddas paused, looking at Vaddan. After amoment, she smiled back. "That's abit more than atenth
cut, | think."

Vaddan smiled. "'l suspect that may be true, gentle maiden. Let me show you the color of my coin,
however, that you may judge for yourself,” he said, and rose to hisfeet. "The three of you travel down
the road with no horses, yet the fact that you are an ef tells me you have traveled quitefar. It seemsto
me very unlikely that you would have traveled entirely on foot from the lands of the evesdl the way to
here, the northwest coast of Hyperborea, without any horse a all. The names you gave me for each of
you have aforeign ring to each - | have never heard of any woman in dl my days named Marilith, Sasha,
or Joy. | once met agiantess named Joy whiletrading in their lands, as the giants often give smple names
like Joy, Felicity, Constance or Hope to their girl-children, much asthey give nameslike Blue-eye or
Strongarm to their boys, but never have | heard of awoman of Hyperborea with such names as these
women bear. Y ou speak the 'Cant like an elderly madter, yet I've never heard the tale of any murdered
rogue who was betrothed to an €lf. Elves are quite rare in our lands, and as you've discovered for
yourself, our people are often quite strongly bigoted against you. Oh, we treat you politely enough -
honor is of great importance to a Hyperborean, and even our enemies are treated with politeness.
Indeed, it is consdered sweet and cutting justice to treat one's most deadly enemy with more politeness
than one treats one's own kin. Still, bigotry against your race does exist, gentle maiden, and the notion
that | would not have heard of such abetrothal, even as an anecdote, seems quite unlikely. Thisleads me
to wonder who might really have taught the 'Cant to you. Meanwhile, you said they were your students,
gpprenticesin sorcery. But, that one," he said, pointing to me, "does not walk with the stride of asmple



apprentice mage. That one has the stride of awell-trained warrior. And that one beside her," he said,
pointing to Joy, "dso has astride that shows training, though of a different sort, and she carries hersdlf
like onewho ismuch taller. But, it wasin the studying of them as | drove up beside you earlier today that
| noticed thefirg, truly odd thing. Y ou see, that onethere," Vaddan said, pointing to Marilith, "looks
normal enough, but the other two, my eye keeps dipping from each time | gaze upon them. It isasthough
my eyewastrying to tell me there was nothing important to see, despite my mind's wish to examine them
more closdly, to try to guess what fighting school they might have learned from. Thet, to me, isasuresign
of anilluson concealing their true gppearance. Then, | heard your stories, and | was convinced something
was up. Lastly, when | |eft the four of you behind &t the tower, | noted that the rump of one of them had
dented the sacks of grain | had in my wagon quite a bit more than one would expect from the dender
ladies | see before me, now. One of thosetwo is quite abit larger than she appears - though which, I've
no idea. | would guessthat one," he said, pointing at Joy, "as she walks with the step of onefar larger
than she appears.”

Joy rose suddenly to her feet, but Vaddan smply smiled again. "Now, now. | mean you no harm - and
I'm certain you mean me no harm, aswell," he said, and reached to his neck, withdrawing asmal slver
amulet on achain from benesth histunic. The amulet wasin the shape of an owl, and gleamed in the
firdight asit dangled at the end of hisfingertips. "Y ou seg, I've alittleamulet | purchased from an ef
severd years ago. Quite auseful littleitem, it cost me an entire sack of gold - but, it's been worth every
tin penny of that over the years. With it, | can sensethe character of anindividua | look at. In dl three of
you, | sense agood-hearted nature, just as | sensed when | first laid eyes upon you. In yourself, | sense
deep honor and nobility - more nobility than in most nobles|'ve seen, in truth. In the oneyou call Joy, |
also sense an honorable person, and also one of degp compassion. Between the two of you, | sensea
strong and long-standing bond, much like that of matrimony - despite how impossible that may seem
from your appearance. Between Sashaand Marilith, | sense adeep bonding of sisterhood, though they
do not look likesigtersat al.”

Eddas stared at the amulet, her face showing surprise - Joy, too, stared, but her face looked
somewhat frightened, like shed seen aghost. She sat down dowly, and trembled dightly as she gazed at
the glittering Slver owl.

Vaddan shrugged, returning the amulet beneath histunic. "I'll throw in my own story, if you like -
though somehow | doubt it will be asinteresting as your own."

"Alright," Eddas said, rising to her feet, "but remember, you asked." Eddas brushed abit of grassfrom
her robes, then gazed at VVaddan. The light from the fire flickered eerily off her face, and suddenly, | saw
her completely differently. Shewas, in truth, very beautiful - but more than that, redly. It was aperfection
of form that went far beyond ordinary mortal beauty. | had never seen an df before her, and did not
know if thiswas norma for them. Nor, redly, had | ever paid much attention to her appearance before,
or redlly to the appearance of any women in my life, as| found men far moreinteresting. Yet, as| looked



at her, thefirelight casting odd shadows upon her face, | redized she had an dien, surred beauty that
bordered on being frightening.

"My friend, my story isnot one you will probably believe. Yet, | will tel it to you anyway. My nameis
Eddas Ayar, and beneath this garment of flesh, | am aman of Hyperborea- and aman from far in your
future. In my time, afuture two thousand years from now, the civilization of Hyperboreaislong gone,
destroyed in a cataclysmic war known in my day asthe Great War of Devadtation. | was bornin
Wilanda city on thefifth day of summer, in thefirst year of the reign of King Darrak 11, when the moon
was eclipsed. Inyour time, that would be one hundred and nine years ago, dmost to the day. 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. Asameagter, | cast the Spdll of Hidden Life, and
upon my desath at eighty-nine, my soul entered my animuary. While | dept, war cameto my people, and
my civilization was destroyed, lost to the dust of the ages. Sixteen centuries later, ahdf-df femae entered
my tomb, and | possessed her body. This body was nearly dead when | took it, however, ablow to the
head having caused its owner's pirit to have fled just at the moment | took it. By the strength of my will
aone, | forced thisbody to live where its previous owner'swill could not. Unfortunately, | fainted
thereafter from the wound, and the part of the sorcery which would have alowed me to reshape the
body into my own transpired without effect, lacking my will to guideit. Asit turned out, however, this
was all in accordance with aplan of Y orindar, agod of the humans of the Southlands, who are the
descendants of survivors of the Great War of Devastation. To that end, this body received itsfina forging
in the heart of amana-storm, and is permanently asyou seeit today. Thus, | am Eddas Ayar, a
Hyperborean battle-mage - and, in this body, the Raven of Y orindar.”

"And what of the others?' Vaddan asked, surprisingly cam.

"Well, asfor Joy, sheisagiantess - though avery smal one. She's covered by anillusion at the
moment, but her normal height is about five and athird cubits, and is her naturd, full growth. | have given
her enchantments which alow her to assume the full-size of agiant, aswell asafew other thingswhich
are not important to this explanation. Joy has been my friend for over a century and ahaf and my
congtant companion for the last fifteen years or so, and we are closer than man and wife. Sashaand
Marilith, here, are servants of the Ocean, just as| am aservant of Yorindar. They are dso ssters of the
soul, Sasha having gained the powers of amermaid and the training of awarrior during her youth, and
used them to rescue Marilith from an imprisonment that lasted nearly two thousand years. Y e, they are
gill new to their powers, and Marilith ill unused to life here on the Prime Materid plane. Sheis, infact,
alesser demon, who bound hersdlf to this plane through her love of her soul-sigter, Sasha”

"But how did you get back here, in the past?' Vaddan asked, still surprisingly cam.



"That, unfortunately, was due to an accident on Marilith's part. She cast a spell which tossed the four
of us back through time - and though we were lucky to survive that accident, we would not be likely to
survive areturn trip in the same manner. Thus, | must try to find another way to return usto the present. |
had hoped to meet with Master Kairatin, of the Algrassian Circlein Wilandacity, to try to find away to
return us home. He specidized in spdls of time and chronology... But, having now learned the date, it is
not likely heisdill dive. If heis, hewould easily bein hisnineties... Itsfar morelikely heisdead. Evenif
he passed of old age and has dipped into the existence of aliche, it'snot likely the Algrassian Circle will
alow astrange df they've never met to chat with an Ancient Master, they're too valuable aresource to
risk likethat. That is, in truth, the largest part of what angered me outside the tower of the Mordovian
Circle, not just their rude treatment of me. | am a Hyperborean, VVaddan, and | already knew that wed
had little contact with other civilizations aside from abit with the elves and dwarves and the hafling races,
and had never encountered other human culturesat all. | aready knew we were bigots," Eddas said, and
managed asmdl, wry grin.

"Err... Halfling races?’ | asked.

"Y es, Sasha- dryads, naiads, centaurs, fauns and satyrs, minotaurs, gorgons, lamias... They're cdled
the 'hafling' races because they appear somewhat human in varying degrees, and they dl have human
originsinthe mana- storms of the Fell War, some twelve thousand years ago.”

"Youwon't mindif | ask for abit of proof of dl this, | hope?' Vaddan said, till remarkably cam.
"That she wouldn't know of the hafling racesisinteresting, but not quite proof enough.”

Eddas shrugged. "Marilith, let Vaddan see you and your Sster asyou redlly are.”

"Areyou surethat'swise, Master Eddas?' Marilith asked.

"Yes, quite sure.”

Marilith nodded, and let her sorceriesdrop. In the twinkling of an eye, she had resumed her equine
humanoid shape. Her eyes glowed red in the darkness, and she smiled at VVaddan, tossing her ebon
mane. For my part, | felt nothing change - Eddas and Marilith had explained that one cannot see an
illusonwhenitiscast upon you. Yet, | could tel by Vaddan's expression that | now appeared as mysdlf



- atdl red-headed woman with fair skin, of apparent Arcadian extraction.

"And what of her?' Vaddan asked, a bit shaken.

Eddas gestured, and Joy suddenly appeared as she truly was - an enormoudly tall, blonde womanin
chainarmor.

"l see..." Vaddan said, then after amoment, he smiled again. "Tell me, though - you and Joy seemed
quite surprised to see my littleamulet. Why isthat?"

Eddas nodded, seating herself again. "I... | know aman who will be born in the future who wears that
amulet.”

"He was once my husband,” Joy said, her voice hushed, "and that amulet now rests on the chest of my
grandson.”

"Wel, it'sniceto know I'll eventualy have offspring,” Vaddan said, and smiled again. ™'Y ou wouldn't
happen to know who my wife might be? It would make the courting quite abit eesier, | think, if | know
who | should focus my attentions on. Asit stands, I'm aready spending my efforts on at least two dozen
women in as many cities, to no avail. Quitetedious, redly."

Eddas smiled while Joy, Marilith and | giggled. "No, I'm afraid not, friend Vaddan. Y our life transpired
after my death and before my reawakening, and before the birth of my companions. Weve no ideawho
your wifemight be."

"Ah, apity,” Vaddan said, and seated himself again. "Well, | said I'd share my story with you in turn,
and | shdl - but, as| told you, it's hardly oneyou'll find asinteresting. | was born thirty yearsago in
Kadarak city, my father amerchant in the weaver's guild. But, as| wasto discover growing up, thiswas
merely acover for histrue identity asthe head of the Thieve's Guild. | wastaught histrue profession, and
eventually joined the guild mysdlf. But, wanderlust overtook me - the sight of the nearby hills outside the



city left me to wonder what might lie on the other sde of them. And when | saw that what was therewas
more hills, | wondered what was on the other side of them. | eventually became atraveling merchant -
though my childhood training is sometimes used to my own advantage, | am more or less honest with
those | ded with. After dl, if | am not, they'll not deal with me again. I've had arather eclectic education -
my father taught me to read and write, and I've purchased books on various subjects that interested me
over the years, or taken timeto train with teachers of subjectsthat interested me. From swordplay to
cooking, I've arather broad education, though admittedly one with afew gaps - it seemsthe old saying is
dill true, "The more you learn, the less you know.' 1've had good fortune and been rich at times over the
years, and had poor fortune and been poor at times, aswell. At the moment, | am currently somewhere
between those two extremes," Vaddan said, and smiled again. "As| said, not quite as fascinating as your
own gtory, but thereitis.”

"It'still quite an interesting story, Goodman Vaddan," Joy said, and smiled.

Vaddan grinned. "l rather think it's only gotten interesting now, myself. Thetae of avagabond
merchant and rogue who now travels with ademon, amermaid, a giantess and the liche of an ancient
sorcerer? Why, if | was atroubadour, | could make afortune with it!"

Eddaslaughed. "It lacks alove interest for a proper troubadour's song, though.”

"And given that by your story, you'rein truth aman beneath the garment of flesh | see before me, it
seemsthat dement will remain lacking," Vaddan said, and laughed. " Suchislife, | suppose!™

The otherslaughed in return, but | found I could not laugh mysdif. | wanted to say something, but did
not know what to say. Vaddan was, to me, astonishingly handsome, but he didn't look a me with even
the dightest bit of interest. It was, in truth, quite depressng.

Vaddan looked to Marilithand I. "1 find | do have a question, however. What do the names 'Sasha
and 'Marilith' mean, in your own languages?"

Marilith amiled. "Marilith, in my language, means 'Sea-stone,’ or 'Stone of the Ocean." A rock the
sea washes over harmlessly - irresistible force meeting immovable object, yet both surviving and
living in harmony. It's a name that, to us, is one of peace and strength, but also can mean



‘stubborn,™ shereplied, her voice again the unearthly, hollow voice she normaly possessed. Marilith
then laughed. " And, | suppose, it was rather prophetic, though my clan-father did not know it at
the time."

"Quite," Eddas agreed, nodding.

Vaddan smiled, looking a me. "And asfor 'Sasha? What does that mean, in your language?”

| blushed again. "Ummm... | redlly don't know, I'm sorry. It'sjust aname.”

Marilith smiled at me. "It means 'Defender of All People." And considering what you did for our
clan on Round Island against the Orcas, your father's choice of a name for you was rather
prophetic, as well - though | doubt he knew it."

"Oh?' Vaddan said, looking at me. "What happened?'

| blushed even deeper. "Wll, it was nothing, redlly.”

Marilith rolled her lambent eyes. "Oh, it was hardly nothing, Sster,” shereplied, then looked to
Vaddan. "You see, when she was sixteen, she was shipwrecked on Round Island - it'sanisland to
the west of us, where mer-folk live. She was fully human at that time, but the mer-folk accepted
her as one of their own. In any event, a large pod of orcas came by-"

"Orcas?' Vaddan asked, growing interested.

"Err... Alarge sea-mammal... A whale, actually, about the size of a draft horse. They eat meat,
and have a maw of sharp teeth two palms long," Marilith explained.



"Ah - we cdl them 'Killer Whaes." Do go on, the story sounds fascinating dready,” Vaddan said,
grinning. Eddas and Joy also seemed very interested - and this only made my blush worse.

"Well," Marilith continued, "the mer-folk were trapped on the beach. They couldn't go into the
water, lest the orca attack them while they were on the shore before they reached the waves. Orca
can wriggle fairly swiftly on the beach, and they're quite vicious once they decide to kill. The
mer-folk are deadly in water, but on the beach, they're as helpless as a man with no legs. Sasha
had no armor or weapons - back then, she didn't even have clothes. A naked, sixteen-year-old gir|
living among the mer-folk on a distant island, with no one to help her. Well, she borrowed a lance
from Yanar, the brother of her friend. The lance was a long shaft, the tooth of a monodont - that's
another kind of whale, it grows a long tooth from the front of it's jaw like a spear.”

Vaddan nodded again. "I know of them - we call them Tusk Whales."

Marilith amiled. "Well, all the nearby mer-folk envenomed the lance with the poisons from their
thumb-claws. Then, Sasha lured the orcas onto the beach with the help of some mer-boys. The
first one came, and she lanced it - the poison killed it fairly quickly, but the blood washed off the
poison after. While it was dying, a second came onto the beach, riding a wave. She danced about
it and lanced it over and over, leaping away when it snapped at her. Over and over the beast
swiftly wriggled towards her, snapping it's mighty jaws to rend the life from her - yet again and
again she leapt out of the way, darting about to it's sidesto lance it again. Oh, it wastruly an
exciting battle! Finally, the beast collapsed, and my dear sister was victorious - she had slain two
titanic beasts from the sea with little more than a lance made from a whal€'s tooth! She was very
brave - and only sixteen, at the time," Marilith finished, and looked at me with pride.

"Err... Wdll... | only did what had to be done," | replied, wondering if it was possibleto die of
embarrassment.

Eddas Ayar nodded. "That isal any hero of legend ever redly did - merely what had to be done," she
replied solemnly.

Joy grinned at me. "And saved your peoplein the bargain - awonderful story, | think."



Vaddan grinned. "Ah, now | truly wish | were atroubadour rather than merely arogue. With that story
aonel could feed mysdlf easily for severa years. Quiteimpressive, my lady."

"Thank you," | said, my ears burning.

"Well," Vaddan said, "let me seeif | truly understand this, friend Eddas - fed freeto correct meif I've
missed something.”

"Yes?' Eddas said, an eyebrow raised.

"If I understand your story correctly, and what you shouted after the mages of the Mordovian Circle
tossed you from their tower, you are a Hyperborean mage from the future, trapped in the body of a
half-elf woman by aquirk of fate and the gods.”

"Yes," Eddas replied with anod.

"And therésagreat war coming to Hyperborea. One that our people will not survive."

"Yes," Eddasreplied again.

"That leaves me with but one question: When?'

Eddas opened her mouth to reply, but suddenly Marilith turned her head, her earsflicking. "What was
that?" she asked, her hollow voice sounding startled.



Eddas Ayar rose to her feet and turned to face north, gazing off into the gloom of the shadowed,
night-time forest.

"What waswhat?' | asked, not hearing anything of note.

"There! Thereitisagain!”

| shook my head. "I hear nothing."

"Nor I," Joy said, rising and looking to the north.

"l hear it,” Eddas replied, and tapped her ear with an ebon-gloved finger. "These ears are a bit sharper
than yours, though likely not as sharp as Marilith'sin her current form. It'sasound like distant thunder.”

Marilith nodded. " Yes, exactly."

Vaddan roseto hisfeet. "'l would say it's nothing but thunder, asit's the season for it, but I've afedling
you'd disagree.”

"Quite," Eddas replied, then looked to Marilith. "Marilith, cast your vison back to Tholinir city, and tell
me what you see.”

"| cannot see individuals at that distance, Master Eddas, |-"



"I am aware of how your perception works, Marilith. Just do it.”

Marilith nodded, and was silent for along moment before speaking again. " Ships... There are many
of them, a vast fleet just off shore, outside their harbor. Flares of light... Explosions... Sorcerous
weapons, of some kind... The ships attack the harbor, and are sinking the ships sent out against
them. They move by both sail and oar, yet no hand or hardened thews ply the oars, but sorcery...
Many ships, Master Eddas. Hundreds, perhaps... More. | cannot count at this distance, but can
only sense the essence... Large ships. | sense many aboard the ships... Thousands, perhaps. There
isan aura of desperation... Of great need... And an unwillingness to bargain. Thereis no food
aboard those ships, though there once was. It has been eaten over the course of a long journey,
both by men and rats, and those aboard starve. They seek survival through conquest. And they
will have it. The greater reality overlying themisclear, even at this distance - the city is doomed.”

"It appears, friend Vaddan, that the answer to your question is'now,” Eddas Ayar said, dryly.

Vaddan looked shocked. "There is nothing you can do?"

Eddas Ayar shook her head. "'l have the power, yes. | am a Great Mage, and the powers | wield
surpass your wildest imaginings. | might even have the power to defest their entireinvasion fleet, and
changethefuture. But, if | tried, | would fail. Evenif it were possible, it'snot possible.”

"Eh?" Vaddan sad, blinking.

"The city isfighting now, but the truth is that the event isaready past, Vaddan. | could go there and try
to help the city defend itself - but, | would fail. The past cannot be changed.”

"But... But it'snot the pagt, it's the future! They till could win, with help, perhaps!™



"Yes, itisthefuture. Your future. Our pagt.”

Vaddan shook hishead. "I don't understand - you speak in riddles.”

"And I'velittletimeto elaborate, I'm afraid,” Eddasreplied. "Yes, their victory isin your future. But, it
iIsmy past - and mortals cannot change the past.”

Joy looked to Vaddan. "It's paradox, Vaddan, and you haven't seen the hdf of it. He gets really
confusing once you get him started.”

"Perhaps,”" Eddasreplied, ignoring the jab, "but for now, we must be away from here.”

"Now?' Vaddan asked, still very upset.

"Yes, quite. From amilitary standpoint, it would be best for them after capturing the city to
immediately set up patrols of the surrounding lands. And as | remember, their war-machines can move at
the speed of agdloping horse. If they capture the city before midnight, they could have thefirst of their
patrols here by morning. We must be long gone from here by then," Eddas said, then looked to VVaddan.
"Pack your wagon, Vaddan, and I'll tend to your horse. | know he'stired and quite ready to rest, but I'll
do my best to refresh him with sorcery so he can continue on. Marilith, Sahsa, Joy, help Vaddan get

packed.”

"Yes, Master Eddas," Marilith replied, and took my hand, pulling meto my feet. "Come, Sster, let's
not dally. Master Eddas isright - fromwhat | can see at this distance, we do not wish to be here
come the dawn."

"It'sthat bad?" | whispered, following her aswe waked over to help VVaddan pack his belongings.



"Worse, | think, but it's difficult to tell at this distance,” Marilith muttered in reply.

AsJoy, Marilith and | helped VVaddan pack histent and bedroll again, | paused at the sound of song.
Eddas Ayar was quietly singing to Vaddan's horse, stroking it's pelt with agloved hand as she did so.
The horse nickered in obvious pleasure, and | was distracted for severa moments by the quiet beauty of
the song until Marilith nudged me with an elbow.

The Ocean - Nine.

We rode through the night, Vaddan driving the wagon as swiftly as his horse could manage, and made
camp come the dawn. Vaddan's horse, Champion, could smply go no further - he was completely
exhausted, and Eddas Ayar said that to try to push him further, even with sorcerous ass stance, would
likely cause his collapse. He needed rest, not sorcery, and he needed food. In truth, all of us needed rest
and food - save, perhaps, for Eddas Ayar. Her eyeswere still dert, on the horizon, watching behind us
aswe made camp at dawn. Once Champion had been unhitched from the wagon and alowed to graze
nearby, Eddas smply told the rest of usto get some deep, saying that she would keep watch. Vaddan
nodded slently, and did not bother to set up histent again. Instead, he smply unrolled his bedroll on the
ground beneath hiswagon, dipped off his boots and sword, and rolled himsdlf into his bedroll. Asfor
Joy, Marilith and |, Eddas pulled out her rope from her thumb-ring again, and conjured her hidden
sanctuary again for usto deepinside.

Seep did not come easily, despite cuddling up to my sster's back like a spoon. My mind wasfilled
with a thousand doubts and worries - and dancing through it al was thoughts of Vaddan. What would
happen to him? Would he survive the war? Eddas Ayar had said that the nation of Hyperborea had been
destroyed - but did that mean that all the people had died? | did not know. And, | hesitated to ask, for
fear of what the answer might be.



Maxilith lifted her head a my sigh. "Mmm? What isit?" she whispered.

| sighed again, snuggled up to her back spoon-fashion, and whispered into her long ear so asnot to
awaken Joy. "Vaddan."

Marilith amiled. "He's a sweet one, isn't he?"

"Yes... But what will happen to him?'

Marilith sighed, and said nothing.

"Y ou know, don't you? Y ou were here, then... Or now... Oh, | don't understand it all, but... Well, you
said you watched his people, when you werein the Temple of the Sun!" | hissed quietly.

"No, Sster. | watched Eddas Ayar's people before my imprisonment, not after, and my
imprisonment began a few decades before Eddas Ayar entered histomb. For the first two
centuries of my imprisonment, all | could do was scream with pain. By the time | had adapted to
my situation and was able to look about outside the tower, the Great War of Devastation had
come and gone, and all that was left of Hyperborea was ruin. And, as you know, my vision at
great distanceis not a precise thing, it is a thing of essences. Only through my bond with you was
| ever ableto see clearly at great distance - and then, only that which was around you, as though |
was standing in the same spot as you."

| Sghed. "Marilith... I... I think | love him."

Marilith nodded, reaching back to pat me with ahand. "1 know."



"How do | tdl him? Or should | eventdl himat dl?"

"Ahem," Joy said, lifting her head from where shelay on her cot. "Could we have lesstaking and more
deegping, please?’

| started to gpologize, but Marilith shushed me with ahand, and smiled. "Yes, Joy. Sorry. You're
right, sleep isa good idea right now," she said, then reached back to take my hand, pulling it tight
about her. "Seep, sister.”

| sighed, closing my eyes. | didn't know if | even could deep, but certainly there wasn't anything else
that | could do a the moment. All | could do was hope everything would turn out dright. But, given what
little | knew dready, | had afeding it wouldn't, in theend.

TheOwl - 1.

Torgrim smiled as the deck-hands made fast the ship to the dock. Seeing the old priest and his
companion, he nodded. "Y ou were right, priest. The Goddess was with us. That's the smoothest voyage
I've had eastwards across the Bright Sea.”



Father Patience smiled as he hobbled near, the hooded dave-girl at hiselbow, helping him. "I can't
take credit for it, Captain, it wasthe work of the gods. Still, | am pleased to see dl iswell, asyou are.”

Torgrim grinned wryly. "Well be here agood week, trading, then it's back to Vilandiaagain. What can
youtdl usof thereturn trip?'

The old man shrugged. "It will be much as ahundred others you have doneinyour life, Captain. A
storm here and there, fickle winds... Nothing you've not experienced a hundred times before.”

Torgrim chuckled. "I suppose | can't tempt you to sail with usto perhaps gain the favor of the
Goddess again?'

"No, Captain. The Ocean favored your voyage here because she works with my god, Y orindar. But
my destiny is not to be a convenient passenger to smooth your voyage, my friend. | have another destiny
- asdoes every mortal of thisworld.”

"I knew as much, but | thought it couldn't hurt to ask," Torgrim replied, and chuckled again. "Tell me,
friend - where to, from here? To some great church, perhaps, to assume aplace in the hierarchy?"

The old man smiled. "No, Captain. We have two orders among ourselves - the Parochials and the
Mendicants. The Parochials wear brown robes, and they are the ones who establish churches and tend
to the needs of the laity. They are the ones among us permitted to handle money, which they need to do
to pay for the various mundane needs of the church. 1, however, wear the gray robes of the Mendicant.
We do not touch money, and we only own what we can carry.”

"Ah, | see- s0 your dave handles money for you, when you need it?"

"Y es, Captain. However, to answer your larger question, from here we shall head north, beyond the
Great Wall, to the lands of Hyperborea."



Torgrim blinked, gartled. "What? 1t's madnessto go there - suicide! If al thetdesaretrue, those
lands are ridden with goblins, ogres, trolls, giants, dragons and fell beastsgalorel”

The old man nodded. "The legends are true indeed, Captain. Far more true than even you may think."

"Thenwhy goat dl?"

"It ismy destiny, Captain - and hers," the old man replied, nodding to his female companion. He then
looked back to Torgrim, and smiled. "Worry not, Captain. We shdl be quite safe. Y orindar watches
over us.

Torgrim shook hishead. "I don't even know how you'll get there from here. Thisis Greenhaven, friend,
and it's many weekswalk to the Great Wadll."

Father Patience nodded. "I know where we are, Captain. | know thiscity very well. I've lived here for
along, long time," he said, his expresson mysterious, but then he suddenly smiled. "And asfor the
distance, again, please don't worry. I've traveled farther in my life. Much farther, in fact.”

Torgrim shook his head again. "Well, | doubt | can talk you out of it, friend. All | can doispray the
Goddess watches over you."

Father Patience smiled wryly. ™Y orindar guides me, Captain, just as the Ocean guides you from time
to time. And now, we must go. Farewell, Captain,” Father patience said, and the dave-girl a hisside
curtsed politely.

Torgrim watched the two walk down the gangplank, and away across the docks, headed towards the
city. For along moment, he wondered whét the true story of the priest and hisdave-girl companion might



be. Somehow, in watching them walk away, he could fed that there was so much more happening, just
beyond his perception... Asthough he had been but asmall piecein alarger game he was only barely
aware of.

Torgrim shook his head. There would be enough time for idle daydreaming later. For now, they had
cargo to unload, and berthing feesto pay. Torgrim turned to his crew, and bellowed his commands. The
day was young, and there was much to do.

Unnoticed by Torgrim, the old man and the woman at his side dipped away into the bustling crowds
on the busy docks, and vanished from view.

The Ocean - Ten.

| ran through a dark and forbidding forest, the sounds of hounds baying behind me. Who was chasing
me? | didn't know - | only knew they were dangerous, and | had to escape... Escape... Treelimbslike
clawing skeletd hands reached for me as| ran, gnarled roots reached for my feet, tripping me, dowing

me... Escape...

Suddenly, Marilith was at my sde, trotting casudly aong. The embers of her glowing eyes reflected
mirth. " You have some interesting dreams, Sster. What's chasing you?"



"l... I don't know!" | panted, still running. "I think... I think it'sthat army... That army Eddastalked
about! Thewar... The Great War of Devagtation! Do you remember? It's coming! It happened... It's
coming!"

Marilith chuckled. "My, my... Well, let's stop, and let them catch us."

“What?! Why 2"

"Doesn't standing and fighting sound better than running and running forever in a dream?"

"A... A dream?"

"Yes, Sster. Thisisa dream. Thereis no one chasing you but your nameless fears,” shesaid,
catching my hand and dowing meto astop. " Stand with me awhile. Let's wait for them to catch up.”

"Catch up? But they're right behind usl"

"Thisisthe Plane of Dreams, Sster. Distances are entirely relative and subject to flux,” she
sad, gazing off behind us.

"Ummm..." | replied, staring into the dark forest. | could still hear the hounds, but they did not appear
from the trees.

"Hmmm... Looks like your fears are pretty distant. You don't really understand what you're
afraid of at all."



"Wel, no, | don't!"

"Well, we've little time to resolve this. Let's have a bit of light," Marilith said, and gestured.
Suddenly, at her fingertips, aglowing orb of light appeared. Thelight from the orb played acrossthe trees
of theforest, reveding them as sickly, dead things - wegk, brittle, and harmless. " And now let's see
what's actually chasing you," she said, and gestured again. A pack of hounds appeared from the
shadows of the trees, themselves made of shadows. They flickered weakly, their growlsfaint and fading
inthelight. "Feh. 1d-dogs. They're nothing, Sster, just nervousness, personified in your mind," she
sad, then the orb of light in her hand became a piercing beam of energy, lancing through the shadowy
hounds. " Shoo! We've no time for you, now!"

As one, the shadow-dogs were transformed to gossamer sheets of dark paper, which puffed away in
agentle breeze.

"How did you..." | asked, amazed.

Marilith smiled. "I am an equibranche, Sster - a nightmare, a Dream Warrior of my people. This
ismy realm, the Plane of Dreams. It interacts a bit with the Astral Plane, and exists everywhere
dreams exist."

"l... We... Thisisadream?' | asked, my mind muddled.

"Yes, Sster. | know it's a bit difficult for you at the moment, your mind is asleep,” shesaid, and
squeezed my hand. "We are body, mind and spirit, not just mind or body or spirit, Sster. What you
perceive as consciousness is your body, mind and spirit functioning together. When you rest, the
body is recuperating from the day's exertions, your brain asleep. Your spirit roams the Plane of
Dreams within your brain, driven by your mind, and the emotions and experiences of the day. Do
you under stand?"

"Ummm... Well, no, not redlly,” | replied, shaking my head.



Maxilith smiled. "You will later, when you wake up. For now, just hold tight to my hand," she
said, and reached out with her other hand, drawing an arc. Her fingertip left behind aglowing line of fire,
which resolved itsdlf into adoor. "Come! We've not much time, you're human, Sster. Dreams for
you seem to last hours and hours, but they're really only a few minutes of your sleeping.” Marilith
reached out, opening the door with her free hand, then pulled me through. " Come on!"

I looked around on the other side of the door, and stared in amazement. "That... That'syou! And mel”
| said, pointing.

Marilith nodded. We were ingde Eddas hidden sanctuary, the magical retreat she had conjured. |
could easily see mysdlf, snuggled up against Marilith, and both of us had our eyes closed. Nearby, |
could see Joy, aswell, and her eyes were closed - but my view of her was dimmer, asthough | was
seeing her through afog. "Joy?" | caled, reaching for her.

Marilith stopped my hand. "No, Sster. You do not have the power to enter her dreams, and even
if you did, we have other thingsto do."

"Where... Where are we?" | asked, my mind still muddied.

"Thisisthe part of the Plane of Dreams that bordersthe astral, Sster. Technically, you're
astrally projecting - but mortals do that occasionally in their sleep, don't be alarmed. Come!" she
caled, and tugged me down through the opening in the bottom of the sanctuary.

A moment later, we had floated down to the ground. | looked around, amazed. "What... What's that,
inthe sky?' | asked, pointing at aglowing orb that flickered and shimmered.

"That's the sun. That's how it appears on the astral plane,” Marilith replied, tugging me aong
towards the wagon.



"And what'sthis... Thisfog, everywhere?" | asked, looking around at the day-lit, foggy forest that
surrounded us.

"That's the astral aether. Or how your mind perceivesit, at any rate. I'd describe how |
perceiveit, but we don't have that much time. Ask me again when you're awake."

| shook my head. "I dmost never remember my dreams after | awake,”" | replied ruefully.

Marilith paused, then gestured briefly. "There. You'll remember this one. Vividly. Now come - we
must hurry!" she said, and resumed tugging me towards the wagon.

"Hurry? Why?"

"Because Vaddan is human, too, and like you, his dream-state doesn't last long. If we don't
enter it before it ends, we can't enter it at all,”" shereplied, pulling me under the wagon. There, before
us, Vaddan lay deeping. Marilith reached to him, touching him in the middle of hisforeheed...

...and suddenly we were in adarkened room, thewalls and floor made of oak. A small fireburnedina
nearby fireplace, casting eerie shadows around the room. The details were murky and dark, but the room

had an odd feding to it. Vaddan sat at atable nearby, speaking in muttered words to aman beforehimin
ahooded robe.

| shook my head. "Strange... I've never been here before, but it fedls...”

"Like home?" Marilith asked, amiling.



"Well... Yes"

"You're feeling what he feels. This place is home, to him. Or was, a long time ago. That man is
his father... Well, he considers himlike a father, | think it's actually his old guildmaster in the
thieve's guild.”

"What's he saying? | can't understand aword!"

"Neither can Vaddan. Thisis one of his nightmares - to ask a question he must know the
answer to, but his master answersin a way Vaddan cannot understand. He's had it many times, by
the feel of it. Look. Watch closely. See the master's form shifting?"

| nodded. The change was gradual, but noticable. The master's robe was growing darker and darker,
and their form was growing dimmer and dimmer. "He's starting to look like Eddas.”

"Hewill look exactly like Master Eddas in a few heartbeats. Vaddan feels Eddas knows the
answer to what is happening around us, but he can't under stand what Eddas explained. Which, of
course, is absolutely true.”

"What can we do?" | asked, wishing | could clear my thoughts, somehow.

"We wait for a transition point. One is coming, | can fedl it. Yes... The patterns are building. |
don't know if you can seeit... Probably not. But, the master is going to raise his hands and reveal
he is Eddas. We have to catch Vaddan right before he sees that and is startled awake... Now!"
Marilith yelped, leaping forward. | was dragged aong by the grip of her hand - though, in truth, it was
likdy far more than aphysicd grip. Marilith caught Vaddan's shoulder in her free hand, pinning him
around...

...and suddenly we were on a beach, the ocean quietly lapping at the shorein the background.



Vaddan blinked, staggering. "What? Where...?"

Marilith amiled. "Vaddan... My sister loves you."

Vaddan looked to me with an expression of utter confusion. "Err... You do?'

Marilith squeezed my hand, and | grinned broadly. "Yes, | do."

Vaddan blinked for along moment, then dowly smiled. "Wadll... I'm not quite certain what to say... |...
Wéll, | only met you just yesterday.”

" She has come from almost two thousand years in the future, Vaddan, across time and space,
to give you her heart."

Vaddan smiled broadly. "I accept, and gladly.”

"Ah, but it's not quite that simple, Vaddan. To win my Sster, you must also win my heart, as
well. It's a two-for-one deal, little rogue.”

Vaddan looked at me. "Err... 1t is?"

| nodded. "Most definitely. I'd never let my sister be alone and unhappy. Y ou haveto be ableto
accept both of us, or neither of us."



Vaddan grinned wryly. "So... I'd be deeping with the both of you?'

"Ummm..." | replied, then blushed. "Wadll... Yes."

"He means that in more than the sense of resting, Sister,” Marilith added, grinning wickedly.

"Ummm... ... Brr... I've never lain with aman, before...” | replied, now blushing furioudy.

"Nor have |, Vaddan," Marilith replied, amiling.

Vaddan stepped closer, hisdesire evident on hisface. "I promise the both of you, my dears, | will be
quite gentle.”

Marilith's garments puffed into nothingness, and | felt the same happen to my own - yet, when | looked

down, | saw that my form was somewhat blurry and indigtinct. "Ummm... Marilith? Can we... Err... Can
wedothis, in adream?'

Marilith smiled wickedly again. "Mmm... Yes... And it's quite fun..."

"Ahem," adeep bass voice caled.

"Eh? What?" Marilith said, blinking and looking around.



An enormous raven sood nearby, gazing at the two of us. | felt chilled meeting the gaze it gave us, and
it seemed to literally radiate an aura of power. "Marilith, if you please, leave him be" theraven said, it's
voice adeep basso profundo. "Y ou know you don't get much actua rest when your dreams are affected
by anightmare or nightstallion, and helll need to be asrested as he can be so we can move on.”

"Err... You can see us?"

"No. | am standing next to the wagon, looking on the Agtral. | can see him beneath the wagon, adeep,
and you two hovering over him - but | cannot see the dream directly. | heard him moaning like hewasin
the grip of anight-hag or equibranche, and knowing that | had an equibranche with me, deducing what
was happening wasn't much of aleap. | gazed at him with the spell of Astrdl Sight, and saw you two
flickering over him on the astral, shrouded by dream-auras. I've had quite a bit of experience on the
Adtra, asserting myself to where you can see mewas no great feat." The raven pointed at VVaddan with
his beak. "Let him go, Marilith. And Sasha, too - she needs her rest, aswell.”

"Err... Well, he's already formed two dream counterparts of us, Sster, and judging by the
giggling, what's likely to follow will be rather intimate. Interrupting at this point will just cause
confusion, and snap him awake. Master Eddas s right, we should leave.”

| looked, and was astonished to see mirror images of mysalf and Marilith, snuggling and kissing
Vaddan (though Marilith was looking suspicioudy more and more human as the seconds passed).
"Ummm... Oh, wow! | didn't know people could even bend likethat!"

"Err... Well, they can, but it takes a great deal of practice,” Marilith replied, her earsflicking
downinablush.

"Mailith," theraven cdled gernly init'sdeep voice, "I'velittle time for this, and you and Seshaare
invading his privacy. Later on, you and | are going to have along chat about this particular event. But for
now, let themgo."

"Yes, Master Eddas. Sorry!" Marilith replied, and released my hand.



With a sudden gtartling jerk, | found myself awake in the bed, still snuggled up to Marilith. "What?
Where-"

Marilith interrupted me by reaching back to place her fingers over my lips. " Shhh. Joy is still
deeping.”

"Oh... Right..." I whispered, my mind till whirling.

Welay therein dlencefor awhile longer, and findly, Marilith Sghed. "Master Eddas is going to be
quite cross with me. Heisright - altering someone's dream does cost themrest. It isan imposition
of will upon their slegping mind," she whispered, and sighed.

I hugged her. "I didn't even know you could do that. That was... Truly wonderful,” | whispered. "I
want to do that again!"

Marilith looked over her shoulder and grinned. " You can do it yourself, with practice. It's called
'‘Lucid Dreaming’, and many mages learn to do it to protect themselves from dream-predators. |
can teach it to you, if you wish. Dream Recall, Lucid Dreaming... Even the limited form of Astral
Projection that mundanes can do. The largest limitation is that you are human, and mundane -
you cannot enter the dreams of otherslike | can, and your astral formisweak and relatively
power|ess.”

"No, | meant | want to dream with you again,” | replied, smiling.

Marilith smiled broadly. "Then go back to sleep, and I'll meet you in your dreams."”

| grinned and closed my eyes, and did just that.



TheOwl - 11

"We're being followed,” the young woman said, glancing behind her asthey waked down the Streets
of Greenhaven.

"1 know," theold priest replied calmly, ignoring the dark-haired man behind them. ""Pay him no mind,
for now."

"l can't, he makes me nervous,” the young woman shot back. The dark-haired, clean-shaven,
pale-skinned Arcadian man following them was dressed in a black leather doublet and breeches, black
leather knee-boots, along black puffy-shirt and short, fingerless gloves. He also bore asword at hisleft
hip, the scabbard hung in the ding of aduelist's sword belt, and a crimson sash about hiswaist and over
the bdt itsdf. He did not close the distance, but merdly followed, watching... Y &, everything about him
seemed to shout danger, to her.

"Y orindar iswatching over us. Have no fear," the old priest replied.

The woman shook her head. "Y ou've said that for years, and never been wrong. But, | fear that just
once, you will be"



"Oneday, | will. And on that day, | likely will die," theold priest replied, then smiled, glancing &t her.
"However, that day is not today. Ignore him, for now."

The woman shook her head again. "Even without him, I'm still worried. A good horsewill cost us at
least two gold at the market... I've only nineteen Vilandian silver crowns, and some copper. That may not
be enough.”

The old man started a smiling reply, but was interrupted by aharsh voice from anearby aley. "If
nineteen silver isn't enough for you, lass, then why not giveit to us?'

The old man and his companion paused, turning to face the speaker, and saw three rough-hewn men
leering at them. Casudly, smiling, each drew awesgpon - two drew crude knives, whiletheir leader drew
awell-worn broadsword. "Come, come, lass. We can see he'samendicant, you're obvioudly his
companion. Give us the money you carry for the priest, and there will be no trouble.”

The priest gazed at them, and let out aquiet Sigh. "It ismy duty to warn you that you oppose the will of
Y orindar. Turn away from this path, my child, or the future holds degth for two of you, and permanent
maming for thethird.”

The leader of the ruffians laughed. "Not from you, priest! Everyone knows a mendicant takesthe Vow
of Peace - you cannot injure us, even if you had some sorcery within that feeble body of yoursto do so.
Asfor thewoman... She hardly looks athreat. So who isit that will kill and maim us, old man?"

A whisper of steel was heard from behind them, and the strange man in black stepped forward. "That
would be me," hereplied camly, astrange, curved sword with abell-guard in hisfist. The weapon
looked ancient, the length of the blade engraved with unknown runes, the edge and point razor-keen.

"Theresthree of us," the leader spat to his companions. "Take him!" he cdled, and leaped forward, his
companionsfollowing.



What followed, to the woman's eyes, happened so fast it was nearly ablur. In an ingtant, the stranger
in black took a step forward, his blade dashing, and lopped off the hand of the dagger-wielding thug to
the left. Like the fluttering wings of abutterfly, his blade kept moving, dicing out to the thug on the right,
and doing the sameto him. A third stroke, met by aclumsy parry, and the leader staggered back, his
sword faling from hisfigt as he clutched at hisface. "My eyed Y ou've blinded me, you bastard!" he
shouted, blood running from benesth hisfingers.

"Terribly sorry, you moved as| cut. | meant to behead you," the man replied, wiping his sword on the
trailing ends of his sash. "Perhaps wandering the streets as a pitiable blind beggar the rest of your days
will change your attitude towards others,”" the stranger replied, and sheathed his sword as the other two
thugs ran, blood streaming from the sumps of their wrigts.

The old man sighed over the agonized moans of the blinded thug. " Those two will die- they will bleed
to death."

The man in black shrugged as the blinded thug dropped to his knees, his handsto his bloody face.
"With regret, priest, | cannot dole out sword strokes like an herbalist doles out doses of hismedicines.”

The old man smiled. "It was not an admonishment, my son. | am grateful to you. | merely regret their
pain," hereplied, and held out his hand to the blinded man, touching his head briefly as he muttered
quietly. The man's moans of pain and horror faded, and after amoment, he collapsed, the blood having
stopped flowing from hisruined eyes.

"Y ou heal him with sorcery, now?' the stranger asked.

"I can, but will not. He hasfainted, | have merely stopped the bleeding and seded the wound, so he
will not die of infection, later. Y our curse remains, and he shall wander the Streets of the city asablind
beggar. It was his destiny, my son. Perhaps he will learn what he needsto learn, and another of my order
will hedl him. Perhaps not. It matterslittle - he chose hispath in life years before, my son, and thisisit's
culmination.”

"Y ou spesk as though you knew thiswas going to happen.”



"I did. I'veknown it for severd years, now. Y orindar reveded their fateto mein adream. Astheold
saying goes, 'The Gods speak to us in dreams, if we will but listen.™

The stranger smiled, hisblue eyesflashing. "I am Corvid, Priest. Come - let us away from here, before
the city watch comes, | seelittle reason to bother with them over those three roaches.”

"Aye," the priest replied, and his companion reached out her hand, taking hisarm. As he began to
hobble away, |eaning upon his s&ff, he smiled again. "I am Father Patience. It isa pleasure to meet you,
Corvid."

"And who might your lovely companion be?' Corvid asked, smiling at the woman.

She smiled back warmly, but drew her hood closer about her face. "1 am no one, noble Corvid. | am
merely Father Patience's servant and dave.”

"Save?' Corvid asked, an eyebrow raised at the priest.

Father Patience smiled disarmingly. "A legd convenience, while| wasin Vilandia. | needed a
companion, and she was whom the gods presented for me. But, | feared she might be harmed - raped,
perhaps kidnapped and sold into davery. Asadave aready, she had ameasure of protection under their
laws. A collared davein Vilandiais equivaent to ahorse, legaly. And the pendty for stedling horsesis
degth by hanging, there."

"But thisis Arcadia, and here sheisfree," Corvid said, looking at her.

"If she so chooses, yes," Father Patience agreed.



"l do not so choose," the woman replied quietly. "1 have my own task that the Gods have given me, as
doweadll. And for now, that task isto be the companion of Father Patience, and to accompany him to
the lands of Hyperborea."

Corvid blinked amoment, then smiled at the two of them. "Y ou know the journey is madness, yes? It
iseasly saven hundred leagues to the Great Wall, and beyond lie horrors undreamed of. Giants, dragons,
ogres, fell beaststo devour one's flesh... Madness.”

Father Patience smiled again. "We are aware of the dangers. Y orindar watches over us, we will be
Quite safe.”

"And how will you even get there? | beg your pardon, but | cannot imagine one as aged as yoursdlf
walking that great adistance.”

"Weintend to purchase ahorse," Father Patience replied.

"And even if you makeit to the Great Wall, how will you passit? The guardslet no one through the
gate elther way, save for agents of the King."

Father Patience shrugged. "I don't know. | only know from my dreamsthat thisiswhere Y orindar
wishesmeto go."

"Dreams, again..." Corvid muttered, shaking his head.

"What isit, my son?"



"l had adream, too, Father. A dream that I, myself, would have to go to those forbidden lands to
findly resolve my quest. And that | would be accompanied by an old man and hisfemale companion.”

"Y our quest?' Father Patience asked, gazing at him.

"Yes. You see..." he began, then paused, and shook his head. "Nevermind. | followed you when | saw
you today because you matched that dream, the dream I've had nightly for over amonth. If the gods
speak to usin our dreams, my friend, than one of them was apparently screaming at me," he said, and
laughed. "Come - save your money on the horse, you won't need it. I'veasmall skiff |eft to me after |
sold my ship yesterday. Well buy some provisions and supplies, and sail dong the coast, beyond the
wadl."

Father Petience stopped, facing Corvid. "The coastline of Hyperboreais no less dangerous than it's
inland reaches, my son."

"Aye, S0 I've been told. But I'm asailor, Father Patience, and the seaiswhat | know," Corvid replied,
then grinned. "It's an amazing coincidence that | met you at just the time you needed me to meset you."

"There are no coincidences when the gods are involved, my son,” Father Patience replied, and his
companion nodded slently.



The Ocean - Eleven.

We awoke again in the late afternoon - Joy was dready up and outside the hidden sanctuary, and it
was afew minutes before Marilith and | joined her. VVaddan was awake again, tending his horse. Asfor
Eddas, she kndlt quietly near the campfire Vaddan had lit, Spping a abowl of wanda- stew that Joy had
madefor her. With her hood up and facing avay from me, shelooked terribly small. And, in truth, she
was- | was at least agood head taller than her. And yet, | remembered the gigantic raven I'd seen inthe
dream-state, and it's deep, booming voice. | remembered the story Eddas had told me four years ago,
when we rescued Marilith from the Temple of the Sun. Insde the body of that little half-elf woman was
the soul of aman, an ancient and powerful sorcerer. And yet, to my eye, shewasjust alittle half-elf. |
wasn't entirely certain what to think, anymore.

Vaddan... Oh, he smiled at me, now, but his smiles seemed nervous. He had been told that Marilith
was alesser demon, and he had not only seen her in her true form (or one of her two forms, a any rate),
he had now experienced her power. Marilith and | had hoped to spark someinterest in him. And, it
seemed we had. Y &, behind that, | could seein his eyesthat there was aso nervousness - and | worried
that nervousness was due to us. Marilith had told me that it was best not to mention the dream we had
given him, and amply let hisfedings develop normally. | wasn't entirely certain she wasright - but,
lacking the confidence adream inspires, | wastoo unsure of mysdlf to think of anything | might say,
anyway.

"Better, Old Man?" Joy asked, knedling beside Eddas.

"Y es, thank you, Joy," Eddas replied quietly. It seemed somehow odd to hear awoman's voice
emanating from the hood of her robe.

"Y ou need deep,” Joy said, looking Eddas over.

"Yes, | do. But resting with meditation will haveto do, for now."

Vaddan placed his horse-brush back into abox on his wagon, then looked over to Eddas. "Areweto
go soon, Goodmaid Raven?' he asked, and looked up to the sky. "We're only afew hundred pacesfrom
the road, but night will be faling in perhapstwo hours."



"No. Were out of theimmediate area of danger. Here, we wait awhile. Well move oninthe
morning."

"Wait? Wait for what?"

Eddas paused, then shook her head. "Refugees, friend Vaddan.”

"Err... Refugees?' V addan asked, an eyebrow raised.

"Yes. No army can completely sedl off an areathat large, particularly given the way they arrived and
how they attacked. There will always be those who fled once the fighting started, and those who fled
once the city was taken, before they sealed the gates. | must know what is happening. And, somehow..."
Eddas said, and sighed. "Somehow, | must help them.”

"Help...?" Vaddan said, and | could see hisface screwing up in anger. "Help them? Help them?! But
you refused to do anything when they needed help the most! Y ou said you were a Great Mage, wielder
of tremendous power - and yet you did nothing!"

"There was nothing | could do, it hasdready happened! It isthe past!" Eddas yelped.

"Yes, it'sthe past now, but last evening, it wasthe future!™

" Your future. My past. | cannot change my past. | tried! | tried to warn them at the Mordovian
Circle! They cdled meafool!™



| could see Vaddan struggling to control himself. After along moment, he spoke again, hisvoice levd.
"Perhaps | am merely amundane, and not privy to what you know. But | do know that despite them, you
gl could have acted.”

Eddas shook her head. "No. It'simpossible. | aready know the war happened, and | know they won,
and our people and civilization were destroyed. | cannot change that. That ismy past. To changeit would
literally mean changing my past. That which happened to me, would not happen - and, perhaps,
everything | have done would be un-done. Ellysande Northstar would never have entered my tomb,
because the nation of people that birthed her and raised her would not come into existence. Joy would
not be here, for she would have had no reason to leave her little village of giantsto seek acurefor her
tiny size - she would have been born anorma giantessinstead of a mana-storm spawning in one of the
future Dead Zones, brushing her mother and atering her germ plasm. Even if through some fluke shewas
born amidget anyway, | would not have been there without Ellysande Northstar, thus there would have
been nowhere to go to seek a cure to begin with. Without me, Darian's people and kingdom would not
exig, and as such, Joy's marriage to Darian never have happened, and their children would never have
been born. She never would have had reason to travel to the ruins of Dohbari to meet the giants there,
for there would be no ruinsthere nor giants, thus she never would have met her second husband and her
giant-children never would have been born, either. Sashaand Marilith would not be here, for | would not
have been at the Temple of the Sun to help Sasha rescue her soul-sister from bondage and death -
Marilith would smply be dead, and likely Sashawould have died trying to fight Brionnach by hersdlf. If |
or any of uswere able to change the past, we literally would not exist here and now to be able to change
the past,” Eddas said, then shook her head. "No, Vaddan. Thisis my past, and | cannot changeit. If |
was ableto changeit, | literally would not be here to be able to changeiit.”

"But..."

Eddas rose to her feet, then threw back the hood of her robe to glare at Vaddan, her face amask of
fury. "Don't you think | WANT to?!" Eddas suddenly shrieked. "Don't you think | WANT to go over
there now and try to crush their armies?! Inside this body, | am till ME - Eddas Ayar, a man of
Hyperborea and a battle mage, risen from the grave as a liche seventeen centuries from now to
possess thislittle body you see before you! These are my people! YOU are my people! But in my
time, nearly two millennia from now, our nation and people are GONE! Everything isin RUINS
Don't you think I WANT to save my people from extinction?!" Eddas shrieked, waving her handsin
frudration. "I CAN'T! If | could, I'd already have doneit, and if I'd already done it, | wouldn't be
hereto doit!"

Vaddan blinked. "I... | don't understand...”



Joy placed alarge, gentle hand on Eddas arm, then looked to VVaddan. "It's paradox, Vaddan. As|
told you before, Eddas can get truly confusing once you redlly get him going. Y ou're only seeing the tail of
the oiliphant - the bulk of the beast is even larger. Eddas doesn't know what will happen in your future.
He doesn't know what we will do together. He only knowswhat we didn't do. And what we didn't dois
save the people of Hyperborea. If we had, he would aready know that it happened, and know how he
didit, because it would bein his past and he would remember it."

"And..." Vaddan said, hegitating. "And what you'retrying to say isthat if you did save our people...
Then the things that happened later... The things that brought you here, now... Never would have
happened. And you wouldn't be here to save our peoplein thefirst place.”

"Correct," Eddas replied, and flicked the hood of her robe back in place, hiding her face in shadow.
"Such isthe nature of Paradox, Vaddan. | cannot un-do what has been done in my past, even though
from your perspective, it has not happened yet. Our people are doomed.”

"So what can you do?' Vaddan asked, sighing.

"l don't know. I only know what | intend to try."

"What do you intend, then?'

"| told you. | am going to wait here until dawn, to seeif any refugees following the main roads on foot
pass our way. And | am going to try to help them, if | can. Tend to their wounds. Feed them. Speak with
them. Learn asmuch as | can about the enemy, and what is happening. Then, come the dawn, we will
move on, towards Wilandacity.”

"Where you intend to try to seek away back to your time," Vaddan finished.

"Y%"



"And what of us? Y ou say you are one of us. What happensto our people, Eddas Ayar?"

"They die, asthey dready did, centuriesago in my time," Eddas replied, quietly.

My heart sank at those words. Vaddan... | loved him. Truly | did. And yet, he was doomed to die,
nearly two milleniabefore | would ever be born. Nothing | could do would change that.

'Or would it?" | wondered, thinking.

Vaddan stood quietly, also thinking. Finally, he shook hishead. "No, my friend. Eddas Ayar, you say
that you are one of us. But if you truly are one of us, then you know that thisisnot our way. To smply...
Give up? To lie down and die when degth isinevitable?" VVaddan shook his head again. "No, my friend.
Astheold saying goes, 'It is far better to die on one's feet than to die on one's knees.' Perhapsthis...
Paradox you spesk of, which | do not understand... Perhaps it prevents you from truly succeeding. But
this does not mean you should not try. It istheway of our people, Eddas Ayar. And if you are one of us,
you know thisin your heart."

"Stupid male Hyperborean code of honor..." Joy muttered, glaring at VVaddan. "Don't you dare try
to get him to do something stupid in the name of honor, Vaddan!" Joy snapped, waggling athick, gloved
finger & him. "I've spent decades trying to break him of that stupid mae Hyperborean habit of going off
and getting himsdf killed just to preserve hishonor!"

Marilith giggled, and VVaddan grinned wryly. "We are Hyperboreans, Goodmaid Joy. Asthe saying
goes, we are what we are."

Eddas, however, smply shrugged. "I know what you're saying, Vaddan. But what can | do? These
three need meto get home again. | cannot abandon my duty to them, and thereis nothing | can doto
change the past.”



"lan't there?' | asked, suddenly, the glimmering of anideaforming in my mind.

Eddas |ooked to me, afinely-arched eyebrow raised. "What do you mean, Sasha?'

"Widll... | realize you know alot about thisand | don't, but..." | said nervoudy. It took me amoment,
but | finally screwed up my courage and just blurted it out. "What if you'rewrong? What if the past can
be changed, and thus the future changes? What if timeisn't like arope or abridge, with asingle beginning
and asingleend? What if timeislikearoot of atree, with thousands of little rootlets that split off into
thousands of dternate pasts? What if the future islike the branches of the tree, splitting off into thousands
of different possible futures?’

Eddas smiled. "It was, before the Divine Covenant and the formation of the Arc of Time. Inthe
beginning, the past was infinitely malleable - athousand different pasts could have been true, or dl of
them at once, or none of them. Before the Arc of Time, the universe was semi-causal and non-causal
chaos, where literdly anything and everything could have been true a any given point intime. Today, the
exigence of the Arc of Time meansthat thereis only one padt, leading to the Universal Present. From
there, an infinity of possible futures have theoretical existence - but in the end, only one future will actualy
cometo pass, asthe Arc of Time growsto reach that point. What the gods fight over is which of the
theoretica futures will actually cometo pass. The past itself, once set, does not change. It cannot - it's
one of the basic eements of the Arc of Time. There are afinite number of universeswhich sprang into
being at the formation of the Arc of Time, out of the various dternate redlities of timethat existed in the
non-causal chaos of the beginning. But, the formation of the Arc of Time meansthere are no moreto be
formed. We cdll our redity - this universe you see around us and dl the planes and dimensions connected
toit - the Prime Materid Plane. Theoreticdly, there are other, separate universes with their own planes
and sub-dimensions connected to them, all apart of the greater redity which floats above the Void, the
greater redity we call the Multiverse, dl of which sprung from dternate pasts and aternate underlying
physicd laws and were separated at the dawn of the Arc of Time."

| blinked. "Ummm... Theoreticaly?'

"Yes. Thisworld, what you see around you and dl the planes and dimensions which connect to it,
form one universe, with the Arc of Time governing it fromit's early daysto now, and stretching forward
into the future. But, theoreticdly, there could be many separate universes, each with their own peoples
and their own underlying physica laws, dl likely as different from each other asnight and day. It'seven
theoretically possible that each hasit'sown Arc of Time - or perhaps adifferent construct entirely, each
congtruct suited for the physica laws of each individua universe. Thisgreater theoreticd redlity of



multiple universes overlying the Void is called the Multiverse. But, these separate universes are
completely digtinct from this universe, so from the perspective of hyperdimensona mathematics, they are
treated as being nonexistent, asthereisno interaction between them. Likeidandsin aseaof infinite Sze,
the various universes which comprise the Multiverse are floating in the Void, and as such are separated
by infinite distance within the VVoid, and do not interact. And, there are no more universesto be formed
from the VVoid unless one of the Gods attains dominance, which will grant them the power to spesk the
WORD asthe Creator did, and spawn another universe from the VVoid to their liking. That wasthe
purpose of the Arc of Time, Sasha - to apply order to the infinite Chaos of the Void, and alow lifeand
freewill toexig."

"But how do you know that'strue?' | asked, not willing to give up the point. "How do you know that
anew universe doesn't spring from events going oneway or ancther, creating an dternate universe?

Eddas shrugged. "Badic tempord theory and hyperdimensona mathematics. The foundation of the
current understanding of the universe as awhole is based upon these theories, which were developed by
Magter Dyclon of the Dyclonic Circle severa centuries before | was born. It was aso independently
developed by the elves ages before him, and their understanding of tempora and hyperdimensiond
mathematicsisidentica. In short, the persond flow of time can be manipulated - | can useaspell to
make time pass faster or dower for you, making you move more quickly or more dowly relaiveto the
rest of the universe by altering your persona temporo-spatial constants. But | cannot affect Universal
Time, because the Universa Present isadimensionless constant. And, as I've explained before, the
sructure of the Arc of Time and the universe as awhole makestime trave itsdf forward or back from
the Universal Present suicidd, at best.”

"But what if your theoriesare wrong?" | perssted. "How do you redly know until you've actudly
tried? What if even thetiniest of actions can cause anew future to come about... A separate universe
where things happened differently? Winning awar... Or maybe just whether or not aglass of wineis
spilled? Perhaps even the smalest of things can cause anew future to come about?'

Eddas smiled. "Y ou are talking about reativigtic time. That theory is discredited, because it requires
the new universe to form from something.”

"Err... | don't understand. | dready said it would form from actions that differed...” | said, confused.

"No, no. Think for amoment... Think of everything you see around you. Vaddan, the cart, the horse,



your sigter, Joy, mysdlf... Thetrees, the forest, the grass, the world... All the peoplein theworld, and all
the creatures on other worlds and other dimensions of our universe... Pictureit in your mind. Picture
putting everything - al matter in al dimensons, everything - on atitanic set of scales. It hasweight, yes?
A tremendous amount of weight, but it hasweight, yes?'

"Well... | suppose..."

"Now, picture that spilling acup of wine or not spilling the cup of wine causes another universeto
come into existence. Now your mass doubles. Where did the extra mass come from?"

"Ummm... The Void? Everything sprang from the V oid when the Creator spoke the WORD, yes?
Even the Gods?'

"Y es. But we are not the Creator, and spilling aglass of wineis hardly equa to speaking the WORD
and forming anew universe from the infinity of the Void," Eddasreplied. "And eveniif it were o, this
means that new matter is being drawn from the void infinite times, over and over again, astime passes.
The mass of the total number of aternate universes grows exponentidly, astheir timelinesbranch and
branch again, like the branches of the tree you mentioned earlier, until findly they reach infinity in number.
All thiswould have to come from the Void. And while the void isinfinite, if you draw from an infinite pool
of water with aninfinitey large bucket, you end up with nothing - infinity minusinfinity iszero. Intime, the
void would be exhausted, and the Arc of Time, which isformed of the Void itself, would ceaseto form,
and thisuniverse and dl the other infinite dternate universes on infinite dternate timelineswould dl just
suddenly... Stop," she said, snapping her fingers.

Marilith smiled. " Sister, the basic theory of relativistic timeisthat it is major incidents that
cause splitsin Universal Time and form alternate Universal Presents, not trivial incidents like the
spilling of a glass of wine. But Master Eddasisright - the universe is extremely old. If the theory
of relativistic time was true, then eventually, all the universes will come to an end as their number
approaches infinity, and draws the infinity of the Void down to zero."

| wasn't willing to give up on Vaddan quite that easily. "Maybe... Maybe not. Maybe it wouldn't stop.
Maybe beyond a certain point, new universes stop forming. Or maybeit'snot just mgor events... Maybe
it's specific events. Things the Gods work towards making happen, or not happen. But whether it was or
wasn't, how would you know?"



| expected Eddas to immediately shrug off my reply again, but she did not. Instead, she stood there,
thinking and stiroking her chin. After amoment, Marilith did the same, thinking about what I'd said.

After along moment, Eddas |owered her ebon-gloved hand and looked a me. "By experiment. There
isno other way. The only way to prove or disprove any theory isthrough experiment - any theory that
cannot be proven or disproven through experiment is not atheory, it's a philosophy. A successful
experiment would cause an aternate future to come into existence - one where Hyperborea was not
destroyed in the Great War, and my people did not die. Having traveled to the dternate future, we would
then be standing in an dternate Universal Present, having come from the origina one. Then, spellsthat
permit travel between aternate universes by opening agateway to the origind Universa Present could be
devel oped, further proving the theory. We would return to where we came from, and the new universe,
where the Hyperborean people and civilization were not destroyed, would continue on separately.”

Marilith nodded. "I agree. The only way to prove or disprove any theory is through successful
experiment. And we are currently in the best position to perform such an experiment, aswe are
currently in our past." Marilith'slong earsflicked. " Someone is coming, Eddas Ayar. From the
sound of it, a small group of people, on foot."

"Conced yoursdlf and your sister asyou did before, and I'll conced Joy," Eddas replied, gesturing.
Moments later, Vaddan stood beside what appeared to be three hyperborean women in black robes,
and Eddas.

"So you will try?" Vaddan asked, grinning at Eddas.

Eddas nodded. "Y es, my friend. | will. | cannot guarantee | will succeed. Everything | know of
tempora theory tdls me this experiment will fail. But, | will try anyway. Y ou areright, of course. It isour
way," she said, then pointed. "Come, Vaddan. | can see the refugees there, between the trees. Let'sgo
to them, and lead them here. Then, I'll conjurefood for them.”

V addan nodded, and he and Eddas began walking towards the forest nearer the road. Once they'd
gone out of earshot, Joy glowered a mefor along moment in her illusory disguise as a Hyperborean
woman. Findly, she walked up to me, and growled at me quietly. " So, you think you've been smart, now.



Y ou've called upon hisweakness for research and knowledge, and Vaddan has caled upon his honor.”

"Err... Joy, 1-" | began, but Joy smply interrupted me with ahostile hiss.

"Y our little experiment will require him to fight and win awar he dready knows islogt, and awar that
reduced alarge portion of Hyperboreato barren wastelands. If he dies performing your little
experiment, Sasha, | will smash you flat,” Joy hissed, then looked to Marilith. "And don't expect you'll
be able to protect her either, Marilith. Thisis your fault, too, and if he dies, you'll share your sigter'sfate,"

she hissed, then paused, swallowing back asob. "I hate the both of you!"

| watched mutely as Joy strode over to the cookfire, and plopped herself down besideit to silently
weep. | didn't know what | could say - or, redly, if anything could be said. But | had to try to save
Vaddaninany way | could. | loved him - | couldn't just let him go.

| felt Marilith'sarm wrap about me for ahug, and | hugged her back. "1 had to do it,” | whispered.

"1 know," shewhispered back. "I had to, as well."



Interlude | - The Raven.

| paused before yet another of the refugees, casting aquiet spell to heal the minor bruisesand
abrasonsthey'd sustained fleeing the city and traveling through the wilderness for anight and aday. Joy
was furious with me, naturally, but there wasllittle to be donefor it. There were several hundred refugees
indl, mog fairly bedraggled from anight and aday of fleeing with little food or water. There werelikely
hundreds more, | discovered after talking to them, and these were merely the ones that came our way.
Marilith, Joy, Vaddan and Sasha had spent the remainder of the afternoon and on into the evening
distributing bowls of food and pitchers of water that | had summoned. Now, with most of them fed, |
saw our little group gathered around the central camp-fire. Joy, naturaly, sat gpart from Marilith, Sasha
and Vaddan, and she was apparently sulking. | sghed. There was much | wanted to tell her - but there
wasn't any way to say it.

| paused in my work, gazing at ayoung man in gray robeswho sat in the grass of the night-time forest,
near our central clearing. As| gazed a him, he reached up to pull the hat he was wearing down a bit,
hiding hisface. "I know you..." | said, recognition dawning.

Theyoung man said nothing in reply, smply gazing at the bowl of grud held been given.

| reached out, taking hishat in my hand, and lifting it from hishead - revealing that the young man's
head was shaved bald. It was him. "Gresetings, Apprentice.”

The young man sighed. "Greetings, Goodmaid Raven."

One of the other refugees nearby looked up. " A sorcerer? This one was a battle-mage? Why ishe
here, and not back there, fighting?"

"No sorcerer or battle-mage,” | replied, reaching over to pat the one who'd spoken on the shoulder.
"Merely an apprentice of the Mordovian Circle - achild, in terms of sorcery, and hardly capable of
fighting the Invaders.”



The apprentice seemed to bristle at that, but only for amoment. Y es, Goodmaid Raven. | an Barag
Kaid. Merdy an apprentice - though my journeyman's examinations were to be next month, when |
turned eighteen. | stayed and helped aslong as| could, until the Masters ordered the surviving
journeymen to get the gpprentices out of the city,” he said, then let out adry laugh. "Masters. They hardly
earned the name, | think. | watched you conjure food for two hundred, just now. It would take dl the
magtersin the circle to manage the same, no single master has that much strength.”

| gazed a him coolly, keeping my face impassive with the skill of an expert chatto player. "Once
you've mastered the Deegp Magic, conjuring food istrivia, Apprentice.”

Barag gaped at mefor along moment. "The Degp Magic? But such knowledge does not exist... The
masters of my circlesaid it waslost, ages ago..." he said, then shook hishead. "And yet, it seemsthey
werewrong. Again," he said, and sighed again. "The masters cast you out as afool, because you were
an df and awoman. It was they who werefoals, | think. Y ou warned us, we ignored you - and now,
hereweare.”

"Indeed," | replied, and leaned on my staff, gazing at him. "These others... They're ordinary mundanes,
with not even alick of training in combat. Y ou, however, are not. What can you tell me of the enemy,
Apprentice Barag?"'

Barag shook his head. "They're strong, very strong. They have large machines... Semi-golems, | think,
much like our ornithopters. But they do not fly, they walk. They're larger than ogres, and nearly
indestructible. Eight of our masters and twenty journeymen blasted one with lightning a once asit came
down the Street towards our tower - it only staggered, then dew them dl with ablast of fire. They can be
dowed, like giants, by turning the ground to mud benegath them, but their pilotsare skilled. If themud is
not turned to stoneimmediately after, they crawl out swiftly - faster than one might imaginelooking at
their lumbering gait.”

| waved ahand, interrupting him. "I know of their machines, | fought them before.”

Barag blinked, astonished. "You did?!"

"Yes. And won - but thisisn't important, now. What I'm most interested in isthe remainder of their



troops. What are they armed with? What armor do they wear?”'

"Wadll... What | saw of them, they wear armor of meta plates. No chain at al, just... Articulated plates,
everywhere. The armor gleams the same bronze-gold astheir machines...”

"Orichalchum, yes. Their machines are made mostly of highly enchanted orichachum. Go on."

"For weapons, they use primarily pole-arms. Err... | don't know what to compare them to, weve
nothing like them. Like ahaberd, | suppose... The saff is perhaps seven and ahdf cubitsin length, and
at each end isadouble-bitted axe, with athrusting tip. The blades gleam bronze, aswell... More

orichachum, perhgps?'

"Likely so, Apprentice,” | agreed with anod. "What €l se can you tell me? Did you see what they look
like beneeth their armor?"

"Well, no. Their armor coversthem completely, from head to toe. Their hdmets... They have ditsin
them... Apparently that's what they see through. But it was dark, | couldn't see what they looked like
beneath them. Their armor is strong, but our masters were able to fell their warriors with strokes of
lightning. Their machines, however, we could not fell.”

| stroked my chin with agloved hand, thinking. "Hmmm... That much oricha chum tendsto imply they
lack stedl, where they came from... Otherwise, they'd be using mithril, or even adamant. Interesting...” |
said, then looked to Barag again. "What of missile troops? Archers? Crossbowmen?"

"Only afew - | saw one with astrange crossbow... Judging from it's Size and effect, it wasasiege
crossbow, many stonein draw. It had abox of bolts beneath, and re-cocked itself after it wasfired, very
swiftly... Thump-thump-thump-thump. When the bolts were gone, the warrior reloaded with extra
boxes he carried at hiswaist and hips. Some of their war-machines fired bolts, aswell, and they fired just
as swiftly. Of course, their soldiers did not need ranged weapons, for the most part, they smply charged
and meleced. Arrows and crossbow bolts from the city guards did nothing against their armor, they
smply bounced harmlesdy."



"Redly?' | asked, amazed. "Interesting... An articulated suit like that could not be enchanted asa
whole, you'd never be ableto open it to take it off. The only way that could work isif they used the same
invulnerability enchantments on their machinesto each plate of their armor... Incredibly tricky and costly
work, but it would protect them against ordinary missiles and make them nearly unbesatablein melee...” |
sad, thinking, then looked to him again. "What of battle-mages? Did they have any?'

"Nonethat | saw or heard of. It was Ssmply the forces of the city againgt their halberdiers and their
machines. But, they crushed usfairly handily, despite everything our circle and the city guards could do.
They may have them anyway, but smply did not call upon them as they were not needed.”

"Hmmm... Given what you saw, however, they have a high demand for mages... It ssems more likely
their people focus entirely on enchantment, not battle-magic... A possible weakness, perhaps...”

Barag shook his head. "No weakness, Goodmaid Raven. One of their machinesis more than amatch
for adozen masters, and three or four easily amatch for an entire circle. Even if you are aMistress of the
Deep Magic, they are likely amatch for you, aswell.”

"Perhaps. Perhaps not. | think-" 1 began, but was interrupted by afirm tap on my shoulder. | turned to
see Joy, stlanding behind me, concealed by her illusion as a Hyperborean woman. Even through the
illusion, however, the expression on her face was quite clear.

"Old Man, we need to talk," she said, in a voice that showed she'd brook no objections.

"Shelooks neither old nor male, to me," Barag said suddenly, and burst out laughing.

Joy glared at the gpprentice fiercely, and after afew moments, his laughter became nervous, then he
coughed twice, and fdll slent. Joy held her commanding gaze. "When | want yapping from you, puppy,
I'll let you know."



"Y es, madam,” hereplied, bowing his head. Joy could have that effect on people. | supposed it came
from severa decades of life spent as a Queen.

| smiled - a pleasant smile sometimesworked with her. "What did you want to talk about, Joy?"

"Not here. In your sanctuary. | want some privacy."

| nodded, suppressing my reaction, and began pulling off my gloveto reach my thumb-ring. "Of
course, Joy," | replied.

Awnhilelater, after I'd set up my hidden sanctuary and Joy and | had climbed into it (vanishing into the
ar, much to the astonishment of the mundane refugees surrounding our little camp), Joy turned to me.
"Old Man, you will not die”

"I've no intention of dying, Joy."

"You doif you intend to try to win thiswar!" Joy snapped. "And just exactly what do you think will
happen if you do win? The nations of the Southlands will never come about - Darian will never be born,
you will never have arisen from your tomb, none of thiswill hgppen!™

"I'm quite aware of that, Joy."

"Maybe Sashaisright, and anew universe spawns... But that means your daughters and
granddaughters, my children and grandchildren... None of them will exist! And what if we can't get back
to where they are? What do we do then? And what do we do if you're both wrong?™ Joy reached out
suddenly, grabbing my left forearm in apainful grip that was, in truth, only afraction of her strength.

"Both wrong?" | asked, wincing dightly under her grip.



"Yes What if both you and Sashaare wrong? What if the future can be changed, paradox be
damned? What then? My children... Y our children... They would al be gonel” Joy glared fiercely at

me. "l loveyou, Old Man. Morethan lifeitsalf. But | will not let you kill both your children and mine
before they're ever born!"

"Joy, two things..." | said, now wincing greetly, as Joy's grip squeezed the bones together in my arm
and was dowly making my hand go numb.

"What?2"

"Fird, | have no intention of doing anything that will cause my children or yoursto cesseto exis.
Second, if you squeeze any harder, you're going to break the bonesin my arm. | know you threaten to

do that often, but | think if you actudly did, you'd be very upset afterwards - more than you areright
now. Pleaselet go."

Joy released me suddenly, her eyeswide. "I... I'm sorry, | never meant to..."

| shook my arm abit, my hand tingling. "Joy, it'sdright. I've had ogresrip off my aamsand legsand
eat them and yet | hedled from that, thisbody can regenerate from dmost anything.”

"I'm sorry! | didn't mean to hurt you, Eddas! | love you!" Joy sobbed, opening her armsto me.

| smiled, and we exchanged a hug for along moment as Joy sobbed. "I love you, too, Joy. Very
much."

It was quite awhile before Joy had control of herself again, but findly she did. Joy sghed, hugging me
slently, then leaned back. | watched as she struggled to glower a me. "If you love me, too, Eddas, then



you should ligento me.”

"I do, Joy. Always. Y ou are aChild of the Mountain, agiant. In the terms of the great game the gods
play for dominion of the universe, you are just as much atool of thegodsas| am - in your case, the gods
of your mother and father, and dl your ancestors; the gods of the Giants. To me, however, you are my
mate, my beloved, and my own personal mountain - my rock, to hold me steady on the course of life. |
awaysligento you. | don't dways agree with you, but | aways listen to you. But, in turn, there are times
you must listen to me - and thisis one of them. Come - sit with me, here on the cot. Come,” | said,

gesturing.

We sat on the cot, and Joy wiped her eyes. "'If you intend to try to talk meinto agreeing, Eddas, I'll tell
you now, it won't work. Those are my children we're talking about.”

| nodded. "And mine. Which iswhy you now must listen, Joy. | ordered V addan to continue on,
driving hishorseto near collapseto get asfar away from the city aswe could. And yet, when we turned
off theroad, | saw the road-marker, and knew where we were. | know where we are, and | know what
happens here, Joy," | said, and gestured to my bookshelf. A dim book floated down and into my hand
through the telekinetic power in thering of my left middle finger, and | opened it, paging throughiit for a
bit. | stopped, my finger on a certain page, then held it to her. "Read it."

"Ummm... Thisis Gorol'sdiary... Thediary of your old friend... Y ou were reading it the day Sashaand
Marilith cameto ask usto help them..."

"Yes. Yorindar hinted in adream the night before that the words of an old friend would have greater
meaning than hethought. He thought, not she. All | could think of was Gorol's diary, and that'swhy | was
reading it. And now, | know what Y orindar meant. Read here."

"Ummm... It describes the work of hisfriends, Master Barad and Master Kardak..."

"Yes. Now read there," | said, pointing.



"Oh... Oh, my..." Joy said, her eyeswidening.

"Exactly," | said, and fdt achill astheword fell from my lips.

Joy shuddered as she heard me speak as the Raven of Y orindar, then looked up to me. "How long
have you known?'

"Since this morning, when we finaly stopped and turned off the road to alow Vaddan'shorseto rest. |
saw the league marker on theroad.”

Joy gaped at me. "Then why?! Why did you agree?!"

"For two reasons - thefirgt, of course, being what | already said: The proof of the theory isin the
experiment. | cannot provethat | am right to her or you or anyone el se without trying to prove | am
wrong, and without proof, I'm smply spouting a philosophy. Second, because it dawned on me that this
ispart of her forging, Joy. Thisisalesson shemust learn.”

"Lesson? What lesson?" Joy yel ped.

"The same lesson | was taught by avery old pixie - and the same lesson you learned the day you
turned to me and asked 'Can't, or won't?""

Joy flinched back as though dapped, her eyeswide. A moment later, she bowed her head, then
sghed. "That was ahard lesson, Old Man. Very hard.”

"Yes, itwas" | replied, taking her hand in mine and squeezing it gently.



We st in slence for amoment, gazing at each other. Findly, Joy sighed again. "Does Marilith know?'

"] think she does, yes. Shejust doesn't know how to tell Sasha, yet. That, too, is part of her lesson.
Don't judge her by how she acts around me, Joy. She sees me as being superior to her, and she owes
her life and health to me. In the end, she's ftill ademon - that means she acts subordinate to me, and her
inginctstell her to question her judgement when she's around me. It's how they survive, Joy, it'sapart of
their culture and who they are, at heart. What she must learn isthat sheis now part of our world - and
here, sheismy peer. Perhaps not my equal in raw power, no. But, in some areas, she is superior to me,
so the net isthat sheisapeer. Thisis something she has yet to adapt to - so, don't judge her by how she
actsaround me. Sheis gtill two thousand, eight hundred and six years old, Joy. Even though she spent
most of that time in asorcerous prison, sheistill an Ancient One, as much as any dragon.”

"Or asmuch asyoursdf," Joy said, asmile at the corner of her lips.

| smiled wryly. "Yes"

"| should apologize to them.”

"No, you shouldn't. Y ou should let it go, for now. We have other things to concern ourselves with -
and soon. Likely tonight."

Joy shook her head. "No, you don't understand, | must gpologize. | threatened to Ssomp them if their
foolish plan got you killed, and-"

| silenced her by placing my gloved fingers over her lips, then tapped a pointed ear with afinger. "Joy,
you forget - | heard you. These ears are sharper than your own.”

Joy blushed. "I... I'm sorry, Old Man."



"I'm not. It pleased me to know | was believable - and it pleased me to know you ill love me."

Joy grinned. "Sill?! Always, Old Man. Always" she said, and hugged me again quite fiercely.

At last, shelet mego, and | grinned at her. "Good. Now, please fedl freeto object to me at every turn,
it won't do to have you suddenly happy and agreeing with me. Besides, it will still be dangerous, | need
you to keep me congtantly on my toes and thinking about everything that might go wrong - and thinking
about things that might go wrong is something you're quite good at, my dear. And things can Hill go
wrong, Joy. The fate of Hyperboreaiis set, but our persona futures are not assured.”

Joy nodded. "1 understand, Old Man. All those lectures do eventudly snk in, intime."

"l would expect so, you're & least twice as smart as| am, your only problem isyou weren't raised
with the same education | was," | replied, rising to my feet.

Joy laughed. "Me? Twice as smart asyou? Oh, hardly, Old Man!"

"Oh, redlly? Between the two of us, who was it that managed to learn to speak passable Larinianin
just two months?'

"Well, yes, but-"

"And who wasit that was queen for forty years, handling dozens and dozens of various problems of
rulership with Darian, and yet somehow managed in between timesto raise two children, both of whom
were haf-giants and strong as oxen before they could even toddle?”



"Wéll, yes, that was me, but-"

"Oh, and how many times have you had to drag me back from the brink of my own stupidity, like that
time |l smply sat therein despair and let myself starve because | was so abjectly londy?”

"Err... Wdl, not that often, but-"

| reached back to my ponytail, adjusting the raven feathers beneath my silver head-band. "Dear, | love
you, and you're actudly quite intelligent, far more so than mysdf. If you continue to disagree with me on
that point, I'm likely to become quite cross with you, so shut up.”

Joy clapped her mouth shut, then grinned a me silently.

"Thank you. Now, how do | look?", | asked, brushing my robes free of dust and grass with a cantrip.

"Likethe Raven of Yorindar," Joy replied, smiling.

"Good. I've been hearing at least one of their machines gpproaching for the last ten minutes, | really
loathe going into battle looking amess. Petty, perhaps, but it's a personal point of honor, with me."

Joy darted, then looked to me. "What... What shdl | do, Eddas? Shall | fight with you?"

"Not thistime. Later, yes, but not thistime. Now, | need you to stay here and pull the rope up after
I'm gone. There's nothing you could do a normal size, and a the size of agiant, you smply become a
target. Stay here, with the rope up. You'll be safe, and | won't have to worry about you. Later you'll be
needed, but not right now."



"Master Eddas!" Marilith's voice caled from below. " Someone is coming! It's the Invaders!”

"Becareful, Old Man,” Joy said quietly.

| nodded. "I will, Joy. For you," | replied, and climbed down the rope, the power of Dyarzi's boots
and gloves making me nimble as aspider on athread.

The Owl - 111

"First sign of clear beach-head we've seenin days..." Corvid muttered, his hand on thetiller of the
swift little skiff. Nine days of sailing had passed with good wegther - a crisp wind blew from the west,
giving Corvidslittle skiff abeam reach wind each day so far. Y et, the closer they'd gotten to the Great
Wall, therockier and rockier the coast had become. Beyond the great wall, the rocks had thinned some,
and narrow strips of beach had appeared again. But, the shores were gtill too dangerous to attempt a
landing... Until today. Now, two days sailing north of the Great Wall, he could findly see pristine, clear
beaches, with scrublands beyond.

Father Patience nodded from where he sat nearby. "Y es, my son. The coast is extremely rocky near
the Great Wall - that iswhy King Darian chose that location for the seaward edge to end, a century ago
or 0. Here, it issmoother, we will be able to make landing here.”



"Heh. The beach looks too smooth, too gentle... Almost inviting. Some other danger must await, eh?"
Corvid sad, flashingawry grin.

"Quite so, my son. Asthe old saying goes, 'Here there be giants.™

"And here" the dave-woman cdled brightly, holding out abowl of fish to Father Petience, "there be
lunch,” shefinished, and laughed.

"Thank you, child," Father Patience replied, smiling, and took the bowl! from her. He began esting
quietly with hisfingers, his eyes on the nearby shore.

"Will you have some, friend Corvid?' the dave-woman asked, holding abowl out to him.

"I've got to keep my hand on thetiller,” Corvid replied, smiling. "I'll est later.”

"Eat now with your other hand, I'll hold the bowl,” she replied, smiling back a him.

Corvid nodded. "Alright," he said, reaching to the bowl of fish with hisleft hand and plucking aportion
of it. He atein Slence for amoment, then spoke again. "What of you?"

"I am fine, friend Corvid, | have dready eaten.”

Time passed quietly, and soon the meal was done. The dave-woman held out abowl of water for
each man to wash their hands in, then gave each of them amug of the grog Corvid had packed aboard.
As shewas cleaning and packing away the bowls again, Father Patience pointed. "There, my son. A
giat."



"l see him, Father," Corvid replied. Hisvoice was cam, but he felt aclench of fear in hisgut. The
Cregture was enormous - easily Sixteen cubitstall, possibly more, and dressed in garments of cowhide. In
his hands the giant bore atremendous net, gpparently intending to do some fishing. Upon seeing thelittle
skiff, however, he dropped the net, and reached to a sack at hisside. "What's he doing?”

"Likely reaching for astoneto sink uswith, my son," Father Patience replied. "They can cast astone
aslarge as your head severa hundred paces, and they guard these waterswell - for these coastal giants,
fish make up alarge portion of their food supplies, and they consider the waters and fish much the same
as ashepherd consders hisfields and flocks."

"I'll turn us back out to seq, to stay out of hisrange, then," Corvid said as the dave-woman came and
sat nearby them. "Mind the boom, I'll beturning,” he called.

"No, my son,” Father Patience replied, reaching out a hand to stop him. "Merely tack the ship so that
you need not hold onto the tiller for amoment, and can have both hands free."

"Err... Both hands free?"

"Yes, my son. Do it now, please, wevelittletime."

"Alright,” Corvid replied, angling the ship dightly, then grabbing aloose painter line and tying it about
thetiller to hold it steady. "Now what?'

"Stuff your fingersin your ears, my son," he replied, and began to gesture asthe giant finaly managed
to extract arock from the pouch at his hip.

The dave-girl did so without being bidden, but Corvid smply blinked in confusion. "Etrr... Stuff my-"



he began but was interrupted when Father Patience took a deep breath, then bellowed, hisvoice
amplified to the leve of athunderclap by the spell held cast.

"Gah!" Corvid yeped, immediatdy stuffing hisfingersinto hisears.

The old man shouted at thunderous volume for several moments, in alanguage Corvid did not
understand. Then, hefell slent, waiting. After along moment, the giant shouted back, his own voice
muted by distance. The exchange of bellow and reply continued for severa long moments, then findly the
distant giant shouted again, and returned his rock to the pouch at hiship.

"Is... Isthat dl?' Corvid asked, tentatively pulling hisfingersfrom hisears.

"Yes, my son," Father Patience replied.

"What now? Sail on past him?"

"No, my son. Sail straight for him, and beach the ship at hisfeet. Once were safely ashore, helll move
the skiff off the beach and conced it for us”

"Err... What?' Corvid said, blinking. "Why would he do that?"

"Because | asked him to. | announced who we were, and told him we come in peace. | told him where
we were going, explained that we were only passing through the territory of hisclan.”

"Err... That'sdl you had to do?!



"Y es, my son. Simply speaking their language earns ameasure of trust, and telling him what god |
serve clinched the dedl, asit were."

"Heh. Y ou've not told me where we're going, though | know what God you serve.”

"We go to the tower of Eddas Ayar, the Raven of Yorindar. Asl am apriest of Y orindar, it would
ill-behoove the giants to block my passage. Y orindar is allied with their gods, and this aliance goes back

many, many centuries.”

"Heh... The Great Mage, the Ancient One..." Corvid said, loosing thetiller and then steering for the
giant on the beach. "Rumor hasit in the south that Eddas Ayar is more like a dragon than a man, Father.
Ancient... Inhuman... Deadly."

"Heisdl that and more, my son. And yet, at the sametime, heisnothing likethet at dl," Father
Petience replied. "Asthe saying goes, my son; truth is sometimes stranger than fiction.”

"Redly?' Corvid asked, expertly dipping the skiff between the waves, and riding them to the shore.
"What isthe truth then, | wonder?”

"Heisan df-friend, adwarf-friend, and agiant-friend, my son. Heis even afriend of dragons - and
more. The goblins and their kin fear him as aliche, an undead thing, an ancient battle-mage of thelong
dead Hyperboreans, risen from beyond the grave - and thisistrue. You've heard it said heisa Gresat
Mage, like the mighty sorcerers of old who created powerful artifacts. And, heisthat, and more. He can
day with agesture, and raise an army of undead with asong. Heis, perhaps, the most powerful mage
who ever lived."

Corvid shook his head, then suddenly grinned. ™Y ou're not inspiring confidence that we will survivethis
mesting, Father."

Father Patience looked to Corvid in surprise, then suddenly laughed. "Have no fear, my son. We will



survive our meeting with him, most assuredly.”

"Wadll, that's good to know, at least,” Corvid said, the beach growing nearer and nearer. "What more
canyoutdl me?'

"Preciouslittle, I'm afraid. Paradox prevents me from spesking plainly of the future until it transpires.
I'll tell you what more| can, later. For now, know that Eddas Ayar is not our enemy, my son. Our
enemies, what we have of them on thisjourney, lie between us and histower," Father Patience replied, as
the beach loomed closer and closer.

"Hold tight to the rail, we're about to beach!" Corvid called.

But, there was no jarring impact with the sand of the beach. Instead, a giant hand reached down,
gently catching the skiff and stopping it. A second hand cradled the stern of thelittle skiff carefully, and
shoved it smoothly ashore, well clear of the waves. The giant, who now knelt beside the skiff, rumbled
something in his deep voice that Corvid did not understand, grinning down at the three humans. Corvid
grinned back up at the enormous creature, his heart thudding with both fear and exhilaration. "How do
you say 'thank you' in hislanguage, Father?"

Father Patience chuckled, looking up to the giant, and spoke briefly. The giant replied in turn, and
Father Patience nodded. "He says you're welcome, and he bids uswelcome to the territory of histribe.
Heaso offersto take usto hisvillage for afeast. | have accepted, of course - declining the hospitdity of
agiantisnot wise."

Corvid grinned again. "Err... He means afeast in our honor, | hope? | don't think the three of uswould
make much of amed for people hissze."

Both Father Patience and the dave-girl gaped a Corvid, then burst out laughing.



The Ocean - Twelve.

I'd dready shucked my dress, and stood in my scales, boots and gloves, awaiting the enemy. Eddas
Ayar had commanded everyoneto flee to the south, following the road. The moon was bright and full,
with luck, they wouldn't get lost - but it was obvious they could not stay here. The bright campfire would
serveto lure the enemy to acentral point, and | could hear the strange sounds of their gpproach... The
rattle of armor from many men | could recognize, but other noises that overlaid a strange thumping sound,
| could not.

Eddas had caught the young apprentice by the shoulder, and told him to remain. Asthe sounds of the
approaching enemy drew nearer, he spoke. "Likedy thisisasmall scouting force, sent to investigate our
fire. Marilith, watch Vaddan and your sster closdly, and use your spells defensively to guard them. I'll be
cadting the spell of Reverse Missiles now, but I'll have to leave the rest up to you. Sasha, Vaddan, I'm
going to cast adefensive wall about us, but it may not hold them back. Be prepared to defend us against
any of their melee troops that may get through. Barag, you were taught a spell of transference, yes?'

"Yes" hereplied, trembling nervoudy.

"Good. Watch mysdf and Marilith, and useit if you see either of us appear to tire. Marilith, drop that
human form, you don't need it right now, it just occupies a part of your will for no purpose,” she said, and
began gesturing over each of us, muttering an incantation.

"Yes, Master Eddas,” Marilith replied, and shimmered for amoment, returning to her humanoid horse
form.



Vaddan stepped to my side, his sword drawn, as Barag gaped at Marilith. "A demon!" Barag yelped.

"Yes, | haveinteresting acquaintances,” Eddas replied dryly. "Now focus, apprentice. Y our very life
dependsonit.”

"Therethey are!" Marilith cdled, pointing.

Suddenly, | saw them walking cautioudy out of the forest. Nine men in strange, bronze armor -
ornately engraved plates that covered them from head to toe, their helmets completely covering their
heads. Two of them bore strange crossbows, while the rest bore long staves with double-axes a each
end. Behind them, however, was amachine of such incredible design, it took my bresth away.

At least twelve cubitstal, it walked on two bird-like legs, and had around, bulbous body. From it's
Sdes dangled two gpe-like arms, blunt and ending in long rectangular boxesinstead of hands. A dimdita
pam'swidth wide went acrossit'sfront, the dit filled with gleaming glass. The bronze behemoth strode
cautioudy into the clearing, then avoice emanated fromit.

"Surrender now, or be dain,” the cresture caled, the little amulet Eddas Ayar gave mefour years
ago dlowing meto understand it's language.

"Oh, rather," Eddasreplied, and gestured with her staff. A moment later, the ground exploded,
clearing acircle completely about us ten paces across, the ground bared two paces wide and a cubit
deep. Without pause, she gestured again, and awall of flamefilled the bared earth, crackling and burning
nine cubits high. The warriors near the edge backed away from the heat, but the machine did not seem
affected at dl.

"That machine... That's one of the onesthat shoots flame!" Barag cdled.



"Good to know, thank you, Apprentice,” Eddas replied, "Marilith, be ready with apyrotic shield.”

"Follow, take down the spellcastersfirst,” the machine called to the soldiers nearby, then strode
forward, crossng theflameseaslly. It lowered it'sarms, pointing them at us, then | felt atingling in the
palms of the magic gloves my sister had made for me. Twin blasts of flame came from the machinésarms
asMarilith gestured...

...then was deflected, wrapping around us as though boiling over an invisible sphere, to no effect. The
machine stood there amoment, as though confused.

The other soldiers with crossbows fired through the flames as the remainder charged, emerging on the
other sde of the flames coughing and staggering. The boltsreflected away from us, back towards the
crossbowmen beyond thewall of flames, striking them - but to what effect, | could not tell through the
flames. | could hear the sound of the bolts hitting their metal armor, though | did not hear screams of pain.
| stood my ground, my lance at the readly.

"Ignore the crossbowmen, they'll faint in amoment!" Eddas called.

"What? They will?2 Why?' Vaddan asked.

"Because the phlogisticated air from awall of fireis released on the outer sde, and phlogisticated air is
toxic!"

Vaddan glanced down to his sword, then to the machine again. "But that machine... What... What can
anyone even do againg that thing?" he asked asit started to stride forward again, apparently intending
to smply ssomp us, sinceit'sfiery blasts had no effect.

"This," Eddas replied, and spoke arapid incantation, then flicked out her hand.



A titanic stroke of lightning legpt from Eddass fingertips. The blast sent my earsto ringing and the flash
left spots before my eyes, and | staggered, stunned. | blinked, looking at the machine...

...and saw the bronze beast had a hole a cubit wide melted completely throughit, right initsmiddle,
just below the dit of glass. Smoke poured from it for amoment, then it staggered and collapsed.

"Get her!" one of the enemy soldiers shouted, and they charged.

| lowered the point of my lance towards the nearest, and charged in return, shouting awordless
battle-cry.

The point of my lance met his chest squardly atop his ornatel y-engraved bronze armor, staggering him
with the impact - but it did not penetrate. | had little time to gape, however, as he stepped in with his
axe-gtaff, swinging. My wegpon was invulnerable, and could not be blunted - but his own armor was
invulnerable, and could not be penetrated. | parried, then parried again. He had the edge on me - though
my scaleswere strong, they were till only my skin. A solid blow from his axe would sngp bones and
crush the flesh benesath.

He swung low, and | hopped over his blade - then he snapped high with the other end, and | ducked.
Seeing an opening, | legpt forward, tackling him, and sending us both to the ground. Claps of thunder and
flashes of lightning split the air, though who was casting, | did not know.

We wrestled around for amoment - he was strong, but | had the strength of amermaid, | was his
equal. | could see aflash of pae skin, the underside of hisjaw above his gorget and beneath hishelmet. |
didnt think - I smply reached for it, extending my thumb-claw through the smadl holein the thumb of my
glove and dashing. He cried out in amoment's pain... Then began spasming, as the poison took it's
effect.

A shadow |loomed over me - one of the soldiers, his weapon raised, about to smash down with al his
might. | sarted to roll to the side...



...when suddenly, a word split theair. It was unlike any other word | had heard in my life. | could fedl
it... Fed the stunning force of it. It was not in any language | knew, or had ever heard before. | did not
understand what it meant, but | could somehow fedl it's meaning, in the back of my mind. It was dark...
Harsh... And final.

And | was only glad that it had not been directed at me, for the soldier about to smite me screamed
horribly, then collapsed.

| gaped at him, stunned, and stared in horror as the flesh beneath his armor dissolved and putrefied,
leaking from the joints and openingsin hisarmor in areeking liquid with astench of desth powerful
enough to makemegag. "Gods..." | whispered, horrified, swiftly crawling back.

"Sasha, get up, pleasg, it'sover,” Eddas caled.

| roseto my feet, and turned to look. Eddas stood, leaning on her staff, watching me. Marilith knelt
beside her, her head and ears low, gasping with exhaustion and soaked with swest. Barag, the
shaven-headed apprentice, lay on the ground beside them, and Vaddan was tending to him.

"How... How ishe?' | asked, trotting over.

"Alive, but unconscious,” Vaddan replied, gently lowering his head to the ground.

"It wasthe gtrain of the transference spell, Sasha,”" Eddas said. "He's only an apprentice, he doesn't
even have agtaff to draw from. He saw Marilith staggering, and gave her dl he had. It'swhy sheis
conscious, and heisnot.”

"What... What happened to that one?" | asked, pointing behind me.



"We were using lightning on the others, since both you and VVaddan discovered their armor istoo
tough for most physical attacks. Asfor that one, your sister used aWord of Power upon him," Eddas
explained, looking down to Marilith. " She's only alesser demon, however, and that was one of the words
of the First Order. Quitetiring, she nearly fainted."

"I did what | had to do," Maxilith replied quietly, panting.

"Well, yes, but Rot? Stun would have been a better choice, dear, you'd have had time and strength to
fallow it up withasmple balt of lightning, eesily.”

"I... I didn't think of that," Marilith replied, till panting. "I just wanted him dead, before he
swung. |... | didn't want to chance hisresisting it..."

Eddas blinked. "What? A mundane resist aWord of Power from ademon of the Fourth Rank?' she
sad, then rolled her eyes. " Impossible, he'd have to be amage. Y ou're not a bufotibranche, after dl.”
Eddas held out agloved hand to help Marilith to her feet. "Y ou did well, however. Very well. Next time,
just remember to pace yourself better.”

Marilith's ears perked up as she amiled, and she took Eddas hand to pull herself to her feet. " Thank
you, Master Eddas.”

| looked to Vaddan. "Vaddan, are you dright?

Vaddan smiled ruefully. "I'm fine, Sasha - though I'm afraid my sword has seen it'slast days," he said,
reaching to his side and then standing. He held out what was left of his sword - the blade had snapped off
apam'swidth abovethe hilt, leaving him with little more than abell-guard. "I tried to strike onefrom
behind, hoping to at least dent his helmet and perhaps his skull beneath. | staggered him, but that was all.
Eddasdew himwith lightning."



Eddas amiled. "I can repair your sword later, Vaddan, and Marilith can help me enchant it to
something that will be abit more useful, after she's had some time to rest. For now, try to find the broken
piece of the blade, my friend. It will make things easer than having to recondtitute it from scratch.”

Vaddan nodded. "Y es, Eddas Ayar," he said, and walked off, his eyes scanning the ground as he
searched for the broken blade.

| stepped over to Marilith, and hugged her. "I'm glad you're dright.”

"And |, you, Sster," shereplied, and smiled.

"l didn't even know you could do something like that!"

Marilith grinned wryly. "Neither did I, I'd never used a First Order word before, and I've not used
any Words of Power since converting to thisplane so | didn't know if | even could. We
equibranche usually limit ourselves to Third and Second Order, they're much lesstiring. But when
| saw him about to smite you, |..." Marilith shook her head. "Well, nevermind. It all worked out for
the best."

Eddas, meanwhile, was knedling besde Barag. She muttered a brief incantation, then extended her
hand. "Wake," she caled, tapping hisforehead.

Barag's eyes snapped open, and he gasped. "Gods!" he yelped, blinking, then looked around. "I... I'm
not dead? We won?"

Eddas smiled. "Y es, apprentice. You did well, als0."



Barag sat up, rubbing his shaven scap with hisfingers. "I remember... Before it began... The demon...
Marilith... She cadled you... 'Magter Eddas?"

"Ya"

"Eddas Ayar of the Dyclonic Circle?'

Eddas nodded. "It's quite along story, Apprentice,” Eddas replied, rising to her feet and walking over
to where her hidden sanctuary was. "Joy, you can come on down, now!"

"l would imagineit is, you're quite famous and you've been dead a good twenty years," Barag replied,
aweak smilelighting the corner of hislips. "I read your work on the e ementd planes... Truly incredible.

As Joy clambered down the rope, Eddas amiled a Barag. "I'll tell you the story aswetravel.”

"I've found the blade, Master Eddas!" Vaddan called from nearby.

"Good, good. Tossit inyour wagon, for now, well need to be moving on, and soon. That wasjust a
scouting party, sent to see what our campfire was. When they don't return and thislarger ring of fireis
seen, they'll send more forcesto investigate - particularly since any spellcaster they have within aleague
or two had to hear that Word of Power being spoken, they'll know to send a seriousforce. | can take
one of those machines using abolt cast with the Degp Magic, yes - but not severd, it's smply too tiring.
Start packing your gear, Vaddan, and go and catch Champion and calm him down, he's dancing around
the clearing over there, utterly terrified. Sasha, take care of Marilith, see she rests as much as she can
before we have to move, using aFirst Order word isimmensely draining. Joy, help Barag, | need to go
over the dead and gather what | can from them that may be useful, and hisinsights asto what 1I'm looking
at may beinvauable. Come, come! Let'sal get to work!"

As| put Marilith'sarm over my shoulder, | looked to Eddas. "Ummm... Master Eddas, do you redly
think they'll come soon?"



"Oh, | ancerely hope 0, yes. That's one of the larger reasons | used that wall of fire. And what with
Marilith usng aWord of Power? Oh, yes, | sncerely hope they do, and there's quite agood chance they
will."

"Err... But why?"

"Because the more troops they send here to investigate, the less troops they have patrolling their
borders, and the more of my people who are trying to flee them will escape.”

Joy looked over Barag as she helped him to hisfeet. "He'sa bit weak to wak far, Old Man.”

"Just carry him, Joy, | need hiseyes, not hisfeet," Eddas replied, and gestured, snuffing thewall of fire
that surrounded the clearing ingtantly. Thelittle clearing was plunged into near darkness, the shadows
broken only by thelight of the moon and the quiet campfire. "Let'sgo."

The Ocean - Thirteen.

"There'sjust so much | could learn from you, Master Eddas!" Barag yelped as we travelled down the



road. "Even listening to what little you've told me now, | can see my old masters were but apprentices,
compared to you!"

Eddas grinned broadly, and | tried not to roll my eyes. Weld traveled dl evening, rested for afew
hoursin the morning, then traveled dl day along the stone roads of Hyperborea, heading south. And, in
the end, Barag had chatted with Eddas Ayar endlesdy, about a hundred different subjects | knew
absolutely nothing of. Marilith found it interesting - she listened intently, and occasiondly asked questions.
Asfor me, however, | found the entire exchange boring in the extreme. Most of it flew right over my
head, of course. What didn't, however, was dreadfully dull. And, the one time I'd managed to work up
enough interest to ask a question was when they were speaking about the armor the Invaders were
wearing. Orichachum, they said it was - but when | asked what orichalchum was, Eddas smply
dismissed the question with the briefest of explanations, asthough I'd asked something of utterly trivial
knowledge to them. "Orichdchum isan argyric dloy, Sasha- bronze, with abit of slver to ease the
enchantments. That'sdl, therésredly nothing toit." | held my tongue theresfter, and just endured the
boredom in slence.

"Words of Power..." Barag said, shaking his head as he continued what was ill to me a dreadfully
dull conversation. "It would be fabulous to be able to use them.”

Eddas shrugged. "Demons are the Elder Race, only the Creator isolder. Such istheir power. Even
converting to existence on this plane can't prevent Marilith from using her birthright - though some of the
First Order words are draining enough to be dangerousto her, perhapsfatal if she's weakened from a
battle."

"It's why we only use them in moments of extremity," Marilith agreed with anod.

"I'm surprised demons don't just use them the moment they're summoned,” Barag said, ill shaking his
head.

"That'swhat the circle of protectionisfor, Apprentice,” Eddasreplied, smiling. "My old master taught
me, however, that one dways treats demons with the utmost of respect - and anything else you summon.
Elementas, undead... Anything. But particularly demons. Demons heal dowly, and reproduce even
dower. No one wants to be summoned from their home and forced to serve againgt their will, then be
sent back wounded, to suffer in pain for acentury or more while their wounds hed - and certainly no one
wants to be snatched from their home and sent back dead. | was taught to summon only in absolute



necessity, and always with the greatest respect. It'swhy | was able to st down with Marilith's clan-father,
Azua, and have amore-or-less civil chat about her situation - they've learned | can betrusted, | treat
them with respect and honor, and | don't summon them when | know they're likely to be badly wounded
or killed. Just because| can command them doesn't give metheright to. Their lives are not mineto
command, they have their own lives. He understands that - | think al his people do, now. HEsa
satyribranche, both agreater demon and aclan-leader, incidentaly.”

"Wdl," Barag replied, looking at Marilith in her humanoid-horse form, "meaning no disrespect, but |
am il an apprentice - and the more | listen, the more | think that even my old masters were apprentices,
compared to you," he said, looking back to Eddas. "I read your treatise on the elementa planes asapart
of my journeyman's studies - | had been told it was dways known it was theoretically possbleto go
there, but no mage who had tried had returned.”

Eddas shrugged. "WEéll, of course not, the elementd planes are hostile to ordinary formsof life. Why,
on the Plane of Fire, the average temperature is hot enough to melt lead. Y ou need spells of adaptation
just to survive."

"Yes, s01 read... But what truly amazed me was your discovery that the four eements are not what
comprise matter, but rather the planes themsalves are the embodiments of states of matter."

"Well, yes. Thefour elementd planes represent the four basic states of matter - solid, liquid, gas, and
meta-radiant. Before the formation of the Arc of Time, their purpose was to attempt to establish some
sort of order to therest of the universe, by providing saf-referentia foundations for existence through the
Law of Smilarity. After the formation of the Arc of Time, their purpose was muted, and by thetime |
went there, a sphere of annihilation had formed through the actions of apawn of one of the more
destructive gods, and threatened the dementa planes with destruction by restoring them to the chaos of
Unity..." Eddas replied, then shook her head. "But, that's a story for another time. Regardless, matter
itself in my day we aready believed to be comprised of small particleswe call 'atoms," with various
combinations of earth, air, water or fire aloms forming the matter we see about us. But, having had afew
centuriesto think upon it and experiment a bit, I've learned that atoms redlly don't work quite like that. |
think when we are studying 'atoms of bronze or granite, we're actualy experimenting with larger
particles, combinations or perhaps amagamations of smaller, more pure particlesthat may or may not be
universdl to dl forms of matter, and have nothing to do with the four dements at dl, asthe dements
represent states of matter, not matter itself. And more, though Fire seemsthe least common of al the
elements, | actudly think that because it a so represents the meta-radiant state, it may be the most
common eement. My theory isthat meta-radiant matter isfound dmost everywhere - in the glow of
lightning, in the spark of aflint one usesto light acampfire... Perhaps even in the sun. The entire sun may
be made of meta-radiant matter, possibly agas or gases of unknown qualities. Further, the stars we see
in the night Sky may be more suns, at vast distances from us - and each may have more worlds about
them, as ours does. Possibly with their own peoples, aswell,” Eddas replied, gesturing expansively to the



blue sky with agloved hand. Then, she shrugged. "B, I've only begun researching thisless than twenty
years ago, | smply don't know yet."

"Twenty years ago... Eighteen centuriesin the future,” Barag replied, awed. "Phlogiston - you
mentioned it, the night of the fight. Does this mean you've confirmed the basic theory?"

"W, no," Eddasreplied. "I ended up having to develop my own theory. We know the theory that
matter ismade up of particles of atoms. I've been working on trying to confirm anew theory, that atoms
themselves are made up of smdler particles - and these particles are universal, and theoretically
interchangesable. As part of those experiments, | was splitting sd ammoniac into it's components-"

"And stinking the tower to high heaven,” Joy added, making a moue'.

Eddas grinned. "Wl yes, unfortunately. Nevertheless, in one series of experiments, | wasworking
with dephlogisticated marine acid, following the old Dwarven recipe to get it. Now, every classcal text
agreesthat it'sakind of dephlogisticated air, but it's an oddity, in that it does not support life, but rather
extinguishesit rather quickly. It can even burn oné's skin and lungs - to your degth, if oneisn't careful.
Themore pureit is, themoredeadly it is. Y e, at the sametime, it supports combustion - when it's quite
pure, firewill burninit, and quite brightly, aswell. | couldn't resolve this as being a classic movement of
phlogiston from calx into atmosphere, as only combustion is supported, not respiration. Then, when | was
experimenting with iron and turning it into rugt, | noticed another oddity - classicd texts describe the
phlogiston inthe iron leaving the iron as the process of rust, which isaform of dow combustion. Theiron
getslighter, leaving the calx of iron, rust, behind. But, my experiments showed that iron rust isnot lighter
thaniron - it'sactualy heavier."

Barag blinked. "Heavier? That'simpossible! It violates everything known!™

"l know! That's the part that fascinated me - but the more rigid the controls | applied, the more
consstent the results were. In one experiment, the resulting pile of powdered rust was amost twenty
percent heavier. Thus, | determined that one of two thingsis happening - either phlogiston must have a
negative vaue in mass, or phlogiston does not exist, and we're deding with something dse entirdy. You
see, objects which are considered to contain phlogiston and lose it through combustion gain weight, they
don't loseit. Even wood - if you burn thewood in abell-jar and very carefully sift and collect the soot,
tars and ashes from the air with the Spell of Filtration, the resulting ash, soot and other debrisweighs
dightly more than the origind wood did. Thismeans either the phlogigticated air, having received the



phlogiston from the wood, now weighs dightly less, or phlogiston does not exist, and something else has
left theair, and been combined with thewood," Eddas said, then shrugged. "But, that's the farthest I've
gotten with the theory. After the last time | was working with sulpher, Joy put her foot down, and |
promised her that | wouldn't work any further on experiments that would stink until | had developed a
better spell to ventilate and cleanse the air in the tower, so my work in that areais on hold for awhile."

"Thank the Gods," Joy added.

"And dl this... Eighteen centuriesin the future..." Barag said, hiseyes bright.

"Yes- but it's not quite as exciting as you think."

"Perhaps, but your laboratory! Y our notes! Y our experiments! Y our mastery of the Degp Magic!
Being your apprentice would be adream cometrue!™

"While surrounded by the nightmare of endlessruins, yes," Eddas replied.

Barag sghed. "Wdll... Yes"

"Y ou could changethat,” | reminded him.

Eddas|ooked to me camly. "We shdl see, Sasha.”

Barag, however, did not hear our exchange, being lost in thought. Findly, he looked up. "Y ou know
S0 much, Master Eddas... | would give anything to be your apprentice.



Marilith nodded. " Aswould I. My time has been spent with my sister, and my life is intertwined
with yours. But | could learn so much... What | know of magic is the Will and the Word, and what
little | learned of your method of sorcery when | was younger. And it is far too little, | fear. And
now that | have converted to the Prime Material, my powers are limited by the Laws of Magic -
and, unfortunately, my familiarity with themisthat of a lesser demon, not a sorceress of this
plane. | make mistakes. And | do not want to make mistakes. | want to be perfect, for Sasha,"
Marilith said, and sighed. "Oh, Master Eddas... | could learn so much fromyou..."

Eddas smiled. "And | could learn much from you, Marilith. And your sgter.”

| blinked. "Me? What do | know that would be of useto you?! I'mamundane!” | yelped, abit
flustered at suddenly being dragged into this conversation.

"As| told you four years ago - your knowledge of herblore, pressure points, and the martial arts of
Pdome... All are valuable, to me. If you would agree to teach that to Joy and I, | would instantly agree to
teach your sster what | know of sorcery, to improve her own spellcasting and make the two of you a
stronger team," Eddas replied, and smiled again.

Marilith looked at me suddenly, her eyes wide and pleading. When | hesitated, she began to chew her
lower lip, her eyesthat of abegging puppy. | nearly giggled. "Alright, Master Eddas. I'll doiit.”

"Yes! Thank you, Sster!" Marilith whinnied, hugging metight.

Joy rolled her eyes. "More bumps and bruises. It took me ten years to master what you knew of
fighting, Old Man, and the first three years were |oathsome.”

"l imagineit will be more of the same, for both of us," Eddas replied, and winked. "I'll start working
with Maxilith tonight, we can worry about Sashafulfilling her end of the bargain after we return home."

"Ummm..." Barag said, very hesitantly. "Please forgive me for my impertinence, Master Eddas, but... I,



too, would like to be your apprentice. My old circleis gone, the masters dead, the surviving journeymen
and apprentices scattered, our library destroyed... Everything is gone, Master Eddas. Isit... Isit at dl
possible you might accept me?"

Eddas gazed at him quietly, her faceimpassive. | didn't understand why she hesitated - after severd
hours of chatting with him, it wasfairly obvious she liked him, and thought he was intdlligent. What could
possibly cause her to hesitate? | smply didn't know.

At last, Eddas spoke. "That, Apprentice, isentirely up to Y orindar to decide.”

"Err... Yorindar? The god you told me you served?'

"Ya"

"l... Err... Ummm..." Barag said, very nervous. "Ummm... | fill find it abit odd. | mean, | know you
were amember of the Dyclonic Circle, and they honored-" Barag said, and was instantly silenced by
Eddas clapping a gloved hand across his mouth.

"Don't speak the name, Apprentice. It's bad enough I'm herein the past, I'd rather not attract his
attention. In my time, he's gone mad and is evil through and through. The war changed him, and for the
worse. Whatever you do, do not spesk that name in my presence, or in the presence of anyoneinthis
party." Eddas|ooked to Vaddan, who sat beside him on the cart's buckboard. " That goes for you, too,
my friend, now that the subject's come up."

Vaddan reached to his closed lips with athumb and forefinger, twisted his hand in the air, then flicked
hiswrigt as though tossing something away, and smiled.

Eddas nodded. "Thank you."



Barag sighed. "How... How will we know if Y orindar approves?’

"I'll know. And so will you," Eddas replied ominoudy.

"Ummm... Isthere anything | can do to perhaps affect the decison?"

"Not that | know of, though prayer couldn't hurt. I'm not a priest, I'm merely his pawn. Inthe
Southlands, eighteen centuries from now, I'm considered a Holy Warrior, with some divine conduit to the
gods. But, I'mnot - I'm smply mysdlf. All | cantell you isthat you will know - and sowill I. Yorindar is
an extremely subtle god, and the signs he gives me are quiet and unobtrusive. But when he needsto be,
he can be as clear and unmistakable as a dedgehammer to the skull. Y ou will know - and so will I."

"Yes, Magter Eddas,” Barag replied, bowing his head.

"We're nearing the next village," Vaddan warned.

"Timeto resume our disguises," Eddas said, and gestured, covering Joy with her illusion again. Marilith
gestured over me for amoment, then herself, and she again assumed the form of a Hyperborean woman
in black robes. Eddas |ooked me over, then nodded. "V addan, you can warn the villagers again that
Tholonir city was attacked, but again, don't reveal much more than that. Of course, by now, they likdly
aready know - the word has probably spread. From what little | know of what they did, the Invaders
will be spending time securing the villages and townsto the north dlong Vorgriddan Bay, firgt, and
securing their southern and eastern borders against counter-attack. They won't turn south for at least
another week. When they do, however, they'll sweep through likefire on adry plain, and King Faldan's
landswill fal very rgpidly. Our main concern is till reaching Wilanda city well ahead of them, so we can
warn King Darrak."

"Y ou use the third nominative declension... Y ou speak the names of kingswith great familiarity, Master
Eddas," VVaddan noted, looking to Eddas. | didn't know what Vaddan meant for amoment, then realized
that though the bracelet Eddas Ayar had given me alowed me to understand what was said, it did not
alow meto hear and understand their language and every dight shade of nuance as they spokeit.



Instead, | heard their wordsin my own language, that of Vilandia, spoken with the tone and inflection that
carried the nearest absolute meaning. It did sound a bit like Eddas was speaking their names with great
familiarity, but gpparently some of the nuance waslogt in trandation.

Eddas blinked for amoment, then nodded. "Err... Well, yes. | knew both Faldan the Fourth and
Darrak the Second in my living days. Darrak himsalf granted me my lands, to the east, on the border of
the giant'sterritories. | mean them no disrespect, if that'swhat you're thinking. Darrak, in particular - he
and | had agreat deal of respect for each other."”

"No, Master Eddas, that's not what | mean. | am thinking of your story, and redlizing it's been twenty
years since you died. Y ou came from the future, where you awakened in that body - but you did not
return to the moment of your deeth. Both those kings are dead, and their sons now rule.”

Eddas blanched, then after along moment, shesighed. "l... | see" she said, gazing down &t her lap.
"How long ago did Darrak die?!

"About fifteen years ago, Master Eddas, though his son was regent for the last five years of hislife, as
hewastoo frail to manage the kingdom."

"So Gothnar is on the throne, now?'

"Aye" Vaddan replied, nodding. "Do you think... Do you think it will make adifference?’

"Y es. Gothnar was not the warrior hisfather was, though he was an excellent diplomat. Now, inthe
time our people need hisfather's strength as one of the greatest war-leaders of Hyperborea..." Eddas
said, and Sghed again. "The Invaders did not know it, but they came at the perfect time."

"Do you think we can till win?*



Eddas hesitated a moment, then shook her head. “1... | don't know, my friend. | just don't know. | only
know it'sthe best thing we can do. | collected two full suits of the enemy'sarmor, two of their
axe-staves, and those crosshows and bolts and such, and stored them in my sanctuary. If we haveto, we
can prove what we say. King Gothnar may or may not have what it takesto win... But he certainly is heir
to the wedthiest and most powerful of the Hyperborean kingdoms, and his father's alliances stretched far
and wide. With luck, he has maintained the strength of those alliances, and can gather enough...” Eddas
sad, her voicetrailing off. Findly, she shook her head again. "I'm sorry, | honestly don't know if it will
make adifference. We can only hope, and pray."

Vaddan nodded silently, his eyes on the road ahead.

TheOwl - IV

"That went far smoother than | thought it might,” Corvid said, smiling wryly.

Father Patience nodded. "Giants, in someways, are like men. They kill what they fear. Oncewe
showed there was naught to fear, we were dright.”

Corvid chuckled. "What could a giant possbly fear to begin with?'



"In Hyperborea? Oh, much, lad. Thereis much to fear, here.”

Corvid cast his gaze on the forest around and before them. They had been walking east Since dawn,
having left the giant's village with full bellies and warm memories of the feast the giants prepared for them
the evening before. Now, they followed the deer-trail s through the shadowed forest - yet, despite the
fearsome reputation of Hyperboreain the Southlands, what met Corvid's eye did not quite match up to
the tales he had heard.

Thevillage of the giants, such asit was, was built afew hundred paces from the edge of what once
was an ancient city, with broken stones and bits of rubble poking through the forest floor and peeping
from behind ancient trees. The giants used what they said was the old farmlands of thet city to
supplement the bounty of fish they harvested from the sea. If one could ignore the rubble in the forest and
ignorethe sze of their hosts and their village, large leathern houses like titanic tentslooming neer the
shore, there were many smilaritieswith human villages Corvid had seen in his days sailing the world.
Indeed, there were many times during the feast the night before, when Corvid had watched the giants
dance and sing, that he had the digtinct impression of not being aman in avillage of giants, but being a
mousein avillage of ordinary humans. It felt very much that it was not the giants who were large, but he
himself who was small. Y et, he knew it was not so, of course. It did not take much of an eyeto seethat
the giants were built differently and moved differently than men, as each was the mass of an ailiphant.
Compared to ahuman, a giant was much broader and had far thicker bones, and their gait when they
walked was digtinctly different - more precise, more deliberate, it was an dmost cat-like gait. They were
ddiberatein dl their movements, asthough wary of afadl or other accident. Which, Corvid redized upon
reflection, was quite likely exactly the reason. Like the step of a horse was more careful than the step of a
man, larger creatures were injured worse in falsthan smaler ones, and tended to walk with more
precison and care.

Corvid glanced back to the dave-girl, who followed behind Father Patience asthey trekked through
the forest. She smiled at him briefly, then tugged at bit at the sirgps for her leather pack, settling it more
comfortably on her shoulders. "Areyou certain you wouldn't like meto carry that?"

Thedave-girl smiled again. "Thank you, but | am fine. Thisismy duty, and | shoulder it gladly.”

Father Patience nodded. "The pack is enchanted - it carriesten timesit's volume, but the weight isonly
atenth of what iswithin. That iswhy she was ableto pack all your supplies. Y our hands and back are
needed free, friend. If we are attacked, you will need to be nimble to defend us.”



"How true are the legends, redly?’ Corvid asked, asthetrail before them opened into a small
dearing.

"Y ou've seen giants, and even supped with them. Y ou have to ask?' Father Petience replied, smiling.

Corvid grinned back. "True, | - look out!" Corvid suddenly yelled, thrusting out hisarm to shove the
old man asde. A stonethe size of aman's head zipped by, crashing into the brush of the clearing as
Father Patience sprawled upon the ground.

Corvid drew his sword as an ogre stepped forth from behind atree, amassive club made from a
gnarled tree-root in the ogre's ham-sized hands. Corvid gaped - he had heard of ogres, but never seen
one. The cresture was atremendoudy muscular humanoid of four cubitsin height, twin tusks protruding
from hisjaw. The ogre wore a crude loincloth of anima hide, but nothing more over hismassive, hirsute
body. The ogre snarled something - though whether it was an insult or a battle-cry, Corvid did not know.
A moment | ater, the ogre charged.

Corvid legpt aside as the ogre'simmense club crashed down where he had stood a heartbesat before,
then dashed with his sword. The enchanted blade was keen, but the ogre's tough skin was more like hide
than anything el se - the dash was not deep. The ogre roared in rage and pain, swinging his club. Corvid
ducked, and dashed again.

What followed could hardly be cdled artistic, for dl Corvid's skill with hisblade. The ogrewas a
whirlwind of fury, swinging his club with unstoppable force. Corvid could not parry aweapon so massive
- he would smply be crushed. All he could do was duck, dodge, and leap back, dashing and stabbing at
the creature when the opportunity presented itsalf. The ogre's wounds did not regenerate - it was no troll,
after all - but it's reserves of strength and endurance were nigh onto bottomless. Corvid had speed in his
favor, but his own reserves of endurance were not infinite, as he was only human. He could only hope
that blood loss would eventudly dow the beast down, S0 perhaps he might get amoretelling blow in.

The battle wore on, the two combatants moving around and around in the small clearing of trees.
Corvid was careful to not let the ogre press him back againgt atree or bush, which might dow him
enough for the ogre's club to connect. Soon, blood streamed from over a dozen wounds to the ogre's
body. The speed of its massive club seemed to dow, and Corvid dlowed himsdf asmal smile- if he
could keep this up and avoid being struck, he could win.



Suddenly the ogre legpt back, gasping with exertion. In a sudden move, the ogre reached a massive
paw down to the ground, snatching up a handful of grass, dirt and forest litter, then flung his ham-sized
hand out at Corvid.

"Gack!" Corvid yelped, blinded for amoment by the dirt and forest litter in hisface and eyes.

But, it was amoment too long. With aroar, the ogre legpt in, and swung with al hisremaining
drength.

Corvid cried out in pain as the ogre's club smashed into hisleft thigh, shattering the bone and sending
him sprawling, his sword flying from hishand in aglittering arc to land point-first in the ground nearby.
Corvid held out his hand, and the enchanted blade blinked to his grip again as hefranticaly struggled to
crawl away - but the grinding of shattered bonesin hisleg was aspike of agony that dowed him.

The ogre stood over him, grinning an evil, fanged grin. Smeared with blood from hiswounds, he
rumbled something in hisguttura language, then raised hisclub...

-BOOM!-

The ogre staggered as the sound of an explosion split the clearing, then turned to face the new threst.
Corvid, blinking away dirt and detritus from his eyes, dimly saw a score of small, bloody woundsin the
ogre's back...

-BOOM! BOOM-BOOM!-

The ogre took a staggering step towards his unknown foe, the front of his chest torn to ribbons by
three score small wounds... Then, he shuddered, faling to hisknees. A moment later, he pitched over



onto hisface, and lay ill.

Corvid lay gasping upon the grass of the clearing, wiping at his eyeswith hisfree hand as he propped
himsalf up on the elbow of hissword-arm. A heartbest later, he saw Father Patience knegling over him.
"Lay back and rest amoment, my son, I'll try to heal your wound.”

Corvid grinned despite the pain. "I'm glad you chose to step in with your sorcery, friend. I'm not sure |
could have beaten him gtting on my rump.”

Father Patience smiled. "It wasnot I, my son. A mendicant takes the Vow of Peace, we are
prohibited from violence of any kind - even to save oursalves."

"Then who-?" Corvid began, but wasinterrupted by anew arriva.

A gray-bearded dwarf in blue pantaloons, red doublet and hose and a broad-brimmed blue hat with a
long red feather leaned over the knedling priest. In his hand was a blunderbuss, brimstone smoke trickling
from the flared muzzle. Behind him, three other more plainly-dressed dwarves trotted up, each dso
armed with asmoking blunderbuss. "How bethelad?’ thefirst dwarf asked.

"Hislegisbroken, but | can hedl it with sorcery,” Father Patience replied.

"YebeaMendicant of Yorindar?' the dwarf asked, looking him over. "If not, me pardon, ye be
dressed like one.”

Father Patience smiled. "Yes, | am. Father Petience, Mendicant of Y orindar, at your service," he
replied, indining his heed.

The dwarf swept off hisfeathered hat with afree hand, and bowed in return. *Mungim Oakenshield,



Travelling Merchant, a yours," he replied, then swept his cap towards the other three dwarves. "Me
brothers, Flori, Gungim, and Bdar," Mungim said, and plopped his hat back upon his head. Gesturing, he
rattled off something in his own language, pointing to the ogre. In atrice, two of his brotherswent to
check the ogre and make certain it was dead, while the third trotted over to the wagonsto fetch powder
and shot for their weapons. Mungim nodded, then turned back to the priest. "It be quite apiece of luck
for yethat we did hear the battle from nearby."

Corvid grinned again. "And even better luck you were dl armed with blunderbusses.”

Mungim grinned. "Aye, lad. Four blunderbusses can yet make short work of an ogre when they be as
bad cut as that one. Another moment or three, howeer, and ye would have yet beaten the thing."

"Assuming it decided to be chivalrous enough to alow me an hour or so to carve a crutch from atree
to stand again, yes," Corvid replied, and chuckled briefly before wincing with pain. "Ah, no laughing for a
bit, I think."

Mungim plopped his blunderbuss over his shoulder, watching as Father Patience quietly gestured over
Corvid'sleg. Glancing to the dave girl who drew near, he nodded. "Y e three be quite aways from the
Southlands. What do yet bring ye here to the lands of Hyperborea?'

"We seek the tower of Eddas Ayar, the Raven of Y orindar,” Father Patience replied, tugging gently on
Corvid'sknee. Corvid grunted in pain as the shattered pieces of bone straightened themsalves within his
thigh, the power of the priest's sorcery manifest in hisflesh.

Mungim shook his head. "We were yet there but afortnight past, now. He be not there. The giants of
Dohbari village do say that he be gone, on some quest or such-like."

Father Patience nodded, gesturing again over Corvid'sinjured leg as he held the bones straight. "This|
know, friend dwarf. Y orindar has shown me this much. But he will be there when we arrive, or shortly
theresfter. A few days, at most - no longer than aweek after we arrive.” Father Patience then nodded to
Corvid. "Rise, my son, your leg ishealed. It may be abit sorefor afew hours, but you'll be dright.”



"Aye?' Mungim said, his bearded face splitting in awide grin. "Eddas Ayar shdl yet return soon? This
be good news, good newsindeed! There be agiant village nearby we would yet trade with, but an ye do
wish, ye may yet ride with us back to the tower o' Eddas Ayar after. There be safety in numbers, asthey
do say," Mungim said, and winked as Corvid chuckled, rising to hisfeet. "A question, though... Why do
yeyet seek Eddas Ayar?”

The dave-girl held her hand out to Father Patience, and he took it. After rising to hisfeet, he leaned on
his staff as he gazed down at Mungim. "l am ahedler, friend Mungim " Father Patience replied. "And
when Eddas returns, he will need hedling. Heisthe most powerful wizard in theworld, and hiswill is
indomitable. But, even hiswill haslimits. Even the strength of his mighty companion will not be enough to
save him. When hereturns, hewill need hedling, or hewill die.”

Mungim's bearded face grew grim. "We will yet make our business short with the giants, then, and be
onour way."

The Ocean - Fourteen.

Wilanda City! | had never seen or imagined anything likeit. A quarter million peoplelived here, or so
Eddassaid. And | could easly bdlieveit. The city was massive... Huge... Titanic beyond anything | had
ever imagined. Easily ten leagues across, possibly more, aseemingly endless maze of Streets, Sde-streets
and dleys presented itsdlf to usin an ever-changing variety of ancient architecture. And people! On the
main streets, literally hundreds of people could be seen everywhere one looked - walking, riding carts,
chatting with each other... Living their lives. Clothing in an endless variety of fashions, streetslined with
shops... It was beyond anything | had ever experienced or imagined in al my days. And yet, there was



more - far more. In the skies above, strange ships could be seen... Like longboats, with two or three pair
of articulated, bird-like wings (depending on their length) that flapped dowly, propelling them through the
sky. | could not even begin to imagine the sorcery behind such adevice. And yet, despite my amazement
at seeing one pass above us, sailing dong high above, the people of the city took it in with utter aplomb,
not even glancing upwards to watch them. Meanwhile, dong the streets were Streetlamps - and though
they looked somewhat ordinary in the light of day, Eddas Ayar told usthat they did not burn with candle
or oil a night, but instead were fed by astrange gas made at a central place from horse dung, the dung
gathered from the streets by cleaning crews each day. And more, there were no crews of lamplighters
who had to scour the city each dawn and dusk to light them, but rather they ignited and extinguished
themsalves magically come sunsat and sunrise. No, here, truly, was civilization. Not the civilization | had
known in Vilandia, or even what | had seen and experienced in Pdlome. Thiswas something greeter,
grander... Sorcery and mundane knowledge beyond what | had ever seen before, yet utterly
commonplace and trivid to the people who lived here. Even the smallest things to them were marvelsto
me - large sheets of plate glass in windows, countless tens of thousands of stonesin the Streetsand
buildings that were cut to match each other without mortar... Y es, here was a people and culture on the
cusp of something truly marvelous. Even Marilith, who had seen thingsin her home-planethat | could
only dream of, seemed as deeply impressed and awed as|.

At last, Vaddan tugged on the reins to his horse, drawing the wagon to a stop before a tremendous
temple with white-marble pillars. "Here we are, friend. The Temple of Vyleah, asyou asked. Whereto,
now?"'

Eddas smply gazed at the templein silence, her expression unreadable.

"Old Man?' Joy sad, gently placing agloved hand on her forearm. "Areyou dright?'

Eddas shook her head, rising from her seat atop the wagon. "1 know you need grain for Champion,
Vaddan, and it would be best if we rented rooms for the night. WWe can meet you herein two hour'stime
after you've arranged things - | should have your sword repaired by then, aswell,” she said, reaching
beneath the seat to withdraw the broken blade and hilt of Vaddan's sword, the blade kept inside the
sword's shegth. "The rest of you, come - we've much to do.”

Shortly, we were walking down a broad street lined with armor and weapon shops - the sign &t the
corner proclaimed it as the Street of the Armorers, or so the bracelet Eddas Ayar had given me years
ago revealed. Barag followed with Marilith and | as Joy and Eddas led the way.



"Y ou couldn't have smply used a spdll of repairing on it days ago, Old Man?" Joy asked.

Eddas shook her head. "I could, but that's not what the gods intend. I've known what | must do with
thissword for severd days, now. Thereis another who will bear it in our time, and it will savetheir life
many, many times over. It must not be smply repaired, it must be enchanted with the Degp Magic. And
that means | must borrow aforge for an hour or so."

"Andyou..." Marilith gasped, her eyeswidening. "Y ou'l let uswatch?'

"Of course," Eddasreplied.

"I.... | am honored,” Marilith said, bowing her head.

"I, aswell," Barag added, equally impressed.

|, however, wasn't impressed. I'd rather have spent my time with Vaddan. Still, | managed a polite
amile. "It sounds very exciting.”

Marilith nodded emphaticaly. "Y ou have no idea, Sster. To seetheforging of an Artifact?It'sa
dream cometrue, redly.”

"Perhaps," Eddas replied. "Afterwards, we can go to the tower of the Algrassian Circle, and seeif
Mader Karatinisill dive- or, if not, if they'll at least dlow meto browse some of the spellshe
developed..." shesad, then sghed. "Assuming they'll even dlow ahdf-df ingdethe tower."

"l could go," Barag offered.



"An gpprentice would have little better luck than I, | think," Eddas replied.

Barag nodded, sighing. "True. I'm of the Mordovian circle, and only an apprentice. | don't evenrate a
vigt to aforeign circleslibrary, much less browsing the spell-books of a master.”

Eddas nodded silently, and led usinto the first shop along the street, apparently to seeif we could
borrow their forge for awhile.

Unfortunately, it was not to be as easy asdll that.

The eighth smith we'd asked, just as al the others, shook his head. "Therésawar coming, €f - or
didn't you know? The kingdoms to the north have been invaded. It's only ameatter of time before they
come here. King Gothnar has mobilized hisarmy, and dl the battle-circles within the kingdom have their
masters on dert, ready to leave a amoment's notice. Asfor us, nearly every armorer and smithinthe
city isworking night and day to fill orders weve been given. Armor, swords, arrowheads... Weredl too

busy, df."

Eddas sighed. "Buit | really need aforge, today! It will only befor an hour - less, redly.”

"Impossible, éf, I'm smply too busy. Try Honor's Forge, at the end of the street. They filled much of
their orders with back stocks, they may have aforge free you can borrow.”

Eddas started, though | couldn't understand why. After amoment, she sighed. "I should have
suspected. Yes, friend smith, you'reright. I'll go there, now. Thank you," she said, and turned to walk out
of the amithy.

Asweleft the smithy, | glanced at Eddas Ayar's face. Her expression was... Odd, to say the least.
Focused, yet somehow... Pained. "Is something wrong, Mas-"



"Raven," Eddas snapped, interrupting me. "Cal me Raven, here.”

"Ummm... |-"

Joy glanced a me. "Leave him be, for now, Sasha. Now is not the time.”

Wewaked for quiteawhilein sllence, until findly we were at the end of the busy street, whereit
ended in another at right angles. On the corner was alarge brick and woodwork building, adjacent to a
large smithy. Eddas walked past the smithy, and directly to the house. Stepping up atop the stoop, she
knocked at the door. Moments later, ayoung Hyperborean woman answered. She looked Eddas over in
surprise for amoment, then smiled. "Can | help you, €f?'

"I am Raven. | waslooking for Hietar Ayar. Ishe here?'

The woman blinked at Eddas for along moment. "Err... My husband's grandfather has been dead
somefifty years, df. What busness did you have with him?"

"Ah," Eddas said, and sighed. "' had forgotten how short-lived you humans can sometimes be. | met
him seventy-five years ago when he was on atrip to hisson'stower, in the east. He said that if | ever had
need of hisforge, | should look for him in Wilanda City. Now, herel am, but heis gone."

"His grandson Songar till lives - hes my husband. I'm Bettara."

"Did Songar inherit that cutelittle dimplein his chin his grandfather had?' Eddas asked, smiling.



"Yes, and he shaves so | can seeit, therasca!" Bettarareplied, and laughed. "Come - he'sinthe
smithy right now, working on orders with his apprentices. I'll take you to him," she said, stepping out onto
the stoop and pulling the door shut behind her.

Moments | ater, we were walking through the smithy - which, itsdf, was abustle of activity astwenty
men of varying ages pounded and hammered away on swords, arrowheads, and pieces of armor. Bettara
led usdirectly to atal, olive-skinned Hyperborean man who had long, thick mutton-chops on the sides
of hisjowls. Hishair wastied back behind his head in ashort ponytail, and the thick thews of hisarms
flexed as he worked on hammering the blade of what apparently would be a sword. He seemed to bein
hislateforties, with graying hair at histemples. "Songar?' Bettaracaled. "Thisdf iscaled Raven - she
says she knew your grandfather.”

Songar flashed abroad smile at us, holding out his hand. "Pleased to meet you," he said as Songar
took Eddas ebon-gloved hand in hismuch larger hand, Songar clasping her fingers and inclining his head
briefly. "What can | do for you?'

"I met your grandfather once, while he was vigiting your unclestower in the east. Y our grandfather
once said that if | ever needed aforge, | should see him. But, that was seventy-five years ago - it had
dipped my mind how short-lived you humans are. | hate to impose, asit is not a promise you made, but
my need isurgent - | must borrow a smith'sforge for an hour."

Songar stepped back, gesturing to his forge with abroad smile. "Please fed freeto borrow the forge
of my father and grandfather, Goodmaid Raven."

Eddas et her staff aside, still holding the sheathed and broken sword in her other hand. "May I..."
Eddas said, and paused, asmall quaver to her voice.

"Yes?' Songar asked.

"May | borrow your grandfather'stools, aswell?"



Songar smiled. "They lie before you, Goodmaid Raven. Pleasefed free.”

"Th-thank you," Eddas replied, her voice trembling.

Quietly, she dipped the broken blade of Vaddan's sword onto the anvil, then picked up asmall
wrench to loosen the pommel and free the tang of the blade from it. With the two pieces of the broken
blade before her, she picked up the tongs and thrust the blade and tang into the glowing embers of the
forge...

...and then, she began to quietly sing.

It was not asong of words that my bracelet could trandate. It was a song of power, of strength. |
could fed it, ingde me. | could hear the emotionsin her voice. Sadness... Y earning... And even
mourning.

The embers of the fire glowed brightly, and Eddas Ayar withdrew the broken pieces of the blade from
the fire with the tongs, then began hammering them together with a heavy smith's hammer againgt the
anvil, dill singing. | had never seen asword forged before, but | imagined it would not be as smoothly
done asthis. The broken edges flowed together seamlesdy benesth the blows of the hammer, the metal
il glowing cherry red, as Eddas quiet song brought al the other work in the smithy to a standstill. Two
dozen pairs of eyesgazed on slently, al in awve.

Again into the glowing embers of the forge, and with amournful risein the song, the embers of the
forge glowed with renewed heat as Eddas gestured over it. She then drew the blade out again awhile
later with the tongs, the blade now glowing white-hot. Eddas gestured over the blade, her sorcery and
the words of her song etching runes aong the flat of the blade. Tears flowed down her cheeks, and she
paused, reaching for a cup that dangled from the nearby water trough. Holding it to her cheeksfor a
moment, she then held the cup over the glowing blade, letting the tears drop onto it, to vanish with ahiss
of steam...

And ingtantly, the blade was cool, and gleamed like quicksilver. Eddas lifted the blade in her hands,
dipping the hilt and guard back into place, then screwing the pommel back on with the wrench. The song
had ended, and | blinked with returning awareness - though it seemed mere moments of work, the



shadows that crept in from the nearby window showed it was at least an hour, perhaps more, that al of
us had stood silently, enraptured by what we saw.

Songar found hisvoicefirst, and dowly shook hishead. "That was... Truly amazing,” he said, hisvoice
hushed.

"| agree," Barag said, hisface showing utter awe.

"And|," Marilith agreed with anod.

"Thank you," Eddas replied, sheathing the sword in it's scabbard, then turned to him. "And now,
Songar Ayar, | have amessage from your uncle."

Songar blinked. "Err... My uncle? Eddas? But he's been dead nigh onto twenty years.”

"Yes. And here isthe message,” she said, and reached out to his shoulder, drawing him down to her,
and kissed his cheeks. "Y ou are loved, Songar, and you will be remembered. Always.”

And with that, Eddas Ayar picked up her staff with her free hand, turned, and strode out of the smithy
without a backwards glance.

Joy nodded to Songar and hiswife, then strode after Eddas swiftly.

"Err... We should follow, | beieve," Marilith said, and held out her handsto me and Barag. "Come,
let'sgo.”



We caught up to them about a block down the street. Eddas had paused, and now stood silently, her
head bowed. Joy had her hands upon Eddas shoulders, and was speaking quietly.

"How much more, Joy? How much more?' Eddas said, her voice quavering.

"Asmuch asit takes, Old Man. Y ou told methat, yourself. There are things they must see, and things
they must do to understand. Their lives, and perhapsthe futureitsdf, dependsonit.”

"Yes, but-" Eddas said, then suddenly paused, her eyefdling upon us. "They're here!™

"Sothey are, Old Man."

"And now they see mein my moment of weakness, compounding my shame!" she wept, then turned to
stride away.

Joy caught Eddas by the shoulders again, and pulled her back. Despite theillusion of aHyperborean
woman that covered her, Joy was il alittle giantess - Eddas was drawn back, and into her arms. "No
shame, Old Man. None," she said, holding Eddas to her as she reached down, taking the sheathed
sword from her hand. Joy held the sword out to me. "Take it, and give it to Vaddan. Tell him Eddas says
it will never break and never dull, the edge will stay razor keen eternally. Once attuned to VVaddan, he
can summon it to hisgrip at athought. To attuneit, he needsto wear it on hiship for afew days."

"Ummm... You want usto teke it back ourselves?' | asked, taking the sword from her.

"Y ou three can find the temple of Vyleah again, yes?

Barag nodded. "It's just down the street afew blocks."



"Then go, and meet with Vaddan. WEell catch up to you later.”

"Err... Vaddan was supposed to get our rooms... How will you know what inn he chose?”

Joy glowered at me. "Eddas adready knows. He's known for days. WEe'l meet you there, later. For
now, we have to go to the Algrassian circle, so Eddas can try to get the spells he needs, again try to warn
them, and again be cast out into the street like adog.”

I blanched, clutching the scabbarded sword. "Err... But that doesn't necessarily have to happen. |
mean, she-"

"He!" Joy snapped suddenly. "He! For dl that heis going through for your sakes, for dl that heis
auffering so you will learn, it should at least behoove you to remember that! That was his nephew, his
brother's son! He hasawife, and likely children - none of whom Eddas can meet asheis, because it
would be shameful for him to be seen in the body of awoman! And no matter what happens, good or
bad, inthe end, in our time, they'redl dead! Dead and gone! It's sixteen centuries from now! That was
his nephew! That was his father's forge, and his father's tools! Gone! All gone! So you two can
learn!”

| stepped back, startled. A few passers-by on the street glanced at us, not understanding what Joy
was shouting about, but did not stop on their way. "Err... I'm sorry, | don't understand-"

"ThenI'll explain!" Joy snapped. "I'll explainit to you the sameway he hasexplained it to me,
countlesstimes for agood century or more - and the same way he explained it to you, once before!
Mortaswar with sword and spell across bloody battlefiel ds, gods war with souls and paradoxes across
the Arc of Time! Their battles have physical dimension, but they are also battles of spirit and emotion!
Love, joy, fear, hate, anger, sorrow... All are weaponsin the arsend of the gods! He suffers now, that
you can see what kind of battles you face! Soon, it will be your turn! All too soon!”

| sammered for severd heartbeats, not sure what to say. Then, Marilith stepped forward, putting a



hand on my shoulder. "We understand, Joy. And well beready.”

"You'd better be. Y ou-"

"Enough, Joy," Eddas said suddenly, pulling free of her. "Enough. The Algrassian Circle awaits.” And
with that, Eddas turned and strode away, Joy following.

| Sghed, shaking my head. "She'sright... | have aways been thinking of Eddas asa'she.’ My faullt... |
know that heisamade, ingdethat body. | guessit'sjust that | don't seewhat shamethereisinit...”

"Y ou're not Hyperborean," Barag replied quietly, gazing at me. Y our illusion and that of your Sster
makes you look as one of us, but you're redly not. If you were, you'd understand. And it's worse for
him, I think." Barag looked down the busy street. "We should go, and meet Vaddan.”

"Lead me, Sigter,” Marilith said, taking my hand. "'I'm going to keep my gaze on them, and see what
happens.”

"Alright," | replied, and Barag began to lead us back down the street, towards the temple of Vyleah.
"Ummm... What did you mean when you said it might be worse for him?”'

"He's not of my generation, Sasha," Barag replied with ashrug, "he's from three generations before -
thelast of the Internecine War generations.”

"Err... TheInternecine War?"

"Yes. A thousand years of political and military conflict to determine who would be emperor of usdll.
It was mosily palitica, and we didn't fight often. But when we did fight, blood ran inrivers, and
sometimes for decades a a stretch. Hyperborea has many ancient battlefields where the bones of the



newly dead are layered atop those who died before, decades, centuries, even amillenniabefore, layer
upon layer. Wed learned the art and science of war fighting against the elves and dwarves before - and
we'd learned our lessonswell. In the earliest days of our history, some thought to consider each kingdom
separately, as a separate people. But contact with the other races, our wars with the elves and dwarves,
showed usthat we are al one race, the Hyperborean race - and once the varying kingdoms of
Hyperborea had made peace with the other races, they then turned to trying to answer the question of
which would betheruler of usal. The Battle Circles arose during the time of the Internecine War, and
much of our society was shaped by it. You're not one of us, so | just don't know how to explain... You
redly just can't imagine how deeply athousand years of conflict affected our people. The traditions of
Fridmagga, the Kor'na'lagbar, the Juvan-lato... The Juvan-lato mos of al. But, times are different,
now. Five years after his death, about fifteen years ago, now... Well, the kings of Hyperborea decided to
resolve the question another way."

"Another way? What way?" | asked, fascinated.

"That, they haven't decided yet. They're dill talking about it. They might take avote between them all,
avote to determine the emperor. They might just have dl the kings of Hyperborea gather and duel each
other. Or, perhapsthey'd select the greatest battle-mages from each kingdom, and have them dudl. We
don't know, the kings are dtill talking about it, still debating, still wrangling with each other... But the one
thing we know isthat they all want the warsto end, and there to be one emperor of usdl. The Sedlie
Court has made overtures about dlowing usto join, if we had asingle emperor. That would be quite abit
of gold for all the kingdoms of Hyperborea - gold from trade and taxes. Our knowledge would also
grow, as we would have more interchange between scholars, and..." Barag shrugged. "Peace can be as
profitable aswar, and just as honorable."

| smiled. "I supposeit can, yes."

"But he's not of my generation, he's from three generations before. Well, four, redly, hewasborn a
century ago. He'sfrom this city, and the time of Darrak the Second. Darrak became king at eighteen,
when hisfather died in ahunting accident, and Darrak ruled for over eighty years. During that time, alot
of things changed... Many of the changes were asaresult of the battles of Eddas himself and hiscircle.
The Battle of Chorim Keep, the Battle of Selim Pass, the Battle of Rathas Pass, the Battle of White
Creek, the Battle of Fador's Crossing... No, he was the best, the greatest - and everyone knew his
story. He could have been the master of hiscircle, easly. But, he had another calling. Instead, he went to
distant lands and even other planes of existence seeking away to return hisbeloved Dyarzi to him, his
murdered wife-to-be. Troubadours sing histae today, you know. He showed our peopl e both the good
that true honor could bring us, and the harm that total war could bring us. Still, after his desth and the
passing of Darrak's crown to his son, things changed. The people wanted peace - and so did the kings.
So they began talking about it. We're hopeful that someday..." Barag said, hisvoicetrailing off. At last,
he sighed. "But, | supposeit doesn't matter, now. The Invaders are here. Theend isat hand.”



"It doesn't have to happen that way," | said, smiling. "1t might be changed. Eddas agreed held try to
changeit, if hecould.”

Barag looked at me oddly. "Did he agree, or did you force him to agree by placing it as a question of
honor?!

| blinked. "Err... Wdll..."

Barag nodded. "I thought as much - you may be from the future, but women are till women inthe
future, it gppears. Unfortunatdly, by placing it as aquestion of honor to one of his generation, you force
him to attempt something he has to know isimpossible.”

"But... But it might not be impossiblel” | yelped, both insulted and embarrassed.

Barag shook his head. "I'm only an apprentice, and my journeyman's studies of temporal theory had
only just begun. But | do know that the Arc of Time haslimits. The past is set, Sasha. And if you and he
arefrom the future, then thisisthe past, and what he knows will happen, will happen. Little details can be
changed..." he said, then paused, shaking his head again. "Well, not really. They can be discovered.
Things that weren't known before can be discovered, like the woodsman who cuts a sturdy tree, and
discoversthe tunnels of termiteswithin it. The termites weren't created by the woodsman's axe, they
were merely discovered by it - they were always there. And the Gods can add small things... Little
changesin smal events here and there, like aweaver might take afinished rug and go back over it again,
adding in extrathreads to improve the pattern here and there, or repair tiny flawsthey madein the
weaving. But the end result can't be changed.”

"It could change! Vaddan doesn't haveto die!™

Barag smiled. "Aaaaah. So that'swhat it's about, for you."



| blushed. "Wdll... Yes."

"He does haveto die, Sasha. And so do |, and everyone e se, here. Y ou're from the future... Eighteen
centuriesin thefuture, Eddas said. Even if wewon, even if the Invaders were utterly crushed and
defeated... Wdll, it's eighteen centuries, Sasha. We're only human. When you return to your time, well be
long dead and gone.”

"Err..."

"And what happensif we win? Beneath that illusion, you don't look like us. Your skinispde, likean
elf, and your hair the color of copper. Y ou're from akingdom in the future that arose after us, yes?'

"WEéll... | wasfound as an orphan lost at sea and washed up on abeach in Vilandia. But many have
said | look like an Arcadian... They're apeople that came after you... The legends say they'reamix of
your people and the Invaders..."

"If S0, our blood must bevery thininyou, | think."

"Wdll..."

"And if wewin, that kingdom never comes about. And you are never born. And dl thethingsyou've
done..." he said, and snapped hisfingers. "All un-done. All the battles you won arelogt, dl the people
you saved arelogt... Everything you have ever doneis un-done.”

"Wel... Maybe..."



"And then, if you are not born, you and Eddas are not here to help uswin. Since you are not here to
help uswin, welose, and..." he said, and snagpped hisfingersagain. ™Y ou come into existence again.”

| blinked for along moment. "Wait... That doesn't make any sensel!”

Barag grinned. "Ah, but it does. It's paradox, you see? Y ou can't change the past. That'swhat the Arc
of Timeisdl about. Asl said - it'slike arug the weaver hasfinished, and you and Marilith and Eddas
and Joy... Well, you are like the weaver adding afew extrathreads here and there to improve the overal
pattern. Y orindar being the weaver, | suppose, though perhaps your own goddesshasahand iniit, as
well. No matter - the final result isthat we are doomed as a people, and asacivilization. Y es, you can
be here, and you can act, but nothing you do can change what you and Eddas know of history. Only
small details can be added, like the weaver adding additional threads to the finished carpet to improve the

pattern.”

| felt my heart Snk. "But... But that means... That means Vaddan will die..."

"Aswill everyonedsedivetoday, yes" Barag replied, nodding again. "By your time, weve dl died of
old age, if nothing else. Even an df doesnt livethat long. Only dragons and other immortalslive that
long."

"l... 1 see.." | said, my eyes misting with tears.

"But, in the end, he's not of my generation, he's from four generations before. And honor is even more
important to him than it isto us - and to us, today, it's very important. Being trapped in the body of a
woman..." Barag shook hishead. "It would be endlesdy humiliating.”

"Why?" | sngpped, my heart in turmoil. "Is there something wrong with being awoman?'

"For a woman, no. But turn the tables around - say you were trapped in my body. Would you be
happy living as me? Being aman of adifferent race, and looking as | do? Or would you be endlessy



embarrassed?"

| paused. "wl..."

"And what if you fal inlove with aman, while tragpped in the body of aman? Perhapsyoufdl inlove
with Vaddan? Just what would you do with him, as aman? Unless he was a sodomite, your love would
be doomed from the start - he would be insulted if you even attempted to kiss him, much less anything
more."

“Wel.." | sad, then sighed.

"It would be an endless embarrassment for you or meto bein his situation. For me, aHyperborean
man, it would be adeep humiliation, aloss of manhood. To lose one's manhood, to become aeunuch
and be... Neither man nor woman..." Barag shook his head. "It's adeep humiliation. For him, he's severa
generations older. For him, it would be an endless, daily humiliation that grinds him down to nothing.
How he enduresit, | don't know. What I've read of him isthat he was dways astrong man. | think heis
stronger than even anyone of hisday ever knew."

| Sighed again, thinking as we walked.

"I've been with you nearly aweek now, traveling to here. I've heard your story - Master Eddas has
told it to me, ashaveyou. Your sigter, Marilith,” Barag said, nodding to her. "Have you not noticed she
aways addresses him as'Master Eddas? And dways refersto him with amale pronoun? So does
Vaddan. And so do |. Joy, his companion... Have you not noticed she callshim "Old Man"? A constant
reminder of who heredly is, beneeth his garment of flesh. That keeps him going, | think. But you..."
Barag said, and shook hishead. ™Y ou do not. Y ou remind him of hishumiliation, every day. Y ou very
nearly rub hisnoseinit.”

"But | didn't mean-!"



"Perhaps you didn't, but you were," Barag interrupted. "And now, today, he returnsto hisfamily's
house, the house he was born and raised in, and meets his nephew... And he can't even tell him who he
redly is, for the shame."

“l... Err.."

”YS’?I

"And | only madeit worse. Again," | said, and felt deeply ashamed. "I need to apologizeto him."

Barag nodded. "1 think you do, too," he said aswe neared the city square.

Suddenly, Marilith paused, her eyes il closed. " Something is hgppening,” she said, ominoudly.

"What? What do you mean?' | asked, confused.

"I'm till watching him. He went in and spoke with the masters of the Algrassan circle... | can't hear
them, from here, but | could see from the greater redlity that they were arguing. But they're not just
throwing him out... It seemslike... Yes. They're having him arrested. The city guards are coming, and
mages among them."

"Oh, no! What can we do?"

Marilith opened her eyes, then looked to me. "Joy is still outside, she does not know what is
happening - but when she finds out, | doubt her reaction will be pleasant. I'm going to quickly fetch Joy
from there, before she does something that gets her arrested, aswell. Y ou and Barag need to find
Vaddan, and head to the inn that he'sfound for us. Well figure out what to do, there."



| nodded, my eyes scanning the crowd of people walking about in the square. "Alright, | think | see
Vaddan, over there. Let'sgo, Barag.”

"But how will Marilith find us, hersdf?" Barag asked, confused.

Marilith smiled briefly. "My link to my soul-sister dlows meto seewhere sheis, even were shein
another plane. | can find you, don't worry." Marilith then turned, her robe fluttering, and vanished into thin
ar.

| reached out, taking Barag's hand, then tugged him dong as| trotted aweaving path through the
crowds of peoplein the square. Barag followed slently, which was good - with worry over Eddas on my
mind, mixed with embarrassment at what | now knew of how I'd treated him, | could hardly think of

anything useful to say, mysdf.

The Snake - Three.

We walked through the quiet, night-time streets of the city. A few wagons passed us here and there,
but otherwise, the city was nearly slent, the gas-lampsflickering asthey cast pools of light here and
there. "Magter... I'm worried about you."



"Oh? And why is that, Haifa?"

"You... You broke your idol, and now... We didn't go straight to your circle, or redlly anywhere near.
What's wrong, master?”'

"Asto the latter, my dear, we walk the city because | wanted to see it, one last time. Mundanes

get quite tedious when they see a liche walking about in the daylight. | suppose our bones remind
them of their own mortality."

"Err... One lagt time, master?"

"Yes, Haifa. Can't you sense it? Certainly | have. Something very largeislooming..." hesaid,
then reached to hiswais, extracting aflat leather case. A message-pouch of hiscircle, therewasa
matching pouch in hiscirclésvault. A letter placed in one gppeared in the other - though the enchantment
only worked one way. Sorcery, of course, and something my people ssimply could not do. "The
message-pouch, of course, was only the confirmation. Their letter contained a brief synopsis of the
last few weeks. The northern kingdoms have been attacked - well, more than attacked, destroyed.
His cities have been sacked and burned, his armies broken and scattered, and King Faldan the
Fifth himself has lost his young head. All over the course of about seven days fighting."

| gaped. "S-seven days?! Buit... But it would take months to lay Sege to each of hiscities, years to
conqguer hislands! What happened, master? Who attacks them?™"

"That, we do not know. We only know their armies now approach here. They will be here
sometime tonight.”

| nodded, calming myself asbest | could. "And they want you to help fight them, of course.”



"Of course. All the circles have been alerted by the king to prepare for battle. Ah, but thereis
more. Do you remember Eddas?"

| nodded. "Very well, master.”

" Apparently the king's men have found someone who claims to be him. I've been asked to find
out if thisistrue, as| knew him best when he was alive."

"And we go there, now?'

"No. We walk and chat, Haifa. And | dream of how things might have been, had the circle
allowed you to begin guarding me perhaps five years earlier."

| smiled, shaking my head. "Magter, if your circle cals, we must not dawdle.”

"Mustn't we?" hereplied, gazing at me with empty eye-sockets. " You broke your idol. Why?"

"Because..." | said, and sghed. "Because you were right, master. My god did not exist. We die,
master. Slowly, century after century, our numbers dwindle. It angered me... And | brokeit in my

"And I, instead of thinking of the coming fight or what might happen, thought of you."

"Me, master?'



"Yes. | prayed for you, Haifa. Someday, despite your best care, this body will fall to dust. |
prayed that at least your next assignment might be given a bit earlier, that you would at |east
have a chance to accomplish the dream you told me of... To bear a child."

| smiled. "Y ou are too kind, master.”

"Perhaps. But, when | looked upon the statue with these eyes, seeing it's astral emanations, |
had a strange impression... An impression of indifference... Perhaps even amusement.”

" Amusement, master? | don't understand.”

"Neither did I. Yet, | have sensed such before, from the god of our circle. It isstrange... | have
sensed it some twenty years, now, ever since the day of Eddas’ death. It is as though..." hesaid,
then paused. "It is as though with his death, some decision was made, and now is done. Yes, your
god was false. But mine no longer cared. | could sense not even the sightest indication that he
cared for your fate... Or, even for mine. And | grew angry, myself. | care little for my fate, Haifa.
A side-effect of feeling the UnLife that sustains this body, unfortunately..." he said, then shook his
head. "No matter. Whether | survive or not matterslittle to me, anymore. | find I am more
interested in learning, studying the subjects | had little chance to, while performing the duties of
my former office in the circle. The history of your people, and the Fell War in general. It interested
me for years - and after my death, | found | had plenty of time before me to study it..." hethen
suddenly chuckled. "Ah, | digress. | find my mind floats, often - another side-effect, | suppose. This
body feels not like it used to, when | was alive... At times, it feels like a marionette, a puppet on
strings, and | just seethrough it's eyes..." hesaid, hisvoice drifting off. A moment later, he nodded.
"But yes, | prayed for you, Haifa, and your people. And | felt nothing but indifference from the
idol. My god simply does not care what happens to you. This made me angry, and | smashed the
idal," hefinished, and chuckled. "It was actually quite interesting. | haven't felt true anger in
years... Decades, really, since | died. Quite an interesting experience, for the few moments it
lasted.”

"You... You cast asde your god, master?' | asked, amazed.

"Yes. If he careslittle for you, why should | follow him? At the very least, your tribe has served
our circle and others well, and for many generations. You deserve far better than to simply die
out."



"But... But what will you do now, master? Whom will you follow?"'

"I've no idea. Quite a delicious feeling, really. Were alive, I'd actually be quite intimidated
looking forward to the future. But..." hesaid, and Sighed again. "It is faint, Haifa. Faint and faded.
Strong emotions... Just don't grip me asthey did when | was alive. Sad, | suppose. Thereisone
emotion | truly miss, and wish | could feel, now."

"Oh?What emotion isthat, master?"

"Love, Haifa. Ah, yes. Before | died, | wasin love with a wonderful woman. Yes, quite a dear.
Her touch is gentle, her heart ispure... | met her a few months before | died. Quite a wonderful,
charming woman."

"Ah, | see" | replied, my eyeson him, but the strands of my hair still watching around us aswe
walked. " So, we go to meet her before the battle, in case you do not survive?!

"No, of course not, I've hardly that much time. | am walking and chatting with her now, in case
| do not survive."

| blinked, startled, eight strands of my hair ingtantly focusing on him, tonguesflickering. "M-me?!"

"Naturally. And why not? You are eminently lovable, my dear. Sadly, after | died and became
what | am, | discovered the UnLife energy that sustains this body leaves me with little emotion at
all. | find I am saddled with an impassiveness and placidity that defies adequate description,
Haifa. Emotion is, at best, muted... Or simply nonexistent. But, yes, before | died... | did love you,
Haifa."



Hefdl silent aswe walked, gazing at me hollowly, and | laid ahand atop his bony arm. "Oh, master...
... I loveyou, too. I'd hug you, but | think I'd hurt you."

"Ah..." hereplied, lifting his head to gaze upwards a the sars. " That was... Delicious. To know you
love me, too... For the briefest moment, it pierced the blase' darkness of UnLife, and warmed my
soul. And for the briefest moment... Ah, | felt my love for you again, just as when | was alive.
Yes... Quite a lovely feeling..." he said, and sighed, ahollow sound like wind through bones as his gaze
fel tothe dtreet. "Tragic that it faded so rapidly."

| walked beside him in silence, the strands of my hair watching around us. They had to, my eyeswere
misted with tears. He loved me... Had things been different...

"Ah... You weep," hesaid, gazing a me. "Had | lips, | would kiss the tears away. Now, sadly, it is
just something | see, like noticing the rain. Perhaps, someday..."

"Err... Someday, master?' | asked, wiping my eyeswith my gloved fingers.

"Yes. Should we win and drive the enemy off, of course. I've written a letter to the High
Master," he said, patting the message-pouch a hiswaist. "1 have asked that a request be forwarded
frommeto the king. All | need is a condemned man or other doomed individual to be brought to
my tomb. Then, | can destroy this body, and my soul would return to my animuary. Then, | will be
able to possess their body from my animuary, and shape it into my own again." He shrugged,
flicking ahand dismissvdy. "They die, of course, their soul destroyed. But, | would live again,
Haifa. And then, perhaps..." he said, then gazed at me. " Of course, you should stay clear of my
tomb if this body is destroyed in the coming battle, Haifa. Arising from one's animuary is much
like a sleeping man trying to awaken. | cannot tell whose body | am attempting to steal."

| nodded. "I know, master, it iswhy we are reassigned when that happens.”

"Good - I'd rather not kill you trying to awaken and love you, Haifa. That would be immensely
disappointing. Now, we go to the Black Tower to present this letter to the High Master.
Thereafter, we shall speak with this odd individual the King's Men have found. And then, |
suppose, gather with the other liches and masters of the circle to fight. You and the rest of the



yal'onca will likely be told to wait in the tower basement along with the apprentices, whereit's
reasonably safe."

"And after, master? What then?"

"I'vereally no idea. Had | breath, | would sing your name. Had | lips, | would kissyou. Had | a
god, | would pray to them. But, lacking any of that, and finding my soul is as placid as a still pool,
| suppose we will just have to do what we must do, and see what may come."

"Yes, master,” | replied, smiling as we walked down the darkened streets.

TheOwl - V.

"Aye, lad, it befarly smple" Mungim replied to Corvid's question, his eyes never leaving the forest as
their wagons traveled a ong beside the rubble of an ancient Hyperborean road. "The Black Powder
which somedo yet cadl 'Bang Dirt', it do burn fierce-like when lit by flame or spark. The burning do make
much smoke and hot gas, and this do push the pellets down the barrel in amere ingtant o' time, like adart
from a blow-tube be pushed out and beyond by one's breath. Powder in the pan be set aight by sparks
from the flint againgt the frizzen, and when it do burn, the flame from which goes through the touch-hole
to spark the charge in the barrdl dight. It be an ancient thing, we did discover it ages ago, during our
warswith the elves. It do have not the range of agood stedl crossbow, not by half. But it do yet be more
swift to yet load, and be not picky about what ye do shoot from it. We do use pellets of lead, but aught
will yet do in apinch - nails, rocks, aught that will yet fit down the bore. All one do need be powder, and
for atraveling merchant, that do yet makeit an idea weapon,” he said, and grinned. "Along with agood



axe, o'course.”

Corvid smiled as he rode next to Mungim on the seat of the wagon. Though he missed the opportunity
to chat with the priest and his attractive companion asthey traveled, Mungim was at least asinteresting -
and, from what Father Patience had said, he was severa centuries old. "Interesting... But how isthe
powder made, | wonder?"

Mungim grinned. "Ah, lad, that | cannot tell ye, for | do not know. It be a secret of our achemidts, and
e€enwerel one o' their number and did yet know, | could not tell ye - for | would yet be sworn to
secrecy 'pon the matter entire.” A moment later, Mungim paused, then pointed. "There be the turning,
lad. As| did yet tel ye 'afore, do yet keep thy paws clear o' thy wegpon, else yell have me fighting one
0 me customers.”

Corvid smiled. "Alright.”

Mungim flicked the reinsto the smd| team of dwarf-poniesthat pulled hiswagon, and dowly, they
turned past alightning-blasted tree and headed into the glooming shadows of the forest. The wait was not
long, little more than a quarter of an hour of travel. Findly, Mungim drew histeam to astop inasmall
clearing. Corvid could see severa hides stretched on ssimple wooden frames and stacks of cured hides
standing beneath anearby tree, but there was no onein sight. "Etr... Was there supposed to be someone
here?"

"Aye, lad. They do yet watch us, | do reckon. Y e be astranger, and they will yet be wary of ye."

Corvid smiled. "I can't imagine anyone who lives here being afraid of me.”

"Not afeared, lad. Wary. Those who do yet lack caution in Hyperboreado not live long.”

Suddenly, aflash of movement caught Corvid's eye, and he looked to hisright. From behind the trees,
alarge creature dithered out. Part woman, part titanic snake, from the waist up the creature had along



torso and six ams, from the waist down they had thetail of a gigantic snake instead of legs. Her skinwas
asmooth gleaming snake-hide from her head to thetip of her tail, and Corvid guessed that she was at
least fourteen cubitslong. In her four lower hands, she bore single-edged one-handed swords, the
squarish blades a cubit long and two palms wide with asmple semicircle for ahand-guard. Both tool and
wegpon, the short blades could both be used for cutting and chopping tasks aswell as salf-defense. In
her two upper hands, she held alongbow at full draw, the arrow pointed at Corvid. Her hair waslong
and black, her face bore aglare of anger, and she hissed something in alanguage Corvid did not
understand.

Mungim smiled disarmingly and spoke back at her, again in alanguage Corvid did not understand.
Some words had half-familiar sounds, but that was all. After afew moments, the creature lowered her
bow, hissing again. Mungim chuckled and replied, and the creature let out a sound remarkably like a
woman'sgiggle.

"What did she say?" Corvid whispered.

"I did tell her that ye be afriend, and did explain that ye do travel with usto the tower of Eddas Ayar.
Shedidthenaskinjest if | did bring yeasanitem to trade. | did laugh and tell her | did not, but should
shein sooth desire ye, we could likely strike abargain,” Mungim replied, and winked. "It be merdly jest,
lad, she hasno interest in ye - but be ye yet friendly, nonethel ess.”

Corvid nodded, then flashed what he hoped was his most charming grin at the creature. She dowly
smiled back - thisdid not, however, improve her appearance one whit. Corvid managed to maintain his
smile, despite seeing her teeth were sharp and predatory with long fangs, and the corners of her mouth
that he had taken for afrowning scowl were actualy folded flesh of some kind, perhapsto alow her jaw
to open wide enough to use thosefangs. "May | ask what sheis?' he said, hoping hisvoice didn't betray
histhoughts.

"Shebealamia, lad, one o' the snake-women of Hyperborea. They do yet live aslong as elves, and
they be the mortal enemy of ogres, trolls, and dl others of the Unsedlie Court. They havelittleliking for
your kind, | be yet sorry to say, as humans be afeared o' their looks and do yet kill them on sight. On the
bright sde, howe'er, they do yet aso |oathe elves passing fiercely. They do yet say they once were yet
betrayed long ago by the eves, and as we dwarves have yet little love for any of the danddlion-eaters
oursalves, this do make the perfect opportunity for me family to yet trade with them,” Mungim said, and
winked. "I should tell yethat her name, in her tongue, do yet trandate somewhat near " Sweet-Breeth”,
and despite how she may appear to ye and me, for her kind, she be yet consdered quite beautiful "



Corvid grinned. "Wdll, perhapsif sheld stop scowling, she might actualy be somewhat... Err... Well...
Perhaps sheéd look less hogtile, at least...”

Mungim chuckled. " She cant, lad. She does nowise scowl at us, howeer. That be smply the way her
face be made," he said, hopping down from the wagon and bowing low to the lamia, sweeping his
feathered hat off his balding head.

Thelamiadipped her arrow back into adim quiver shewore at her hip, then inclined her head briefly,
sheathing the four swords she had drawn back into a strange, six-way scabbard that was strapped to her
back. Corvid dipped down from the wagon, seeing that Father Patience and the others were doing the
same, and looked the lamia over as Mungim spoke with her.

It was easy to see that Mungim wasright, her skull was humanoid, but differently shaped and vaguely
reptilian. She had very large eyes that peered out from beneath sharply angled brows, the frontal bone of
her skull being angled down to meet her nose rather than going straight across. Asthe lamiadithered
closer, Corvid redized her black hair was more like amane than human hair, growing not merely from
her head but from down the back of her neck and between her topmost shoulders. And more, she had
no visible earsthat he could see, though since she spoke and replied to words, it was obvious she could
hear. After what apparently was an exchange of courtesies and news, Mungim came back over to the
wagon Corvid stood beside while his brotherstrotted over to their wagons, and began to unload items.
"Ummm... How did you ever learn her language?' Corvid asked the gray-bearded elder dwarf, amazed
at the lamias appearance.

"l did not, lad,” Mungim replied, opening asmall hatch under the seat and withdrawing a pipe and
pouch. "She and all her people do yet speak the language of the ancient Hyperboreans, which be a
tongue me family did keep alive among oursalves as belike a secret language o' traders and merchants,
and today do yet dowly become a'‘common tongue' of these lands once again. She be passing hard to
ken, at times, as she do speak with the sounds of her people and her tongue be like that of a snake rather
than that of awoman. Still, one can yet ken her words, an ye do listen with care. The snake-women be
yet keen hunters and fearsome warriors, but until | did begin trading with them some ten years ago, they
did yet have to content themselves with rude clubs, wooden spears and such-like. | do yet trade blades,
sted arrow-heads and other thingsthey do yet need to survive against the ogres, goblins, hobgoblins and
trolls. Inturn, they do trade hides and such that they gather, aswell asthe seeds o' wild herbs that do yet
grow in parts of these lands too dangerous for any but them to yet travel to. The herb seeds and hides|
do yet trade to the Witch-women of 1olo Mountain, who are the daughters and alies of Eddas Ayar. The
seedsthey do plant and grow, and it do yet save them the trouble of scouring the land for them. O' the
hides, they do have but few goats and sheep, and they do yet appreciate the leather muchly.”



Corvid grinned. "1 see," hereplied as Mungim's brothers spread a blanket atop the grass of the
clearing, then began laying samples of thelr wares atop it. "Isthere that much profit in seeds and hides,
here?'

Mungim chuckled as hefilled his pipe from the small pouch. "Nay, lad. There be yet some profitin
herbal seeds, but preciouslittle. Most 0' seed that do have value do yet require great care and skill if one
do intend to yet grow, harvest and then do yet concoct herbal philters from them, and only the
Witch-women of 1olo Mountain be any good at the task. Nay, me brothersand | do profit in trading for
the bayallar of the Giants and Eddas Ayar, and from the herba concoctions of the Witch-women of 1olo
Mountain do yet make. Bloodmoss, for ensample, we can yet make quite atidy profit with. Still,
howeer, the true profit be in that we do yet build friendships," he replied, then pointed his pipe-stem at
Sweet-Breath. "The lamias be close cousnsand alies o' the gorgons, with whom they do share common
heritage. The gorgons do yet have their acquaintances, who do yet have their acquaintances, and so on,
and so on. O'er time, we will yet build awider network o' trade and yet closer bonds betwixt the friendly
races o' Hyperborea."

"Err... Her people are considered friendly, here?' Corvid asked, his eyes on the rather dangerous
looking cregture.

"Aye, lad - those that will yet talk before they do kill ye be yet consdered friendly, in these lands,”
Mungim replied, and winked at Corvid before continuing. "Anywise, closer bonds betwixt the friendly
races be yet agreater god of Eddas Ayar and the Witch-women of lolo Mountain - they do yet wish to
do bond al thefriendly racestogether o'er time, that they may yet more ready-like band together ‘gainst
the goblins, hobgoblins, trolls, ogres and others of the Unsedlie court - and, mayhap, eventudly to yet
drive them from these lands, and mayhap to yet build alarger civilization again.”

"l see... A very noble god," Corvid replied, nodding as he gazed at the lamia, who was looking over
the trade goods that Mungim had brought.

"Aye, lad, we do yet think so, aswell,” Mungim replied, putting the pouch back and extracting asmall
diver of wood from abox benesth the seet. "I may not yet live long enough to seethe end o' the matter,
but me sons and me brother's sons may yet seeit,” Mungim said, and scratched the wooden diver on the
bottom of his boot.



A flameflared tolife at the end of thetiny stick, and Corvid gaped asMungim lit hispipewithit. "Is
that a match?!" Corvid asked, pointing.

"Eh?Oh - aye, it beamatch, lad,” Mungim replied, and blew out the flame before dropping the match
to the ground, then stepping on it carefully to make certain it was out. "A trifle, athing of me people we
do useto yet light smdl fires and such like. Lamias be quite enchanted with the smell o' me pipeweed, it
be rum-steeped and sweetened with applejuice.”

"No, | know what it is, it's just they're incredibly expensive in the Southlands - dwarven traders sell
theminlittletin jars... They have ascrew top and arough spot on the bottom to strike them againgt. But
weonly usethem for lighting fires, only the very rich use them for anything else, they're just too
expengve. A dlver for asmal tin jar of ahundred istypical. It'sjust surprising to see you light a pipe with
one.."

"Hmmm..." Mungim replied, puffing on hispipe. "1 should tell me nephew Bombur to yet take dong a
few hundred tins 0' matches next time he do yet go to the Southlands, and do examine the competition.
An asdlver atin betherate in the Southlands, that be quite atidy profit... Me son Kiri did yet consder a
shop in Greenhaven, aswell, for to better distribute the byallar we do trade for, here. An the market for
matches be yet that solid, he and Bombur could yet take me nephew Gloin dong - he did yet join the
achemist'sguild, and he be yet ready to graduate to master ranking, now. The three of them might yet
aso consder asmall operation to yet make matchesin the Southlands. They could yet easy-like undercut
the competition were they to yet make them localy. A bit of tin and atin-press, abit of pine bought locd,
asmall fidget-cutter, an annua shipment of chemick... I could advance the lads ten or twenty gold to yet
build the shop and hire afew dozen humansto yet distribute our wares, and they'd yet pay the loan back
easy-likethefirst yeer a that rate. Hmmm..."

Corvid grinned. "'If you'rewilling to invest in aship and crew, | could distribute your matchesto
Vilandia- and perhaps beyond, depending on how many your son and nephews can make."

"Yebeasalor, lad?'

"Yes- | know the routes between here and Vilandiaand Palome very well, aswell asthe searoutesto
al themgor ports. For the last ten years, I've been hunting illegal daver-shipsfor King Parid. | started
out as acabin-boy, and worked my way up to captain my own ship. It'sactudly quite profitable to hunt
davers, the bounty on themisvery good and the king's law aso gives ustheir ship as booty."



Mungim chuckled. "Then why be ye here, lad, and not on the high seas?!

Corvid smiled. "Wdll, for two reasons; fird, | redlized making my future by my blade might be
profitable, but there was a chance that future could aso be very short," he replied, and Mungim
chuckled. "I'm thirty now, my friend, and though that may seem young to you, it's not young for us. It's
time for meto congder aline of work abit lessrisky.”

"Aye, lad, ye bewisein that respect,” Mungim said, winking. "Whét be the other reason?”’

"Wadll, that'salong story..." Corvid said, then shook his head. "I won't bore you withit. Theend of it is
| had adream, a dream of accompanying an old man and ayoung woman into the wilds of Hyperborea. |
ignored it at firgt, but | started having the same dream every night, night after night. They say the gods
gpeek to us sometimesin our dreams, if well only listen. Well, if that'strue, then some god waslikely
screaming a me, my friend,” Corvid said, chuckling as the sweet aroma of Mungim's pipeweed cameto
his nose. Corvid then looked to the lamiaagain. "Hmmm... Y ou know, when she's not pointing awegpon
at you, she'sredlly not that bad to look at... Not attractive, perhaps, but certainly not like that ogre. |
supposetheir maes must be smilar?!

Mungim grinned, puffing on his pipe. "Nay, lad. They have no men-folk that | have ever seen or heard
of. I know not how they yet have offspring, howe'er, and asit seems a question of arather persona
nature, I'll not ask." Mungim called to his brothersin his own language, then smiled at Corvid again. "Me
brothers be ready - Sweet-Breath do like to see what she do trade for, and yet think awhile on what it
may yet beworth to her. Do yet wait awhile, lad, while me brothersand | do finish our trades here."

Corvid nodded, stepping back to allow Mungim to speak with the lamia, then turned to Father
Patience and his dave-girl, who were gpproaching. "'l was just spesking with Mungim about these
crestures... Lamias, he said they were called. It'sinteresting that they don't have any males. That makes
me quite curious as to how they reproduce at al. | mean... Where did they come from, then?”

Father Patience smiled. "That isarather long and complicated story, my son. Sufficeit to say that they
were ancient allies of the Hyperboreans of old, and their race began in the chaos of the Fell War, some
twelve thousand years ago at the dawn of the Hyperborean civilization. Legend hasit that they once were



human..." he replied, then shook hishead. "But, asto their reproduction or if they even reproduce at al,
my son, that | do not know. How they reproduce is a subject they do not discuss with outsiders.”

Corvid smiled wryly. "I seel've much to learn about these lands.”

Father Patience smiled. "If you wish, | can begin by giving you an outline of the History of
Hyperborea. It will, a least, passthe time while we wait for our friend Mungim to finish histrades.”

"Y ou know the history of these landswell?' Corvid asked, sitting before Father Patience.

Father Patience nodded, his expression oddly somber. "Oh, that | do, my son. Very well, indeed.”

Interlude|l - The Raven.

The cdll they had put mein was musty and dank, though thiswas not surprising. It was, like the other
cdlsinthecity gaol reserved for holding spellcasters, agood fifty cubits below the ground, circular, and
inscribed with a permanent circle of protection around the edges of the floor. The mages of the city guard
had assensed me carefully, and not liked what they saw. As such, | was manacled both hand and foot in
mana- suppressing chains, and wearing the usua mouth-block to prevent me from speaking incantations -
ametal tubein my mouth, held in place by abroad leather strap around my head. None of it would hold
meif | did not dlow it, but for the moment, | dlowed it. As nearly everything | wore had some kind of



enchantment upon it, they had smply stripped me bare, and left me chained to aring set in thefloor, held
knedling by the chains about my arms and legs. For amundane, such treatment would be quite excessve
and completely unnecessary - but, for a spellcaster, even keeping one behind bars was somewhat
problematic. Unfortunately, being nude on the chill onefloor and held in this position for severa hours
was now beginning to grow quite painful.

With an effort of will, | forced the discomfort from my mind. Someone was coming - | could hear
conversations, and the sound of enchanted keysin ensorcelled locks. Asthe voices drew nearer, my
heart skipped abeat at the sound of one of the voices. That voice, | knew. | would never forget him.
And it was the one person | had both dreamed of seeing, and yet vehemently hoped | would not see,
here in the past.

Keysrattled in the cell door, and then it swung open with acresk of hinges. The guard gestured with
hisfree hand. "There sheis, High Master.”

"No, just Master," the black-robed, hooded visitor replied, his voice a hollow echo from atomb.
"Lagan isHigh Master of our Circle. | was called only because | can identify thisindividual the
easiest and with the greatest certainty, not because | am High Master."

"Err... Yes, Magter Frarim," the guard replied nervoudly. | suppressed asnort. Frarim often made the
wesk-willed afraid, and the guard who watched over me, though atrained sorcerer, would bardly qudify
asajourneyman in abattlecircle.

"I'll need the muzzle removed to speak with her."

"Err... That can't be allowed, Master Frarim. For your persona safety, you understand - if she could
speak, she could cast..."

"My attendant is Ssthlash-nal, no mere caregiver," Frarim replied, gazing a mewith hishollow
eye-sockets. "My bodyguard can protect me, worry not,” he said, gesturing to the second hooded
figure tanding slently to hisleft.



"Ah... Wdll... She could aso escape, and... Wdll, it'sthe law, Master Frarim. | can't, I'd be
punished.”

"Alright. Stand outside the door, then, and lock it behind you. | take personal responsibility for
anything that follows inside this cell while | am here. Should anything untoward happen to me or
my attendant, you will be held blameless. But, my timeis limited - stand outside the door, and lock
it behind you. Now," Frarim replied, and gazed into the guard's eyes until the guard trembled and
nodded.

"Y -yes, of course, thank you, Master Frarim.”

Frarim turned to me, reaching up thin hands that were carefully wrapped in gilded cloth, and lowered
his hood. Frarim had been my mentor and teacher since | first joined the Dyclonic Circleasan
apprentice. He had changed little since | saw him last, that fateful day | shared afind cup of byallar with
him, then went to my tomb to suffocate mysdif.

Of course, he had changed little because he'd died about twenty years before | had.

Asold age had claimed him, rather than suicide, accident or violence, his spirit had not returned to his
animuary, but instead drew upon the power of UnL.ife energy to animate his dowly fading body. He
had, of course, become aliche - exactly asthose who designed the Spell of Hidden Life that the Masters
of our circle used had intended. A Master represented decades of training and accumulated knowledge
and kill - losing them to accident, violence or smple age was an incalculableloss. | remembered the fina
cup of byallar | had shared with him, before | went off to my own tomb to suffocate myself. | did not tell
him that was what | intended, but he knew it anyway. He had known | would not live without Dyarzi, and
could not livewith my failure to bring her back to me. Y &, he did not stop me. His bodyguard drank the
cup for him, as he no longer even had lips or tongue, but the gesture was appreciated.

"Gaze upon that one, Haifa. Tell me what you see.”

Frarim's bodyguard nodded, lowering the hood of her robe. The dozens of snakes that made up her



hair rose, turning their heads towards me, their tongues flicking in and out rapidly. Theflickering light of
the sconce outside the cell gleamed off the reptilian scales of her face as she looked me over. "A haf-df
femde of Malani extraction, Master. She has the scent of power about her.” Slowly, Haifa opened her
third eye, the eyelidsin the center of her forehead parting to reveal the milk-white orb. She could, at a
mere thought, use that eye as aweapon, and turn meto stone. Or try, at least - | doubted her power
would overcome the knot of mana-energy that maintained thisbody asit was. "And yet, thereismore,
Master. On the adtral, | see avast raven before us... A greater being, of somekind... Flickering... Not a
raven, but aman... And now, just thewoman'saura," she said, and closed her third eye. "I do not
understand, Master, but that iswhat | see.”

"And itissimilar to what | see," Frarim replied, gazing & me hollowly. "Fascinating.” Frarim
looked around the cdll, but it was bare. "I would sit, Haifa," he said.

Haifa nodded, lowering hersdlf to her hands and knees. The bones of aliche were still bone, and over
time they dried and became ddlicate. In the Dyclonic Circle, we assigned a caregiver and bodyguard to
our old masters who rose as liches, whose duty it wasto carefully clean and protect the bones with
wrappings, aswell asto regularly tend to them with specid oils so their owner would last aslong as
possible. | had met Haifabefore, thelast time | saw my master. Asthe trim of her robe announced, Haifa
was amember of the Ssthlash-nal, atribe of gorgonsthe Dyclonic circle retained for these tasks.
Though their Talent was virtua ly nonexistent and agorgon could not master spells, the deadly gaze of
their third eye and their incredibly keen vision more than compensated. A gorgon could easily sense even
the dight body heat of amouse with the twin nose-pits of each of their snake heads, thus even assassins
concealed by spdlsof illuson or invisibility could not snesk up on them. And more, the Ssthlash-nal
were highly trained in hand-to-hand combat, both with blades and barehanded, and asingle bite of their
sneke-hair was highly letha .

Frarim carefully sat upon Haifas back as she knelt on the floor, then looked me over, the light
gleaming from hissted skull-cap. "They told me the story you told those of the Algrassian circle. The
King's Justiciar cannot see it as being true, it is simply too impossible for himto believe. Yet, they
called me anyway, as the law demands the benefit of doubt be given you. | would use the Spell of
Joining to have the truth of the matter from you, elf. But, | warn you that | live though the force
of UnLife Energy, and my touch is... Somewhat unpleasant, to the living. Will you permit this?"

| nodded mutely and closed my eyes, waiting.

Farim gestured, muttering an incantaion, then reached out to me, his carefully wrapped finger-tips
brushing the hair of my heed. "My thoughts to your thoughts... My mind to your mind... Fedl the
barriersfalling... Feel our minds touch...”



A moment later, | could feel his mind brush mine, and | wept with joy. 'Master... Oh, how | have
missed you, all these many years..." | thought silently.

'‘Eddas," Frarim thought in reply, and | felt hisslent, mentd smile. In the background of histouch, |
could fed the UnL.ife energy that sustained him, held by hiswill and the power of the Spell of Hidden
Life. Yet, | did not feer it, for | understood it - far better than any who had ever lived in my day. ‘It has
not been that long, to my experience... Yet, | sense you mean far more. Open your mind to me,
Eddas. Tell me what has happened to you.'

It took an hour, reating my story. | began with my awakening, sixteen centuriesin our future, and told
him the story of how | became the Raven of Yorindar. | told him what | had learned of the Invaders, and
the coming Great War of Devagtation. | told him everything, paring him nothing, and ended with the
eventsleading up to our meeting. | had told the masters of the Algrassian Circle thetruth - every bit of it,
including the fact of their ultimate destruction, and the destruction of our civilization and people. They had
not believed me, of course. Ingtead, they had thought me sometrick of the enemy, to crush their morde.
And o, | was arrested as being a possible collaborator with the enemy. In my defense, the King's
Jugticiar had asked that amember of the Dyclonic Circle who could identify me be sent. And hence,
Frarim was called.

Frarim gazed & me quietly, hissilent mental voice echoing in my mind. 'Ah, Eddas... In my breathing
days, your story would have filled me with anger and fear ... Now, | fedl little but resignation.’

'l am sorry, Master, but it istrue,’ | thought in reply, and sghed. "Your tomb isin what will be the
Ninth Dead Zone, Master. Your tomb and your animuary will be destroyed. At |east save your self,
Magter!'

"To what end, Eddas?' Frarim asked slently, gazing a me. "You said that when you had seen the
culmination of the first stages of Yorindar's plan, at the time the Great Wall was completed, you
realized that even had you survived the war, you'd have gone mad puttering about as a liche for
century upon century in the ruins of our civilization. Do you truly think that | am stronger?' Frarim
chuckled, an eerie sound in the silence of the cdll. 'No, Eddas. You always were the most powerful of
our circle, and | can sense that you are far stronger than you were when | knew you in our living
days. You are here, in this cell, because you allowed yourself to be arrested, allowed yourself to be
chained. You could, at a thought, shed these bonds and simply leave, slaying any who tried to stop
you. You are the Tool of a God, Eddas Ayar, there are none here who could oppose you and live. |



am merely myself, Eddas. Before | came here today, | once thought there was no battle-mage who
could match me, living or undead. But, | now see that you dwarf me in power, as master to mere
apprentice. You are a Great Mage, Eddas Ayar, my power and my will a mere shadow of yours. |
could not survive in the ruins of our civilization, Eddas. | would go mad, in time.'

Tearsflowed down my cheeks. 'Please, master... Do not allow yourself to be destroyed, | beg
you. Move your tomb to someplace safe.’

'Have you seen it, Eddas? Have you seen it in the future, crushed and destroyed? For if you
have, Paradox would prevent me from succeeding, no matter what | do.’

'‘No, master. According to the map | obtained from Gorlon-Mak, the map he stole from the
circle'sarchives, your tomb is near the center of the Ninth Dead Zone. Nothing survived, there,
and the ground was blasted to bedrock.'

Frarim nodded sillently. 'A dlip in the Gods' weaving of the fabric of the past, perhaps. If | moved
my tomb without telling Lagan, | may survive..." Frarim then shrugged. 'Or, perhaps not. We are all
called, Eddas, for the coming conflict. This body will be destroyed, almost certainly. There may
not be time for me to move my tomb, even should | choose to do so.'

'Please, master... | beg you... You are... Like a second father, to me,' | wept slently.

Farim gazed & me slently, then findly nodded. 'l will consider it, Eddas. More important to meis
to insure the survival of the Ssthlash-nal. They have served us well for eight centuries, Eddas.
Our people may be doomed, but every effort must be made to insure Haifa and her tribe survives.
We owe them that much, at least." Frarim then sighed, a hissing sound that chilled the bones. 'But what
are we to do with you, Eddas? If | tell the king's justiciar that you are who you said you are and
your story istrue, then we cannot possibly win. No warrior can win a battle he believes he has
already lost, and our people cannot survive should they believe they are already doomed. Yet, if |
do nothing, the same result is assured. Paradox.’

| took a deep breath, and let it out dowly. Thiswas something | had aready considered, and | knew
there was only one answer. '‘Deny me, master. What happens to me thereafter isentirely in the



hands of the gods. Our people will rise again in the future, through my daughters. And, the people
of the Southlands in the future are our distant descendants. The past is set, but the future that lies
before our peopleis not a future of oblivion. Like a phoenix, we will rise again. Deny me, master.
Thisiswhat must be, and | have known this since long before you arrived.’

'If you knew, then why did you bother to tell the Algrassian circle the truth?

‘It was..." | thought, then turned my head, unable to meet hisgaze. ‘It was in the nature of an
experiment. | knew | would fail, but the proof of the theory isin the experiment. It is not enough
to tell Sasha of Woe that the Arc of Time isimmutable - our simple presence here casts doubt on
all temporal theory. Only through rigoroudly attempted experiment can any theory be proven true
or false. And, it was part of a lesson she must learn... Even should | die in the teaching, she must
learn. She has things to do, in our future, as does her sister.'

Frarim chuckled hollowly. 'Ah, Eddas... You have not changed. The teacher, the experimenter ...
You have not changed. You are as | taught you, Eddas. And you make me proud. Remember that,
Eddas, and remember it always. Whether | survive thiswar or not, it matters little. What matters
isthat you remember that you have grown in power far beyond myself, and | am very proud of
you.'

And with that, Frarim lifted hisfingertips from my forehead, then used his Saff to riseto hisfeet. Haifa
rose from the floor, holding out a hand to steady him, then reached out to pull the hood of his robe back
into place as the snakes of her hair gripped her own hood in their mouths, and pulled it back into place.
Frarim gazed a mein silence amoment longer, then turned and knocked on the door with his staff.

The guard unlocked the door and swung it open. "Well, Master Frarim? |s she who she said sheis?'

"No. Sheis merely a ssmulacrum of an elf who visited our city earlier today, and forged a
sword at Honor's Forge. Whether that elf survives or not, | do not know, but it is evident the
enemy captured her after she left the city, and decided to create this simulacrumto trick us, and
weaken our resolveto fight. The astral evidence is nothing - just a trick of the enemy's sorcery.
Ignoreit, and keep her chained. Sheis not Eddas Ayar," he said, then gazed & me afind time. " She
is, rather, the Raven of Yorindar."



"You... Youll haveto explain that to the King's Justiciar before you leave, Master Frarim,” the guard
said, shaking his head as he closed the door.

"Then let us go to him now, that | may be on my way," Farim replied. Slowly, the sounds of their
voices and footsteps retreated, until they were gone.

The Ocean - Fifteen.

Vaddan had bought us dinner, and we had taken the food to the large room he had rented. The
conversation at our little table in the room was muted, to say the least. Joy was furious - livid with anger.
Marilith quietly conversed with Barag and Vaddan, trying to come up with some solution. |, however,
merely endured Joy's furious gaze slently, trying to finish the dinner Vaddan had bought us.

"Thisis your fault, Sasha," Joy hissed.

"I know," | replied quietly, theweight of it bowing my head.

"What if they kill him?! What then?"



"l don't know, Joy. I'm sorry."

"Sorry," Joy replied, nearly spitting out the word. "He told you it wasimpossible, and that if hetried,
something would stop him. He told you that he could even die trying. Y ou didn't listen, you persisted,
and now he just might! Why, Sasha?! Why did you do it?!"

"l did it for Vaddan!" | snapped, dapping down my fork. "I love him! | don't want him to die!”

Vaddan, who had been talking quietly with Barag and Marilith, paused, gazing & me with
agtonishment. "Wh-what?"

| gulped nervoudly, but pressed on anyway. "I love you, Vaddan. So does Marilith. We both want you
tolive”

Vaddan looked a me, then at Mailith. | was still concedled by Marilith'sillusion, and Marilith still was
hidden by her spell that changed her physical form to that of aHyperborean woman. Marilith smiled at
Vaddan. "It'strue, Vaddan. She and | both love you, and we want you to be our mate.”

Barag grinned. "Y ou lucky dog.”

"So... It wasn't just adream, after dl..." Vaddan said, his eyes widening as he gazed at us.

"It seemed the best way to tell you, at thetime," Marilith agreed with anod.

"S0, you three go off and live in happiness, whilethe one | loverotsin prison, maybeis executed,” Joy
growled. "Oh, and have we mentioned that without him, you two are stuck here in the past with me? And



if you think your liveswill belong and happy, think again. The Invaders are coming. Within ayear,
maybe less, dl that you see hereis gone," Joy growled, and rose to her fedt.

"Joy, where are you going?' Marilith asked, reaching out to catch her arm.

"l am going to that gaol, then | am going to assume my full size and kick the walls down until | find
him!"

"Youll die, Joy," Barag said, looking at her. "It would take at least four master battle-magesto smply
smash their way in - perhaps more. The guards are numerous, and many are mages. The King's Judticiar
himsdf isabeattle-mage.”

"Without Eddas, I'm dead already,” Joy replied, pulling free of Marilith's grip.

"Heisn't dead yet, Joy. | think heswaiting for something,” Marilith said, then took Joy'sarm again.
"Please, Joy. Sit."

"How do you know?" Joy asked, eyeing Marilith suspicioudy.

"Because you still 1ook like a Hyperborean woman," Marilith replied, and smiled. "That spell may only
takeasmall fraction of his will to maintain, but it does take will. That means that despite whatever
anti-magic they may have applied to him, heis not affected. He was arrested because he allowed himsdf
to be arrested. He remains there because he is waiting for something, | think."

"Waiting?' Joy asked, Stting again. "But what ishe waiting for ?"

"That, | do not know. Perhaps an * Event* of somekind. Perhaps not. He might smply be waiting for
somekind of proof that Sashaand | have finally understood what he's been trying to teach us.”



"And have you?"' Joy asked, glowering a Marilith and me.

Marilith nodded. "I have, | think. A week ago, I'd never have thought to try to stop you until you were
gone. Master Eddas has been trying to teach me that here, on thisworld, | am his peer. And, | need to
think and act as such, if | and my sister areto survive.”

"And what of you?' Joy asked, glowering a me.

| Sghed. "I... I'mjust not sure. | don't know what he was redlly trying to teech me..."

"Shdl | tdl you, then?Isthere at least achanceyou will listen?"

| bit back a sharp retort, then nodded. "Y es, please.”

"Ordinary mortals get to choose their fate, Sasha. We don't. Y ou decided you wanted to spend your
lifewith Vaddan. But whether or not that happensis not your choice, or Vaddan's choice. That isin the
hands of the gods. And the more you fight it, the more miserable you will be," Joy said, and suddenly
sghed. "When my first husband... Well, when hefindly passed... | asked Eddasif hewould use his
sorcery to bring him to life again. He refused. He had the power, yes. But he refused. And he was right
to refuse. What would we have told my son? That he would have to wait another sixty or seventy years
before he could rule? Would Eddas have to use his powers on him, to keep him young enough to do so?
And what of the people? What would we have told the tens of thousands that would be clamoring at the
gates of the castle, demanding their loved ones be brought back, their lives be extended, and..." Joy
sghed again. "No. It was histime, it was hisfate, hisdestiny. He fulfilled his detiny. It was histimeto go,
and pass the crown to our son. | wanted to die with him. But Eddas did not alow that to happen. He
knew that | had another destiny, whether | liked it or not. And, out of the kindness of his heart, Eddas
gave me my dream again - that of being atrue giant-wife, and bearing my husbands children. Y et, even
that... Even that was my destiny, he smply acted to fulfill it. Thus, when my second husband died, |
vowed | would stay with Eddas, and be his companion forever. | owed him that much. Y et, even that
was merely afurther part of my destiny. As Eddas says, we are, one and dl, pawns of prophecy. But we
major pawns havelittle choicein our fate - often none at al. All we can doistry our best to fulfill what
the gods wish usto do, and hope that the gods we follow will win their battles, that we can livein



happiness.”

My eyesmisted, and | sighed. "Joy, I-" | began, but was interrupted by aknock at the door. "I'll get
it!" 1 yelped, glad for the opportunity to leave that table.

| knew what Joy was saying. It was the same thing that Barag had dready said - he, Vaddan, and
everyone ese dive today would be dead in my time, no matter what happened. All my efforts had truly
beeninvain, and dl I'd redlly doneis get agentle man and teacher in trouble, possibly risking hisvery life.
| wiped my eyeswith my fingers for amoment, then reached for the door...

...and nearly leapt out of my skin when | saw what was on the other side of it. A hideous creature with
snakesfor hair gazed at me, and | legpt back in darm, my lance appearing in my grip a athought.
"Yeek!"

"Sasha, no!" Barag called, just asthe lump on the creature's forehead split, revealing athird,
milk-whiteeye. "It'sdright!"

"I-1-1-1..." | stammered as Barag scrambled over beside me.

"Y our pardon, madam, she's never seen one of your people before," Barag said, nodding ashe
pushed me behind himsdlf.

The creature's third eye closed, and she nodded. ™Y ou will be pleased to learn we find you humans
equdly frightening, at times," she said, and grinned afanged, wry grin.

Barag looked to me, smiling. "She'sagorgon, Sasha, and a yal'onca. Thats... Err... A type of
bodyguard that the battle-circles use to guard their elder mages who have... Err... Died and become
liches. A liche's bones are often delicate, and they need protection and regular care for them to last. See
her robe? That's the robe of abodyguard, the trim shows she's of the Ssthlash-nal tribe. They servethe
Dyclonic Circle, and afew others. They'reredly very nice people. Err... So long as you're not pointing



wegpons a them, | mean,” he said, looking meaningfully a my lance.

"Ummm... Sorry, | didn't know," | said, sheepishly, leaning my lance against the nearby wall.

"That you did not know iscurious..." she said, then shook her head, her snake-hair weaving to keep
an eye on me. "But, no matter. Which of you is called Joy?'

Joy roseto her feet. "That would be me."

"My master orders meto bring you this," the gorgon said, holding out a box.

Joy nodded, stepping over to take the box from her, then opening the lid and glancing insde. After a
moment, she gasped. "It's... It'sal of histhings! Hisgloves, hisboots, hisrings..."

"Yes," the gorgon said, stepping indde and closing the door. "My master was called to examine the
prisoner and determine their true identity. Afterwards, he told the King's Justiciar that he wished to
examine the prisoner's possessions, to perhaps gain insight as to the enemy's plans through sorcery. He
told me the truth of the matter, later - and part of that isthat he wished meto bring thisto you. My
master says that Eddas has the power to free himself at any time, but chooses not to. Thisis because he
would haveto blast hisway free, and this would mean the death of innocents.”

"The guards, yes," Joy replied, nodding.

"My master saysto tell you that they plan to execute Eddasin the morning,” the gorgon said, and Joy
gasped as she continued, "but he thinks your best chance of freeing him will come before then. The
Invaders march on this city, and they will be here afew hours before midnight. From what Eddas hastold
him, they will easily over-run the city's defenses. Y ou can free him in the confusion, if you act quickly.”



Joy nodded grimly. "Then that'swhat we shdl do.”

"Good," the gorgon replied, nodding. "I must go, now. My master hastold the High Masters of the
Algrassan and Latavian circlesthat in chatting with the prisoner, he has discovered a potential weakness
inthe enemy - but it will take dl the Ssthlash-nal to exploit it. He now tells the High Master of the
Dyclonic circle the same, while| deliver thisto you. Four dozen feeble, ancient skeletons now are tended
by trembling apprentices, not us. Once my people have gathered, we shall flee the city with my master to
parts unknown."

"|s there aweakness?' Joy asked.

"No. Asthe enemy is shielded head to toe in enchanted orichachum, there is nothing we can do to
stop their warriors - and our gaze has no effect on their golemic congtructs, as they have no flesh to begin
with. No, my master wishesto insure we survive, in payment for the service we have provided for
centuries. He did not liewhen he said hewould study Eddas belongings - he haslooked &t the map of
our future lands, and chosen aspot he knows will survive the coming devastation. And, as we agree that
aurvival is better than annihilation, we obey." The gorgon then reached up with her hands, flicking her
hood in place over her mane of snake-hair. "1 go. Farewell - and good luck,” she said, then turned and
opened the door, closing it again as she left.

"Gah," Vaddan growled. "1t seems|'m to lose Champion and al our supplies- | cannot harnesshimto
the wagon and drive out of the city if were to rescue Eddas at the sametime.”

"Y ou, Barag and my sster can manageit, Vaddan,” Marilith said. "Hitch meto the wagon, and smply
tie Champion'sreinsbehind it."

"Err... How can you pull the wagon, my dear?" VVaddan asked, grinning wryly.

Marilith shifted to her humanoid-equine form, and tossed her mane. "'Y ou forget what | am, dear
Vaddan," she said, then shifted back to her human disguise. "In my equineform, | can pull thewagon
eedly.”



"Ah, but who'sto driveit?

"Joy can.”

"No, | can't,” Joy snapped. "I want to help rescue Eddas!"

Marilith looked to Joy. "It would be better for Barag to help, Joy. | cannot go - their mages would
sense me easily, they will be looking for demons and similar threats. Barag may only be an apprentice,
but he would have been ajourneyman had the Invaders waited amonth - and he requires no sorcery to
look like a Hyperborean, nor does VVaddan.”

" Sagha does, and you'll beletting her go!"

"Yes. Your greatest strength is assumed at the size of agiant, Joy. And agiant isn't going to fit ingde
that building. At human size, between the two of you, Sashaisthe better fighter.”

Joy glowered a mefor along moment in silence. Findly, she nodded. "I'd fight you to determineif that
was true, but right or wrong one or both of uswould be hurt, and that's not going to help Eddas.”

"No, it won't," | agreed, trying to firm my gaze back at her. Joy was larger than me, and at human size
she was as strong as an ogre, which put her at about twice the strength of amermaid. Though | might be
better trained than she, | could tell by her stance that she would not be an easy opponent - she was
obvioudy trained to punch and grapple, and should she manage to grapple me, she could easily snap my
bonesin her grip.

Joy nodded. "Alright. I'll drive thewagon - though | supposeit will dl beyou, Mailith, I'll just be
holding thereins.”



"It will be hard enough holding abit in my mouth without someonetugging on it, yes" Marilith agreed,
makingamoue'. "Once you and | are safely outsde the city and away, | can hover my perception over
Sasha, and guide her as| did before. Y ou can guard me as| do.”

Joy nodded. "Alright. Let's hurry, though. If the Invaders are to attack by midnight, that's only afew
hours away."

"Indeed," | said, and picked up my lance. "Let'shurry."

The Owl - VI.

Mungim nodded, his eyes on the nearby trees as they followed the ruins of the ancient Hyperborean
road. "Aye, lad. The giants do patrol here regular-like - their great feet do keep theroad clear. It betoo
uneven for the wagons, howe'er, so we do follow adongside. The Witch-women do yet say that someday,
when their numbers be greater, they do intend to travel the roads and repair the main by-wayswith
sorcery - aproject they do say will yet take perhapsfifty years or so. They will yet be careful, howeer,
asit weretheglory of their fine roadsthat did yet greetly contribute to the doom of the Hyperboreans of
old"

"Oh?How s0?" Corvid asked, sipping at aflask of water.



"The roads did yet make the travel easier for the Hyperboreans, yes. But it did also yet makethe
travel easier for the Invaders of old, much as the Hyperboreans themsalves did use the roads in both
peace and war. The goblins and their kin are yet adanger, here - and their other Unsedlie dlies, like that
ogre ye did meet. Roads would yet make the travel easier for merchants such as mesdlf - but, they would
aso yet makethetravel easer for agoblinarmy.”

Corvid looked at the nearby trees, but saw nothing. "How common are goblin attacks, in these
parts?'

"Passing rare, lad, passing rare. It do yet happen, from time to time, yet it be passing rare, these days.
The giants do hate the goblins and their kin €en more than do we dwarves - and that do say much, lad.
To adwarf, agoblin be amortal enemy who do yet vie with usfor dominion o'er the underlands. Toa
giant, they and dl their kin be likeloathly little ratswhat do dig through the graves of their ancient friends,
the Hyperboreans - and to them, that be athing of disgust beyond measure or compare. When | did yet
begin trading with the giants, some two centuries ago, now... Well, in those days, it were yet quite a
danger to do ride thesetrails," he said, and patted the blunderbusses that were mounted into dots beside
his seat. "Four good guns did | carry then as now - and often did | use all four, and me axe, besides.
Goblin raiders were common, and passing fierce. Then, Dragondayer did gain his name, and did begin to
patrol these roads. He did make quite a difference in the goblin numbers hereabout - and, later, his son
did the same."

"Dragondayer? Who'sthat?'

"Hewereagiant, lad, and surely the bravest and best of their race. There once were an evil dragon
heregbouts, it did eat anything that caught it'sfancy - often giant children, and their women-folk. A mad
creature, surely, but it were ared dragon, not black, and Eddas Ayar once did say that the reds were
betimes prone to madness..." Mungim said, then shrugged. "Well, Dragondayer did yet cregp up upon
the beast whileit did gorge itsdlf oniit'slast prey, then he did legp upon it, and did strangle the beast with
his bare hands. He woreit's hide as armor thereafter, and as the tale did spread, the goblins did yet fear
to come anywhere within fifty leagues of Dohbari village. He be dead now, o'course. Giants do not live
aslong asdwarves. Y et, we do yet remember him, as do they."

A distant roar split the air, and Corvid looked up. "What was that?!"



"The battle cry o' agiant, lad!" Mungim snapped, then turned his head and yelled something in hisown
language to his brothersin the wagons behind. A moment later, heflicked thereins of his dwarf-pony
team, getting them up to atrot, then agalop.

Moments later, we crested the hill before us. In the shalow valey below, agiant sood beside the
ruined road, surrounded by dozens of much smaller enemies. Pdeydlow of skin, they wore ringmail
hauberks and smple hemets. Darting to and fro to avoid the smashing blows of the titanic club the giant
swung, they fired arrows up a him, while some darted in from timeto time to dash a hislegswith
swords. For his part, the giant was far more nimble on hisfeet than Corvid thought one his size would be.
He shuffled hisfeet rgpidly, now moving to force his enemiesto move, now crushing one with afoot, and
now swinging his club with deadly aim - he hit, and left asmall crater and asmashed corpse behind.
"Hobgoblin raiders!” Mungim shouted to Corvid. Corvid nodded, drawing his sword, then hanging on
tight to the running board of the bouncing wagon with his free hand.

A moment later, Mungim yanked back on the reins, bringing the team and wagon to askidding hdlt,
then reached down and yanked hard on the brake to hold it in place. Shouting to his brothers, he
snatched up ablunderbuss from beside him and fired &t the nearest hobgoblin, thirty paces distant. The
hobgoblin screamed and spun, pierced severa times by lead shot, falling dead to the ground as one
standing near him staggered, an arm shredded by pellets. Corvid legpt to the ground as severd
hobgoblins split off from the main group to charge this new threat - and, amoment later, Mungim's
brothers opened fire from where they had stopped their wagons beside Mungim's.

Anather volley, then athird, then afourth - then Mungim and two of his brothers drew axesfrom
below their seets, legping down from their wagons to melee, while the third began to reload. Corvid took
thisashissgnad, and charged the nearest blade-armed hobgoblin.

The hobgoblin was astadl as Corvid, and was a powerful, muscular creature. Armed with sword and
shield, he was aso askilled opponent. Corvid parried adash, then side-stepped as the hobgoblin tried to
bash him with his spiked shield. A quick twist of hisblade, then he lunged, histhrust impaling the cresture
through the heart, Corvid's enchanted blade piercing the ringmail armor between the rings and through the
leather, dipping through the stout leather as though it was mere paper. Corvid legpt back, parrying a
weakened counter, then his opponent collapsed, and Corvid turned to the next.

The next opponent was more wary, and more skilled. Blocking Corvid's blade with hisshield, he
countered swiftly with his sword at the sametime, causing Corvid to have to make afrantic parry. The
enemy renewed the attack, dashing again from behind the protection of his shield. Corvid parried and
attempted a counter, but the hobgoblin's shield was there again, blocking it while his sword flickered out
smultaneoudy, forcing Corvid to make another frantic parry. Corvid hopped back to give himself room,



and his opponent lunged suddenly and vicioudly, thrusting low. Corvid parried, flicked hisbladein acircle
to throw his opponent's blade into a bind, then flicked again, twisting the sword out of his enemy's hand
to send it spinning to the ground a pace away. His opponent blinked amoment, Sartled, gaping at his
empty right hand, and Corvid flicked his blade upwards towards the hobgoblin'sface in afeint. When the
hobgoblin raised his shidd reflexively, Corvid suddenly dashed down, below the hobgoblin's hauberk

and into histhigh, just above the knee. His opponent howled, his shield flying down far too late, and
Corvid made alighting dash across his neck, beheading him. Corvid grinned, hisblood singing in his
veins, and legpt to his next opponent.

Out of the corner of hiseyes, Corvid could see Mungim and two of his brothersfighting the hobgoblins
with their dwarven axes. A flat, twin-headed axe with along thrusting spike, Corvid had joked with
Mungim that the nearly circular span of sted reminded him of ashield on agtick. Y et, unlike the war-axe
of aberserk, the battle axes Mungim and his brothers used were dim, flat stedl, and this made them
surprisngly light and fast. And, unlike Corvid who had never even seen ahobgoblinin hislife, Mungim
and his brothers had fought them many times before, and his people had fought them for millennia. There
was no trick a hobgoblin knew with sword and shield that awell-trained dwarf was not aware of, and
knew countersfor. And Mungim and his brothers never would have survived travel in theselandsif they
were not skilled enough to defend themselves when attacked.

The melee quickly degenerated into chaos, the hobgoblins struggling with new and deadly opponents
while dtill trying to avoid the smashing blows of the giant they had beleaguered only moments before -
and now, with hisenemies distracted, the giant's blows were more telling. Though Corvid knew it not, the
giant was ayoung and skilled warrior trained in the Dohbari fighting style - the style founded by
Dragondayer ages ago, and astyle that relied on footwork and calm, deadly accuracy. He, like most
giantswho patrolled the roads, aso wore what was, to a giant, the sandals of awarrior; oak planks
strapped together running right to left across the sole of hisfoot, making aflat surface the size of ahuge
door or gate. With broad thongs running across hisfoot, around his ankle and up hisshinto holditin
place securdly, it was (for agiant) acomfortable and durable shoe, and (more importantly) an integra
part of hisfighting style. The giant shifted his feet, then somped. His somps were not the bone-jarring
stomps of ahuman, which would in truth have shattered his own leg bones, but were rather more of a
deliberate and sudden, crushing step. To Corvid's eye, it seemed the giant had only shifted from foot to
foot, ashe hardly lifted hisfeet at al - but beneath hisfoot, a hobgoblin screamed briefly before being
crushed to paste. The hobgoblins had nearly overcome the giant with numbers, and the fight had been a
very closething before Corvid and his friends arrived. Now, however, thetide of battle had clearly
turned. Corvid traded feints and parries with a hobgoblin for amoment - then, like a sudden stroke of
lightning, the giant's club fell upon Corvid's enemy, smashing him utterly, hisblood splashing Corvid's
trousers. Corvid jumped back, startled, then looked up at the giant, who winked at him despite a dozen
arrowsin hisface, looking like tiny, feathered stick-pins. Corvid laughed, then turned to attack another

enemy.

Corvid grinned broadly, the experience of years of training and over ahundred boarding actions on the
high seas driving his blade. Swords and axes clashed with the sound of sted on stedl, interspersed with



the pounding smashes of the giant's tremendous club, the occasional hiss of an arrow, and the sharp
report of ablunderbuss. Corvid moved quickly from opponent to opponent, relying on his speed and
nimbleness. The enemy had numbers, but Corvid knew numbers could be overcome with speed and
ferocity - and Corvid was atiger with ablade.

Corvid did not know it, for he considered himself as mundane as a stone and had no rea knowledge
of sorcery, but the Talent manifested itself in more than oneway. In mogt, it manifested as the ability to
do sorcery - though without testing and training, of course, the individua would not even know they had
the ability. In some creatures, it manifested in innate powers. A gorgon's deedly gaze, the swift
regenerative powers of atroll or lamia, the might of aunicorn's horn. Even some otherwise ordinary
animasborethe Talent on Corvid'sworld - ravens, cats, owls, wolves and many dogs could, to varying
degrees, seeinto the astrd plane, sensing things that ordinary humans could not. And, more importantly,
many otherwise completely mundane creatures had a Talent that manifested asa"sixth sensg” for
danger. In Corvid's case, he had dways had anose for danger - he could smell it in the air, at times, and
at other times he could smply fed it asthe prickle of the small hairs at the nape of hisneck rising. Ina
fight, heamply felt where he needed to be to survive - and, moreimportantly, how he needed to move
to day hisenemies before they dew him. It was, to amage of hisworld, avery minor manifestation of
the Talent, and of littleimport. But, Corvid's Talent may have been weak in regardsto sorcery, but in
regards to sensing danger, sensing the ebb and flow of battle, and feeling what he needed to do when he
needed to do it... Corvid's Talent was, in thisregard, very sharp, and very strong. Corvid's bloodied
blade gleamed in the sunlight as he darted to his next opponent. Blades clashed for severd moments,
drike, parry, then riposte, and suddenly his opponent fell benesth his blade, and Corvid was moving on
to the next, awhirlwind of fighting sted!.

Movement on the horizon caught Corvid's eye as he dropped another opponent. It was another
wagon, moving swiftly towardsthe battle. "Someone e seiscoming!™ Corvid shouted, legping upon his
next opponent. Whether anyone understood him over the din of melee, he did not know. An arrow
plucked at his deeve, followed by the report of ablunderbuss - the archer spun and fell, mortally
wounded.

Suddenly, acrash of thunder split the air, and atremendous flash caused Corvid to stagger back,
spots before his eyes. The opponent held been fighting, however, fared far worse - he was nearly cut in
half by ablast of sorcerouslightning. The hobgoblin nearest him raised his sword to smite Corvid while
he was dazzled... But then the hobgoblin stopped, gaping and looking around, as though he could no
longer see Corvid at dl. Corvid did not question his good fortune - he lunged, hacking off his opponent's
head, then turned to find the next enemy, blinking to clear hisvision.

But, there was no one ese. All the hobgoblinslay till, or gasping their last. Corvid blinked, the spots
inhisvison ill fading, when suddenly atiny femae perhaps only two hands high appeared before him,
hovering with dragon-fly wings. Her hair was a brilliant blue, her ears were sharply pointed, and she wore



alittle strip of gray fur artfully wrapped about her body, but little else. "Are you aright?* she asked.

"Err... Yes, |... Who are you? Better yet, what are you?”'

“I'm Kiriin, I'm apixie- and afriend. | covered you with aspdl of invisihility aminute ago, though you
probably didn't notice. Well, you're standing, you're talking - you're right. Mungim's not,” she replied,
and buzzed away.

Corvid turned to look where she'd flown, and saw that the dwarves and Father Patience were
gathered about someone on the ground, and a blonde-haired stranger knelt beside them. Corvid trotted
over, and saw that Mungim lay on the ground, his axe beside him, an arrow piercing his chest. He il
breathed, but he was gasping, and very pale. The blonde-haired man lifted his head to look at Father
Patience, and Corvid gaped in amazement as the man'shood fell back, reveding his pointed ears. Corvid
had heard of elves, of course, but never seen one.

"Deep, but not immediately fata," the elf said in the tongue of the Southlands. "Y ou're dressed asa
Mendicant of Yorindar - are you?'

Father Patience nodded. "Yes, friend, | am."

"See what you can do for LongStep, please - that's the giant, over there. I'll join you assoon as|'ve
finished with Mungim.”

Mungim gasped for severd moments, then glowered at the df. "Y ewould not dare...”

"Hed you?' the df replied, and grinned. "Oh, yes, | would, old friend. That's something | know you'd
never live down among your people,” hereplied, and the pixie laughed. The ef then looked to Mungim's
brothers. "If you've needle and thread, boil aneedle and afew yards of thread, then help the priest - he
can't possibly have the strength to just hed LongStep completely, helll need some stitching doneto close
the wounds. Never fear for your brother, I'll tend to him. Hell be dright.”



Flori nodded. "I'll start thefire, Baar can yet fetch the water while Gungim do yet open our supply of
hedling unguents,” he replied, then looked to Gungim and Bdar, speaking quickly. The brothers nodded,
then each trotted off to the wagons.

"Have you bloodmoss?" the elf caled after them.

"Aye, Tdiad, that we do, six tind" Gungim shouted back.

"Fetch onetin for your brother and the rest to the priest - LongStep has so many cuts you'll need to
useit to sed some of them up before the bleeding becomes too much for him!"

"Ayel" Gungim shouted back.

"Yedo cost meafortune, Tdiad,” Mungim grumbled, still gasping.

"What, with the bloodmaoss?' Tdiad replied, and rolled his eyes as he drew aknife from his boot.
"Oh, tell methat the old cliche isn't true that a dwarf will choose hisgold over hislifel” Taliad replied as
he carefully dit Mungim's shirt open.

"That do yet depend on how much gold, df,” Mungim replied, and grinned weskly as Tdiad
chuckled.

"If it were a thousand gold, or even ten thousand, Mungim, | would spend it to save your life without
amoment's hesitation. Y ou cannot be permitted to die quite yet," Taliad replied, examining the
arrow-wound.



"Ye... Yedo care that muchfor me?'

"Not hardly, you hairy oaf. But Eddas caresfor you. And should you die, that would pain him deeply.
So, much asit painsmeto heal my businessrivd, it appears|'ll haveto,” Tdiad said, and winked.

Mungim grinned. "Y e danddlion-edtin' bagtard...”

"| really don't know where you hairy runts get that particular insult. We don't eat danddlions, the
leaves taste abominable and the juice stains your teeth. Now, we Sylvani make alovely winewith the
roots, however..." Taliad said, and began gesturing over Muingim's wound, dowly withdrawing the arrow
with sorcery.

"Comeon!" Kiriin, thelittle pixie called, waving at Corvid, then pointing to where Father Patience was
examining the sitting giant. "That priest is going to need extra hands to work with LongStep, he's huge.
Just holding his hide together to sedl the cuts with stitches and bloodmoss will take at least four hands.
Come!"

Corvid nodded, following thelittle buzzing cregture, hoping that his new friend Mungim would be
dright.

The Ocean - Sixteen.



"Joy and | are well clear of the city, Sster,” Marilith sad, her dlent voice echoing in my mind asit
had intimes past. "I you can get to Master Eddas, | can come and take you all out at once.”

| nodded, looking to Barag and Vaddan in the darkness of the dley. "Marilith saysthey're clear of the
city. If we can get to Eddas, she can come and take us all away."

Barag nodded, his eyes on the city gaol ahalf block away. In the distance, to the north, the sounds of
battle could be heard. Marilith had cast her vision to the north side of the city, and told us that dozens of
the machines of the Invaders and thousands of their warriors battled to enter the city. And, it would not
be long before they breached the gates. "Tell her to keep going, well need as much distance as she can
get for safety.”

"I hear him, Sster, but | cannot run and watch you at the sametime - I'll trip and break a leg. |
am far enough, for now."

"She'sfar enough, for now. Let'sdo this."

Barag gestured, incanting quietly, and the clothing of both he and V addan shimmered, changing into
what looked to be armor and uniform surcoats, helmets appearing over their heads. Just an apprentice's
spell, he had told us earlier, aminor illusion called a Glamour and not likely to fool anyonefor long - but it
only had to fool them for afew heartbeats. "Were ready.”

Vaddan nodded. "Wish usluck," he replied, and darted out of the aley, running towards the geol,
Barag close behind.

"Luck!" | caled after them, and crossed my fingers.



Vaddan and Barag raced to the oaken door of the gaol, and once there, Vaddan battered on it with
the pommel of hissword. "Ho, warder! Ho!"

A barred hatch opened in the door, and aface peered out. "What isit?"

"The Invaders are breaching the gates! All able warriors are needed to help repd them! Hurry!™

"We can't leave, the King's Judticiar has dready taken most of the men to help defend the city! We
have to stay here and defend the gaol!"

"What mattersthe geol if the city istaken? Come on!"

"We can't, don't you understand?"

A distant boom echoed down the street, the force of it strong enough to shake the ground. In the
distance, | could hear the sounds of screaming.

Barag suddenly looked to the guard peering through the hatch. "To hdl with this- I'm getting my family
and fleeing for our lives. Thecity islost!" Barag then turned, dashing away from the door and back to me
inthedley. A moment later, Vaddan followed.

| watched the gaol as Vaddan and Barag hid again in the shadows of the dley, their clothesreturning
to norma as Barag let hisspdll drop. "Do you think it will work?!

Vaddan shrugged. "That depends on them. Somewill stay, no matter what. Otherswill try to save
their families. Somewill smply fleeto save their own lives. But somewill stay, no matter whet, and
maintain their honor by fulfilling their duty to the last. We are Hyperboreans, Sasha. It's ssmply who we
are"



"So I'velearned,” | replied, and smiled at him.

"The door isopening,” Barag said, pointing.

| looked, and saw it was true. The front door to the gaol was wide open, and at |east two dozen men
in armor were streaming out - some heading north, to the battle, while others smply ranin adl directions.
"Now! Beforethoseingde closeit!" Vaddan called, and ran.

Barag and | followed close behind. Dashing inside, we saw at least twenty more men, shouting at each
other. Some saw us and drew swords. "Keys?" Vaddan shouted. "Where are the keys! Thecity islogt,
we must release the prisoners or the Invaderswill smply kill them!”

"Who cares if they die, they're crimindd" one of the guards shouted.

Vaddan glanced at the rank insignia on the guard'stunic. "Lieutenant, some are only in here for minor
crimes! Are you willing to sentence aman to death just for petty theft?!" Vaddan snapped back.

The lieutenant looked a him for amoment, then shook his head. "No." Turning to the others, he
pointed to the door. "The rest of you, go - get your families, and try to flee. Perhaps wéll regroup later, |
don't know. But go." He then looked to us, and nodded. "Y ou three, come with me," he said, snatching
up aset of keysand trotting away down anearby hall. We followed, and he stopped by a box attached
to thewall. Opening it with hiskeys, he reached insde, tossing each of usaset of keys. "They're
numbered, each matches a cell-block. Open al of them.”

Minutes passed as we quickly darted from cell to cell, opening the doors. Some of the prisoners
immediately ran. Others milled about, shouting, trying to find out what was happening - though, asthe
sounds of battle drew nearer, they decided flight was awiser choice. Soon, we'd opened dl of the cells-
but none held Eddas Ayar inthem. "Sster, where is he?"



"Deep below, Sster,” Mailithreplied. "Thereis a door, near you. The lock is enchanted, it needs
an enchanted key to open... The Lieutenant has the key, | can seeit.”

"Give meyour keys, | need to check below,” | said, holding out my hand.

The lieutenant's eyes narrowed. "There are none below not sentenced to death.”

"Forgive me, but | don't havetimeto argue with you," | replied, and turned, snapping akick at hischin
and sending him sprawling. VVaddan darted forward, snatching up the keyswith hisfree hand, then tossing
them to me. The lieutenant dowly rose, blood streaming from asplit lip, and drew his sword.

"Go, Sasha. I'll keep him occupied for amoment,” Vaddan said, assuming aready stance with his
sword.

"BlJt'!"

"Sasha, come on!" Barag said, grabbing my hand and tugging me over to the door.

| nodded - the plan had to be followed, or Eddas would be lost. "Whichisit?" | yelped, looking at the
keys.

"l don't know," Barag replied, studying them for amoment.

"The brass key, Sasha. It's enchanted,” Marilith replied, her gaze fill onus.



"Thisong" | sad, suffing it into the lock and twisting vicioudy, trying to ignore the sound of clashing
blades. The door swung open, revealing torch-lit stairs. | darted down the stairs, key in hand, my heart
thudding with fear for VVaddan.

"Sasha, Joy and | are going to have to move, the enemy has surrounded the city and they're
getting very near us!"

"Go, Marilith, well be dright for the moment,” | replied, glancing to Barag. "Marilith says she hasto
move, the enemy has the city surrounded and they're getting close. She can't watch uswhile she's
moving, she might trip and break aleg - so we're on our own for abit.”

"Let's hurry, then, so we can get back to Vaddan quickly,” Barag replied.

Another door blocked us at the bottom of the stair, but it opened with the same key. Behind it wasa
hallway, with severa cell doors. | ran down the hallway until | saw aflash of pale skin. | turned, and
paused, startled.

There, nude, gagged and chained kneeling, was Eddas Ayar.

Much as| had tried to see Eddasin my mind as being aman, it wasimpossible, looking at him now.
Instead, | saw alittle haf-elf woman, wrapped in aridiculous amount of chain, nude, small and helpless.
Her hair hung loose and disheveled, but her eyes shone bright and strong. As | watched, she smply
shrugged, and the chains fell from her limbs. She stretched for amoment, then reached behind her and
removed the strange muzzle they'd put on her. Stretching her jaw for a heartbest, she then looked at me.
"If you're here, | assume you've gotten past the guards. | hope you didn't kill any of them - none of them
deserved to die”

"Vaddan... Hes fighting one of them, now!" | yelped. Barag Smply stared silently, either stunned by
how easily Eddas escaped the chains, or smply enchanted by her beauty.



"We can't have that," Eddas replied, walking to the door. She gestured, and the lock clicked - the
door swung open as she breezed through it, heading swiftly for the sairs. "Come aong, you two," Eddas
cdled.

"If you could get out s0 easily, why didn't you do so earlier?™ | yelped.

"I couldn't, Sasha," Eddasreplied, trotting up the stairs. "I ended up there because | made literaly
every effort to do precisaly what you asked meto do. | tried to change the past, by warning my people
of exactly what would happen to them, and trying to get them to act to change the future. The result wasl
ended up in that cell, asyou saw me. | told you before, Sasha - the past is set. And those chains and that
muzzle | wore are the same | found in these ruins eighty years ago, in that very spot. And there were no
bonesin here and no ghosts, so none of the guards could die. If | had tried to escape, some of them I'd
have to have killed to do it, no matter how careful | was. The King's Judticiar is a battle-mage himself
and he believed meto be atool of the Invaders, hed have never let me go without afight. But, there
were no bones, here, and no ghosts. That meant no matter how hard | would have tried to escape, I'd
have failed, and likely been killed, myself, because none of the guards died here. | have proven the
original theory | told you, Sasha. The past is set, and cannot be changed. | had to wait for you to come
freeme" she said, turning at the top of the sairs towards the sound of swordplay.

Vaddan and the lieutenant exchanged quick strikes and parries, their blades gleaming in thelight. Both
were panting, sweaty, and looked determined. Eddas gestured, and suddenly V addan was snatched up
and away by aninvisbleforce, placed safely behind us. Vaddan staggered, and fell upon hisrump. The
lieutenant blinked, gaping at Eddas, and she gestured again, twisting his sword out of hisgrip and flicking
it asde. "Run, littleman. | giveyou your life"

The lieutenant panted for severa moments, then spat. " Someday, bitch, you and the Invaders will pay
for this," he snapped, then ran, darting towards the hallway, and beyond.

"Oh, that I'm certain of " Eddas muttered after him, then looked to us. " Sasha, where are Marilith and
Joy?*

"Qutside the city. Marilith was going to come get us once we had you, but... Well, the Invaders have
the city surrounded, and they were getting too close. She and Joy have had to move, and Marilith can't



watch me and watch where she's running at the sametime.”

Eddas |ooked behind her, and saw that both Barag and Vaddan were gaping at her openly. "Lovely,"
she muttered, then looked to me. "We can't stay here, that guard will go looking for help. Sasha, tell your
sster to stop when it seems safe, then cometo you to fetch us. | can't use my spell of returning, because
inthis time period, this body hasn't been where sheis- and | don't even know where sheisto begin
with, or where shelll end up when she stops. Asfor us, let'sgo,” Eddas said, and strode towards the hall
leading out, her head held high and her ebon hair streaming behind her.

Barag, Vaddan and | caught up with Eddas as she strode down the darkened street heading south,
away from the sounds of the gpproaching béttle. | noticed both Vaddan and Barag seemed enraptured
by the sight of Eddas swaying buttocks as shewalked - but, | supposed | couldn't blame them much. |
spoke to Marilith in aquick whisper, then looked to Eddas. "Etrr... Marilith says she thinks she can be
with usin afew minutes, if we can find asafe placeto hidefor ahit..."

"Thereisno safe place,” Eddasreplied, still walking before us. " The Invaders went from building to
building and killed everyone who did not escape before the battle began. Wilanda-city is centra to
Hyperborea, and they did not intend to captureit, they intended to destroy it, to break our will to res s,
and to reduce our ability to fight by cutting off the most centra point for al our roads." Eddas glanced
over her shoulder, then pointed briefly. "Can't you see the glow on the northern horizon, lighting up the
night sky? They lit thefields, and before the dawn, they'll light the city. Wilanda-city was utterly razed.
The men and children they captured were smply executed where they were caught. Women, however,
their soldiers occasiondly amused themsdlves raping for abit before they killed them. | don't know how
many escaped. Not many, perhaps only fifteen or twenty thousand of the quarter million who had lived in
this city before. The rest were smply murdered - soldiers, citizensand al. It's after midnight, now, and
they're dready insde the city, working on smashing the towers of the battle circles. By noon, there will be
nothing left of thiscity but smoldering rubble. That iswhat | told the masters of the Algrassian circle, and
the King's Justiciar. That iswhat they could not believe. They smply could not accept that our
destruction would be so easy, and yet so total. There is no safe place, Sasha. By dawn, this entire city
will be ablaze.

"Then where... Where are we going?" | yelped.

"Here" Eddasreplied, pointing. "One of the last buildingsto fal, by my estimation. Well waitin the
aley, here," Eddas explained, and strode into the shadowed dley. When we had followed, she turned to
gaze at us, her arms crossed beneath her breasts. "Shortly, the king's men will come riding down the
dreet, shouting an advisory for those il inthe city to try to flee. But it will be hopeless - many will be
crushed in the panic to escape, and those that make it to the southern gate will find the Invadersthere,



waiting for them. | have studied this disaster for over a century, speaking with the dead, examining the
ruins. Well be safe here, for abit. But not for long.”

"Erm..." Barag began, he and VVaddan till gaping at Eddas. "Did you... Ah... Wish to cast anillusion,
or something?"

Eddas gazed cooly at Barag. "Thisbody cannot be concealed by illusion, you'd seethrough it easly.
Thereisno point.”

"We... Ah... Should have brought something. A blanket, perhaps,” Barag said, findly managing to tear
his eyesfrom Eddas.

"Or her-" Vaddan sad, interrupting himsdlf, then tearing his eyes from Eddas. "1 mean, his robe,"
Vaddan agreed, turning his head.

"Y ou have my robe?' Eddas asked.

"We havedl your things," | replied, nodding. "A gorgon brought them."”

"We... Ah... Werein abit of ahurry, we just didn't think of it, Master Eddas," Barag said, his back to
Eddas and hisface showing degp embarrassment. "I'm redly terribly sorry.”

"I am dready shamed beyond measure, apprentice, it no longer matters. | supposethisishow a
eunuch must fed when he's seen naked, and the shame of the stump of his scrotumisobvious."

Vaddan shook his head, his gaze still turned from Eddas. "I don't supposeit helpsto say that you
hardly look like that?"



"No, Vaddan. | know what this body looks like, and what kind of reaction it draws from men. Before
| cameinto my full powers, | was oncetied up and gagged so | could not cast, then gang-raped by
forty-eight men for three days, day and night, until | nearly died of thirst fromit. | know precisely what
thisbody lookslike."

| gasped, stunned, and Vaddan and Barag visibly blanched. "They didn't... | mean, they didn't hurt you
inthe gaol?' | asked.

"No, Sasha. Rapeisillega in Hyperborea, and if aguard of the King's Justiciar committed it against a
prisoner, they would be publicly beheaded. They took my clothes only because they were enchanted,
and it is safer to confiscate enchanted items to study them later than risk that they have a hidden
enchantment that might allow the prisoner to escape.”

"Gods," Vaddan replied, his voice choking, and he sheathed his sword. Reaching up, he pulled his
tunic off, then held it out behind him. "Take t. I've another on the wagon. Severd. Takeit. Gods... | can't
believe | stared at you. If you killed me, I'd be glad.”

"l..." Barag said, his own voice choked, "I'd give you my own robe, but I've nothing beneath, and
nothing ese. | lost everything when Tholonir City fdl, I'vejust been cleaning it with aspdll every day. |
fed the same, | am shamed to think | stared, and if you dew me dowly and painfully, | would thank you,
Master Eddas.”

"| can give you two something better than death,” Eddas replied, dipping on Vaddan'stunic. Shethen
flicked her hair out from beneath the tunic, and looked them over. "Forglamma, Vaddan. Forglamma,
Barag. It never happened, and we shall never spesk of it again from this moment onwards. Turn, you
two, | am covered.”

Vaddan and Barag turned, and both bowed deeply. Any other time, I'd have gregtly appreciated the
sght of Vaddan's bare, muscular chest, but at this moment, my attention was on Eddas. Vaddan'stunic
draped down to the middle of her thighs, shewas so smal. And yet, | knew in my heart that the man
beneath that garment of flesh was much, much larger than that.



Eddas began to roll up the deeves of the tunic, turning an icy-cold gaze at me. "Asfor you, Sasha... It
would be wdll for you to remember: AsaPawn of the Gods and afemale, losing and being captured by
the enemies of your god often means something far, far worse than smple death. Y ou have yet to
experience true horror, Sasha of Woe. With luck, you will learn, and you never will."

| bowed my head, shivering. "Y es, Master Eddas.”

A sudden puff of brimstone-scented smoke, then Marilith sood beside me in her humanoid equine
form. "1 think I've found a spot where we'll be safe for a bit. Come, all of you - join hands and I'll
take you there," she said, holding out her hands. We joined hands, and Marilith looked a me

meaningfully. She had been listening, and she had heard. Perhaps, with her help, | wouldn't have
nightmares over what | had learned.

Marilith saw that we were all holding hands, then nodded. The world blurred, and we were gone.

The Snake - Four.

Frarim shook his head. "1t's impossible now, Haifa. The city is surrounded.”



| shook my head. My master was a gentle, wonderful man - but, hewas aso dead, aliche. The
thought of his own destruction did not bring fear, he could not fed fear. He could bardly fedl any emotion
at al. He wanted to save me and my people out of honor and respect for us. And, perhaps, out of love
for mysdlf. But trying to apped to emotions he did not have was ultimately futile. "Wewill makeit,
Master," | replied as we went down the stairs. Moments later, we stood near the bottom of the sair in
main room of the basement of the tower, high enough to overlook the entire room. The gpprentices
chatted with the Ssthlash-nal that were there - they did not understand the danger. And there waslittle
timeto explain. | lifted my head, and hissed loudly aswe stood on the sair.

The apprenticesfell silent, and my tribe gazed a me.

"Itisover, our bond issevered,” | caledinour language. "'l have been told the future, a gift of
the gods. This city isdoomed. All will be destroyed, all the men lost, dead. We must escape.”

My tribe stared at me, shock in their eyes, their hair undulating. " Over?! The men doomed to die?!
What of us?!" one hissed. The apprentices gazed on in confusion, not understanding our words.

"We serve this one, now," | replied, nodding to Frarim. "I shall explain aswe go. Therest of us
are already outside. For now, we must gather what we can and flee quickly, before the city islost
and we all die. Those of you who helped with tomb-building, gather tools - they shall be needed.
The rest of you, we shall need to bring food, water, weapons, tools... Suppliesto survivein the
wilderness. And there is no time, we must move now to protect this one. By dawn, he will be all we
have left to us, and any who remain in this city will be dead. Open the door s to the supply rooms,
here, kick them open if they are locked! Gather food, skins for water, rope, tools for
tomb-building. Flint and tinderboxes, if there are any here. Blankets and sheets, if you can find
them. Look for empty boxes or cheststo carry it all in. And hurry! Thereis no time left!"

The Ssthlash-nal bowed their heads, bringing their vambraces together with a clack. " Yes,
chieftess,” they replied, and as one, they arose.

Frarim watched as the Ssthlash-nal began opening the supply-rooms and darting within. "1f Lagan
only knew..."



"Madter, asit seemslikely they will havelittle use for any of it come the dawn, it seemed appropriate
to gather it for oursalves."

Frarim chuckled as the apprentices gaped, watching the Ssthlash-nal loot their supply rooms. "What
areyou dl doing?!" one of them yelped.

"We act under the orders of Master Frarim, apprentice,” | replied, gazing at him and opening my third
eye. "Do you oppose my master?'

The apprentice blanched. "Err... No, no, of course not!"

| looked around. "And the rest of you! Do any of you wish to oppose my master?™

After achorus of negatives, | closed my third eye. "Good. Now st there quietly, we're quite busy.”

Frarim smply chuckled.

A low BOOM echoed from outside, and dust drifted down from the rafters, above. "Thereisno
moretime! | see a sedan-chair, there - Hassta, Vesta, grab it, we'll carry himin it once we get
outside! The rest of you, take what you have, wrap it up in whatever isnear, and come!" | hissedin
my language, then turned to my master, speaking camly. "Master, those two there are Hasstaand Vesta,
they'll be carrying you once were outside.”

"Oh, I can walk, Haifa, don't worry."

"Master, please, we will haveto travel rather quickly, and I wouldn't want you to trip. Pleaseride the
sedan-chair once we get outsde?"



Frarim shrugged. " As you wish."

| smiled. "Thank you, master. Unfortunately, | can't wait for you to walk outsde again, s0..." | said,
and scooped him up into my arms. He was very light, as he was little more than bones and cloth. |
dashed up the gtairs, kicking the door open again, then ran through thefirst floor, heading to the door.

After brushing past the journeymen guarding the door, | looked around the street. The sounds of battle
were close. "Move, move, move!" | shouted to my people, streaming out the door to join the others.

"Where do we go?" one nearby asked. "Isthere a plan?"’

"Master Frarim has a plan, don't worry," | replied.

"I have a plan?" Frarim asked, chuckling.

"Y es, magter, and it's absolutely brilliant,” | replied as Hassta and Vestatrotted up, holding the

sedan-chair. | carefully dipped my master into the chair. "Please hold on tight to the arms, master, welll
be traveling rather quickly.”

"Of course," Frarim replied, nodding and placing his staff across hislap. "It would help, however, if
| knew where we were going.”

"To the ornithopter dock, five streets over,” | replied, then turned to the others. "Let's move, follow
me!” | replied, and began to run.



Running five blocksfor ayal'onca is, of course, nothing. Wetrain to defend our masters from any
danger, and we keep oursdvesin peak physical condition. Running five blockswith onesarmsfull of as
much supplies as one can carry, however, was hardly nothing. When we got to the large open-air
enclosure of the airship dock, al were winded except me. The guards had gone - and o, apparently, had
the mgority of the ornithoptersthat were usudly insde. | swore, thinking rapidly. " Rest, rest, catch your
breath!"

"What are you attempting to accomplish, Haifa?" Frarim asked, gazing at me as Hasstaand Vasta
put down the sedan-chair.

"Madter, it would take too long to explain,” | replied, looking through theiron gate. The sounds of
battle were close... Too close. "There - there's one, in the reserved section. Master, can you open this
gate? The guards are gone, but the gate islocked.”

Frarim shrugged. "Stand back a bit, Haifa," hereplied. | did so, and he muttered a short incantation,
then flicked out hishand.

A droke of lighting from hisfingertips siruck the gate, blasting it open, the right Side handing loosely
whilethe left went flying.

| nodded asthe |eft gate clanged and bounced off the cobblestones, coming to rest adozen paces
insde the compound. "Thank you, master,” | replied, scooping him up out of the sedan-chair. "Leave
the chair, it'sserved it's purpose,” | hissed in my language. " Everyone, grab what you've got, then
follow me!"

| ran ingde, running over to the reserved section. Only afew ornithoptersremained, and | knew little
of them. "Magter, you know of airships. Which would be the fastest”?"

"Oh, that would be that one, there, in the third dlip. That's Lagan's, it's easily the fastest.
Incidentally, he pays a hefty sum for that berth."



| nodded. "Thisisthe one - everyone aboard!" | hissed, running up the boarding stairs and onto the
ornithopter.

"Haifa, you cannot mean to steal this ship, it belongs to the High Master of the Dyclonic
Circle!" Frarim said as| placed him down gently beside the controls at the stern.

"No, madter, of course not. | intend to borrow it. Sinceit seems clear Lagan will havelittle useforitin
the morning and we have need of it now, I'm certain Lagan wouldn't object,” | replied, looking over the
controls. "Incidentally, master, how does thiswork?'

Frarim chuckled. "The ship's pilot sits there. The lever to that side controls altitude, the other
controls pitch and roll. Thisis a racing quadrep, however - it will never fly with this much weight,
it only has four wings and is intended for speed, not cargo capacity. Look - there's only one
passenger seat, Haifa. Thisis not a cargo vessel."

"Hurry!" | hissed to the others as they scrambled to find places for themselves and our cargo. It
would be atight fit. "With respect, master, let's hope you're wrong. Might | ask you to St inthe
passenger seat, and possibly shield this ship should we get it airborne?”

Frarim chuckled, taking aseat. "If you wish."

| envied him hiscam, dead or not. "Alright,” | hissed, Stting quickly inthe pilot's seet. "1'd ask you
all to pray, but our god isworthless, so just cross your fingers!" | then reached for the left lever and
pulled it back...

...but nothing happened.

"You have to unfold the wings, Haifa," Frarim said, pointing to asmall lever.



| nodded, pulling the lever. The four wings of the ornithopter unfolded like abird. Made of wood like
the ship itsdf, they were much like abird'swings, down to having individua, socketed wooden feathers.
When they had unfolded, | pulled back on thefirst lever. The wings began to flap dowly. "Comeon..."

"It will never work, Haifa," Frarim said, shaking his head.

| pulled back on the lever, and the wings flapped faster. Still, the ornithopter did not rise.

| hissed, screaming in my language as| pulled back on the lever with &l my strength. "If any god or
goddessis listening and gives a damn about fifty halflings and my master, we would appreciate
some help! If not, then to hell with you all!™

A brief flash of movement out of the corner of my eye- | snapped my head to my right, my third eye
opening to smite any enemy...

...but there was no enemy. It was an owl, Sitting on the ship beside us, gazing at me. Y et, as| gazed at
it, | redlized that | could only seeit with my third eye. The strands of my hair saw nothing, tasted nothing
of bird inthe air, and sensed no heat from it. My own eyes saw only the boat it was sitting on, even
though my vision at night was very keen. No, | could only seeit with my third eye - on the astral.

"Anything... Anything you want... Just help us... Help me..." | hissed, sraining & the lever.

'‘Drop a bit of weight, Haifa..." aslent voice replied, then the owl vanished.

| released the lever, and the wings dowed, then stopped. There was nothing | could think of we could
throw away, and it would take too long to inventory our supplies to see what we could afford to lose. |
thought furioudy, trying to come up with asolution.



"What do we do now, chieftess?" someone nearby called.

| looked to Frarim, then back to my people. "Strip! Toss everything you're wearing off the ship,
keep only your weapons and your boots, we might need to fight and we might need to walk, but
he's dead, we've no need of modesty! We need to make the ship lighter, there'sfifty of us, including
vambraces and greaves that should be a good quarter ton! Strip, toss everything you're wearing
overboard except your knives and your boots!" | hissed, and began to do exactly that.

Frarim watched slently aswe quickly stripped to our skins, leaving only our knives and our boots.
"Interesting notion," he said, then chuckled. "1 wish | were alive, | might actually appreciate what
I'mlooking at quite a bit more."

Severd of the nearer of my tribe-mates giggled at hiswords. | finished strapping my knivesto my
forearms again, then sat in the chair once more. "That's a problem well address later if we survive,
measter,” | replied, yanking back on thefirst lever again.

Thewingsflapped again, dowly at fird, then faster and faster, until they were beating rapidly. Sowly,
panfully dowly, the boat began to lift.

"Very good, Haifa," Frarim replied, summoning his staff to hisgrip. He muttered briefly, gesturing,
then relaxed in his chair, watching me. " A sphere of deflection. There are more specific spheres that
would be far stronger, but as | don't know what they'll use against us, that will do, for the
moment. Oh - and when you pitch or roll the ship, push gently on the lever, Haifa."

'‘Owl, | hope you're still with me and can teach me to fly in the next few heartbeats," | thought,
and gently pushed the lever forward.

To the surprise of everyone aboard (except likely Frarim), the ship tilted forward, and began to move
forward afew moments|ater. It moved dowly &t firs, then faster, and faster.



"Pull back to stop, Haifa, walls and buildings have the right-of-way,” Frarim said, pointing at the
compound wall before us.

| pulled back suddenly, and the ship pitched back quickly, causing everyone except Frarim and | to
scream - | didn't scream because | was busy, and Frarim didn't scream because he was too busy
chuckling and he was dead anyway. We weren't high enough to fly over the compound wall yet - we
were barely four cubitsintheair. Y et, we were dowly rising. | could hear the sounds of battle getting
closer. Would it be fast enough?

| experimented with the lever, discovering that to turn, one had to be moving forward or back, and
while moving, roll the ship to the Side. It was apparent from how quickly the ship turned it was very
senditive and responsive, and | had to be careful - severa had aready nearly fallen out as| moved the
ship around the compound, learning the controls. And, of course, there was much screaming each time
the ship tilted wildly - which wasdmost every time.

"| think we're high enough, master. Herewe go!™

To the accompaniment of more screaming, | sent the ornithopter shooting over the compound wall,
and down the street. The wings beat swiftly, our dtitude dowly increasing. Higher and higher - soon, we
would be higher than most of the buildings.

A sudden flare of light, and more screams as flames licked around the ship, held away from usby an
invisble sphere.

"Oh, very nearly broke through with that," Frarim said camly, raising his staff in both hands. " Try
to dodge them a bit, Haifa, if we take two hits like that at once or just one solid hit, the shield will
fail despite my will. Oh - and you'll need to be at least twice this height to clear the city walls.”

I nodded, trying to dip the ship over some nearby buildings. Blasts of flame and sprays of arrows from
the Invader's war-machines lanced around the ship, grazing Frarim's shield many times as | struggled to
keep us moving, keep us aoft, and keep usfrom being hit. The ship swooped and flew above the



buildings, around and around the city for many wild and screaming moments of barely-controlled flight.

"That should be high enough, Haifa," Frarim said cdmly, dill holding his saff before himsdf in both
hands. | envied him hiscalm, again.

Sowly, I made my way towardsthe city wall in awild, zig-zagging course that was hdf intent, half
near-crash. Several more war-machinesfired a us as we neared the wall, flames and showers of arrows
reflecting from the shield. It only became worse aswe flew over the wdll, and for amoment, Frarim
trembled, concentrating as he struggled to maintain the shield. Then, moments|ater, we were past them,
and quickly flying out of their range.

Frarim lowered his hands, resting his staff in hislap, then nodded. " Oh, very good, Haifa. Now, turn
us a bit moreto the left. That's called 'port’, incidentally. A bit more... A bit more..." hecaled, to
more screaming as | tilted the ship. "There we are. Now keep going in this direction for a bit. As
slow aswe're going this heavily loaded, you'll have to keep it up until dawn, most likely. Oh, and
ease off on the left stick, Haifa, we're high enough.”

"A gorgon was not meant to fly," | muttered, my heart pounding with fear. Strange that | would fed
fear now, rather than before. | supposed that before, | was just too busy to be afraid.

We zoomed on through the sky, the trees and farmlands whipping by below us. The ornithopter
gradualy picked up speed until it seemed to be going asfast asit could. | guessed we were going at
about the speed of agdloping horse, or perhaps abit less. The spring night was warm, but moving
through the air it felt much cooler, and | shivered. Fur would have been nice, but my ancestors got the
skin of asnake, ingtead. | reached down with my hair, the strands stretching as long asthey could. |
arranged the strands over my chest and breasts, trying to block the cool breeze of our passage through
theair. A few of thelonger strands from the nape of my neck reached down to my belly, but they were
too few to help much so | curled them around my neck asamuffler. | shivered again, and hoped we
wouldn't haveto fly too far.

Frarim leaned towards me, reaching out with hisfingers, the carefully wrapped fingertipslightly
groking my forearm. "Since we're alive, Haifa, it seems that at least one gorgon was meant to fly.
Well, you and your clan are alive, at least,” hereplied, and chuckled again as he sat back in hischair.



I grinned wildly, my fangs gleaming in the moonlight. "I had abit of help, master. There wasan owl.”

"An owl? Interesting... You'll have to tell me about it after we've landed. Assuming we can
manage to land without becoming an integral part of the landscape.”

"Wewill, master. Wewill. WEIl bedright. | can fed it in my heart. We have agod, now, you and 1."

"Oh?" hesad, then chuckled again. "My word... | find I'm actually looking forward to that
explanation, my dear. I'm actually quite fascinated, and almost excited. What a tremendous
feeling,” hereplied, and laughed.

The Owl - VII.

Hours later, al sat gathered around asmall bonfire that Mungim's brothers had built in the early
evening hours. Flori had un-hitched one of the dwarven ponies and ridden ahead to dert the giantsto the
Stuation, and now the het-man of LongStep'stribe, Keeneye, muttered quiet incantations to complete the
hedling of LongStep's wounds. Keeneye, it was explained to Corvid, was apparently the grandson of Joy
and the great-great grandson of the fabled Dragondayer. For agiant, Keeneye was considered to be an
incredibly competent wizard - though how he compared to a human wizard, Corvid did not know. They
said that Joy's strange history and heritage had contributed to his sorcerous powers, and those powers
were easily seenin hisson, aswell. The larger dashesin LongStep'slegs had been sedled by smple
dtitching to bring the edges of the wounds together long enough for the flesh to be knitted with sorcery



and bloodmoss. The smaller arrow wounds were minor, most had clotted of their own accord long
before Father Patience and Taliad had gotten around to working on them. Eventualy, they had been
closed with just blood-moss and the pressure of apair of hands holding the skin together - fortunately,
none of the arrows had hit LongStep in the eyes. Y et, hedling the tremendoudy broad dashesto hislegs
was only barely within the reach of the "little peopl€’, asthe giants called their smdl friends. For
Keeneye, however, it was merely amatter of patience and time before he had the last of the wounds
completely heded.

Keeneyefinadly leaned back, rumbling something in the language of the giants, and LongStep nodded,
flexing hislegs. Keeneye then looked down to the smaller people gathered around the fire, and rumbled a
question.

Mungim, who sat by thefirein anew shirt, shook hishead and replied, doffing hishat briefly. At
Corvid's question, Mungim grinned. "He do ask if | bein need of further heding. | did say that it were not
necessary. I'll yet have anew scar to show me wife comethetimel behomeagain, but | befit asafiddle
dsawise”

Tdiad, who was returning from hiswagon with ajug under hisarm, grinned wryly. "Y es, thanksto
me," hesaid, Sitting down again.

"Oh, yell yet hold that o'er my head for the rest o' me life, now, won't ye?' Mungim remarked sourly.

"Naturaly, old friend,” Tdiad replied, and Kiriin giggled.

LongStep roseto hisfeet, holding out his hand for Keeneye. In afew moments, the two giants stood.
LongStep hefted his club, made from the bole of atree, then he and Keeneye exchanged thanks and
farewdlswith the smal group before them, Keeneye heading back up the road towards Dohbari village,
while LongStep continued on in the opposite direction, resuming his petrol.

Tdiad sat again, reaching for the jug he'd brought from hiswagon and pulling the cork. "Now, I've
something | want you to try, old friend. Just a sip, mind you, and don't swalow, just spit it out after,”
Tdiad said, lifting the jug and pouring a cup of astrange amber liquid.



"Aye? What beit?'

"I'll tell you after - for now, just take asip for the taste, and spit it out. I've some water for you to rinse
your mouth with, after. Eddas told me once that his sudies reveded it won't hurt you, but don't swallow,
just spit it out.”

"It do amdl like brandy..." Mungim said, sniffing cautioudy at the cup.

"Just asip, then spit it out, don't swallow,” Taliad cautioned again, pouring a second cup of water.

Mungim sipped with visible trepidation, then hiseyeslit up. He nearly swallowed it for amoment, then
remembered and spat out theliquid. "It be brandy!"

"Water - rinse, then spit,” Taliad said, holding out a second cup.

"Aye, an' ye do say," Mungim replied as his brothers looked on in curiosity. When he had done so, he
looked at Tdiad again. "What be that?'

"Danddionwine," Tdiad said, and smiled, sipping at the cup. "Eddas said won't hurt you, and |
thought you'd at least like ataste.”

Mungim's brothers burgt out laughing as Mungim sputtered with anger. But, after amoment, Mungim
paused, and grinned. "Aye, the jest be on me, fair and square. An' ye do understand, someday I'll yet
return thefavor.”



"Naturdly," Tdiad replied, smiling. "But how wastheflavor?'

Mungim paused, then waggled his hand. "Were it not made of danddlions, | would yet say it be good
brandy, | must admit. There be afaint after-taste, now, howe'er, €en after arinse o' water... A faint
taste, yet much likebile. I do not think | could yet finish afull cup of it, €enif | did wish. It do yet remind
me o' liver, abit... And liver be poison, to us."

"| thought as much - welll have to tell Eddas what we've discovered, when we see him next. Eddas
told me adwarf could drink afull jug and not get ill, but you'd never finish more than a cup, because to
you, it tastes of poison - in specific, it tasteslike liver, to you. But, he doesn't know why it tastes of liver
to you, even though it's not dangerous, and he doesn't know why even the smallest dice of liver killsyou.
Fish liver, deer liver, what have you - it doesn't matter, it'sall death to you, but not to us. With us, yes,
there are certain animals you don't want to et their livers - particularly animasthat live in the far north.
With other animds, likefigh, it takes ridiculous amounts to be dangerousto us. And Eddas doesn't
know why that is S0, ether. It's part of hislatest research he's asked meto look into. I've three jugs of
dandelion wine | brought for him, he wanted to study it'salchemica compostion.”

"Hmmm... But why do it yet interest him? What be it he do yet wish to know?"

"That, my friend, | Smply don't know. He said it had something to do with adwarven condition you
cdl Méti-Ubo. He said hethinksit can be cured, if he could understand why danddlion-wine tastes of
poison to you and not to an ef or human."

Flori, Gungim, and Balar gasped, their eyeswide, and Mungim sputtered for amoment. “Impossible!
Y e do not even know what ye do say!"

Tdiad grinned. "No, | don't - no éf does. That's entirely the problem, you see?' hereplied, and Kiriin
giggled.

"What is Mdlti-Ubo?" Corvid asked. "Some kind of discase?’



Father Petience smiled, patting Corvid's knee. "No, my son. It isthe condition of three male birthsto
onefemae birth - Melti-Ubo means"three-to-one" in their language. It isa sad redlity of their people,
onethey have dedlt with since long before the first human ever drew breath.”

"Aasaah," Tdiad said, nodding. "I suppose curing that would be quite important.”

"Yevenoidea Theend of the akmaran, the end of agreat many sad things" Mungim said, shaking
hishead. "Y e eves do yet see usdl as being greedy and money-grubbing. But ayoung dwarf must be
that way to yet afford aproper bride-price, dse helll yet spend hislife done!”

Tdiad smiled again. "I know, my friend. | admit, | was oncelike dl of my people, and saw you as
being greedy and money-grubbing. But | admit thisto my shame, my friend. Eddas explained the truth to
me years ago, when he told me about your little bride, Lumri. He even conjured asmpleilluson to show
mewhat shelooked like, and | must admit that she was painfully cute, to my eyes. Y et, when | saw you
inthat light, and redlized what you had to go through to catch your darling little Lumri, both winning her
heart and earning the bride-price required by your custom, it dawned on me that you were not the
grubby little beast | once thought you were, but were actudly afar better man than | had ever thought,”
Tdiad said, and set his cup down beside hisfeet. "1 say thisto you now, Mungim Oakenshield, before
your brothers and before these witnesses,” Tdliad said, nodding to Father Patience, hisdave-girl and
Corvid. "Indl thetimes| have dedlt with you, | have learned that you are abeing of honor, civility, and
politeness, abeing that can see and appreciate beauty, and abeing with asong in your heart. This, to an
df, isdl that matters”

Mungim's brothers applauded, and Mungim grinned wryly. "For adandelion-eater, ye be not too bad
thysdf, Tdiad."

Kiriin giggled again, and Taliad smiled as he picked up his cup. "I should tell you, though, that Eddas
sad he can't redly know if histheories areright until heis able to examine a female of your people.”

Mungim shook his head. "That may yet be difficult - helll yet have to make atrip to Iron City, at the
least. Our women-folk do yet have Latrao - thefear o' open spaces. They'll not travel above ground,
and so cannot do vigt his tower.”



Tdiad nodded. "Whereas our females do not - nor do even those of the Dark Elves, or humans, or the
goblin-kin, any other race I've ever heard of. And your females give birth to three maesto every one
fema e, which no other race does, and your people find dandelions poison, while no other race does.
Interesting coincidence, isit not?"

"But mere coincidence..." Mungim replied, then paused. "Unless ye do say they be part and parcel o
the same problem?”

"I don't say that, no. | admit | am a Sylvani, awood-elf, and | am utterly and completely ignorant of
your physiology, my friend. If you told me that baby dwarves have wings and flutter around the caverns
like bats, I'd haveto believe you," Tdiad replied with awink, and Mungim and his brothers chuckled.
"Sill, Eddas has suggested it, however," Tdiad replied, and gestured to hiswagon. "I've brought nine
books covering the body of our dchemica research, and I'll tell you now, friend, | think thisyear he
intended to ask you for the same. And, knowing what | know of why he wantsthem, | think I'll not be
too hard on him when it comesto bartering for them. Isit all mere coincidence, or isit something more?
The answer interests me - though likely not as much asyou.” Tdiad smiled, reaching out afinger to
stroke Kiriin's cheek. "'l once began trading here just because it seemed the best way to obtain the
interesting things | seek. Yet, now, | find | return because | am interested in seeing what Eddas Ayar and
his daughters are building here. Something wonderful is happening here, Mungim. And I'd liketo seeas
much of it as| can, asit grows."

Mungim lifted his mug, touching it to Tdiad's cup. "On that, €f, we do yet agree.”

Corvid shook his head, smiling. "Y ou people are amazing, sometimes. Y ou chat about building a
civilization and changing things for an entire race of people... Asthough it was merely acasual subject of
conversation.”

Mungim nodded. "Aye, lad. An' ye do get to meet Eddas Ayar, ye will yet find that the conversation
often do turn to matters of €en far greater import.”

Tdiad nodded. "Indeed, Mungim. Like the time he told me that the results of hislast adventure had
repaired the broken weather patternsfor our world. Before, the deserts were expanding endlessly - in
time, most of this continent would have been desert. Now, he has repaired the problem, and the long
cycle of wesather that only the dragons knew of before has resumed. In forty or fifty thousand years, an
ice-age will come - thewhole of theselandswill be sheeted in snow and ice for millenniabeforethe



wam dimesreturn.”

Kiriin nodded. "My darling Taliad won't be here to remind me, then, he won't live that long. So |
promised him I'd wear acoat.”

Tdiad grinned, Corvid snorted, and Mungim and his brothers burst out laughing. Soon, the night was
filled with the laughter of friends.

The Ocean - Seventeen.

The enemy sent out patrols before dawn to scour the nearby lands for those who had escaped, and
we needed to move again. But, after pulling the wagon at adead run, Marilith was very tired. Worse, she
could not smply resume the harness and pull the wagon again - and this we had known before she
began. To escape the harness, she had smply shifted to her humanoid equineform, and let it fal from her
body before coming to get us. But, once done, it would take just aslong to harness her to thewagon in
her equine form asit would to harness Champion. Eddas, however, smply gestured, and the limp harness
that lay on the ground lifted into the air, and stayed there. "Aninvisble steed,” she sad, in brief
explanation - and after Vaddan had checked to see that Champion'sreins were still securely tied to the
back of the wagon and we were al aboard the wagon again, Eddas cdled out to the invisible steed, and
we were quickly on our way, following the roads south.

By thetime the sun hung high in the sky at noon, we had stopped in asmall village Eddas said would
be safe, for awhile. We were not aone, however - at least two hundred refugees from the city were also
there, and the village wasin an uproar as both the survivor's stories spread, and the pall of black smoke



from the burning city and surrounding farmlands darkened the northern horizon. Many wanted to fleeinto
the wilderness - but, the wilderness of Hyperborea was not akind and gentle place. The Hyperboreans
had pushed back the vicious creatures and evil racesin their conquest of their lands and in the building of
their civilization, but they were dtill there, beyond their borders. To the south, the lands were full of
goblins, ogres, trolls and other vicious things. To the east, things were better - that wasthe lands of the
giants, and they patrolled their lands carefully to keep them clear of evil creatures. Y et, though they were
alies of the Hyperboreans, thiswas gill not a solution. The Invaders had dready cut off the east to
prevent escape, and were in the process of pushing the Hyperboreans west, into the sea. Many
thousands were fleeing across the sealin boats, hoping to find some sort of refuge. Eddastold us quietly
that most would die, lacking enough food or water to find anew land. Those that did not would
eventudly find their way to Vilandia, and join their people - which was why the people of Vilandiain the
future would have afaint touch of the Hyperborean'slanguage in their tongue, and resemble the
Hyperboreans a bit. But, other than a desperate, suicidd attempt to cross the sea, there Smply was no
place for the Hyperboreans to escape to. And, the war-machines of the Invaders were smply too
powerful for the Hyperboreansto resist. The entirety of the Great War of Devastation had, Eddas said,
taken lessthan ayear - though time was difficult to tell. As Eddas put it, " The dead are notorioudy loose
withtime." Even s0... A year for agrand and powerful civilization, the likes of which | had never before
even dreamed of, to be utterly and completely destroyed. | could not help myself - | wept.

This was the true result of war between the gods. People dying - and dying by the millions. | loved
Vaddan, and | found | had grown to care for his people, aswell. And his people were doomed.

The merchants of the village had long since fled, and the peoplein the village were hungry. So, after
Eddas had entered her hidden sanctuary and dressed again, she walked around the village, summoning
food and drink for all. Joy, Vaddan, Barag and | ate, then rested by the wagon on the outskirts of the
village, Champion nibbling at the grass quietly beside us. Eddas, however, did not rest, but continued on
feeding the hungry, heding the hurt...

"You'velost your feathers, Old Man."

| opened my eyes, awvakened by Joy's voice. Marilith, Vaddan and | were dozing in the shade of the
wagon. Barag had been with us when we lay down, but now was gone - | supposed to relieve himsdlf, or
perhapsto get somefood. | lifted my head abit, looking around. | saw that Joy and Eddas stood near
the wagon, holding hands and talking quietly.

"Likely the King's Justiciar threw them away. They were only raven feathers, Joy."



"Werethey?1 think they were more than that, to you."

"Perhaps, but they're gone, now, so it doesn't matter.”

"Y ou should rest, Old Man."

"I'll bedright, Joy," Eddas replied, gazing up &t her.

"When wasthe last time you dept?!

"Oh, | napped abit while | waited in chains, that will do."

"You redly shouldnt try to lieto me, Old Man,” Joy said softly. "I've known you far too long for it to
work."

Eddas sighed. "I don't want to deep, Joy. If | do, I'll deep the deep of the exhausted, and Y orindar
will likely try to spesk to me. And | fear what helll tell meto do. Deeply.”

"You'll haveto deep sometime, Old Man. If you don't, you'll eventudly collapse anyway."

"I know. That'swhat frightens me."

"Do you love me, Old Man?" Joy asked quietly.



"Deeply, and beyond measure.”

"Then come - I've some of the food you summoned earlier. Let's Sit, and eat. Y ou haven't eatenin
over aday to my knowledge, either. Then rest in my lap, Old Man. If you don't deep, at least rest.”

Ilby, I_ll

"For me, Old Man. Do it for me."

"Alright, Joy," Eddas replied, and sighed.

Joy then pulled Eddas down to the ground, and into her lap. Reaching beside her, shelifted asmall
bowl of gruel Eddas had conjured, and held the spoon to Eddas mouth. | watched silently as Joy and
Eddas shared asmdl medl, Joy giving one spoonful to her mate, then oneto hersalf. When it was gone,
Joy set the bowl and spoon aside, then wrapped her arms around Eddas, holding her close and rocking
slently. Eddaslaid her head on Joy's shoulder, and closed her eyes. After amoment, | heard Joy's voice,
softly humming agentlemelody.

My eyes misted with tears as | watched them. Here waslove, truelove. Yes, | loved Vaddan - he
was adear man, and agood man. But what | felt for him did not compare to what | saw before my eyes.
Andintheend, | did not know if hetruly loved mein return. My love wasthe love of achild, redly. It
was much the same love | had felt for Y anar, the day of the dance, when he swept me away. It wasthe
love of awoman who'd had her childhood stolen from her, and her childhood love. | had paid back the
thief, now - Mdik had been repaid. But the losswas till there,

Did Marilith truly love Vaddan, or did she smply go aong with me, to make me happy?1 did not
know - but | suspected the latter. Vaddan, to her, would be interesting, yes. But, hisfate had been
determined by the gods. And in the end, Marilith was avery pragmatic being. She could let him go, if she
had to. | wasn't certain that | could. But, | didn't think | would have achoice, in the end.



| had to know. Evenif it broke my heart and | died, | had to know.

| rolled over quietly, and placed my hand on Vaddan's shoulder. "Vaddan,” | whispered.

Vaddan blinked, yawning, then looked & me. He smiled that dazzling smile of his, and my heart ached.
"What isit, Sasha?"

"Vaddan, do you love me? And my sister?" | asked, my voice soft.

Marilith lifted her head. She wasin the human form she had given hersdf with sorcery, just as Joy and
| were dtill concedled by illusions. Illusions, and trickery. | wanted no more of it. "Do you love me,
Vaddan?'

Vaddan gazed at me silently. Was he considering his answer, or just considering how to word it so as
to not hurt my feelings? Either way, his answer was clear.

Vaddan opened hislipsto speak, but | stopped him, placing my fingertipsover hislips. "Slenceis
answer enough,” | said, my eyes again misting with tears.

"Not quite," Vaddan replied, taking my hand in his. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Marilith was
awake, and smiled to her. "It's hard to explain... Part of meisaroused by you, and the offer your sister
made in my dream. Y et, when | think upon it... Well, to my heart, you two are likethe Ssters| never
had. Perhaps, if we had met under different circumstances... Another place, another time..." he said, then
sighed. "Well, no. If wed met ayear ago, I'd likely have treated you much as| treat dl the other women
inmy life - and that, you hardly deserve. | must be honest with you, Sasha. | have lived my romantic life...
Widl, much asabee, going from flower to flower to flower. | thought | had dl thetimein theworld.
Now, | seel do not." Vaddan reached out his hand, stroking my cheek softly. "Beneath this... This
sorcery... Y ou are awoman of adifferent race. Beautiful, but diento my eye.” Vaddan rolled onto his
back, reaching out to stroke Marilith's cheek. "And you... Beautiful, aswell, yet even moredien. This”"
he said, waving ahand to encompass her, "1 could be comfortable with. Y our other form... That would



taketimeto get used to. | have fedlingsin my heart for both of you. Beneath your garments of flesh, each
of you isawonderful woman. And, were we in another time, another place... Perhaps| could learn what
thefedingsin my heart truly are”

| felt atear spill down my cheek, and Vaddan reached out a gentle finger to brush it away. "Y ou told
me your story, over these last few weeks. You livein thefuture, on alittle idand somewhere out in the
ocean. A clan of mer-folk live there, you said. Were | to somehow go with you to the future, that's where
| would be - dlone on alittleidand, surrounded by aien beings who live astone-age way of life benegath
the sea, while you and your sister go off and do the tasks of the gods, and return to me from timeto time
asyour duties permit. Intime, | would grow old and die there, never seeing another of my people again.
Never again to enter an inn and wager afew slver on along game of chatto or aquick throw of tagra,
never again to bresthe the heady scents of the marketplace as| wheel and dedl with the merchantsover a
cargo of pashta or abarrel or two of dovor, never again to see the sun rise above the gleaming spires of
Wilanda-city, or to follow our glorious roads on and on to the edge of our lands..." Vaddan shook his
head. "And were you and your sister to stay here... Wéll, our civilization is doomed, and soon, it will be
gone. It would bejust the three of us, living intheruins, until | grew old and died. | cannot live like that,
Sasha. | spent my life here, in Hyperborea, athriving civilization, traveling from town to town, seeing our
people grow and prosper, trading with the merchants, singing in the taverns over a heady mug of mead,
laughing and loving the women | knew in each town... But soon, it will be gone. Thisiswho | am, Sasha.
| am aman of Hyperborea. Perhaps not the best of men, and certainly not the wisest, for | find myself
looking at abeautiful woman and her equaly beautiful sister who both wish to stay with me and make
loveto mefor therest of my days... And yet, | find | open my mouth and tell them 'no." Perhaps not the
best of men, and certainly not the wisest. But, | am what | am - and | am aman of Hyperborea. And
when | and my people are gone, dl | ask isthat you remember me with kindness."

Tears streamed down my face. My throat had closed up with sorrow, and | could not speak. Marilith
looked at me, and nodded. She then looked to VVaddan, and smiled. "We will, Vaddan. All the days of
our liveswe will remember you, and the glory of Hyperborea."

Marilith and | hugged VVaddan in silence after that. He wrapped an arm about each of us, and hugged
usin return. It was along time before my tears stopped flowing, and even after, my heart was breaking.

It wasalong time before | heard it - asoft sound, like awoman's moan of pain. | raised my head,
wiping my eyes, and saw Joy was still holding Eddasin her arms, and now gently stroked her hair as she
rocked her back and forth.

"No..." Eddas whispered. "Not that... Anything but that..."



"Eddas," Joy caled softly.

"Yorindar, no... Don't ask methat..." Eddas murmered.

"Eddas," Joy caled softly again. "Wake, you're having abad dream.”

Marilith gazed at the two of them slently, her eyes unfocused, then blinked and looked to Joy. "It'sno
mere dream, Joy. You can't seeit, but | can. A grest owl isnear, hovering over him... Hegripshissoul in
histaons, speaking to him on the Plane of Dreams. | have met him before, | know him. 1t is'Y orindar.”

Joy looked around, but saw nothing. After amoment, her eyes narrowed. "Well, god or not, he can
damn well stop hurting him!™ Joy snapped.

"Aaah!" Eddas yelped, startled awake.

"It'sdright, Eddas," Joy said soothingly. "Y ou're awake, now."

"Oh, Joy..." Eddasreplied, and wept. "l fell adeep.”

"Yes, my love, you did."

"And now | know... Y orindar spoke to me. He told mewhat | must do.”



"Isit that bad, Eddas?"

"I would rather have died, Joy. | would rather have died,” Eddas replied, her voice cracking, then
wept quietly into Joy's shoulder.

| looked up at the sound of approaching footsteps. Along the dusty path near the stone Hyperborean
road that passed through the village, | saw Barag returning, agroup of young men following. Like him, al
were young, robed, and shaven-headed. Soon, they stopped before the wagon, and Barag bowed to
Eddas. "Magter Eddas... I'm sorry to disturb you, but... We must spesk with you."

Joy glared at Barag and the othersfiercely. "Turn about, and give him amoment. Don't shame him with
your gaze."

Barag nodded, and did so, as did the other young men. | watched as Eddas wiped her eyeswith a
gloved hand, gitting in Joy's lap silently. She closed her eyes, and took deliberate, dow bresthsfor along
moment - gpparently to calm herself. At last, she opened her eyes, and Joy reached out, smoothing afew
stray hairs. "How do | look?' Eddas asked quietly.

Joy smiled. "Perfect, asusua, Old Man. As| told you before, that pretty little face Y orindar stuck you
with never looks out of sorts."

The barest flicker of asmilelit the corner of Eddas mouth, but only for amoment. Eddas leaned in,
kissing Joy gently, then summoned her staff to her hand. A moment later she roseto her feet, holding out
ahand for Joy. As Joy roseto her feet, | decided I'd best do the same - this seemed some kind of formal
meeting, and it probably wasn't agood ideafor Marilith and | to just lie there snuggled up to Vaddan
during it. | scrambled out from beneath the wagon, then summoned my lance to my grip. Marilithand
Vaddan followed, standing beside me afew moments later.

"Alright, Barag," Eddascdled. "l am listening.”



Barag turned about, then he and the other eight bowed again. "Master Eddas... I've been talking to the
others... The refugees and villagers. These eight behind me are apprenticesfrom al of the battle-circles of
Wilanda-city... Well, not quite al, those of the Dyclonic circle were not ordered to flee, they stayed
behind, and are now dead,” Barag said, shaking his head. "But, no matter - they, like me, saw you
summon food for hundreds upon hundreds... Counting those who were smply traveling through, essily a
thousand or more. Even amaster of their circles could not do that - it would take dozens, possibly
hundreds to manageit. | told them what you told me - that you are a Great Mage, amaster of the Deep
Magic. And they believeit, having seen it with their own eyes. We want to fight, Master Eddas. Even
should we lose, even should we die, we want to fight. We ask..." Barag said, then paused, firming his
chin. "No, we demand that you teach us what we need to know to fight the Invaders. Inside that body,
you are dill one of us, aHyperborean. We demand, in the name of Honor, that you teach uswhat we
need to know."

"We cannot win, apprentice. We can kill them, crush their armies, destroy their forces... But in the
process, we will destroy Hyperborea.”

"Better to die on onée's feet than to die on one's knees," Barag replied.

"And | cannot teach you to be a Great Mage. That is a process of decades of learning and research,
and requires a Talent of the highest caliber. Thebest | could do isto teach you asingle spll over the
course of the next few months, one that will alow you to accomplish your purpose, blasting the armies of
the enemy to dust. Beyond that, therest isup to you."

"That is acceptable,”" Barag replied, nodding, and the eight others behind him nodded, aswell.

"And once you cast the spell, you will die.”

Barag shook his head. "We are dead dready, Master Eddas. They crushed Wilanda-city with ease,
and daughtered all they managed to catch. Our greatest masters, our finest battle-circles, defeated in a
single engagement, in asingle night. Before the might of their war-machines, our best and bravest were
mere chaff before the wind. We're dead dready, Master Eddas. We smply want to insure that they will
diedongwithus."



Eddas nodded solemnly. "Alright. Thisvillage will be raided tomorrow, it isn't safe here. Therésa
small cave fifteen leagues from here, at the edge of Wilanda-forest. That'swherewell go," Eddas said,
and looked to the others behind Barag. "'If you've loved ones or belongings near, gather them now. The
sooner you are ready, the sooner we can be on our way. Go - and hurry."

"Yes, Magter Eddas,”" Barag replied, bowing. "And thank you."

Barag's thanks was echoed by severa of the others, then they turned to leave. Joy, however, Smply
gaped at Eddas. "Eddas... You can't mean...!"

Eddas gazed at joy silently. She opened her mouth to speak...

...and then, to my utter surprise, she burst out laughing.

"Why, yes, Joy! It'sa delightful little paradox! Absolutely delicious, when you think about it!" she
replied, and laughed again - along, sirained laugh that dowly grew more and more strained and
hysterica, until finally Eddas collapsed to the ground, sobbing like abroken-hearted child.

Joy knelt, wrapping her arms around Eddas, and |ooked up to Marilith, Vaddan and I. "V addan,
please harness Champion, and make the wagon ready for travel. Marilith, Sasha, help him, please," she
sad, her voice cam, but firm.

Eddas sobbed, a keening woman'swail of horror and misery that made my heart ache in sympathy for
themaningde. "Will... Will hebedright?' | asked.

"The wagon, Sasha," Joy replied. "Now."

"Come, Sasha, you can help me with the harness,” Vaddan said, taking my hand.



"A-dright..." | said, and followed, confused and concerned.

The Snake - Five.

"It isimpossible, Chieftess," Vestahissed quietly from our hiding spot in the woods, behind some
low thorn-bushes. "1 gazed upon the machine with my strongest glare, the man insideis
unaffected."

| nodded. Our reptilian hide had provided us concealment, and the patrol we watched had not spotted
us yet. We had noticed them amonth before, and in watching for them, realized they came through once
aweek. It was our only chance... But, aside from our gaze, we had nothing we could use againgt them.
Six meninarmor escorting one of the Invader's machines, four with axes, two with their strange repesting
crossbows, and we could touch none of them. Our gaze did not require eye-contact to kill, though
eye-contact insured instant death. It was, however, limited by distance, the strength of the effect fading
the farther and farther away the enemy might be. And, more, the enchanted oricha chum armor the
soldiers wore and the enchantments on their war-machines protected them gresatly from it's effect.
"There... They've stopped again,” | whispered, "just as they did before. Now the machine will sit,
and they will open that hatch in the back and fetch food and drink fromit, as they did before.
When they do, they will remove their helmets. Then, we can get them.”

Vestanodded. "If we focus on the ones with crossbows first..."



"Agreed. Let usfocuson one at atime, as well."

"Yes, chieftess."

Shortly, the machine had sat, and two of the soldiers with axe-staves were dready opening the hatch,
while the others were reaching for their hdmets.

"Now, the one on the right!" | hissed, opening my third eye and focusing my will.

He was laughing at ajoke his comrade had made as he tucked his helmet beneath hisarm, his
crossbow held casudly in hisleft hand. Laughing, not knowing, and unprepared when our gaze fell upon
him. Weakened as it was by ahundred paces of distance, at first, there was no effect. Y et, hefdtit...
Thetingling power of it, raising the hackles at his neck. He paused, then started to say something...

...and a heartbesat later he froze, hisbody turned ingtantly to stone.

Hisfriends gaped as he toppled over, the force of the fall snapping off hisarm inside hisarmor, the
arm bouncing onceto lay nearby. They would not appreciate the beauty of it, of course. Flesh turned to
stone resembled ddlicately carved marble, pale veins of stone where living veins once were, each hair
carved with ddlicate precison. No, they would hardly appreciate the beauty of it, given that they would
be next.

Vestaand | turned our gaze to the second crosshow-armed soldier, concentrating, exerting our will...
He was shouting to hisfriends, running to hisfallen companion...

...when suddenly he, too froze, his swiftly moving body tumbling to the ground, bouncing, shattering
and snapping into severa armor-covered pieces.



The others clapped their helmets back on their heads, and the machine arose again.

"Theglass!" | hissed. "The man inside the machine sees through it!"

"But it's all enchanted, chieftess, we cannot affect him through it!"

"We can if he meets our gaze with hiseyes!” | replied, and rose to my feet, glaring at the machine
with dl thewill | could muster.

The soldiers shouted, and the machine turned, it's bird-like legs stepping swiftly. The arms of the
machine raised, and a sound of power building cameto my earsasit pointed it'sarmsat me...

Then | fdt it. That sudden snap, thefed of eyeto eye across the distance, the knowledge that the
hidden pilot had met my gaze.

The machine mis-stepped, then fell forward, it's arms rammed deep into the earth by it'sweight asthe
humming sound of power grew louder, and louder...

"Chieftess, get down!" Vestayelled, grabbing my arm and pulling me down beside her.

A heartbest later, the machine burst asunder in amighty blast of flame and thunder, scattered pieces of
metal bouncing and rolling before coming to arest many paces away.

The soldiers arose from where the explosion had knocked them down, then gripped their axe-staves
again. Their armor had saved them - and at a shouted order, they charged us.



"Up!" I hissed, rising. "Run! Come on!”

Vestanodded, rising swiftly to her feet, and we ran into the forest.

Darting between the trees, running, we could hear the soldiers behind us. Their enchanted armor did
not weigh them down, they ran as swiftly as though they were asnaked asVestaand . "Keep running,
we're nearly there!™

V esta nodded, panting, and soon we had dashed up into the clearing. My master sat atop the same
tree-stump | had left him on. He rose aswe ran towards him. " Ah, you have returned,” hecdled
cadmly. "1 was concerned from the blast | heard that something untoward had happened.”

"No, magter,” | panted. "They're right behind us, though.”

"Ah, good. Carry on, then - my reach in my animuary should only be fifteen paces, but stay a
good thirty or more away, just to be certain. | only hope it will be safe in the hollow of this
tree-stump. For some reason, it's actually quite disquieting to think of one's soul being so naked,
and perhaps easily destroyed."

"Their machine is gone, masgter - it exploded. It will be safe.”

"Let'shope so, | - ah, therethey are," he said, gazing to the edge of the clearing. "Do run along,
Haifa," hesaid, and began walking towards the approaching soldiers.

| nodded, grabbing Vestas hand, and ran asfast as| could. My master was skilled and deadly with
his aff, he could likely hold them off for several moments before they smashed him to bits. He had
eschewed sorcery, for fear of the ddicate crystd vid that was hisanimuary. A tiny thing, smaler than my
littlest finger, the lead-sedled stopper held atiny curl of hair within the via - and, through sorcery, my
master's soul.



| heard the ringing crack of staff on staff for severd moments aswe ran, swiftly leaving the clearing and
darting into the woods. Then, adry crunch asthe Invadersfinaly surrounded him, and began swinging at
him at odds of four to one. He could not possibly parry that many. My heart skipped abesat as | heard
hisfeeble cry, and the sound of his bones being smashed to flinders by the enemy's heavy axe-staves. |
skidded to a stop, and turned to look...

...and there, agood sixty paces away, the soldiers were smashing what was left of my master, their
shouts those of anger. A moment, then two...

And suddenly one of them paused, trembling. He staggered, dropping his axe-staff and stepping back,
ahorriblewail coming from histhroat as my master's spirit lashed out from hisanimuary, gripping hissoul,
crushing it, then scattering it to nothingness. Beneath his armor, his flesh flowed, the power of the spell of
hidden life manifest as my master reflexively shaped hisenemy's body into hisown...

Then the soldier stood steady, and held out his armored hand. My master's staff flashed to his hand,
and he shouted a swift incantation, lashing out with hisfree hand. A blast of lighting smote the nearest
soldier, burgting his body asunder, scattering pieces of hisarmor about for severd paces.

The remainder attacked, but now my master was no mere feeble skeleton to fal so easly. Now he
stood strong, in their armor, and armed with his staff. He parried thefirst easily, then gestured, blasting
him back with agust of wind that sent him rolling on the ground. The third he ducked, then incanted
quickly, flicking out hishand to smite him with lightning and blast him asunder. Asthe other arose again,
my master smote him quickly with afind blast of lightning from hisfingertips.

And just that quickly, it was over, and my master stood aone - the true power of amaster
battle-mage of the Hyperboreans evident in his sllent stance over hisdain foes.

After amoment, helooked around. "Haifa?" he shouted, fumbling with the strap of hishelmet.

| ran to him and embraced him asthe others of my tribe came out from hiding, gathering around. "Oh,



madter, | amn so glad youredright!™

"Ah, Haifal" hereplied, hugging me with strong arms. "My heart sngswith lovefor you. | would kiss
you until you gasped for breeth, my love... Err... But this damnable helmet isin the way. Help me off with
it, please, | can't seem to manage the strap.”

It took amoment, but eventually we had it. Frarim tossed the helmet aside, and gazed at mefor a
moment. He was marveloudy handsome, with olive skin, mahogany eyes, ablack, full beard and asmile
that made my heart skip abeat. He was not the old man | had first met, or the dead skeleton he had
become. He was young again, his body that which it was when hefirst cast the Spell of Hidden Life, in
histhirties. "Oh, magter..." | gasped, my heart fluttering. "1 love you!"

"l loveyou, too, Haifa," he replied. Frarim then took meinto hisarms again and did, indeed, kissme
until 1 gasped for breath.

"Me!l Mel" shouted Vesta, bouncing up and down, her hair undulating with excitement. "Me, next!
Me*"

"Then me!" shouted another of my tribe beside her.

"Then me!" shouted another, and soon the clearing wasfilled with happy, eager shouts. " Share,
chieftess Sharel"

| hissed loudly to slence my tribe. "Thisisa man, not atoy. | cannot share him, he does not belong to
me. Wemust ask him, with respect.”

Silencefollowed, and | looked to Frarim. "Frarim... Y ou are dl we have left. Our people dwindlein
number. We are not like our sisters, the Lamias. We need the seed of man to have children. Please say
you will liewith us, and insure our future.”



Frarim amiled a me. "One question,” he replied.

"Ask, master."

"What of mewill bein these offspring?’

| shook my head. "Nothing, master, | am sorry. In that respect, we are like the dryads. Our children
will be gorgons, not humans, and will carry nothing of you in them. But, they will be your daughters, and
our tribewill honor you until theend of time."

Frarim chuckled. "Wdll, dright - on three conditions.”

"Anything, magter, just nameit!" | replied eagerly.

"Hirdt, Haifa, my animuary isjug stting inaholein atree sump. Until it is safely secured again in the
tomb you al have made for me, I'm afraid that leaves me a bit nervous - as you might understand. If that
isbroken, Haifa, | am gone."

| bowed my head. "Of course, master. We will take care of it immediately."

" Second, you, Haifa, must absolutely stop caling me'magter.’ Frarim will do. Or "husband", asyou
prefer.”

| smiled broadly. "Husband it is, then. What else?"



"Wdll, lastly, my dear, | haven't the foggiest notion how to get out of this damnable armor, so until you
al manageto figurethat out for me, I'm afraid that servicing somefifty or so lovely gorgonsincluding
yourself will haveto wait. Try not to wait too long, however, | find | haveto urinate and | don't even
know how to loosen the codpiece for this," he said, and grinned.

| grinned back at him. "Never fear, hushand, that isthe first piece of armor we will be working on
figuring out how to remove," | replied, and the gorgons of my tribe burst out laughing.

The Ocean - Eighteen.

Thelittle cave at the end of asmall box canyon was precisely where Eddas said it would be. How
Eddas knew it wasthere, | did not know - but, given Eddas mood, | wasn't certain | should ask. It had
taken us severd daysto get there, traveling overland, and severd daysto clean out the cave and makeit
habitable. All during that time, Eddas Ayar seemed almost to be two people. When teaching the
apprentices, she was cool, calm and collected. Barag mentioned severd timesthat her teaching stylewas
sraightforward and excellent. Y et, when not teaching, she would smply sit near the cave entrance and
gare into the distant horizon, as though dead. She would not eat unless Joy lifted the spoon to her lips,
nor would she drink unless Joy held the cup to her lips. If one spoke to her, she would reply, but her
voice was distant. It was al the more difficult for me to watch her, as| would congtantly belooking at the
tiny little haf-ef woman gtting there, looking like her heart had been utterly broken and wishing | could
comfort her somehow... And then each time | would redlize that insde that little woman's body wasthe
spirit of aman - and aman who had, prior to now, been an utterly indomitable pillar of strength. His
heart was broken - this, | could see easily enough from the woman's face he wore. But, what to do about
it, I did not know. Unfortunately, Eddas incapacitation left much of the day-to-day tasksto the rest of
us. And, as Joy was almost completely absorbed as Eddas caretaker, Marilith, Barag, Vaddan and |
had to sit down and decide what to do.



Vaddan eventudly came up with the notion of trying to organize some kind of resstance - both to
hinder the Invaders where possible, and to gain information on what they were doing. His thought was
that he could use Champion and smply ride about the countryside, trying to find scattered warriors and
mages and raly them together - aswell as any woodsmen or hunters there may be in thewilderness. |
didn't like the plan, asit meant that Vaddan would be potentialy gone for days or even weeks at atime -
aone, out there, somewhere. Vaddan, unfortunately, would have it no other way, and since both Barag
and Marilith agreed with him, | was out-voted. Thusit was that Barag pulled a saddle from hiswagon,
saddled Champion, and rode off on the third day we were in the cave.

Marilith and I, meanwhile, represented all the redl defenseswe had here. Eddas was, unfortunately,
incgpable of doing much of anything, and | wasn't even certain she would lift afinger to defend the cave.
Certainly Joy could defend Eddas, but we needed more than just her. So, Marilith and | took to keeping
watch, and Marilith spent time casting various spells on the cave and the land nearby that would warn her
of the approach of strangers. How effective they were, | did not know - but | was quite glad when they
aerted Marilith to Vaddan's return, aweek |ater.

Vaddan returned with asmall company of men - most were hunters held found riding through the
wilderness, but afew were former soldiers. When we brought them before Eddas, she rose and
addressed them camly, quietly explaining their plans. | thought, briefly, that she might be recovered. But,
shewas not - after they Ieft her presence, she sat down again, and resumed her quiet stare at the horizon.
It was as though something had died, insde her. | so desperately wished | could help - but there was
literdlly nothing | could do.

Finaly, | took Marilith aside, whispering to her in the flickering candle-lit darkness of the cave.
"Mailith, we have to help Eddas, somehow."

Marilith wasin her ebon humanoid-equine form, wearing the black apodesmos and loincloth that Joy
had made for her, what seemed alifetime ago. Marilith thought about it, then shrugged, flicking her mane
out of her glowing red eyes. "We are. We're guarding this cave, saving Joy the trouble so she can
focus on caring for him. That's all we can do.”

"But there must be someway of helping him... | mean... Have you seen him?It'slike... It'slike he
died, Mailith."



Marilith sghed, nodding. "1n a way, he did, sister. When his god told him what he had to do, his
heart broke. Joy can get himto eat and drink, a little. But only enough so that his body will
survive long enough to teach what he must teach. That is all."

"l just... | just don't understand. What'swrong? What happened?’

"Do you remember hetold us of the Dead Zones? Places in Hyperborea of our time, places
blasted and dead?"

"Well, yes..."

"That isthe spell those apprentices are learning. It is only taking so long because they are
apprentices. And they are all Hyperborea has |eft. A final strike at the enemy, a single blast to
destroy them. There are nine Dead Zones in our time, Sasha. Each islarge, very large - the
smallest is over a league across, a round blasted spot where nothing grows, nothing lives. Most
are larger, leagues across, some many leagues across. The Great Southern Dead Zoneisthe
largest. It stretches from the shores of the Bright Sea to the foothills of the Iron Mountains, some
fifty leagues or so across, and some twenty leagues wide at it's widest point. Most of the damage
wasn't done by the blast, but by the ferocious mana-storms that were sparked by the blasts. If you
remember when we were at histower years ago, he told us that in some areas, those mana-storms
raged for over a hundred years, and occasional mana-storms flared up even centurieslater. A
mana-stormis a vortex of transformative, deconstructive forces, raw mana-energy loosed upon
the earth... Like a cyclone, shot through with sparks and arcs of lightning, sparkling with power
as any matter it encountersis transformed randomly, ultimately breaking down to it's smallest
components, then being reduced to energy and absorbed by the storm. Ultimate devastation,
Sasha.”

My eyes widened with both amazement and fear. "Goddess..."

Marilith nodded. "Nine Dead Zones... And here, in the past, there are nine apprentices heis
teaching. The destruction of his people, of hislands, the loss of everything... And now, heisin the
past, and he discoversit is he who did it. If you remember, when | was healing at his tower, he
told us his story. In the future, he discovered how the spell worked by reverse-engineering the



effect. Now, he discoversit isthe spell he created which he was researching - like picking up a
rope lying on the ground, carefully coiling it up as you follow it back to it's other end, and finding
that the person holding the other end of the rope is yourself. Paradox - and the death of his
people. Yet, if he refuses, the past happens anyway. Perhaps someone el se would just discover it,
and bear the burden he bears, now. There were much smaller and weaker mana-stormsin the Fell
War, an ancient battle between sorcerers twel ve thousand years ago that spawned the halfling
races - dryads, naiads, gorgons, lamias, centaurs, minotaurs... All of them. Perhaps some mage
would discover the spell through resear ching those ancient mana-storms. Or, perhaps his
spellbook would be stolen, and the spell used by another anyway. | don't know - but, it doesn't
matter. Either way, even if he refused, the past still happens. It hasto - for if it does not, heisn't
here to refuse to begin with, and the past happens anyway. Paradox, again, and more pain for
him. He sees the destruction of everything he held dear, and he knowsit is his fault. | think
without Joy, he would simply die. Thisis his ultimate lesson to us, Sster. Being the Tool of a God
can mean mor e than simply sadness, even misery. It can mean ultimate, soul-crushing horror."

| shuddered. "But... But how can he go through with it2"

"Because he knows the end result, Sasha. The birth of his daughters, the birth of Joy's children,
the rise of the kingdoms of the Southlands... All the good things that happened ther eafter, many of
which he helped make happen. Even you, Sasha - you are an Arcadian, by blood. You were born
because Hyperborea died. And | was freed from my prison and certain death because you were
born. | waited for you for centuries, Sasha. Centuries of agony. And you saved me fromit, with
his help. Good things come out of all this, many centuries from now. And he knows the future goal
of Yorindar and all hisalliesisa larger kingdom... A global kingdom, where all raceswill livein
peace. No more wars, no more killing, no more hate... In the end, if Yorindar wins, then everyone
wins. Thisiswhy the Ocean, our goddess, supports Yorindar. Thisiswhy we are here. We learn
that the gods do not plan as men do, for something that will happen in a few years. The plans of
the gods can take aeons to come to pass. You were once a farmer, Sasha. And you know your self
that sometimes, to make the fields fertile for the seeds of the future, you have to burn the grasses
of the present.”

| Sghed, thinking. "Eddas... He always spoke... Well, | don't know how to describeit...”

"He spoke like an Ancient One, you mean. A being of great age, and great wisdom."

"Yes. And | can seethat if I'm supposed to be atool of the gods, that's how I'll have to be. But... I'm
just not likethat, Marilith. I'm me," | said, and tapped my chest. "In here, I'm still that tall, gangly girl
who went to a dance hoping and dreaming... And was knocked to the ground by Malik, and lost



everything. In here, I'm till the lonely girl marooned on Round 1dand who finaly became ahappy
mermaid, too. | can fed thewarrior that Buntaro trained, and | can fed the genera that Moritataught.
But degpin my heart, I'm still that young girl. I'm not like him, not even close”

Marilith amiled. "Give it a century or two, Sster. It will comein time," she said, and chuckled.
"Until then, I'll play the Ancient One between us, and you play the mysterious magical mermaid,
like Storm used to. How's that sound?"

| managed asmile. "l can do that."

"Good. Now, as the Ancient One between us, | can tell you this: | know you want to help
Eddas. So do I. But, the best way we can help him right now is making sure Joy is able to give him
her undivided attention. He's hurt, Sasha. It's as though he lived all his life knowing his family was
murdered, and then found out one day that he was the murderer. He's hurt, he's broken-hearted.
We have to concentrate on freeing up as much of Joy's time as we can. And that means not only
guarding this cave, but doing other things to help Joy. Right now, she cooks food for the two of
them. Let's free her up fromthat, and do it for her."

| nodded. "Hunting, too. Vaddan's supplies aren't going to last forever. And cleaning, too. We're going
to be here awhile, let's get this place into shape.”

Marilith nodded. "All good ideas, | agree.”

"Oh - and one morething..."

"Yes?"

I reached down to the hem of my dress, then pulled it off and handed it to Marilith, then extended my
scalesfrom the top of my neck down, leaving only the my head, palms and the soles of my feet bare.
Reaching to the little magic bottle at my wrigt, | pulled out my gloves and boots with atouch, and sat



down on the cave floor for amoment, pulling them on. When | was done, | rose again, looked mysdlf
over, and nodded. "There. Much better. | know Joy may not like me just wearing my scales because she
knowsit'sreally my skin, but... Well, I'm sorry, Marilith, I'm thirty-seven, dmost thirty eight. I'velived the
majority of my life wearing nothing but my scales, most of it on Round Idand with the mer-folk as one of
them. It just fedlsweird to wear clothes."

Marilith laughed. " Spoken like a true mermaid,” shereplied, giggling.

| grinned back at her, taking the dress and folding it, then putting it back in my magic bottle. "Besides,
if I had to fight, it would just dow me down. It's pretty and | likeit, and I'll wear it againif | have to dedl
with ordinary peoplein the future, but it's hardly me."

"Well, you're a mermaid, Sasha - you don't have a lot of considerations that ordinary women
do, anyway. It's not like those are going to be bumping your knees when you're eighty, or
something,” she said, giggling as she waved ahand at my scale-covered breasts. "When your eighty or
eight hundred, you'll look the same as you do now."

| grinned. "That'strue, isn't it? | don't even... Err... | mean..." | said, then paused. After amomernt, |
sighed. "Well... Eddas told me what happened to him, asawoman. And it was aterriblething, yes. |
think if it had happened to me, | would have just wanted to die. But... Wdll, redlly, it can't happen to me.
Wéll, at least not the samething. These" | said, patting the scales that covered my mound and sexina
smooth layer of stedl, "make that impossible. I'm sure someone who redly wanted to hurt me would think
of something worse to do, but... Well, what happened to Eddas can't happen to me."

"True," Marilith replied, nodding. "But it's also true that if someone wanted to hurt you like that,
they could think of something much, much worse - so his lesson was still valid. And | don't have
that kind of protection. In this form, that could happen to me. And many, many wor se things,
since | heal like a demon - very, very slowly."

"That won't happen,” | said, taking her handsin mine. "Not so long asyou and | stick together,
Sder.”

"Together forever, Sster,” Marilith agreed with asmile, and we shared ahug. "Now come - I'll



start the cleaning if you can hunt us up a deer. We've thirteen to feed, and no idea how many
Vaddan will bring back when hereturns. | can cast a spell to chill down one of the back passages
of this cave, but we need to start building up a larder of meat."

| nodded, summoning my lanceto my grip. "And fish, too, that river nearby looksfull of fish. I'll get
right onit. Be back later!" | replied, and trotted towards the cave entrance.

* % %

A month passed, then two, and summer dowly began to give way to fal. Vaddan's small force grew
dightly larger, and ranged farther afield. The Invaders had captured a port-city far to the west, and now
used it astheir headquarters. Suppliesfrom conquered cities and villages poured into it, and virtualy al
their women and children were there, protected by the city'swalls and a garrison of their war-machines.
It was decided unanimously by the apprentices that this city should bether firgt target, once they were
capable of striking back. Strangely, this news seemed only to pain Eddas even more.

One day, asthefirst snow of winter began to fal, | looked around our little site. Outside the cave, we
had a pen built for the horses Vaddan and the hunters had gathered, and a smdl barn where bales of
stolen hay and bags of stolen grain were stored. Our larder inside the cave wasfull of deer mest, fish,
and awide assortment of roots and vegetables that had been found, bartered for or stolen over the
course of the last few months. We'd made more than enough gloves and boots to equip the men of
Vaddan'slittle rebel army from the deer-hide I'd gathered, and Marilith had conjured winter clothing to
make up for what we lacked. Vaddan and his men weren't here, a present - they were out scouting the
enemy, again. But, they would soon return, | knew. We had come far in afew months, and built asite
that wasfairly well hidden in thislittle box canyon, and well-stocked enough to makeit through the
coming winter. Short of tracking Vaddan's men back here, the enemy could only find this place by
stumbling upon it accidentdly. | stood at the cave entrance, my lance in my hand, gazing out acrossthe
horse pens and the barns, to the distant western horizon. | did not know what it was Eddas |ooked for,
there. My work was done for today, however. Perhaps, if | watched it long enough, | might understand
what it was she sought.

| felt atouch on the scales of my left shoulder, and turned my head. Eddas stood beside me, Joy at her
shoulder. "Y ou've donewell, Sashaof Woe. Very wdl," she said softly.

| gazed at her for amoment. She seemed the same, and yet... Not the same. Her dark eyes seemed



hollow, and her expression was of someone who waslogt. "I... Thank you," | replied, not knowing what
esetosay.

Eddas then looked away from me, her gaze on the horizon. "Y ou won't seeit yet, but you will,
eventudly. It'sthe onelegend | know beyond doubt survived thewar, carried by the survivors. The
Invaders... They crushed everything even remotely of our people. | don't know why. But our legends, our
songs... Everything, silenced and buried, forgotten by the people of the Southlands. Save thisone
fragment... An odd thing that none of them understand. The sun, rising in the west."

"Err... Inthe west?" | asked, confused.

"Yes. Ardlatold me of it one time, when we were cuddled together on acold winter's night. It was
written in their book, the Holy Tome of Y orindar. Two verses, placed at the very start of the chapter
which telsthe history of their people up to the time the book was written. It isaversethat, to the people
of the Southlands, is completely inscrutable. " And the sun rose in the west with a sound like thunder,
then darkness fell again before the sunrise. And lo, that was the beginning of the end, and the end
of the beginning." Arellaasked meif | knew what it meant, since| was ages old - more a creature than
aman, to her. In truth, not even aman, in either sense. Ages old, not human... Possessed of knowledge
from times of yore, times her people had forgotten. She asked meif | knew what it meant. | did not, then.
Now | do. And so, | wait, and watch for the sun to risein the west."

"l...1 see..." | said hesitantly as Eddas sat on the ground, her legs crossed beneath her robe. Joy
carefully wrapped ablanket around her againgt the chill of the early winter's day, then sat beside her,
groking her hair.

"No, you don't. But you will," Eddasreplied quietly.



The Owl - VIII.

Corvid had found himself absolutely amazed at the tower and lands of Eddas Ayar. The lands
themsalves were a plantation, severa leagues wide and running dongside abroad stream - onthefar sde
of which, there was a degp and magnificent forest. The wide, hard-packed dirt road that led from the
main by-way ran aquarter league to the tower, then abit further to theriver, beyond, where a stone
bridge crossed it. The road continued a bit further on, disappearing into the forest - how far and where it
went beyond, Corvid could not tell. The tower itself could be easily seen, however, long before they
actudly turned off the main road. Made of white marble, it was graceful, tall, and capped with agolden
dome that gleamed in the sunlight.

Corvid had drunk byallar many timesin hislife, of course. The roasted, ground beans were sold by
dwarven and elven traders, who (they said) obtained them in the lands of Hyperborea through trading
with the giants. The beans were somewhat pricey in the Southlands, but the drink one could make from
them made it worth the price. Brewed dark, it could keep one awake on along night's watch, which
made it quite valuable to asailor like Corvid. Theflavor was hitter, but very good with a dash of honey
or milk. Once, Corvid had paid agold for asmall, half-pound bag of what was sold as beans Straight
from the mythical plantation of Eddas Ayar, the Great Mage of Hyperborea - ten times the price of abag
of ordinary beans, which one could obtain for asiver in the Southlands, sometimes a bit less. Compared
to ordinary byallar, even the more expensive Dohbari beans, the flavor was incredibly good. Corvid had
been flush with gold from arecent capture and sae of the booty from adaver vessdl, and held laughed as
he spent his money on what he considered an extravagant waste. After he tasted it, however, he wasn't
laughing anymore - it was fabulous. Y et, he had never seen the trees that the beans actualy grew on,
save assmall drawings on the label of some of the packages, as the trees did not grow in the south.

Now, he was here, on the plantation of Eddas Ayar, and surrounded by thousands of them in the full of
their spring bloom. The heady scent of millions of tiny flowerswasin theair, the treeslooking like they
had been dusted by arecent snowfall. Countless bees buzzed from flower to flower, gorging themselves
on nectar, the pollen-sacks on their legs bulging to overflowing. In shape, each of the treesreminded him
somewhat of an apple tree, with astout trunk and branches held high up from the ground. The leaves
were different, however - smdl, somewhat rounded, and having awaxy surface.

Mungim chuckled, seeing Corvid's fascination with thetrees. Y e may yet wish to stand abit further
back, lad. The beesin these here parts do get a mite touchy an they do think ye do threaten their harvest,
and it bealong dash to theriver."



Corvid chuckled, walking back over to the wagons. "I suppose there's quite a bit of honey to be
harvested here, aswell."

"Nay, lad, Eddas Ayar be no beekeeper, he do yet have little time for it. He do have a spell he do yet
cast when he do wishit, it do cause the bees to dumber, and he then do gather afew combsfrom their
hives. He do yet have another spell which do yet separate the larvaand such from the comb, leaving wax
for candles and honey for byallar. | know little more than that, howeer, as | yet be no mage.”

"A ample area-effect 'deep’ spell,” Tdiad said, waking up to them, "and asmple spdll of filtration. It's
nothing, there are better spellsthat beekeepers of our people use - but Mungim isright, Eddasisno
beekeeper, he'sfar to busy for that."

Kiriin grinned. "I offered to escort afew hundred pixies here to manage the beesfor him and gather
the honey, and wow! Y ou should have seen just how fast he turned that idea down!”

Mungim burst out laughing, and Tdiad grinned. "Where's Father Patience?' Taiad asked, looking to
Corvid.

"There, by Flori'swagon,” Corvid replied, pointing.

"Ah, | seehim," Tdiad said, nodding. The priest dowly waked over to them, accompanied by his
dave-girl assstant, until the two stood before them. The priest's eyes were on the tall marble tower,
however, and he grinned broadly.

"Magnificent,” he said, and the dave-girl nodded, her eyeswide.

"Anwedid not tell the giants we were to be here, howeer,” Mungim said, grinning, "we would not yet
seeit for long. When Eddas be gone for whateer reason, they do yet guard his lands more fiercely than
they do €en their own."



"I would imagine. He degps at the top, yes?"

"Aye, yes- but why do it matter to ye?"

Father Patience looked down to Mungim. "Eddasis trapped in the past, friend Mungim. For him to get
home again, someone will have to show him theway. A line of force, for him to follow back to the
present.”

Tdiad shook his head. "Impossible - no one can travel through time.”

Kiriin giggled. "Dear, this is Eddas we're talking about. Is there really such athing as'impossble
when it comesto him?'

Tdliad opened his mouth to reply, then closed it. After amoment, he shook his head. "No, | suppose
not," he said, and grinned wryly. Looking to Father Patience, he nodded. "What will you need to do?'

"I'll need to gather ahair from his comb or brush, or perhaps his bed. From that, | can cast aspell of
summoning. It won't work, but thetug of it he should be ableto fed. And, if he'still even haf the mage
he waswhen | first knew him, helll redize how to follow that pull, and come home."

"Y ou mean to use the Law of Contagion to transect time?" Tdiad asked, raising afinely-arched
eyebrow.

"Well," Father Patience replied, walking over to the tower asthe othersfollowed, "not precisely. The
Law of Contagion, like most of the sub-laws of the Law of Association, is specific to the zero-beet of the
absolute present, and is not independent of tempora flow. Theoreticaly, however, hisown body ill
contains the potentia for temporo-spatia aignment with the present, despite being in the past.



Temporo-spatia disassociation and redignment essentialy put him out of phase with the current
zero-beat harmonic of the universe as awhole - the absolute present. But, theoretically, he would resume
phase sync through ordinary tempora progression should he decide to smply Sit and wait eighteen
centuries or so. However, if we can find ahair, we will have what was once a part of him - and, through
the Law of Contagion, still isapart of him. Thus, through the Law of Synecdoche, where the existence of
apart isaso symbolically demondtrative of the existence of agreater whole, heis both here and there.
Through casting aspell that usesthe Law of Contagion, thiswill creaste empathetic mana-vibrations,
which will propagate throughout the whole, despite the whole being separated by loss of temporo-spatid
phase-sync with the absol ute present. The Spell of Summoning usesthe Law of Contagion to draw the
subject through space, but cannot draw through time, as under the Laws of Magic, the past does not
exist asaphysica place the object can be drawn from, but rather is merely aset of theoretical
temporo-spatia coordinates, and the Law of Contagion is dependent on the zero-best of the universe.
Still, hewill fedl the pull of it, through the Law of Synecdoche, which isindependent of the zero-best of
the universe - and, if he thinks about it long enough, he will be able to construct a spell that will creste a
null-point reference between himsdf and the hair we cast upon, restoring his phase sync with the absolute
present,” Father Patience finished, stopping before the door to the tower.

"Aaaah, | see" Tadliad replied, nodding.

Corvid just stared, while Mungum rubbed histemples. "It betimeslikethis| be yet quite glad | be not
amage. Y e do make me head hurt with al thy mumbo-jumbo, priest, and that be certain.”

Kiriin giggled, and Tdiad smiled. "Would asmple andogy hdp?'

"Simple be good, | beasmple dwarf."

"Alright. Say you'rein acavern, and you spot a beard-hair of adwarf by adeep pit. It'stoo dangerous
to go down there yourself and fetch them. Y ou can't see them, and the pit is so deep that they can't hear
you if you shout. But, you know they're there. What do you do?'

"Wadl, were one in apit so deep that ye could not hear a shout at bottom or top, the dwarf that did fall
to the bottom would be little more than paste, there be little question o' rescue,” Mungim said, and
chuckled as Tdiad grinned wryly. "Still, I do ken thy intent. An' ye did know afellow dwarf may yet be
lost inapit or cavern below, yewould yet cast along life-line down with alamp at theend, and do tieiit
off firm-like a the top. With luck, they may yet find it and do climb back out,” Mungim replied.



"Thisisessentidly the same thing. The summoning odl islikealife-line. Hell fed it, and understand
what it is- and, given hisskill, héll figure out how to climb back up to usin the present. It's not a perfect
anaogy, asdl heredly hasto do to come back to the present is sit down and wait eighteen centuries.
But, it's essentialy what Father Patience means.”

"Aye, that | do ken,” Mungim replied with anod.

Tdiad shrugged. "Eddas should be able to establish anull-point reference usng a variation of the basic
continuity eementsfound in the formulafor several spells of restoration, such asthe Spell of Repairing.
Those formulacal upon the laws of Contiguity, Contagion and Synecdoche to restore a subject's
physica state to that corresponding to a previous temporal existence - it should be quite easy for him to
extend any of those formulasto one that restores tempord sync. Well... If he dill has quill, parchment and
ink to do the mathematics of it, that is.”

"Bah, now ye do make me head hurt again, €f," Mungim replied, and winked, causing the assembled
friendsto laugh.

"But," Father Patience said, "I'll need ahair from Eddas to begin, casting aspell of summoning. How
do we enter the tower?"

"Oh," Mungim said, shrugging, and smply reached up and opened the door. "Y e do but wak in. As
the Witch-women of Iolo mountain do say, there be yet no lock or key to be found anywherein
Hyperboresa, as they do yet have no thieves. Were he here, o'course, we would yet knock.”

Tdiad grinned. "No thieves, perhaps, but there still are the occasional goblins, hobgoblins and the
like," hereplied, and pointed to the door. " See that glyph, friend?!

"Aye, | do, I've yet seen it many atime. It be yet common on the doors o' the Witch-women o' 1olo
mountain these days, aswell,” Mungim replied, looking at it.



"Father Patience wasn't hesitating out of politeness, friend. That's a Glyph of Warding. | wasvigting
the day Eddas carved it into his door, about eighty years ago. | suspect that had you any thievish intent
when you touched the door, it would not have opened. If you'd been agoblin with hogtile intent, |
suspect it might have killed you, aswell."

Mungim smply shrugged. "It be good that | be adwarf, then," he replied, and grinned as he walked
insdethe tower.

* % %

"I'vefound abrush, here,” Corvid caled, holding up awooden brush with stiff bristlesfrom adresser.

"What color hair isinit?' Taliad asked, looking in adrawer.

"Ummm... Looks blonde," Corvid replied after amoment.

Mungim shook his head as he peered under the bed. "Nay, lad, Eddas Ayar do yet have hair black as
night.”

"Y es, that's probably Joy's brush,” Taliad agreed, nodding, opening another drawer. "Ah - herewe
go," hecdled, lifting abrush from the drawer. "A few black hairsinit, not many. Apparently he cleanshis
brush regularly.” Tdiad extracted a hair from the brush, and held it up to thelight. "Long and Straight as
anarow. Thisisit - hisdaughtersal have curled hair.”

"Aye, asdl ther people did, back then," Mungim replied.



Father Patience held out ahand, and Taliad handed him the hair. Father Patience nodded. "L et's go
back outside the tower before | cast the spell, so we can watch for him and know when he arrives. We
can't hardly camp in hisroom, after al.”

"Well, we could, but he may yet belike take adim view o' uswereweto,” Mungim said, chuckling.

Corvid grinned, putting the brush back, and followed the others back down the stairs. Asthey passed
the fourth floor, Corvid spoke up. "Err... What isal this stuff on thisfloor?!

"That be the finest |aboratory thisside o' Iron City, lad, and stocked with the best dwarven alchemist's
equipment that money could buy,” Mungim replied, grinning.

"And the best elven equipment,” Taliad added.

"Bah, | be yet surprised Eddas has not yet blown himself to bitswith thy equipment, df,” Mungim
replied, and winked at Tdiad.

"Hah! | wasjust about to say the samething!” Tdiad said, and laughed again.

Soon, the small group was outside the tower again, and Mungim closed the door behind them. Father
Patience nodded, then held the hair up and incanted for amoment, gesturing over the hair. As he finished,
the hair vanished in a puff of smoke.

"That'sdl?" Corvid asked, looking around.

Father Patience nodded. "Y es, my son. | dready knew the spell would fail. 1t's a summoning spell - it
brings the subject from wherever they are to where you cast the spell. But, if we searched the entire
world for Eddas Ayar and even all the planes of existence, we would not find him. Heisnot here - he'sin



the past. Still, helll fed the pull of it, and if hethinks about it, helll be ableto creste a spell to follow that
pull, and bring him back to the present again."

"S0000... He's somewherein the pagt, but hell fed the pull of your spell now?"

"From our perspective, yes - it'sinstantaneous. From his perspective, no. The mana-energy must
propagate not merely acrosstime, but across space. The world today is not in the same position it wasin
eighteen centuries ago. It will take time. How much time, however, | do not know. Eddas could likely
cdculateit fairly accuratey, but heisn't hereto ask," Father Patience replied, and winked at Corvid.
"Regardless, onceit reaches him, hell then try to come back to the absolute present. And, how long that
takes depends on several more variables - including how long it takes him to construct the spell to doit.
In the end, he should be back to us sometime within the next day to aweek. However, for him, thetime

that passes could be weeks, months... Even years."

Mungim looked at Father Patience. "And then, when he do yet return, ye will haveto yet hed him?"

Father Patience nodded.

"Wewill yet wait herefor him, then,” Mungim said, and turned to cal out to hisbrothersin hisown
language, gesturing to where he wanted them to make camp.

Tdiad smiled. "1 assume your servant will set up your tents again, Father Petience?"

"Yes, she carriesthem in her pack. It's enchanted,” Father Patience replied.

"Y ou fascinate me, Priest. I've met many mendicantsin my travels of the Southlands, yet few were as
knowledgable of the higher magical theories asyou - most were Smple heders. Somehow, | havethe
feeling you and your two companions are far more than you appear.”



" Appearances are Sometimes deceiving, yes," Father Patience replied with asmile.

"Will being mysterious possibly earn us more of that fabulous stew you made the other night?' Corvid
asked.

"Possibly," Taliad replied with asmile, and Kiriin giggled.

"Oh, then we're dl damned mysterious,”" Corvid shot back with agrin, and the dave-girl and Kiriin
burst out laughing.

The Ocean - Nineteen.

Spring dowly arrived, and findly, the apprentice's training was done. They discussed who would be
first. Tomy surprise, they al wanted to go. In the end, they finally decided that they would choose by
drawing lots. A young, handsome boy named Tomarg won. He couldn't have been more than seventeen.
Tomarg beamed with joy, dancing about the cave waving the little marked twig above hishead while all
the others cheered. All save Eddas, Joy, Marilith, and mysdlf. Joy, Marilith and | Slently wept. Eddas,
however, smply resumed staring at the horizon. | think Eddas had gone beyond weeping, long before.



Vaddan saddled a horse for Tomarg, and the others waved and wished him luck as he rode off,
towards the port-city that the Invaders had captured. The hunters, the apprentices, al of them were very
happy as Tomarg finaly disappeared into the surrounding forest. It was a beautiful spring day.

"How long do you think it will take him to get there?' Barag asked Vaddan as the others dispersed.

"l don't know. A few days, perhaps aweek, at most?' Vaddan replied with ashrug.

Barag grinned. "Do you have anything left to drink on that wagon?"

Vaddan grinned back. "I've some brandy I'd hidden away for a specid occasion.”

"Let'shaveit, then," Barag replied, and Vaddan clapped him on the back before the two walked off,
deeper into the cave. Soon, the crowd of apprentices and hunters had dispersed, and it was only Eddas,

Joy, Marilith and mysdlf. Eddas dowly sat, Joy Stting beside her, and Eddas again resumed staring at the
horizon.

"Threedays," Eddas said quietly.

"Err... Pardon, Master Eddas?’ | asked, looking down at her.

"Hewill ride his horse to near-exhaustion each day, and will arrive sometime on the evening of the
third day. He will be captured by a patrol, and will be taken in chainsto see the guard captain sometime
after midnight, and before dawn of the fourth day. He has astrong, sparkling taent. Had things gone
differently, he likely would easily have made master-rank in his guild, though perhaps not high-madter.
The Invaders do not know our ways of chaining and muzzling wizards so they cannot cast. Their sorcery
isthat of the Cabalist, with large groups and long rituals. They do not understand battle-magic. But, they
do not fear it, because of the power of their war-machines. He will be brought to the guard captain. And
then..." Eddas said, her voicetrailing off. "The dead are notorioudy loose with time."



"You... Y ou spoke to hisghost? In the future?”

But Eddas seemed not to hear me, her gaze lost in the horizon. "The spell casts eadly, even when
bound. The somatic components are very smple. The verba components are somewhat complex, but
ghort. It'sdrainisonly dight, for it isarefinement of the Spell of the Final Strike - aspdll that was meant
to be cast when oneisdying or near degth asaladt, ultimate attempt to destroy one's enemy. Despite
how smple the spdll isto cast, and despite it's being Smple enough that even an apprentice can learnit,
the Law of Tantivity does not rear it's head, as the caster dieswhen they cast the spell. The spell turnsthe
power of the caster's Talent inward, destructively - and the stronger the talent, the greater the effect.”

"Master Eddas, I-"

"Oncethe effect isreleased, it isnot instantaneous. It builds dowly over the course of afew
heartbedts, the caster's body rising a bit, lifted by the energiesthey have evoked. Their body beginsto
glow asthe energies mount, and the pain mounts as their flesh begins to break down. For along moment,
agpan of perhapsthree or four heartbests, they become abeing of light, intangible, and screaming a
death-scream of utter agony. And then..."

My cheekswere damp with tears as | listened. Marilith took my hand, and | could see she was
weeping, aswell.

"They never knew who it was. Thousands of ghosts. | don't know how many. Thousands. | spoke to
asmany as| could. They never knew who it was. He had no ghost there. He moved on to the afterlife,
having accomplished his destiny. Sometimes, at night, you can hear the wailing of the dead. The guards
told me the most, though each only had asmal bit of the story. Most never knew why they died - they
were adeep. All they knew isthat it happened after midnight and before dawn, in the early days of
goring, onthefirst night of the full moon."

"Master Eddas,” Marilith said, her voice soft and trembling. "It was his destiny."



"l know. But | made it happen. | did it. All the destruction... The Dead Zones... The ghodis... The
mana-storms... | didit."

"If you had refused, another would have in your stead.”

"l know. That iswhy | did not refuse. It isfinished, now. Done. Y orindar calls me, now, through the
actions of another pawn. | canfed it. I'vefelt it for two days. Someone in the present triesto summon
me, and it'sonly now, after nearly ten months, that | fed it. It isimpossible - | cannot be summoned
through time. But the spell has created atension of mana between now and then, past and future. | can
usethat tension to nullify our temporal displacement, and return to the present. It will taketimeto do. A
spd| formulamust be devised, then the spell carefully cast, with you and Joy and Sasha gripping me
tightly so you will be drawn with me. Weeks, perhaps months of work. But I'll not start today. | will start
when | seethe sunriseinthewest. Then | will know it istruly the beginning of the end.”

"Or, perhaps, the end of the beginning,” Marilith replied, and knelt beside Eddas, drawing me
down to Sit beside her. "We shall wait with you, Eddas Ayar, and see which is which."

Eddas |ooked to the two of us, and asmadll, wan smilelit the corners of her lipsfor abrief moment.
"Alright," she said, then turned her gaze back to the horizon.

Vaddan, Barag and the others hardly seemed to notice Eddas slent vigil for thefirst day. Marilith and
I, of course, did not have anywhere near Eddas phenomenal endurance. We dept, rose, cooked and
cleaned for everyone, then once the day's work was done, we again sat beside Eddas, and watched the
horizon.

By the second day, some of the men had begun to notice. | could fed their eyes on us as we watched
the horizon, but they said nothing. By the third day, however, some began to sit beside us. By the evening
of the third day, Vaddan, Barag, the apprentices and the hunters sat nearby - some insde the cave
behind us, others spread across the grass outside the cave before us. All watched the horizon, waiting.
When they spoke, it was in hushed whispers.



| knew not when it happened. Eddas wasright, it was sometime after midnight, but before dawn. On
the distant western horizon, therewas aflare of light. It grew brighter for many heartbests, like therisng
sun... Then faded and was gone, the darknessfaling again.

Another heartbest, then two...

...and from the distance came the muted sound of a blast, like distant thunder.

We sat there in silence thereafter, watching the western sky, until at last the dawn came up behind us.

The Ocean - Twenty.

The months of pring passed dowly, for Marilith and |. Eddas had pulled out her knotted rope and
summoned her sanctuary, and now spent most of her timeingdeit, working on anew spdll formulathat
might take us home. VVaddan and his hunters rode across the lands, spying on the enemy, and what they
were about. And, dowly, the numbers of the apprentices grew fewer and fewer, as choice targets of the
enemy were selected one by one, and destroyed.



From what V addan and the hunters had discovered, however, the Invaders did not st idly by after the
death of most of their women. They instead scoured the lands of Hyperborea, gathering what
Hyperborean women they could find. Villages near the borderlands that they had missed, like Dohbari
village near Eddas tower, they raided, daughtering the men and children, smashing the buildings, and
taking the women with them. But, of course, thiswas not enough for them. They were Cabalists - Eddas
explained that Cabalism was amore focused and yet also more limited path of sorcery that his people
had discovered and abandoned after the Fell War, thousands of years before. Though some till followed
the path, aswith alarge enough group it alowed tremendous enchantments to be forged (such asthose
that made the war-machines of the Invaders), in the end, it took hours or even daysto do even the
smplest things, whereas an ordinary mage could accomplish far more in ashorter period of time. Still, the
power of the Cabalists of the Invaders was immense, as we discovered when Vaddan and hismen at last
found out what had happened to the Hyperborean women the Invaders had abducted.

We had thought, perhaps, that they would be broken in spirit. And, they were. But when V addan and
the huntersfindly returned with alone woman of Hyperboreathey had managed to sted away from the
Invaders, we discovered it went much, much farther than that.

They had been transformed.

Oh, they were still human - though that waslittle consolation to them. The Cabdists of the Invaders,
with along and lengthy ritud, literdly changed them, wiping away dl traces of their Hyperborean
heritage, and turning them into women of the Invaders. The woman Vaddan had brought was about my
height, had pale skin, blue eyes, and straight, blonde hair. Her name was Javanne, and she wept
frequently.

Eddas studied Javanne, casting quiet spells and observing her astral aura. Vaddan and the other men
had hoped that he might be able to heal her. But, Eddas could not. The change, he said, wastotd and
complete, even down to the leve of her germ plasm. It was, he said, a standard spell of transformation -
but, multiplied by the lengthy rituas of the Cabdists of the Invaders, the effect was far more complete,
and far more permanent. She was, literdly, now awoman of the Invaders, and there was nothing Eddas
could do to restore her.

Javanne wept and screamed when Eddas finally told her. Shelooked to me, screaming, and pointed.
"You! Areyou like me? Did they do thisto you, too?"



| sputtered, unable to reply. Eddas gazed at her. " Sashais not like you, Javanne. Sheisfrom the future
- the descendant of the Hyperboreans and the Invaders. Sheisnot like you. Sheiswhat your children
will be"

"Then we are lost! Soon they will have captured all of us, and changed us! There will be nothing | eft
of ug!"

"No, Javanne, therewon'," Eddas replied quietly. "The Hyperborean race is doomed.”

Javanne glared at Eddas, her eyeswild. "They said you wereaman... A battle-mage, one of our
people, trapped in that elf's body like | am now trapped inthisone! You, of all people, understand! My
husband is dead, my father is dead, my brothers... | have no one! They say you are leader here, and you
areold... Ancient! Y ou're close enough! If you are a man of Hyperborea, | beg you - restore my honor!
| beg you for the release of the Juvan-lato! Don't leave me like this!™

"The Juvan-lato is done with acam heart, not screaming and wailing,” Eddas replied, and knelt on
the cavefloor.

Javanne sputtered, then fell silent. Smoothing the tattered dress she wore, she knelt before Eddas. The
men watched slently, their faces sad. Joy turned away, wiping her eyes, but Marilith and | smply stood
dlently with the men, waiching. "I.... 'mtrying..."

"Thereisno rush. You have dl thetimein theworld to choose."

"I have chosen!"

"Tel me again when your heartiscam.”



Javanne kndlt quietly, closing her eyes, trying to cam hersdlf. After along while, | could seethe fury
drain from her, and her shoulders dumped. Her head bowed, she spoke quietly. "They say you are
Eddas Ayar... | know of you. | heard the troubador's songs, | know of your deeds. | know of you. You
do not know me. | am Javanne Maao. | was born in Costora-city in the seventy-fifth year of the reign of
King Darrak the Second. | had a husband, brothers... And children. Now, they are gone. | thought that |
could lose nothing more. | waswrong. Now | havelost even who | am. They have stolen everything from
me, Eddas Ayar, even my honor. Worse than rape, worse than mutilation... | have lost everything. Before
these witnesses, | beg you for the Juvan-lato. Give me my honor again, Eddas Ayar.”

Eddas nodded, rising to her feet, lifting the hem of her robe, and drawing her knife from her boot. She
then knelt again, and held it out to Javanne, hilt first. "The blade is ensorcdlled, it will cut well.”

"Thank you, Eddas Ayar," she replied, and smiled.

Then, without warning, she took the blade from Eddas hand, then dit her throat from ear to ear.

Eddas reached out to hold Javanne steady, bending her over and holding her shoulders. The knifefell
from Javanne's nervelessfingers, and she trembled, gurgling. She trembled for many moments, blood
pouring from her throat, splashing the two of them and pooling between them. Eventually, her trembling

dowed, then stopped. Eddas waited slently, holding her shoulders, until the flow of blood from her throat
hed tilled.

| had seen death many timesin my life, and | had killed enemiesin combat. But | had never seen death
likethis. | fdtill, but remained slent.

Eddas |ooked up to Vaddan. " She should be buried in her family's plat, if that's possible.”

Vaddan shook his head. "It's not, but there's avillage cemetery not too far from here. A few day'sride
there and back."



Eddas nodded. "Find a needle and thread and a sheet or blanket | can use to sew aburia shroud, then
take her there. Therest of you, come here," Eddas said, reaching afinger down to the pool of blood that
lay between her and Javanne. Dipping an ebon-gloved finger into the cooling blood, she smeared her
finger across her forehead, leaving aline of blood behind. "I mourn you, Javanne, in the steed of your
family."

Barag knelt beside Eddas, and Eddas did the same with him, smearing aline of blood across his
forehead. Barag bowed hishead. "I mourn you, Javanne, in the stead of your family,” he said, then rose,
and stepped back to alow Joy to come forward. Joy knelt, and the ritual was repested.

Marilith tugged my hand and we joined the line. Eventudly, Marilith knelt and received a smear of
blood across her broad equine forehead. "1 mourn you, Javanne, in the stead of your family," she
said, her hollow voice showing deep sorrow. | then kndlt after Marilith, and did the same, barely ableto
speak for the sadness choking my voice.

At lagt, only Vaddan was left. He knelt, a blanket tucked beneath one arm and a needle and spool of
thread clutched in hishand. After he had recelved the mark, he laid out the blanket, covering her with one
sdeof it, most of the blanket draped to her right. Eddas and Vaddan then carefully straightened her out
from her knedling position, then rolled her over to her left, holding the blanket to her that her face would
be covered as they wrapped her. When it was done, Eddas tucked in the blanket at her head and feet,
then began carefully sewing it closed.

"Wewill avenge her," Barag growled. "Wewill avenge all of our people!™

"Aye" Vaddan said, standing beside him and watching Eddas work. "I only regret that | cannot do
what you apprentices are doing - I'm as mundane as afish. Thisisthe last of our people, theend of al.
Butif itsat dl possble, wewill makethem pay."

"There'sbut four of usleft. Let's make the last of us count. Let's destroy them!™

"Aye. After weve buried Javanne, well search out agood target. One that will cost them, dearly.”



All I could do was weep silently. Marilith wept, aswell, and we hugged each other in silence.

The Ocean - Twenty-One.

Marilith and | dept as we adways had - spoon-fashion, me behind her, my armswrapped around her.
It was, at times, agreat comfort to bury my face in her mane, to smell her scent, and feel her warmth.
Sadness surrounded us daily, and the number of apprentices dwindled to three, then two... Then, only
Barag was|left. Thelast of them. | wept amost daily now, and if it were not for Marilith cuddling with me
at night, | didn't think I'd be ableto deep at al.

Soft voices, in my dreams... | stirred, then felt my sister dip from the grasp of my armsin my dream. It
took me amoment to redize that it was more than smply adream, and she was gone. "M-Maxilith?" |

muttered, groggy.

"Sster, | need you to stay here. Eddas and | have something we need to do.”

| blinked, my mind still fuzzy from deep. After amoment, | redized that Marilith knelt besde me at our
degping-spot in the cave, with Eddas standing behind her. Their faceslooked particularly grim.
"Wh-what's hgppening?'



"Stay here, Sster, please. Eddas and | have something we need to do."

"Well... Alright. IsVaddan back, yet?'

Marilithwinced dightly. "1... I'll tell you later, Sasha. Just stay here, please. It won't be long."

| reached out, grabbing her wrist. "Marilith, what's happened to Vaddan?"

Eddas Ayar gazed down a me. "Y our Sster istrying to protect you, Sasha."

"Sasha, please...”

"Judt tell me!”

Eddas shook her head. "The explanation would take too long. Since you refuse to trust your Sigter's
judgement, get up and come dong.”

| still waswearing my scales, as | had been for months, so | smply sat up, casting the blanket aside
and reaching for my gloves and boots. A few moments later, | stood before them. "Alright - let'sgo."

Wedidn't havefar to go. Joy and Barag stood by the cave entrance, looking outwards. Just outside
the cave, | could see someone standing in the moonlight. They were wounded... No, more than
wounded. They had been hacked and shot with the crossbow bolts of the Invaders, severa of which
weredtill stick in them. Dry wounds gaped wide through rent garments, the blood stiff and flaking. More
than wounded. They were dead.



The gashed, diced face turned to me, and grinned aghastly grin. "Sasha...” the creature gurgled.

It was Vaddan.

"Oh, Goddess, no!"

"I'mso sorry, Sasha. | didn't want to come. They made me. | love you, Sasha...”

"Don't ligen to him," Eddas warned firmly. "That is not Vaddan. It's arevenaunt the Invaders made
from him. It only thinks it's Vaddan. It'snot."

"I AM VADDAN!" the creature screamed, the dashed flesh of hisface flgpping horribly.

Eddas|ifted her ebon-gloved hand, singing softly and gesturing dowly. After amoment, the creature
cdmed. "I am Vaddan," it repeated.

"No, you're not, you only think you are, but that's aright. Tell me again what you said when you first
came here."

Vaddan's corpse smiled - ahorrific sight. " General Ashak... He offers peace... Yes, peace... To the
leader of the rebels... No more blasts, no more mana-storms... Peace, peace... Come meet himon
the Southern Plains. | told you the place, | told you how to get there. Four day'sride, that's all,
that's all. Please say you will meet him. If you do not agree, he says will take the other twenty men
he captured and make them like me, and send them here to tear you all limb from limb."

"Where is the sword and amulet that body once wore?' Eddas asked.



"The lieutenant who caught me and killed me has them. He is not Hyperborean, he is Golannin,
from across the Bright Sea. You know, in all the time we fought them, we never knew their names.
They are the Golannin. It means " The Fierce People." Isn't that interesting?"

"And whereisthat lieutenant now?"

"Oh, | can't tell you that, | can't, | can't,” the revenaunt replied, and looked to Sasha. "'l love you,
Sasha. | always did. Did you know that? It's true. | lied to you, when | said | did not love you. |
heard Eddas’ story. | knew that our people were doomed. | looked at your skin, and realized you
had nothing of usin you. We were doomed. | didn't want you to cry, Sasha. So | told you | didn't
loveyou. | lied. Isn't that interesting?"

My only answer was a quiet, shuddering sigh - amermaid's sob.

"Oh, Sasha... Do you see this little circle on the ground? Barag tricked me, Sasha. Eddas had
him run and run and | followed and - oops! Inside thecircle, | can't get out. See the circle on the
ground, Sasha? It'sjust a circlein the dirt. Come here, please, and rub it out with your foot. You

only need to part a little bit of it, Sasha. Then | can hug you and kiss you, my love. Won't that be
grand?"

| shook my heed, horrified, unable to spesak.

Eddas raised her hand again, singing softly. VVaddan swayed gently to the quiet song, hisface relaxing.

Marilith looked to me. "I'm sorry, Sasha. | tried to protect you fromthis. | sensed him coming
with the enchantments | put up around thisarea. | turned my vision to him, and realized it was his
corpse. | warned Eddas, Joy and Barag, and after the four of us had himtrapped in a circle of
protection, | came back to try to make sure you wouldn't get up and see this. But you came
anyway. I'm sorry, Sster. | never wanted you to see this."



"l understand,” | replied, my voice trembling.

Finally, Eddas let her song fade, and lowered her hand. "And whereisthat lieutenant now?' she
repeated.

Vaddan gazed at Eddas slently for amoment, his expression changed. "Fleeing to the south, Eddas
Ayar. The Invaders are terrified of the mana-storms. They still do not under stand battle magic.
They only know the Cabal, their own magic, and it would be impossible to do what the
apprentices have done. The general's offer isa trap. What is left of their army is going to meet you
on the Southern Plains in battle. They think you're doing this through a Cabal. They believe they
can wipe you all out before you can even begin a ritual, if they can just get you someplace they
can find you. Win or lose, whatever survivors they may have will join up with the group that has
the women, and just head south, abandoning these lands. They cannot find you through me, their
Cabal's spell doesn't allow that. They can only order, and | obey."

"And what of VVaddan's hunters?"

"Dead, one and all. They fell into a trap scouting the enemy, and were annihilated.”

"And who are you?'

"I have no name, Eddas Ayar. | am the corpse of Vaddan Korag."

"Animated as arevenaunt by UnLife energy.”



"And do they expect meto send you back with amessage?

"No. They expected me to at |least kill a few of you before you hacked me to pieces, then charge
to the Southern Plainsin utter fury, to fall into their trap. They do not know how many rebels are
left, or where you might be. They did not dare follow me, on the chance that you would capture
some of them, and your sorcery with undead might be better than theirs. They do not expect a
message, Eddas Ayar. They want me to kill, and draw you into their trap.”

"And what do you want?'

"1..." Vaddan said, then paused, his dry, dead eyeslooking down. "l want to go home, Eddas
Ayar. Back to the plane of UnLife. This body... It'sa prison. | want to go home. | missthe
darkness..."

Eddas gazed slently at VVaddan's corpse for along moment, and dowly sighed. "One last question...
Whereis Champion, Vaddan's horse?"

"The ambush came at night, and the enemy cut the picket-line for the horsesto prevent the
rebel’s escape. The last this body saw of the creature, he was running wild and freein
Wilanda-forest, Eddas Ayar. Running wild and free."

"Res., friend," Eddas called.

Instantly, like a puppet who's strings had been snipped all at once, the corpse collapsed to the ground
and lay 4ill.

Marilith stood before me, dipped her arms around me, and | shuddered, weeping into her shoulder.



"Joy?" Eddas called.

"It was bad, Old Man. But yes, now | can see what you meant. There was a moment, at the end,
where you had findly brought him to awareness... Like you said that Goodman Bones eventudly became
aware. And then, he said... He said his body was a prison, and he wanted to go home. | had closed my
eyestoward the end, and just listened. And now | see you wereright. My mind makes me seeit as
horror, but it is not the cresture within that is horrifying. They smply are.”

Barag wiped hiseyeswith hisfingers. "I thought something might have happened. | felt in my heart
these last three days that something..." Barag shook hishead. "Theres still one horseleft, in the pens. The
onefor me. I'm going to saddle it, and head to the meeting place.”

"Barag,” | wept. "Y ou don't haveto.”

Barag sighed for along moment, gazing at Vaddan's corpse. "Yes, | do, Sashaof Woe. | know you
do not understand. Y ou are not one of us. But... Yes, | do."

"Y ou will be remembered, Barag Kaid," Eddas said, quietly.

Barag bowed his head. "Thank you, Eddas Ayar," he replied, then turned, trotting off to the
horse-pen.

Joy sighed. "I'll get the shove, Old Man, and bury him."

"Put him in the cave, Joy. I'll sedl it and cast award over it, and it will beas| remember, in our time.
Then, well go home. Marilith, you and Sasha... Gather your things. Well be leaving, come the dawn.”

"Yes, Eddas Ayar," Marilith replied, leading me back into the cave.



* % %

The stonerolled into place, sedling the mouth of the cave, then was till. The earth-elemental rose
again from the dirt amoment later, appearing asapile of rocks and dirt, shifting stone with tufts of grass.
"What more, Earth-friend?" it asked, it's voice deep and echoing.

"Nothing, friend. Y ou have served mewell, and | am more grateful than | could ever express. Goin

"I go, Eddas Ayar. It was an honor and pleasure to serve you," the dementa replied, then sank
into the earth, and was gone.

Eddas spent severd |ong moments gesturing with her staff and her free hand, spesking aquiet
incantation. There was no effect that | could see, but findly, Eddas flicked her hand, then let her arms
drop to her sides.

Eddas gazed at the cave slently, and Joy put her hand to his shoulder. "Old Man?"

"l..." Eddas said, then sighed deeply. "I dwayswondered what was within it. It was warded, and | had
found so many warded tombs, | just assumed it was another. Hyperborea has many tombs, Joy. A
thousand years of warfare... Many tombs. The ward was well done, however, very nedt, very precise. A
Greater Ward, it would easily keep out anything. ‘My,' | thought, 'It would have been nice to meet
whoever cast thisward, they seem to have been quite an experienced mage." And now, | know. It
would befunny, if it weren't so tragic.”

Joy hugged Eddas, and Marilith squeezed my hand. | didn't know what to say, mysdlf. | had wept for
hours and hours, and now, my heart just felt... Empty. And yet, somehow... Somehow, | understood.



The Ocean intended for Marilith and | to be far more than smple servants. "Mgor Pawns,” Eddas
often caledit. Y et, it was SO much more. A pawn can be cast aside when not needed, or sacrificed easily
if required. But Y orindar would never cast aside Eddas Ayar. There could be no other in the world to
replace him. And that meant Eddas had to be strong, and have a presence of mind and vision that was on
ahigher levd than that of ordinary people. The mentd ability to see thelong view, thelong-term godls...
And not merely the goals of decades, or even centuries, but millennia. Marilith was thousands of years
old. To her people, shewas till achild, perhaps. But here, she was an Ancient One, just like Eddas
Ayar. And that was eventudly what | would have to become, aswell. A being with agreater vison, and
an undergtanding of alarger purpose for both themselves, and everything around them.

Everything we had experienced, al that we had done here... It was dll to teach usagreater vison, a
larger purpose. Eddas Ayar took the worst of the blowsfor us - as one would expect a man of
Hyperboreato do. Beyond the shield of his body, what we received was, in truth, very little. But, it was
enough for me to understand why we were here, and what the Goddess had intended usto learn.

"The time of your forging approaches, Sasha of Woe - both yours and your sister's. It may be a
gentle time of learning, or it may be a forging as harsh as my own. Either way, it is a time of
forging. And like the forging of a blade, you will either be strengthened by it, or destroyed by it."
Hiswords - Eddas words. | remembered them, now. And now, | saw it was aharsh time, and atime
that had strengthened my sister and |. And yet...

Andyet, in my heart, | was still myself. Y es, perhaps now alittle wiser, perhaps ableto truly
understand what my rolein lifetruly was. But, | was till myself - that young girl agesago who wentto a
dance with hopein her heart, and in the end, lost everything.

It seemed Marilith was right, and | would haveto let her play the Ancient One between us, while |
played the mysterious mermaid. Though at the moment, the truth of my heart was that of aweeping
woman, who sghed over alost love.

"Marilith?" | whispered.

"Yes, Sster ?"



"Wasit true? What he said, | mean? Wasit true, do you think? Did he really love me, before he
died?'

"I think so, yes. The UnL.ife essence reads the memories impressed upon the flesh... Perhaps,
someday, if you meet Vaddan in the Afterlife, you can ask.”

| thought about it, then after along moment, | smiled through my sadness. "No need. | think | knew it
inmy heart, aready."

Joy stroked Eddas cheek silently, and Eddas nodded. Pulling arolled parchment from her waist-belt,
she spread it out upon the ground, holding it open with four small stones. She then laid asmal pouch next
toit, and kndlt beforeit. Switching her staff to her left hand, she held her left arm out. "Come, Sasha,
Marilith. Take my arm, and hold on tight. Joy, take my arm, and hold on tight. I'm going to try to take us
home."

| knelt beside Eddas, then gripped Eddas |eft arm firmly, as did Marilith, and my sister and | held
hands. Joy took Eddas Ieft hand in both of her hands, wrapping her hands around the fist holding her
daff, then gazing at her sllently. Eddas gestured with her free hand, reading the scroll and reciting aquiet
incantation carefully, precisdy. Lifting thetiny bag, she upended it, still speaking an incantation. Gold dust
poured from the bag, a sparkling stream, vanishing in a puff of smoke.

There was atrembling, then the world exploded with amighty crash - and suddenly, we were
somewhere else.



The Owl - IX.

The days of waiting passed dowly, particularly for Corvid. It was difficult to wait patiently when you
knew that if luck and the gods were with you, you'd eventually meet someone who waslliterdly the most
powerful mage in the world. Sowly, however, the days passed, until finally aweek had gone by, and
Corvid resgned himsdf to waliting.

At last, one day, Corvid was sitting beneath the shade of atree that grew beside the tower, chatting
with Father Patience and hisdave girl and telling them about one of his adventures on the high seas
chasing davers, when asmall sound caught his ear. Corvid looked up, then did adouble-take, blinking.
There, by the base of Eddas Ayar's pristine marble tower, stood four people - afire-haired Arcadian
woman in skin-tight scale-mail; an enormoudy tall, tanned blonde woman in chainmail with astrange,
short cuirass; astrange, horse-headed, black-furred female with the lower legs and hooves of ahorse
and eyesthat glowed like cods, and asmdl, black-haired ef-woman in a black robe who knelt quietly in
the dust of theroad. "They're herel” Corvid shouted, both startled and excited.

Father Patience rose, hisdave girl helping him, and nodded. " So it seems, my son.”

"Oh, my..." the horse-woman said, looking around. "It appears we've come back to some kind of
gathering."

"It appears to me we have guests" the blonde woman said, and smiled. "Mungim! Tdiad!" shecalled,
waving.

"Ho, Joy!" Mungim shouted back, trotting over.

"Greetings, Joy, Eddas," Taliad cdled as he came, Kiriin sitting on his shoulder. "1 see you've brought
your friends, Sashaand Marilith. | remember them from the last time, four years ago. Are you quite
recovered, Mailith?'



The horse-woman smiled. " Yes, thank you."

Corvid looked down - the smdll ef-woman ill kndlt in the dirt of the road. "Err... Areyou dright?

Joy reached down, holding out agloved hand. "Come, Old Man. Timeto get up and greet our
gueds”

The df sghed. "Joy... The last thing | wanted wasthis. | wanted to just it in my tower, and..."

"And weep?' Father Patience said, and smiled. "No, Eddas Ayar. Y ou have been wounded, and now
you shdl be hedled. Thisisnot the time for weeping. Today, you will smile, and laugh.”

"Laugh?" Eddas snapped, jerking her head up. "How could | possibly... Laugh..." she said, her voice
fading as she gazed at the priest. "Wait... | know you... | know you..."

"We have met before, yes," Father Patience replied, smiling.

"Greenhaven... Shortly after | awakened from my tomb... Y ou were in the Street. Y ou gave me
Yorindar'sblessing..."

"Yes, Eddas Ayar. But, we met before that. Long before," Father Patience replied, his smile now a
broad grin.

"l... | don't remember..."



Father Patience nodded, and in atwinkling, his skin darkened to an olive brown, his blue eyes
darkened to chestnut, and his gray beard darkened to ebon. Histhin frame became taler, more muscular,
and he gtood straighter and firmer. "Doesthis help, Eddas?’

Corvid smply gaped, but the elf's reaction was shock, then tears. "Master!" she yelped, leaping to her
feet.

"Aye, Eddas," Father Patience replied asthe f hugged him tight. He patted her back, ill smiling. "As
you can see, | decided to take your advice and move my tomb. Though, redlly, Haifahad agreat ded of
influence. When | told her what | had learned of the coming devagtation, sheinssted. Y ou may
remember her, Eddas, but | doubt you ever saw that side of her. She could wheedle meinto doing
anything, intime, particularly when shewasright.”

"But this," Eddas said, leaning back and waving ahand to encompasshim. "How?"

"Haifa, again. She and afew of the Ssthlash-nal lured afoot patrol of the Invaders on amerry little
chase - dl theway up to me, where they crushed my old body with their axes. Unfortunately for them,
Haifahad hidden my animuary nearby. And equaly unfortunately for them, once | had possession of one
of their bodies... Well, ingde a suit of orichachum armor and armed with my staff fully charged, the rest
of them were doomed. It was quite abit of effort to get out of that armor, though - | believe the Invaders
had several assstantsto manageit.”

"It'stoo bad we didn't meet each other again, after. We might have..." Eddas said, then paused. After
amoment, she looked away. "Magter... Y ou should know... The Dead Zones... All the destruction...
Apprentices| taught. It was my spell. | did it."

"No, Eddas - | did. That'swhat Y orindar told me, when hefindly cameto me."

Eddas blinked, startled. "What?2"



"I didit, Eddas. But it was not what Y orindar wished. It was smply what he was forced to do. I'd
been researching the Fell War, and the mana- stormsthat followed it. After dl, asaliche, | no longer
dept or ate, and did not grow bored - | felt | had dl the timein the universe to study our ancient history. |
was curious as to how those mana-storms came about, back then. Asit turned out, it was the clash of
powerful sorcery between those ancient schools of magic. The stormsthey spawned were small and
weak compared to what camein the Great War of Devadtation, but still dangerous. But, regardiess, in
my experiments and research was the seeds of that same spdll that you found. And when the Invaders
came and crushed us so easily in the north, | realized we would not survive once they began to approach
the city. | developed the spdll, gathered eight other masterswho werelicheslike mysdlf, gavethem a
copy of it, and we blasted the Invadersto bits. Haifaand her tribe did not survive, and her race was
rendered nearly extinct."

"Butl... We..." Eddas said, blinking.

"Yes. Yorindar changed that - the forglamma of the Gods, it literdly never happened. Paradox,
Eddas. | don't even remember it happening, | only know what Y orindar has told me. Once you went
back in time, you took my place. The events still happened - but how they happened now differed. The
past isstill set, Eddas, and cannot be changed. But the detalls... Ah, the details.”

"Yet | hadn't doneit when | met you in Greenhaven... | redly had only barely recovered my memory
a dl, then. | did it over acentury and ahalf later.”

"Or sxteen centuries earlier, depending on your point of view," Father Patience replied, nodding.
"Paradox. The gods war with souls and paradox acrossthe Arc of Time, Eddas, aswell you know."

Eddas nodded. "Y es, Master - | know. All too well."

"Well, Eddas... Once Haifa had helped me gain anew body, we waited for the devastation to end.
And, whilewewaited, Y orindar visited me, explaining, cgoling... It took me quite along timeto truly
cometo gripswith what Y orindar wished of me. He did not want awarrior, a battle-mage. That, he
aready had - in you. He wanted apriest, aquiet voice to help guide the people, to transform the vicious
Golannin into the more reasonable Arcadians and Larinians. And, he needed someone who could follow



their people, quietly and subtly guiding them for centuries. A word here, acomforting hand there, apush
given to the right person at the right time... Hundreds of thousands of men, their lives spent in smdll
efforts. But no, he did not want awarrior. He had one, aready. He wanted a priest, one man to replace
thousands over the centuries, to give the right pushes at the right times, and free up his other, lesser
pawns for more useful tasks. It was hard, Eddas. Very hard. A mendicant of Y orindar cannot do
violence, even to savetheir own life. A hard life for a battle-mage of Hyperborea to accept - but one
have lived for eighteen centuries, now. Of course, if it weren't for thet little age-rguvenation spell | saw in
your grimoire and copied, it would have been much moredifficult.”

"Paradox, again," Eddas replied, and chuckled. "So, | wastheking of Y orindar'slittle chatto board,
and you the priest. Who, then, was the chariot? The dragon? The-"

"Ah, Eddas. Somethings, it's best we not know. Paradox, again.”

"Aye," Eddasreplied, nodding, then looked to Corvid and the hooded dave-girl, the latter of whom
was bouncing on her heds excitedly. "Who are your companions, Master?"

"Thisyoung man is Corvid - and though he knew it not before this moment, he to isa pawn of
Y orindar, and ways has been.”

Corvid blinked. "I... | am?"

"Yes, my son - try not to let it go to your head, however, it'sredly not apleasant life, a times. And
here," he said, gesturing to the dave-girl, "isapawn of the Ocean who has accompanied me and assisted
me for the last two decades or so while | spread Y orindar's influencein Vilandia - and nudged things
here and there for the Ocean, aswell."

The dave-girl pulled back her hood, and grinned broadly. Sasha, however, gasped. "Orissa?!" she
shrieked.



"Sashal" Orissashouted back, and they legpt into each other's arms, bouncing happily and shrieking
withjoy.

Marilith grinned. "1 suppose I'll be introduced, eventually,” she said, and giggled.

"Ah! Ah! Orissg, thisisMarilith, shesmy sgter, and... Oh, oh, it'salong story!" Sashayelped.

"l know, | know, Father Patiencetold me!" Orissayelped in reply, and legpt to Marilith, hugging her
tight.

Eddas |ooked to the priest, a perfectly-arched eyebrow raised. "Father Patience?"

"Wdll, Eddas, when you have to wait over sixteen centuries before you can see your best friend and
student again, then have to wait another century and ahaf or so before you can tel him who you are...
Y es, 'Patience’ seemed an appropriate name," Father Patience replied, and winked.

"Ah, Magter, | can't wait to hear your story infull!" Eddas replied, laughing.

Marilith hugged Orissaback, grinning broadly. "1 suppose we'll all have time to tell each other our
stories, now."

Corvid scratched hishead. "Err... | do hope so, I... Umm... Well, I'd redly like to hear Eddas story,
as before | came here, | had a completely different picture of him. Err... Her? Well... I'm sorry, which is
it, himor her?'

"Him," replied Joy, Mungim, Mungim's brothers, Tdiad, Kiriin, Sasha, Marilith, Orissa, and Father
Petience, in chorus. The group of friends gaped at each other in surprise for along moment, then al burst
into laughter.



The Ocean - Twenty-Two.

Eddas Ayar'stower had changed little, if at dl, in four years. Unfortunately, that meant he literaly did
not have atable large enough for usto al St &, nor enough chairs. There were afew little houses at the
base of histower, however, that he said his grandchildren stayed in during the winter. Not al of them - he
had thousands - but enough so that Mungim and his brothers were able to find and bring up another table
and more chairswith little trouble. Now, we sat in the top floor of Eddas tower around the two tables
butted end-to-end to make alarger table, finishing the last of the grand feast that Eddas Ayar had
conjured for al of us, and trading storiesin the early evening.

"Another! Hori caled, grinning. To the amusement of many, both Mungim's brothers and Kiriin found
Marilith's ability to eat glowing coals to be fascinating in the extreme. To Marilith, of course, they were
like padtries.

"Ah! No, friend dwarf, I'mreally very full!" Marilith replied, burping and patting her tummy. This
only made the dwarveslaugh again, as her burp sent twin smoke-rings shooting from her equine nostrils.

"Aw, comeon!" Kiriin said, sitting on Tdiad's shoulder, and giggled.

"Just one more!” Balar called, fetching acod from the fireplace with apair of tongs the dwarves had
come up with from gods-knew-where.



"Alright, but no more, after, I'll burst!" shereplied, reaching out and plucking the cod from the
tongswith her fingertips. "Oh, my... | never thought one could eat too much sweets!" she said,
popping the glowing ember into her mouth and chewing for amoment. She swallowed with some
difficulty, then amoment later, blew smoke from her nogtrils.

"Huzzah!" the dwarves cheered, and broke into laughter.

"Oh, dear,” Marilith said, burping again and shooting another pair of smoke-rings from her nostrilsto
the laughter of the dwarves. "'1'm sure I'm going to gain a good stone from this!”

Kiriin just laughed and laughed, and Taliad smiled at histiny littlewife. "Wdll, it ssemsweve
accomplished the impossible - we've found common ground between adwarf and apixie.”

Kiriin giggled. "Somethings arejust universaly funny, dear,” shereplied, and giggled again.

"I'm opening the doors again,” Joy cdled, waving ahand at the smoke and rising from thetable - ina
moment, she had opened the glass doors that led out to the parapet, and a cool spring breeze blew
through the room.

| grinned at Marilith. "Well get you some exercise tomorrow and work off some of those swests,
Sder."

Marilith burped again, sending another pair of smoke-rings from her nose to the laughter of Kiriin and
the dwarves. "Oh, that would be good! But | now | need something to wash this down with!"

"Coming, coming,” Eddas called, appearing on the stairs from below. In her gloved hands sheheld a
wooden-handled iron ladle. The ladle shimmered with heat, and awisp of smoke camefrom it. "Molten



lead. Sorry, my dear, but it took me abit to melt an ingot in the |aboratory.”

"Oh, lovely!" Marilith replied, taking theladlein her hands like amug and gulping at it's contents.
"Mmmm... Much better, oh, very much better, thank you," she said, and smiled.

"Y ou're quite welcome, dear," Eddas replied, hanging the ladle up on a spare hook by thefire.

Kiriin and the dwarves gazed expectantly at Marilith, and she looked back at them. "What?"

"Aww! No burp?' Kiriin asked, clearly disappointed.

Eddas chuckled. "No, Kiriin, that'swhy she needed the lead. That much coa and embers?I'm
surprised she didn't have smoke coming from her ears!”

Kiriin blinked. ™Y ou can make smoke come from your ears?!"

Marilith made aface. "Yes, and it's very uncomfortable,” Marilith replied, and the dwarves and
Kiriin laughed.

| grinned, and turned back to Orissa. "'Y ou were going to tell me your story?”

"Wdll, | warn you, it's not as exciting as your story, Sasha, not by half! Being shipwrecked and living
with mer-folk and becoming amer-maid and learning to be awarrior and leading an army and rescuing
your soul-sgter, and... Oh, my, no, my story's not nearly as exciting asyours, Sashal" Orisareplied, and
giggled.



"Tdl it anyway, I'm sure everyone would loveto hear it," | replied, smiling, and the others nodded.

"Wadll... Alright,” Orissasaid, and smiled back a me. "Wéll, I'm sure you know that | had worked up
al thevillagers againgt Mdik. | mean, it was obvious you'd been abducted. Y our father whispered for
years before he died that Malik was associated with the davers. People sometimes disappeared with no
trace, particularly young girls but sometimes boys, and everyone knew it was the Palomean davers™ At
the confused expression on Mungim and hisbrothers, Orissasmiled. "Savery islegd in Vilandia, but
abductionisn't - Mdik was our Village Master, and he was making the occasiond gold onthe sde sdlling
oneor two of the village children to the daversfrom timeto time. If he'd been caught at it he could have
been hung, but..." When the others nodded, Orissa turned back to me and continued.

"Well, | was certain that you had been abducted by Palomean davers. | found footprints of agirl by
that log you and your father used to Sit at - you took me out to it afew times, and we sat and chatted
there. And the hoof-prints of a horse could easily be seen, and it wasn't too hard to see that the horse
had been chasing arunning girl, it had ended in astruggle of some kind, then the horse rode off in the
direction of Jedder's Cove, and that's degp enough for adaver-ship to anchor quietly and not be seen. |
knew it was you, the prints were new shoes and a girl's shoes, it had to be you. | showed it to my
mother and father and severa othersin the village, and they al agreed - you'd been kidnapped by
Paomean davers. And they dl agreed with me - it waslikely Mdik'sdoing. Y ou'd made him look likea
fool a the dance, and when he pushed you down, he looked like amonster, aswell. Then, the next day -
poof! Y ou were gone, and Malik was aready taking about how he was going to take possession of your
farm, hireafew of the villagersto work it..." Orissashook her head. "No, it was obvious. He made you
disappear into the holds of a Palomean dave-ship because you had made trouble for him. 1 spent the next
four yearslooking for evidence to prove hislink with the davers, working the villagers up againg him..."
Orissasaid, then sghed.

"Well, four years passed. Some of the men in the village had expressed interest in me, but... Well, |
was consumed with the idea of destroying Malik for what he'd done to you. After four years, word was
beginning to get back to the Duke's Seneschal. It was little more than rumors, to them, but rumors were
enough - the Dukeisindirectly responsible for the behavior of the Village Magters, and his senescha
approvestheir appointments. A bad Village Master reflects badly on the senescha who appointed him,
and even the Duke himsdlf. Malik was feding the pressure, | suppose, because one day he caught me
alone, and warned methat if | didn't shut up, | might just disappear one day, too. | found out through OId
Ebrahal that the Duke was not pleased by the rumors, and they were keeping watch on the village.
Malik, of course, smply told the Duke's men that it was al apack of lies, spread by me because he
hadn't allowed me to marry hisson Yanar..." Orissasaid, then paused. "Err... You know Yanar diedina
shipwreck, yes?'

I nodded. "Malik told me. He had afoolish notion that he could sign on with aship bound for Plome,
and somehow find me and rescue me,” | said, and sighed, shaking my head. " A foolish notion... A young



boy's dream. But... Well, now | understand it was also a noble hope of ayoung man, and redlly al he
could try to do. They wrecked in astorm off the Coast of Skulls, like so many others have done before
them, and dl handswerelog."

Orissanodded. "Wéll... Like | said, Malik wastelling the Duke's men that | was just spreading lies
about him. The Duke's men were watching, and | was hoping that someday held be caught. But, four
years had passed, and it didn't look like he'd be caught anytime soon. I'd gone out to visit your farm
again, asl often did. | wasleaning up against the gonewal, crying, when... Well, thisvery odd old man
walked up to me. He had pale skin and agray beard, and for amoment, | thought that strange old man
might be related to you, somehow," she said, and winked at Father Patience as he chuckled. "Wdll,
Father Patience asked meto walk with him, and | felt | could trust him, so | did. He told me not to cry,
for you weren't adavein Paome, you had actualy been shipwrecked on atiny idand in the Windward
Ides. You lived with atribe of mermaids as one of them, and you were very happy, he said. And,
someday, if | choseto follow him and help him, | would see you again. He explained he served Y orindar,
and if | worked with him, I'd be serving the goals of the Ocean. And, | could fed in my heart it wastrue.
Wewaked and talked, and | sat with him by his campfire as he explained thingsto me, and | findly
agreed. From there, we waked south to New Solith City. Father Patience didn't want me to be raped or
abducted or anything else while | accompanied him, so | agreed to become hisdave.”

Mungim shook his head. "I do beg thy pardon, but... How would that in any way yet protect ye?"'

Father Patience amiled. "A lega convenience, friend Mungim. A collared davein Vilandiaislegaly
equivaent to ahorse. It protected her from abduction because the penalty for stealing horsesis desth by
hanging, there. And with no disrespect meant to our demonic friend,” he said, nodding to Marilith, "it
protected her from rape because the pendty for copulating with ahorsein Vilandiais beheading.”

Marilith laughed, tossing her mane. "1 am not offended, Master Frarim, for as you know, | am
hardly a horse."

Father Patience laughed. "No, | suppose you're not. Still, | could not protect her mysdlf, dueto my
Vow of Peace. So, through alegal convenience, we contrived to have the laws of Vilandia protect her,
instead."

"Ah, | do see, aye..." Mungim replied, nodding as he stroked hisflowing gray beard.



"Wdl, anyway..." Orissasad, smiling. "Ashis servant, it was my duty to handle money for him, and do
other things he's not alowed to do by hisvows. He walked the length and breadth of Vilandia, spreading
the word of Y orindar, making converts, and basically paving the way for what he said would be other
priests coming in afew years. And, from time to time, he would stop and chat with people - nobles and
commoners, men and women... It seemed al a random, to me, but | eventualy understood that he was
doing as Y orindar needed, giving a push here, and acomforting hand there. And, from timeto time, he
would point out people | needed to talk to, and do the same. I've no Talent mysdlf, and it wasn't until the
time | wasthirty that | began to dream of the Goddess, and hear her voice in my dreams, hinting at what
needed to be done. For the next eight years, we worked together more as partners than master to
servant. Then, at last, the Ocean whispered to me in adream that it wastime to follow Father Patience to
Arcadia, and thence to Hyperborea, where if dl went well, | would findly see you again, and know you
weretruly dright. Unfortunately, in Arcadia, | don't enjoy thekind of protection | had in Vilandia- we
were set upon by thieves shortly after we arrived. But, that's when we met Corvid,” Orissasaid, and
smiled adazzling smile a Corvid, which he returned.

"Wdll, after he dedlt with the thieves, Corvid took us on his skiff to the coast of Hyperborea, and we
traveled overland to here. Corvid fought an ogre along the way but got hurt - that's when we met
Mungim, he and his brothers saved us."

Mungim grinned. "It were yet naught, lass, atrifle, do yet think nothing o' it."

"Wdll, we were still grateful, despite your modesty,” Orissareplied with agiggle, then looked back to
me. "Wdll, after that, we traveled to here. There were some hobgoblins fighting agiant, and everyone got
involved in that, and then Tdiad came along and hel ped finish the fight with his sorcery, and then afew
dayslater we were here. Father Patience cast aspell on ahair of Eddas to help him find the way back
home for you, and we waited, and then there you were and that's my story," Orissafinished, and
grinned.

Asthe others around the table clapped for Orissa, | smiled a her. "What now, for you?' | asked.
"Where do you go, from here?"

"Wdll, eventudly.... Home, to Woe," Orissareplied, smiling. "The goddess has said | have ahusband
waiting - though he doesn't know it, yet."



"Oh?" | sad, smiling. "Who?"

"Absor."

| blinked. "Absor?! But he's atota-"

Orissainterrupted me by bursting into laughter. "No, he'sredlly not that bad. Y ears of being the
Village Master and al that respongibility and having to live under the watchful eye of the Dukes men and
enduring the occasond yelling from Momma..." Orissasad, and laughed again. "Wadll, dl that has
changed him. Besides, once he has me, I'll quickly have him shaped up, and well have afew children for
you tovigt, inafew years."

Children... I wasn't even certain | could have children. | wasn't quite human, but | wasn't quitea
mermaid, either. I'd dready discovered | couldn't have children with amer-man. And so far, the only
human man I'd found who | might have considered having a child with... Was dead, eighteen centuries
ago. | blinked away atear, and managed asmile. "That... That sounds wonderful."

Marilith looked to Corvid. "And what of you, friend Corvid? You're the only one here who hasn't
told us a tale, yet. What's your story?"

Corvid smiled. "Well, for thelast ten years, I've been hunting illegal daver-shipsfor King Parid. |
started out as a cabin-boy, and worked my way up to captain my own ship. It's actualy quite profitable
to hunt davers, the bounty on them isvery good and the king'slaw also gives ustheir ship as booty. But,
well, I'mthirty, now, and | redlized making my future by my blade might be profitable, but therewasa
chance that future could aso be very short," he said with awink, and those around the table chuckled.
"I've talked to Mungim about possibly getting another ship, and distributing hiswaresto Vilandiaand
Pdome. That's a considerably more safe line of work, and potentialy more profitable.”

"Y ou should tell them of your quest, my son," Father Patience said.



Corvid started, looking to the priest. "Y ou know of it?"

"l do, Yorindar hastold me. But it is not for meto tell thetae. That isyour choice - and part of your
freewill.”

Corvid turned to look at me for along moment, and | wondered what he was thinking. As hiseyes
lingered over my scale-covered breadts, | redlized he was probably thinking what most of Morita's army
thought when they gazed at my breasts - even Moritahimsdf. My eyes narrowed, and Corvid chuckled,
turning back to look at the priest. "It was a dream, Father Patience. A boy'sdream | carried in my heart
nothing more."

"The gods sometimes speak to usin dreams, if we will but listen," Father Patience replied, smiling.

"Oh, that | know. And the gods led me here through my dreams. But, sometimes, when you see aship
with tall fore and stern castles and many archers aboard, you don't chase her down despite the prize
money. Some battlesit'swisest not to fight," he said, and chuckled again. "No, no. Should Mungim and |
cometo an agreement, | may eventudly have a respectable retirement arranged for myself. But now that
I'm here, inthisplace, and | seewho dl of you are and how important you truly are... No, priest. | am no
one, and that ship's castles are far too tall. No."

Father Patience nodded, and Mungim shrugged. "Anye do say, lad, well yet chat more o' business
another time. | do suggest, howeer, that ye do take time to chat with Eddas Ayar personal-like aforeye
do leave theselands. Yewill yet find that the Raven of Y orindar be not merely an Ancient One, but he be
aso aman. Thismay yet help ye yet rank thysdf among this here company more precise-like. I know not
what ye do mean when ye do speak of shipsand tall castles, but | do know this - aswe dwarves do yet
say, 'Discretion be yet wisdom, but sometimes one must yet raise one's axe despite the odds, and
do strike with fear and fury.""

Tdiad nodded. "Or, aswe Sylvani say, 'One must pluck the flower when it isin bloom.™

Mungim made aface. "I'll yet bite metongue, Tdiad, for our new friendship's sake."



Tdiad chuckled. "And | promise I'll do the same mysdlf, asthe need arises, friend.”

Mungim nodded, smiling. "Good, good. Now - asthe eatin’ be done and the stories do yet seem to be
done, it now betimefor giftd Giftsfor Eddas Ayar!"

"Ayel" Flori agreed, hopping to hisfeet. "Come, brothers, let's do fetch them from the wagons!™ he
called, and his brothers hopped out of their seats, and followed him down the sairs.

| blinked, confused. "Gifts?Isit Eddas birthday?'

Eddas smiled. "No. | did afavor for Mungim'sfamily along time ago, and they vowed they would
repay it. Thisis part of that - Mungim often brings me little things from his people and culture he knows
I'll enjoy. Smal thingsthat we don't have here, because our civilization was destroyed. And sometimes
things not so small." Eddas then looked to Mungim. "What isit thistime, my friend?"

Mungim grinned wryly. "Ah, Eddas Ayar, were | yet to tell ye, what little magic amundane such as|
do yet havein surprisewould yet be lost. So, instead of me yet answering thy question, | will yet ask ye
onein return: Why do ye yet dress as ye do, Eddas Ayar? With awoman's waist-belt and such, | do
mean?'

"Well..." Eddas said, and | could seethe faintest hint of ablush on her cheeks. "It'ssmply the way this
body is, Mungim. | suppose | could get clothes from you or Taliad that would fit and dress asaman, but
thisbody would smply look ridiculouslikethat. In here" she said, tapping her chest with agloved finger,
"I'm me, Eddas Ayar, aman of Hyperborea. But this," she said, waving her hand at hersdlf, "isthe Raven
of Yorindar. It's... Wdll, it'slike amask, such as an actor of Hyperborea might wear on the stage. Or,
perhaps, armor awarrior might wear to battle.”

"The same asye did tell me afore, these many years past, now - and | do yet remember. And, as| did
tell ye then, the Raven of Y orindar be yet the jewel of Hyperborea, whose gleam and beauty do yet
make me return time and time again to these giant-infested lands," he said, and winked, causing Eddasto



chuckle. "But, | know ye did say many atime that ye did miss certain things - like thy beard, which ye did
say were yet once long and flowing, a certain proof that ye may yet be part dwarf and not know it,"
Mungim said, and grinned.

Eddas eyeswent wide. "You didn't! Not a barab!"

"Oh, but | did," Mungim replied, grinning. "And aye, it be a barab, made from the darkest hair me
family could yet provide - and severa other families, besides, including €en afew hairsfrom King Durin's
young son, Prince Beldar. It be quite an honor, Eddas Ayar - but ye be a Dwarf-Friend, it be no less
than ye do yet deserve," Mungim said as his brothers came trotting back up the sairs, each carrying a
box. "The barab, firgt, Hori."

Flori grinned. "Aye, brother," he replied, and trotted over to Eddas, then bowed low. "We do present
thiswith the greatest respect, Eddas Ayar, and intending the highest honor.” The box was perhaps two
cubitslong, acubit wide, and half ahand thick - and | had no ideawhat might bein it. Judging by the
faces of every non-dwarf sitting at the table, nobody else did, either.

Kiriin looked at the box, her little eyes sparkling. "What'sin it? Let'ssee! Let'sseel”

Eddas glanced to the dwarves, then Kiriin, then blanched. "Ummm... Oh, my! Look at that, Kiriin!
Why, that must be the largest lightning-bug I've ever seen!” Eddas said, pointing urgently at the north
window.

Kiriin looked. "What? Where?"

"It'snot lit, now - it was by the north window. Go look, maybe it will light up again and you can spot
it

Kiriin buzzed over to the window, peering out into the darkness of the evening. The moment shewas
gone, Eddas bent over dightly, and opened the box for the rest of usto see.



At firg, | couldn't even tell what | waslooking at - it just looked like some kind of pdlt or fur, black as
Eddas hair, laying on ared velvet lining. After amoment, however, | redized | waslooking & a beard.
A full beard and moustache, nearly a cubit long, apparently carefully woven of red beard-hair through
some kind of backing, and with two gold hooks at the top cornersthat apparently went over the wearer's
ears.

Tdiad suddenly rose, his gaze on the northern window. "Oh, my, yes, Eddas, | just saw it now,
mysdlf! Indeed, that must be the largest lightning-bug in the world. I think I'll go over with Kiriinfor a
moment, excuse me."

"Where? Where? | didn't seeit!” Kiriin yelped.

"Oh, it wasright there, my littlelove," Tdiad replied walking over to the window, hisvoice trembling
dightly.

Eddas closed the box. "Y ou can come back, now, Tdliad, I've closed it."

"Oh, give me amoment, Eddas.”

"Takeyour time."

Kiriin looked back at Eddas. "'Closed what? What did | miss?"

"It'sjust a barab, dear," Eddasreplied, smiling. "It'savery serious, very specia garment worn by
dwarven femaes when they have to do certain functionsthat are ordinarily performed only by males, like
buying land or standing in the stead of a deceased husband for ayoung mae dwarf's coming-of-age
ceremony, or when they have to swear aformd, life-time oath. Quite aformal garment, redlly.”



Mungim nodded. "Oh, aye, that it is. But it be yet worn for more than that - for ensample, abit o'er
two and ahalf centuries ago, now, Queen Daoladid yet have to act as regent for Prince Durim. He were
yet too young to take the crown, ye see. So, she did wear it for dl official functionswhere she did act as
Ruler of the Dwarves. Anyedo vigt Iron City again, ye can yet weer it to dea with any dwarf, and they
will yet not seetheface o' adark df, but will instead see the barab and the bracelet o' a dwarf-friend,
and treat ye quite kindly."

"l didn't get to seeit!” Kiriin yelped, and pouted.

Tdiad reached out hishand, still facing the window, and Kiriin settled upon it. "Kiriin, my love, do you
want to offend Mungim?'

"Err... Well, no, he'sactudly very nice, for adwarf. And hel's Eddas friend, of course.”

"Well, neither do I, so we're standing over herefor abit. Look for thefirefly, my love.

Kiriin pouted. "There isn't one, and you know it!"

"Oh? What's that, then?"

"Where? Where? | don't see anything!"

"You missed it."

"Grrr!"



Eddas bowed to Mungim, holding the box closed to her chest. "1 am deeply honored, Mungim -
particularly knowing where some of the hairs came from. | will cherishiit, and wear it."

"Areyou gonnawear it now?" Kiriin caled from the window.

“"No," Eddas called back.

n Dra! 1]

Mungim gazed at Eddas, then to Taliad's back, and nodded. "Taliad," he called.

"Yes, dear friend?" Taliad replied.

"Thy restraint be admirable, and we do yet much gppreciateit.”

"You're quitewelcome," Taliad replied, hisfingers moving behind hisback. A moment later, alittle
flare of light appeared off the parapet for amoment, then disappeared. "L ook, Kiriin! Thereitigl"

"Ooo! That'sa big one! If | had twenty that Size, | could make areading lamp!™”

"This next one be from me sster, Eddas," Mungim said, waving to Gungim. Gungim stepped forward,
holding out asmall, square box, and opened it. Insde were severd brasscylinders. "As| did tell yelong
ago, me S gter did wish to seeif we might yet have any of the music of your peopleleft in our records.
Wedid yet find some, but to yet trand ate the works from the old styles of music score they did use back
then to that which we do yet use today were yet the work of several scholars and many decades. Now,



herethey be. Err... | should tell ye that most were yet the songs that my people heard of yours back then,
and did like. Thy people then did not invite usto court functions and such-like, so these melodies yet
be... Err..."

"Oh, my!" Eddas said, looking at the label insgde the box. " The Drunken Satyr! That used to be one
of my favorite tavern songd”

"Look, Kiriin!" Taiad said, hisfingerswiggling behind hisback. "Thereit goesagain!™

"Oo0!" Kiriin replied, her attention riveted outside.

"Err... Well, yes, they dl betavern-songs, save for afew traveling songs,” Mungim said sheepishly.
"They will yet dl work in thelittle music-box my sister did give ye, and she do hopethey beyet a
plessuretoye.”

"They will be, Mungim, thank you,” Eddas said, smiling.

"Y e bewecome, Eddas. Thelast bethis," he said, gesturing to his brother Baar. Balar held out avery
small box, opening it. Insde was arectangular piece of marble, and asmall, flat, ceramic jar aswideasa
pam but only asafinger-width tall. "Me nephew Gilki did carvethisfor ye. He be yet forty, now, and do
just now reach journeyman level in the sonecarver's guild. It be thy chop, in our language. An ye should
€er need to sign aformal document with our people, ye can yet useit. Ingdethejar beink and pad, ye
do but pressthe business-end o' the chop to the ink, then do clap it down to the parchment to leave thy
mark."

"That one, | think we can see, Kiriin," Taliad said, coming back to the table.

"But what about the..." Kiriin said, then glowered at her husband. "Ooo0o! Y ou tricked me!"



"For our own good, yes. I'll explain later,” Tdiad replied, smiling.

"Oh, it better be a really good explanation!" Kiriin grumbled, buzzing over to Sit on his shoulder.

Mungim looked at Tadiad gravely. "Given what we dwarves do know of pixiewrath, | shall yet say
now, Taliad; it were an honor to yet know ye, and despite that ye sill be adandelion-edtin' df, ye will yet
be sorely missed,” he said, and winked.

"Aye, Mungim. I'll have my funerary song composed for you to sing, later. | know you're only adwarf,
but do try not to muck it up it too badly,” Taiad replied, and winked back.

Kiriin blinked, then burst into giggles as Mungim and Taliad chuckled.

Eddas examined the marble chop, smiling. "Lovely work, thelittle raven on the top is Smply gorgeous.
Tdl your nephew I'm very impressed, Mungim.”

"Aye, thankee, Eddas, | will yet tdl himyedid likeit."

"Bah," Kiriin said, crossing her littlearms. "'l wanna give Eddas a gift, too!”

"But my dear, we didn't bring anything to give," Taliad replied, smiling.

"I'll think of something tomorrow! And | <till wanna hear that explanation, too!™



Tdiad grinned, rising to hisfeet and bowing to Eddas. "On that note, then, | shdl bid you al goodnight.
| thank you again for amarvellous feast, Eddas - Kiriin and | will see ourselves out.”

"Aye," Mungim agreed, risng from hischair. "Mebrothersand | shall yet cdl it an evening, aswell.
We can yet work on our springtime trades on the morn, Eddas, an' ye do have thetime.”

"Weve brought afew things ourselves which may interest you,” Tdiad added, smiling. "But, well tak
morein themorning.”

"We should go, too," Father Petience said, rising.

Eddas waved ahand. "Stay, Master - I'd love to have you deep in my tower again. We have guest
beds on thefirst floor, and the guarderobe isthere, aswell. Joy, can you get the blankets and get Master
Frarim, Orissa, Sashaand Marilith tucked in for the night?*

Joy smiled, rising. "I'd be happy to, Old Man."

"Good, good. Corvid, stay abit, I'd like to chat with you."

"Err... Me?' Corvid asked, confused.

"Yes. My master tells methat you're to be a Pawn of Y orindar - in truth, you aready are. There are
certain things you should know, both about me, and about yoursdlf.”

"A-dright,” Corvid replied.



"Oh, and Eddas?' Father Patience called, pausing at the top of the stair as the others went down.

"Yes, Master?'

"Just 'Frarim’, Eddas. We're both too old and we've been friends too long to stand on formality with
each other."

Eddas grinned. "Alright, Frarim. I'll seeyou inthe morning.”

"Goodnight, Eddas," Frarim called, and resumed walking down the sairs, Orissaat hisside. | grinned,

Marilith and | following. Perhaps things had not gone very pleasantly in the past, no. But, the future was
looking very plessant, indeed.

Interlude 11l - The Raven.

Corvid leaned back, having finished histale. | could tell by hisface it was somewhat of ardief to have
done s0 - and yet, at the same time, something of an embarrassment. Likely thiswas because Joy was
near, cleaning up from the gathering, but that couldn't be helped. | lifted my cup of byallar, Sppingatitin

slencefor amoment, thinking. Findly, I held my cup in my hands, and gazed & him. Y ou should tell



"Shewould never understand, Master Eddas. At best, she would laugh. At worst, she would be highly
offended.”

"I think you underestimate her, Corvid. And her sster. Mailith in particular - shewould hardly laugh at
that."

"Wouldn't she? She'sthree thousand years old, Master Eddas. My lifeisamere eyeblink of that, I'm
literdly nothing to her."

"Her sgter'slifeisthe same, Corvid. Sheisaware that just because you're not her age doesn't mean
you're not her peer.”

"With respect, Master Eddas... That's different, and you know it," Corvid said.

I nodded. His mind was sharp, and he was perceptive. But on this matter, he was blind. Perhapsit
was because I'd lived in the body of awoman for over acentury and ahdlf - or, perhaps, it was smply

because | was old enough to have a better grasp of how women think. Either way, it mattered little. |

knew he waswrong, but couldn't proveit to him. | turned my head, looking to my left, where Joy was
sweeping. "Joy?"

"Mmm?What isit, Old Man?'

"Y ou heard Corvid's story, yes?'

"Most of it, yes," Joy agreed, nodding as she swept the floor.



"Should hetdl her or not?"

Joy paused, leaning on her broom. "Y ou redly want my advice on this, Old Man?"

Joy nodded. "Alright. Firg, | think hewasright to not mention it at the gathering. With that many
people around, she would have been very embarrassed.”

"See? A woman'sview, therewe are,” Corvid replied, grinning.

"However," Joy continued, gazing firmly at Corvid, "If you leave here without tdling her and her
gder privately, you arean idiot,” Joy finished, and resumed sweeping.

I managed not to smirk only through the skill of amaster chatto-player. Instead, | considered my
words - and, who would be hearing them. To him, | was Eddas Ayar, the Ancient One, and the Raven
of Yorindar.

Corvid sat slently, thinking and stroking his chin.

"Corvid," | said, gazing a him, "I know thisisn't an easy decison. To bare one's heart to another isto
invite great pain. And | know you fed you aretrivia in comparison to them. But, you arenot. You are
actualy avery important individua - and the sword you bear tells me you are brave, noble and
honorable, aswell."

"Eh?How can you tdl that from my father's sword?"



"Because | forged it, eighteen centuries ago, a Y orindar's request.”

Corvid blinked. "Y ou did?

"Yes. | forged it at my father'sforge, and tempered it with my own tears. | gaveit to the first man who
boreit, and he bore it until the day he died. He was aman of Hyperborea; brave, noble, and true. | knew
that in the future, it would be borne again by aman much like him. That manisyou. Y ou, Corvid, havea
greater destiny than you imagine. Y ou can cast your destiny aside, and choose your own way if you wish.
You il have freewill, asdl mortals do. But | advise you, no matter what you chooseto do, to tell her.
And her sgter. Y ou owe that much to yoursdf.” | then raised mysdf straight and tall, and gave him the
hardest glare that the body of the Raven of Y orindar could muster.

"Y ou can ignore my words if you choose, Corvid Hremn, such isyour right. But they are not mere
advice- for | am the Raven of Y orindar, and my visonisfar keener than yours. Y ou see asmall moment
of embarrassment and pain. | see the culmination of Y orindar's plans, plans set forth over one thousand
eight hundred years ago, when | hammered at the blade of that sword on my father'sforge. And, in truth,
those plans are even older than that, and date to when Y orindar shifted a stone deep benesth the earth,
countless aeons ago. Do as you will, Corvid Hremn. But remember that you are here, in thisplace, at this
time, for areason. Whether you fulfill that destiny isentirely up to you. Y ou may condder thisasmal
thing, but itisnot.”

"Youretrying totell me | wasliterdly born to come here and tell her this?' Corvid asked, raising an
eyebrow.

"Exactly," | replied, and again fet the familiar chill astheword fdl from my lips.

Corvid shuddered, and | knew he had felt it - Y orindar's words, from my mouth. There were times
that having this happen made me fed quite morose, as| hardly saw mysdlf as some divine messenger,
and being the Raven of Y orindar, abeautiful haf-elf woman, was an endless humiliation that ground at
my soul like grain between the millstones, until it felt at timesthere was nothing left. And yet, thisone
time, for one sparkling moment, | was actudly glad for it - for | knew he fet the chill, | knew he knew |
wasright, and it was quite pleasurable to put himin his place. | supposethiswaslikely how Y orindar felt
from timeto time, when he put me in my place. And Corvid, like mysdf, had a stubborn stresk aleague



wide.

"A-dright," Corvid replied, dowly regaining hiscomposure. "I'll tell her. And her sgter.”

"Good," | replied, and looked to Joy. "Joy, can you show Corvid to abed? I'm sure he'd enjoy a
pleasant night in one of the guest beds rather than another night in abedroll on the ground.”

Joy nodded, setting aside her broom. "Certainly, Old Man."

Corvid smiled, risng to hisfeet. "Y es, thank you, that would be quite pleasant.”

Joy and Corvid left down the stairs, and | reached for the pot to pour myself another cup of byallar.
Unfortunately, it was nearly empty. "Bah,” | muttered, and finished off what was |ft. It was, obvioudy,
timefor bed - tomorrow promised to be quite along day.

| rose, closing the glass doorsthat led to the parapet, then sat again, reaching up to pull loose the silver
ring that held my ponytail in place. Again, | missed my raven feathers - though | could hardly have
explained why, even if anyone had asked. | tugged off my gloves and boots, laying them aside, then the
waist-belt beside them. A moment later, 1'd pulled off my robe, then my nephni, and laid them aside. |
shook my head to let my hair fal free, spreading it with my fingers over my shoulders until it was
comfortable again. | then stretched in my chair, nude, yawning.

My eyefdl on the presents Mungim had given me, and asmile crept to my lips. Opening the first box,
| pulled out the barab, and dipped the ear-pieces over my ears. | then leaned back in the chair, stroking
the barab. It actudly was quite nice. Each hair wasindividualy tied and glued to a cloth backing that fit
closdly around my jaw and mouth, and gazing at it with aspdll of astrd vison showed it was enchanted to
be invulnerable to harm and wear - it would never wear out or lose hairs over the years. It was quite
long, and stroking it was actudly quite pleasant.

| looked up at asmall, odd sound, and saw Joy near the top of the stairs, both hands clapped over her



mouth. She was trembling violently, her eyeswide, saring at me. "Joy? What's the matter?*

"Nothing!" Joy said quickly, then clapped her hands back in place again. Tears started from her eyes,
and she looked like she was having trouble bregthing.

| glowered at her. "Thereis nothing funny about a barab! It isan extremely serious and forma
garment for the dwarved™

"Yes, of course" Joy replied, immediately clapping her hands back in place. She darted over to the
bed and threw hersdf on it, burying her facein the pillow. A moment later, | heard her muffled screams
of laughter quietly emanating fromit.

"Don't suffocate yoursdlf, Joy," | grumbled. "Besides, you've no idea how pleasant thisis! I've missed
my beard terribly over theyears.”

Joy lifted her head with agasp, glancing a me, then buried her facein the pillow again, muffling her
shrieks of laughter.

"Alright, I'm taking it off, | don't want to see you smother yourself to death,” | replied, sulking, and put
the barab back init'sbox. "There. | put it away."

Joy turned her head, looking at me again, then dowly lifted her face from the pillow. "1..." she began,
then snorted, struggling to suppressagiggle. "I'm sorry, Old Man, | know it's not supposed to be funny,
but... Seeing you stting therelike that, | couldn't help mysdlf!”

"Bah," | replied, crossing my arms beneath my breasts.

"l don't..." she said, and snorted as she dowly sat up. "1 don't want you to be unhappy about it, Old



Man, | know what it must mean to you... But redlly, now | truly understand why pixies enjoy tormenting
the dwarves so much!”

"Bah, again,” | replied, crossing my legsfor good measure.

Joy rose, wiping tears of laughter from her eyes, and came over to St besde me. "Oh, my... You're
redly angry!”

"Yes, Joy, | am!" | snapped. "Y ou know how | fed about being stuck in thisbody! There aretimesit
fedslike I've been made a eunuch! Mutilated, humiliated, my manhood taken from me... Y ou know
that-" | said, but Joy silenced me, her fingers over my lips.

"I know, Old Man. Give me amoment, please," she said, her hand on my shoulder as she looked
away, dill wiping her eyes. Joy muttered quietly in Giantish, trying to control hersdf. "1'm not going to
laugh, I love him, I'm not going to laugh, gods of my ancestors help me..." At last, when shewas
findly cam again, shelooked & me. "Alright. | think I've got agrip on myself. I'd pull out the mirror to
show you what | saw, but | don't think you want to seethat. | think what you want isfor me to see what
the dwarves see, and by dl the gods of my ancestors, my love, I'm going to try. Open the box again.”

| did so, and Joy gazed at the barab again. "Alright. I'm trying to seethisinit's proper light. Y ou told
me before that the dwarves have very sharply defined gender rolesin their society. Certain tasks males
smply will not do, and the same for females. Part of their culture, their rdigion... But sometimes, a
femdesmply must do what aman does, there's no choice. Like the story Mungim said about the Queen.
Certainly | can understand that, | was Darian's queen for forty years, | suppose I'd have donethe samein
her position. She had to rule, she was regent for her son, they couldn't just let the kingdom fall gpart for
waiting for him to grow. It's honorable, it's respectable.”

”Ya \by."

"And to you, a beard was very fashionable, you enjoyed your beard very much, it was an important
part of your masculinity. And I'm sure it was a very handsome beard, aswell.”



"Dyarzi thought so, she used to run her fingersthroughiit al thetime," | replied, still sulking.

"Alright," she said, and stroked the barab with her fingertipsasit sat init'sbox. "It's.. It feels
interesting. Different than | remember Darian's beard fedling - he used to grow abeard in the winters...
Not as tiff."

"A dwarf's beard-hair is not quite like the beard of aman, Joy. It growslong, the strands are softer but
stronger, they're more firmly rooted, and they're more dense than the hair on your head. The beard first
gtarts growing sometime around the age of fourteen, but isn't redlly thick and mature until the dwarf is
about forty, when it'sthick and lush like alion's mane. Some dwarves braid their beardsin braids as thick
asyour wrist, which no human can do - humansjust don't have enough beard-hair to actudly do that.
The barab ismade from trimmed hairs and hairs that come loose to a gentle brushing. Dwarvestrim their
beardsto keep them at the length they desire. Smiths and others who work with hot things or spinning
machinery often trim them short and square, just apam'swidth in length, and smithsand
foundry-workers wear a cap over them to protect them from the heat. Others who work outsidein the
sun, like Mungim and his brothers or for those dwarves who work their fields on the surface, trim the hair
that grows below the jaw and across the throat so their beard is cooler. For others, they keep them
trimmed to alength that's comfortable for them in their daily jobs - but regardless, if they don't trim their
beard and moustache, the hair easily grows long enough to trip over in about ayear. Some clans shave
their moustache, but most don't - and none of them shave their beard, their religion prohibitsit. Dwarves
have aspecid oath they cdll a'beard-oath’ - it'salifetime vow they will die before they break. It is
usually sworn while gripping the beard. A dwarf's beard istheir pride, their honor, their-" | said, and was

interrupted by Joy placing her fingertips over my lipsagain.

"And you're not adwarf, but it's apparent you desperately missyour own beard," she said, and
smiled.

"YS"

Joy reached to the box, lifting out the barab, and dipped the hooks over my ears. She looked me
over for along moment. "Alright. | understand what it meansto you, Old Man. It's not sorcery, but it's
magic nonetheless. The magic of the heart,” she said, then leaned in to me, kissng me gently. Joy then
leaned back, smiling. "Was your beard redlly likethis, Old Man?"



| looked down at it. "Well, no... Minewas more like Frarim's. | kept it trimmed shorter than this, too."
| gazed at the beard asit lay between my breasts and down to my belly, then sighed. "Alright, | suppose
itisabit slly, if you're not adwarf. | just wanted to wear it when | worked, so | could stroke it and
think. I can't tell you the number of times I've been working on mathematics, leaned back to think and
stroked my chin, and then redlized | had no beard there to stroke. | used to sit and twirl my beard in my
fingersas| thought about things, smooth my moustache... Quite digtracting every time| redizeit'snot
there. It's been over a century and ahalf, Joy, and | sill haven't gotten used to that. | supposeit's part
and parcd of having aman's soul insde thisbody. Kyrie often said she could see the beard my man's
soul wears, it redly is apart of me.”

"Alright, you can wear it, and | promise | won't laugh. But there are two conditions, Old Man."

"Oh? What?'

"Firdt, don't weer it dl thetime. It'sagpecia, forma garment, you said. If Mungim found out you wore
it every day, he might be disgppointed, | think."

| nodded, stroking the barab with my fingers. "True, true. It'snot arobe or apair of shoes, after al,
itsahighly formd, ritual garment.”

"Wear it for special occasionswhen you visit the dwarves, or when you know you'll be doing quite a
bit of Stting and thinking for your research. Like a'thinking cap’, perhaps.”

"Agreed.”

"The second condition isthis," she said, reaching out to lift the ear-hooks from me, then laying the
barab back init's box. Joy then closed the box, and looked me over for along moment in silence.
"Always remember, Old Man... | lovewho you are, insgde. This," she said, poking my shoulder with a
thick finger,"isjust amask that Y orindar made you wear. That'snot what | love. | love you."



| smiled. "What do you see when you look at me, Joy? Do you seethis” | said, waving ahand at
mysdf, "or something ese?"

Joy smiled. "That's hard to explain, Old Man. | told you once beforethat | know | have an idedlized
picture of you in my mind that likely has nothing to do with how you redlly once looked, even asPdlia
and her women have an idedlized view of you..." Joy shook her head. "Redlly, | mostly only see your
eyes. I'm aware of the rest of you, and after al these years I've come to appreciate the beauty Y orindar
gavethat body, but... Mostly, | just see your eyes.”

| batted my eyesat her, grinning.

Joy laughed, rising to her feet. "Come, Old Man. Let's get to bed.”

"And after...?" | said, smiling at her.

"Mmmm... Yes, Old Man. Very much,” Joy replied, and dipped off her dress.

The Ocean - Twenty-Three.



The next morning was lovely, bright, and warm, and the scent of the millions of byallar flowers
opening to greet the day made it heavenly. Marilith and | sat outside Eddas tower with Joy, sharing acup
of byallar while Eddas haggled with Mungim and Taliad. The two had flipped acoin asto who would
get to offer something first, and agreed to aternate thereafter. What they were bargaining for, of course,
was Eddas remaining crop of byallar from the previous year, the little beans roasted and ground by the
giantslast summer. It was, for Eddas, aspringtimeritual, and arenewing of age-old friendships.
Watching the dwarf and df try to out-do each other to win the last of Eddas crop, however, was
entertaining in the extreme. | suspected that Eddas own skill a haggling waslikely developedin
Hyperborean marketplaces, where such wheeling and dealing was quite normd. That thought, however,
caused meto think of Vaddan, who made his living haggling and trading in those ancient markets, and |
sighed aswe watched.

"Can | tak to you for amoment?'

| turned, looking over my shoulder, and smiled. "Oh - hello, Corvid. What isit?"

Corvid smiled, though his smile gppeared nervous. "Well... | was hoping to talk to you. Perhapswe
could go sit on the bridge over the river and chat for abit?"

"Isthisa conversation I'minvited to?" Marilith asked, eyeing Corvid with her glowing red eyes.

"Err... Well... Yes, if youwish..."

"Hmmm... Judging by your face, it sounds like one | should hear regardless,” Marilith replied,
and set her cup back down on the little table Joy had brought. " Thank you, Joy. Byallar is till quite
interesting."

"I'm sure not as pleasant as molten lead, of course,” Joy replied, and grinned.

"Well, no. Molten lead has a lovely sweet flavor to it, it's quite enchanting - almost as nice as



molten gold."”

"Oh, I think I'll passon both, if you don't mind," Joy replied with agrin, and Marilith and | giggled.

Marilith then turned to Corvid, and looked him over. After amoment, she gave him the same dark
smilel'd seen her give many ayoung mer-man aswe sat on our favorite rock on Round Idand. "Well,
Sster, let's take a walk to the bridge and see if this one sings like a monodont or a seal," shesad,
and | giggled again.

Wefollowed Corvid, and he cleared histhroat for amoment. "Err... | don't know what amonodont is,
but... Umm... I've seen sedls. Sealsdon't sing, they sort of ... Err... Bark," Corvid replied, smiling weakly.

"Oh, really? My, Sster! | suppose you learn something new every day,” Marilith replied, glancing
a me.

"I'll make anote of it. I'm not sure I'm interested in a shell-top, however,” | replied.

"Oh, you never know. It might be a shell-comb, instead.”

"Oh, that had better be a particularly good poem, then."

"Aliving epic,"” Marilith agreed with anod.

"Heh. Why do | havethisfeding that I'm missing most of this conversation dready?' Corvid sad,
attempting asmile again.



"Possibly because you are,” Marilith replied, gazing a him.

Corvid sighed as we strode onto the bridge. "Oh, | can see this is pointless. If Eddas hadn't told meto
tell you, I wouldn't bother. | can see the way thewind blows.”

"Socanl, and I'mnot sure like the scent it carries,” Marilith replied, Stting on the low, broad
wall lining the Sides of the bridge. She leaned back on her pams, then siretched her legs out and crossed
her hooves at the pasterns. | decided to do the same, sitting and leaning back on my pams, then crossing
my feet at the ankles.

Corvid sighed. "Wdll... Pointless or not, here goes. Thissword," he said, patting the scabbarded
sword at hisside, "ismy father's sword. It's been in our family for generations... We don't know how
many. It'san artifact, extremely rare, priceless. Our family legend was dwaysthat it dated from the time
of the Hyperboreans, likely made by them. | found out last night that Eddas forged it, so | suppose that's
true. 1-"

| sat up, Sartled. "What? Let me seethat!"

"Alright," Corvid replied, dipping the sword from it's sheath and holding it out to me.

| couldn't takeit, and | found my eyes misting with tears as| saw the runes engraved on the blade.
"Oh, my... It ishissword..."

"Err... Wdll, of courseit is, that'swhat he told me," Corvid replied, confused.

Marilith shook her head, till leaning back calmly. " That's not what she meant, Corvid, but go on
anyway."



"Wall... Alright..." Corvid replied, and sheathed the sword again. "When | was growing up, my father
taught meto fight, to fence, and to read and write. And, he told me our family legends. He told methe
gory of hissword, which | would receive when | was twenty. The history of our family, the battles our
ancestors had fought in... Many stories. But, hetold methat | would be the last of our line, because I'd
been cursed before | was ever born.”

"Cursed?" Marilith asked, an eyebrow raised.

"Yes. About eight years before | was born and two years before my father was married, my father
wasfirg mate on asailing ship. There were severd passengers - merchants, going from Arcadiato
Vilandiato set up businesses. Therewasastorm... A tremendous storm. The hatch for the main hold was
breached by waves, and the ship was sinking quickly. While they were trying to prepare the pinnace the
ship carried as alife-boat, a wave washed both the pinnace and the passengers and a good portion of the
crew overboard, and nearly heeled the ship over. Only ababy was | €ft, stuck in the scuppers. My father
grabbed the nearest thing he could find - atrunk of clothing that had been washed up from the hold but
was floating - and put the baby init. Another wave hit, smashing the ship againgt some shoals. The ship
burst asunder..." Corvid said, and shrugged. "And that's all he remembers of what happened that night.”

| was rendered speechless, and Marilith leaned forward, listening with interest.

"He woke up, washed ashore on Vilandia atop a broken plank, no ideawhere he was. He walked
down the beach south for several days, hoping to find aport or city. He eventualy reached New Solith
City-"

"Had he walked north, he would have reached the Village of Woe."

"Well, yes" Corvid replied, then shrugged. "But, he didn't. He was done in New Solith City, but he
was still agood first mate and a good hand with ablade, and this sword can be summoned back to it's
owner's hand, so he at least was able to get aposition on aship again, heading back to Arcadia. After a
couple years, he found and married my mother. She was afortuneteller, and shefell in love with him.
Before they were married, though, shetold hisfortune," Corvid said, and paused. "Mother has aspéll...
She saysit'san old spell that's been around for centuries. She goesinto atrance, and while sheé'sin the
trance, she speaks. Often, in riddlies. And she told my father that though they would be happily married,

they would only have one child - ason - and he would never marry because my father had cast hdf his
wifeintothesea”



"No!" | gasped.

Corvid nodded. "Y es, that'swhat she said. My father didn't know what she was talking about, until he
remembered the baby. And that was when heredlized | would be cursed before | was ever born - the
baby was gone... Dead, certainly. But, he raised me and trained me, and in time | went to seamysdif.
Stll, ever since | was aboy and my father first told me the sory, | had this dream of somehow finding
you. | didn't know it wasyou, of course. | dreamed of finding the baby, al grown up into abeautiful
princess who would wel come me with open arms. Perhaps she lived on amagica idand, somewhere out
to sea, in aglorious cadtle, just waiting for meto find her..." Corvid chuckled. "A boy's dream - achildish
dream. But, that's the dream | went to seawith asayoung man..." Corvid said, and shook his head.

"Oh, I've met women in my life. Many of them. But, my curse till holdstrue. They love you whileyou
have the gold in your pocket from the sale of a prize-ship. Once that's gone, they don't want to know
you. | ill held the boyish dream in my heart that someday, | might find that lost princess... But, as| grew
older... Wdl, | cametoredizeit wasjust adream. Evenif | found her, who am 1? The son of the man
that lost her at seawhen shewasachild. I'd literdly be no oneto her. | wasthirty, and | realized it was
timeto start thinking about retiring from hunting davers, and look for acareer that was alittle morelikely
to dlow meto grow gray hair. I'd dmost completely forgotten about the princess of my boyhood
dreams. It had been literaly years since I'd thought about her. Then..." Corvid said, and chuckled.

"Wadll, as| sad last night. | had a dream, adream of accompanying an old man and a young woman
into the wilds of Hyperborea, and accomplishing my boyhood quest. | ignored it at first, but | started
having the same dream every night, night after night. That, | couldn't ignore. When my last voyage was
complete, | sold my ship, just keeping alittle skiff | owned. | didn't know where to go from there, but |
decided agood beer or two might provide some inspiration, so | headed to the tavern. That'swhen | saw
Father Patience and Orissawalking down the street. They looked exactly asthey did in my dream. | was
S0 surprised, | started following them. And the rest of that story, | suppose you aready know from what
Orissatold you last night.”

"l... Wdll..." | shook my head, not knowing what to say.

"S0, there | was, last night, in the presence of the most powerful sorcerer intheworld, Eddas Ayar. A
being of legend and myth, in the Southlands. And his master, aman who turned out to be even older.
And abeautiful, sensua demon even older than that. And Queen Joy, the wife of Darian Vemcrior,
possibly the most important figure in the history of the Southlandsin the last two centuries outside of



Eddas Ayar himself. Oh, and of course you. And Fether Petience told me | should tell you, and | said
'no.' | said 'no’ because | realized that compared to you, | am nothing. Y ou really are aprincess, living on
adistant idand in afabulous castle, just as| dreamed when | wasaboy. And youreamermaid. And a
warrior, and agenera, and judging by your beauty, probably aliving goddess, too. And | redlized that
the best | could possibly hope for wasthat you'd laugh if | told you.”

I amply blinked, staring at him, too stunned for words.

"So, now I'vetold you, as Eddas Ayar demanded. And now, you're probably laughing. Or offended.
Or anything but happy to hear it. But, it'sdone - I've told you. I'm the son of the man who tossed you
into the seain atrunk to save your life asababy. | had astupid childhood dream | would find you and
marry you someday. But, that's done. And I'm done," he said, and bowed to me. He then turned, and
started to walk away.

Marilith lashed out, snatching the trailing end of his crimson sash and halting him in histracks. " Oh, no,
little man. You're not quite done, here," shesaid, amiling.

"What do you mean?" Corvid asked, his expression showing annoyance.

Marilith grinned, gripping hissash tight in her figt. " Your mother said your father tossed half your
wife overboard."

"W, yes, that's the nature of the spell mother uses. Her predictions aren't completely accurate, and
they'relike riddles, most times," he said, and glanced down at his sash. "L et go, please. I'd like to go talk
to Mungim about our future business arrangements.”

Marilith shook her head. "Uh-uh. I've caught a very interesting fish from the sea, and I'm going
toreel himin," shereplied, wrapping his sash around her fist and drawing him closer. "My sister and |
agreed quite some time ago that any man who loved her had to love me, as well. Any man who
would have one of us had to accept both, and win the hearts of both. And you, | find very
interesting, Corvid Hremn. | always assumed that Sasha would find a man who might be
amenable, and I'd have to learn to love him as he won my heart. | never thought it might work the
other way around, but... Oh, no, Corvid Hremn. You're a very interesting man, and I'm not quite



letting you slip away that easily.”

"Marilith!" | yelped, gaping at her.

Corvid, however, smply grinned at her, looking her over. She was gill wearing the black apodesmos
and loincloth that Joy had made, and her figure was, apparently, at least interesting to him. "And |
supposeif | try to dip your hook, you'll just resort to magic to drag me into your boat?"

"Mmm-hmm," Marilith replied, nodding and grinning wickedly.

"l supposethere areworsefates," Corvid replied, grinning. "Tell me... What kind of demon are you?'

"I'man equibranche - a nightmare. A Dream Warrior of my people."

"Interesting. And can you change form?"

"Into anything your heart or libido might desire,” Marilith replied, grinning wickedly.

"Marilith!" | yelped. "How could you even think of..."

Marilith amiled, till gazing at Corvid. "Because he is a brave, honest and noble man. No one
wearing Vaddan's sword could be otherwise. | knew you loved Vaddan, Sster, but | did not, at
first. But, | opened my heart to him, and he slowly won my heart, over time. He was a wonderful
man, and | loved him dearly, as did you. But all the while, | knew he was doomed. The greater
reality over himwas clear. You knew it, too. Eddas Ayar told you several times, as did Vaddan
himself. You just could not listen. You had to learn of destiny yourself. And when he was gone, |
wept with you, for | loved him, too," Marilith said, then tugged Corvid within arm'sreach. " Ah, but
this one, now... This one... Aaaaah, he's the one. The twinkle of mischief in his eye, the courage



and goodness of his heart... No, I'm not |etting this one slip away, Sster."

"l find you interesting too, Marilith,” Corvid replied, "and | might not struggle too hard to get away.
Tel me, I'm quite curious... How do your people... Err..." he asked, glancing down at her breastswith a
decidedly wicked leer.

"Oh, we can do that, yes. But we have children with a kiss. The male breathes into the female's
mouth, and the femal e stops breathing, the male providing her breath. In time, perhaps a century
or so, the new life takes hold inside us, and we breathe the child out as a cloud.”

"A kiss, eh?"

"Mmm-hmmm..." Marilith replied, grinning wickedly.

"I've been told by severd women | have some smadll talent at kissing," he said, and winked.

"Mmmm... I'm very tempted to find out if that's true,” Marilith replied, then leaned back, tossing
her mane asshehdd hissashin her fist. "Tell me, Corvid... Do you like me like this?"

"Different, but interesting, and very nicely shaped. It's more your attitude and persondity that intrigue
me, however. And, to be honest," he said, and grinned wryly. "I'm rather honored that you'd even notice
me, given who you are. | mean... Well, meaning no disrespect... Y ou're three thousand years old, give or
take. | thought 1'd be beneath your notice."

"Mmmm... Modesty, no false pride with this one. Handsome, brave, honest, noble... Ah, but I'd
like to be courted properly, Corvid. How are you at courting?"

Corvid smiled. "I've been told | have some small skill at dancing and courtship - the samewho say I'm



far a kissng, aswdl.”

"Mmmm... And experienced, too. Just the kind of man who might someday take a little
nightmare on a very pleasant ride,” Marilith replied, and winked. "Oh, | can see you and | will get
along just fine, sailor-man," Marilith said, then looked to me. "But what of you, Sster? Can you
open your heart to thisone, as| did with Vaddan, and allow himto win your heart?"

| looked a Corvid. He realy was a handsome man, and he was wearing Vaddan's sword. "Wdll..."

Marilith took my hand. "Please, Sster. You had Yanar on Round Island, and Vaddan. Please...
Let it be my turn, now. Thisisthe one for us, | know it."

| wanted to ask her 'what if you're wrong?' But, | did not. After al, she had never asked me that.
She had smply alowed meto follow my heart - even when she knew | waswrong. And, so far, 1'd been
wrong twice.

| thought about telling her 'I need time," but then | redlized that twice | had acted without giving her
time - in fact, without thinking of her a al. It was aways she who had thought of me.

And in the end, shewas my sister. She saved me from the wrecked daver vessdl, helped teach me
what | needed to learn on Round Idand to survive... She was everything. As much as she trusted me, |
had to show her | trusted her the same, because | did.

| smiled. "Alright."

Marilith flicked her hand, releasing Corvid's crimson sash. Shethen smiled a him. " That |eaves the
decision up to you, Corvid. Will you court us?" Marilith asked, holding out her hand.



Corvid reached out his hand, taking her hand gently, and kissed her hand softly. "Gladly,” he replied,
and smiled adazzling smile. He turned to me, and | held out my gloved hand. He kissed it softly, then
gmiled adazzling smileat me. | couldn't help but smile back.

Corvid stepped back, then bowed again. "And now, ladies, if you'll excuse me, I'd liketo go seeif
Mungimisfreeyet for achat.”

"We'll talk to you later, Corvid," Marilith replied with asmile. Corvid nodded, then strode away,
back towards Eddas tower.

| watched him walk away, and sighed. | felt Marilith take my hand, and squeeze it gently. " Are you
alright, Sster?"

"Yes It'sjudt... Well, it fedslike... It fedslike only yesterday Vaddan died... Even though | know it
was S0 long ago. | hope... | hope he doesn't go too fast.”

"Hewon't, Sster. He isthe one. He wasn't fooled by my little act, he knew | was frightened to
death.”

| blinked, looking &t her. "What? Y ou were scared?"

Marilith nodded, smiling. "Very. And he felt it, when he held my hand. | trembled, and he
squeezed my hand, and our eyes met. He knew. He is sharper than he appears, Sster. Don't
underestimate him. He, like you and I, is a tool of the gods. He may not completely under stand
what that truly means, yet - like you and I, he still has much learning ahead of him. But heis one
of us, Sster. And heisthe one for us."

"But... But his mother's prophecy! She said held never marry!”



"Sster, no one on Round Island is married - they're mated. For that matter, Joy and Eddas
aren't married - they're mates, too. Just because she didn't see marriage in his future doesn't mean
he won't find a mate. Or, if we're lucky, two," shereplied, and smiled.

"Don't you meanif he's lucky?' | said, and grinned.

"Mmmm... Well, he might look at it that way, yes," Marilith replied, and laughed. "Come - let'sgo
back, and see what the others are up to."

Awhilelater, Marilith and | sat beneath the shade tree again, listening. | could tell that Marilith was
enrgptured listening to the conversation, so | tried to pay attention. After al, she made an effort to have
interest in thingsthat interested me, it was only fair | try to do the samefor her.

"And then you rinsed and spit?" Eddas asked.

Mungim nodded. "Aye, Eddas, that | did."

"Good, good - and you say the aftertaste had the same bitter, bile-like taste asliver?”

"It be much like that, aye."

"Ah! Marvelous, smply marvelous!" Eddas replied, patting the booksin her [ap. "I'll haveto review
these texts to see what the elves may have found, if anything, before | copy them. Shouldn't take too long
to copy them with the magic quill, just afew days. Can you wait that long, Mungim?"



Mungim grinned. "We did yet wait agood week for yeto return, Eddas, it be naught. And when | do
consder what ye do yet search for, there be no time we may yet wait that would yet be too great.”

"What isit you'vefound in your research so far, Eddas?' Taliad asked.

"Oh, many interesting things, Tdiad, but | can draw scant few conclusons yet. I've put together alot of
cluesfrom what | remembered, and researched them with the spell of Contagion Comparison and abit of
achemy. For example, what would happen to an ef-child if they had no milk, cheese or eggs asthey
grew?"'

Tdiad shrugged. "They would risk night-blindness, of course. If they est no greens on top of thét,
theres a chance they might go blind completely.”

" Same as with humans, though df night-vision is severd orders of magnitude better than human and
humans can get by just eating greensto preserve their night-vision. Hyperborean children sometimes
developed rickets from adiet lacking in cheese, eggs and milk, aswell, but this ssemsvery rare among
the humans of the Southlands. Now, can you guess what happens to a dwarven child who never eatsa
bite of cheese, never drinks a cup of milk and never, ever hasanibble of greensin therr life?

"I'venoides," Tdiad replied, shaking his head.

"Nothing!" Eddasreplied, and grinned.

Tdiad blinked. "Nothing?" he asked, as Mungim chuckled.

"Yes! Nothing! Milk, cheese, eggs... None of it isimportant to their diet. They enjoy it, but that's all.
Congder, on the other hand, that they don't have alot of goats or cattle or chickensto begin with, they



live underground for the most part. What fields they have on the surface, they grow grains - mostly

wheat, but dwarven riceis common, aswell. That meansfor dwarves, the mgjority of their diet isgrains,
the same breeds of domesticated mushrooms we used to eat in Hyperborea, and meeat from
domesticated animas. They do eat organ meats, but not brains, reproductive organs or livers, the former
two being prohibited by their religion and the latter being poisonous to them. Due to high demand and
somewhat lower supply, cheese, for dwarves, is actually rather expensve and is consdered aluxury

item. Now, Mungim; what happens to arich dwarf who can afford whedls and wheels of cheese and eats
too much of it for years on end?’

Mungim shook his head. "They will yet die, Eddas, ye do know that.”

Tdiad blinked again. "Die?!" he blurted, astonished. "From cheese?!" Kiriin saw her husbands
reaction, and burst into giggles.

Mungim grinned. "Aye, Tdliad. It be adisease 0' the wedlthy we do call feddo. Theliver beyet
damaged, and intime, they do die."

"Incredible!" Taliad replied, shaking hishead. "But why, Eddas?’

"That, | don't know. It's an interaction of two chemicals| haven't identified yet, possibly three. One, it
seems you and | get from exposure to the sun, and the other you and | get from certain vegetables, milk,
cheese, eggs and greens. Y et, dwarves apparently are able to make these chemica s within their bodies
through processes | can't even guess at - and, with one of these two chemicals, when they eat foods that
contain it, they can grow ill or even die from excess of it. Thered clue, however, was putting together the
differences between what dwarves eat, what humans and elves eat, and what the dark-elves eat. From
that, | redlized that there are two distinct factorsinvolved.”

"Oh? How so, Eddas?' Frarim asked.

"Well, there are certain fungi the Dark Elves grow in the deeper cavernsthat they must eet, or they go
blind - they usudly makeit into akind of bread that's a staple of their diets, and believeit or not, it's
actualy quitetasty. There's another fungus they must et or their children develop rickets - that one's a bit
sour, they mix with mest as part of atype of sausage that's so a staple of their diet. Both fungi they



obtained from the goblins ages ago, who eat the same. Y et, dwarves eat neither of them, and one they
consider poison - apoison that to their tongues tastes of bile, just like liver does to them. But to your
tongue and mine or even Sashaor Corvid... Well, it hasno tagte a dl. Interestingly, aspdll of
comparison used on dandelion extract and fish-liver extract | obtained from fish from the river showsno
smilarity. But, aspdl of Poison Detection registers awesk, fifth subordina poison on the liver extract
when referenced to thisbody - if | could somehow et ten thousand viads of it, I'd die, much as one who
ate asnow-cat's liver would, or adwarf who ate any liver at dl. My current theory isthat there may be
two different chemicasthat a dwarf's tongue senses as one, one in green, edible plantsand onein animal
livers, even though only theliver extract is poison to them. Either way, however, it'sachemical their
tongues are sengitive to and detect fairly readily, but you and | can't detect at dl. Interestingly, to some
humans, any amount of cooked liver, no matter how it's prepared, tastes like bile."

"It doesto me," Corvid agreed, nodding.

"Not me, but then again, I'm moreamermaid,” | replied, shrugging.

Eddas nodded at us. "Wdll, that was rarein Hyperborea, but it's apparently very common in the
Southlands, | remember Ardlathought it odd | would even want to eet liver at dl, she thought it quite
horrid. And in al the different mealsthey served at Steelgate when | wasthere, liver was never among
them. Again, I've no explanation asto why. And though | can't identify or explainit, | know thereisa
chemica there, for ahuman or elf who eats awhole bear liver will die - and the symptoms areidenticd to
adwarf who eats only one bite of the same. Meanwhile, plants and thingsthat to adwarf tastes of bile
are usually anecessary part of human and elven dietsto prevent eye problems - if ahuman failsto eat
them, they can go night-blind or blind entirely. Dwarves, however, don't eat them at al, and don't suffer
the same problems. The most interesting conclusion of my research so far, however, was that humans
and elves eat nothing specia to match the second fungus that dark-elves egt. The only common element
isthat they live above ground, in the sun, whereas dwarves, goblins and dark-elves do not. Inthe end, |
concluded that it's two separate chemicals, possibly three, that elves and humans get in their ordinary
foods and daily exposure to the sun, dark-elves and goblins get from the two specia fungi they eat as
staples, but dwarves can make within themsalves, through a process | can't even guess a.”

"Amazing..." Tdiad said, shaking his head.

"Ah, Eddas," Frarim said, smiling. "Y ou're ill the scholar and researcher | taught, and you've gone far
beyond what | taught you - in truth, far beyond al our people ever knew. | never had children, but fed as
proud asafather."



Eddas smiled, bowing her head, and | could swear therewasahint of ablush at her cheeks. "Thank
you, Frarim," shereplied, then looked up again. "There are ill athousand unanswered questions,
however - some are questions I'll have to ask the dwarves, and some are questions | think I'll only
discover through years of work in my laboratory. To realy understand what is happening, | need a better
grasp of the underlying structures of the universe to begin with, so | can have abetter grasp of the
gructures I'm actudly studying. Right now, I'm only guessing, and using theoretical modelsthat just aren't
consgtently matching the data, and don't dlow for precise mathematica analysis. In my day, we thought
matter was comprised of small particleswe called 'atoms,’ with various combinations of earth, air, water
or fire aoms forming the matter we see about us. But, | know that theory to be only partidly right - the
four elemental states have nothing to do with the components of atoms. Im my day, we bdieved there
were four basic forcesin the universe: Lumenic, Gravitic, Atomic, and Magic. Each hasacarrier particle
- the Lumen isthe particle of light which comes from the candle to our eyes, the Graven isthe particle of
gravity which draws us down to the earth, the Atomen isthe particle which holds atoms together, and the
Magicon isthe e ementa particle of magic which we manipulate with sorcery. Y et, the more | sudy it, the
more | think Atomic forceis made up of other forces, and our theory regarding the Lumenic force was
ether incomplete, or just completely wrong. Which isright? And, more importantly, which iswrong?1
fed like I'm very closeto the answers, at times- but, at other times, | fed I'm very, very far away.”

Tdliad shook hishead, grinning. "That, | cannot answer, Eddas. When you spesk of the four forces -
what you call Lumenic, Gravitic, Atomic and Magic, though we have other namesfor them - you're
brushing the edges of dven dchemica knowledge in that area. We have smilar theoriesif not the same,
and they're discussed in those books | traded you, and a bit more besides. But, we've not gone many

paces beyond that point.”

Mungim nodded. "Aye, and | yet be no alchemist to yet know our peopl€stheories, either. Still, | do
yet seethat ye do take abit o' knowledge here and another bit there, pieces that we do yet see as
separate as stone and tree, and ye do then discover the earth that link stoneto tree, and do yet make it
s0 plain it be awonder that none did yet seeit afore, aswe were yet standing on't dl dong. Yewill yet
have to ask many o' thy questions of our achemists face-to-face, Eddas, for much be yet knowledge |
cannot €en ask them about, for I've yet no ken o' what ye speak of. Y e be a dwarf-friend and trusted
well, so | can yet get ye the secret books ye do yet desire, but | know naught o' the subjectswithin,”
Mungim said, then stroked his beard, thinking. " Still, it do occur to methat ye do yet in sooth link tree
and stone by seeing smple earth | do not. An ye do have questions ye do think | may know, ask, Eddas.
Mayhap | do yet stand on astone | know not of, astone ye do look for."

"Alright," Eddas replied, setting the elven books asde. "Have you any legends or stories of a
dwarf-wife who was trapped on the surface or at least in the sunlight for any length of time? Not a
dwarf-maid, but adwarf-wife?'



Mungim stroked his beard again. "Nonethat | do recall,” he replied, and looked to his brothers. "What
of ye, brothers?'

"l do recall one," Flori replied, nodding. "It were nigh onto three centuries past, now. Kardin-town
were yet raided by ahorde o' goblins and hobgoblins, and the men-folk did yet spirit away the children
and women-folk through the escape tunnels while they did shore up the ramparts. Y et, one dwarf-wife
did yet get lost in the confusion, and did end up in the wrong tunnel, chased by a dozen goblins. After
many misadventures and much faling and dirt, she did end up 'pon the surface lands, and were mightily
afeared 0’ the sky from her latrao, o'course. Well, the goblins did yet follow, and to their bad luck and
the good luck o' the dwarf-wife, there were yet human delvers from Arcadiathat did skulk through on
their way to thelands o' the elves. Grave-robbers they may have been, aye, but they had no love of
Goblins - they did hack thelot to pieces. They did find the dwarf-wife hid behind abush, and intime did
make their way to Iron City, where she were yet dropped off with the guards, a shivering wreck from
two weeks o' travel above-ground. We might have yet made the lot dwarf-friends, were they not in sooth
skulkin', grave-robbin’ delvers, out to find and loot some ancient tomb, and the only reason they did yet
return the dwarf-wife were that they did yet hope for asack o' gold asreward.” Fori sniffed. "They did
not €en know she wereyet female, at firgt, they did think she was a beardless boy until they did notice
shedid yet wear adress and did yet have afigure most complimentary. They did have some damn fool
notion that our women-folk did yet have beards," Flori finished, and Mungim and the other two brothers
snorted with derison.

Tdiad smiled. "It'sacommon belief, friend - please don't be offended, but even many evesthink that.
| myself thought that, until Eddas told me the truth one day,” Tdiad said, and bowed his head
respectfully. "The ampletruth isthat we just have never met your femaes, and so for many, it'slogica to
conclude that some of the more gentle of your males might be bearded women. Of course, now | know
why we don't see them - Eddastold me. They fear open spaces, and the blue sky of thislovely spring
day would gtrike absolute terror into their gentle hearts.™

"Aye. Sad, but true," Flori replied, nodding.

"Ah," Eddas replied, leaning foward. "Now, for the second most important question, Flori - was shein
any way ill after?

Flori shook hishead. "Nay, Eddas. She did yet have atouch o' sunburn, as any young dwarf might
who do take hisfirst trip onto the surface-lands, but it were naught, she did recover fine."



"And now, for the most important question - what happened to her after?”

"Oh!" Hori said, brightening. "Moradim did yet take pity on her for that which she did yet suffer, praise
Moradim," Flori replied, and made afist-to-pam clap of hishands| did not understand - oddly, echoed
immediately by hisbrothers. "Her husband did yet comfort her and did lie with her, and she did yet bear
agirl theregfter.”

Eddas |eaned foward, her eyes brightening. "That'sinteresting... And how many other girlsdid she
have?'

Flori stroked his beard, thinking. "Hmmm... | do not quite recdl the number precise-like... She had
onefrom before, | do believe, and she did yet have severa sons before and after. Do not yet quote me
on that, howeer, | be not certain. All 1 do know is she did have no daughters after the one Moradim did
yet bless her with, but she had yet borne one years before," Flori replied, then shrugged. "Y e may yet
ask, Eddas. | know not her name and she be dead now some thirty years or so, but her story be yet
known passing well in Kardin-town. Do but ask ‘round Kardin-town, should ye have chanceto yet visit
infuture”

Eddas|eaned back in her chair, stroking her chin - then paused, gazing at her fingers, and made aface.
Eddas shook her head, then looked to Flori. "Well, it could be smple statistics, or ablessing from the
gods. But, if I'm right, it could be that Moradim'strue blessing to her wasin guiding her to the
surface-lands - and then guiding you to tell me of this, centuries|ater," Eddas said, clapping her gloved
fist to her opposite pam.

The strange gesture was echoed by the dwarves, then Mungim spoke up. "What do ye mean, Eddas?"
Mungim asked, abushy eyebrow raised.

"It'sjust aguess, Mungim - and only aguess. And the only way | can know I'mright isto have a
dwarf-wife and her husband here, at my tower, so | can examine her and work with her. If I'm right, |
think | can guarantee she would have a daughter. If I'm wrong, however, dl | can guaranteeis she would
be absolutely terrified for at least four months - the full time of adwarf-wifescycle. Thebody is
comprised of somotoplasm, but within it is contained the germ plasm, which is expressed in heredity to
the following generations, and can be assensed in the astral aura as part of the second aurd layer. In
elvesand in humans, it's the man's germ-plasm that determines gender when he gives hiswife hisseed. In
you dwarves, however, | think it's the female's germ-plasm that determines gender. And, | think this



gender determination is being affected by externd factors. But, | can't know for certain without examining
one of your women, and | can't test my overal theory unless she and her husband are here for her full
cycle, and they try to concelve."

Mungim shook his head. "Y e do ask much, Eddas. To ask a dwarf-wife to come here be hard
enough, but to yet ask her to bring her husband and to yet try to conceive achild... Oh, ye do ask much,
Eddas," Mungim said, and his brothers nodded. "And yet, ye do offer avast reward should ye beright -
adaughter be atremendous blessing, and more, agreat amount of wedlth to hersaf and her family. And,
the knowledge that would yet follow would be aboon immeasurable to our people! We could never
repay such agift!”

"Y e would be yet made canon asa saint o' our people, Eddas Ayar!" Flori agreed, and the other
brothers nodded.

Eddas smiled, then spoke, my amulet carrying adifferent tone - | guessed she was spesking in the
language of the dwarves. " An that did happen, Mungim Oakenshield, and three-to-one did yet again
become three-to-three, the broken vessels of Ovmala repaired, it would be little more than the
barest start at repayment for thy friendship these many years, despite that | do wear the body o' a
dandelion-eater."

Mungim blinked rapidly. "It..." he said, wiping hiseyes. "It be naught, Eddas Ayar. It be merely
business.”

“I'm afraid | missed that part,” Teliad said, shaking his head.

Corvid grinned. "Me, too, sorry."

| grinned, looking at Eddas. "1 didn't, thanks to the bracelet Eddas made for me. But | till don't
understand it. Who's Ovmala?'



Eddas smiled a me. "It'sfor adwarf to tell, not me."

Mungim nodded. "Aye. Yedl befriends, and will not mock our beliefs, so | will yet tell it. It bean
ancient story, part o' our religion, and part o' the tale 0" how we did cometo be. | be yet no storyteller,
but | will yet try," Mungim said, and removed his hat, clearing histhroat.

"After Moradim did yet make the first dwarf and the first dwarf-wife, they were yet made o' iron, as
Moradim had yet forged them. But iron can yet have no get. Thus, Moradim did give Sx sone vessalsto
Ovmada, the first dwarf-wife, in which to yet catch the seed of her mate, and do grow her children.
Moradim then did say to the couple, "Guard ye well these six vessdls, dwarf-to-dwarf-maid
three-to-three, and do protect them from harm - for an ye should not, there shall be no more o' yeinthe
world." And thefirst dwarf did take up hisaxe, and did guard the cave, while thefirst dwarf-wife did yet
watch o'er her mate's seed close-like. The goblins did yet not wish thisto happen, asthey did know the
dwarves wereto yet livein the underlands beside them, and they did yet not wish to share. So, thefirst
goblin-wife did yet devise acunning plan, and did share it with her husband. In those days, none did yet
know evil savethe goblins, al were as children. So, thefirst goblin did dip away to the forestswhere the
firgt df and thefirst ef-maid did yet live, and he did speak to them sweetly and kindly, but with hidden
guile. "Cometo the mountain, elf, come, come. See the new creatures that Moradim has made. Dance
and sing for them, df, and let them do laugh and play with ye" And the elvesdid, for they were as much
children asthe dwarves yet were in those early days. And passing beautiful wasthe ef-maid, and she did
enchant thefirgt dwarf, and he did lay down his axe, and did dance with her. And passing lovely wasthe
song of thefirgt éf, and he did enchant the dwarf-maid. Y e, she did greetly fear to leave the vessdls,
should theill Moradim warned of befall them. But, the ef did yet Sng sweetly, and dowly he did soften
her heart, and at last she did rise from the cave, and she did dance and sing in the sunlight with him. Then
did thefirst goblin sneak in with ahammer, and did yet begin to smash the vessals. At the sound, the
dwarves returned, and the goblin ran in fear - but, the damage was done. Three-to-three were but
three-to-one. The dwarf did take up hisaxe, and did raise it to the heavens. "I did abandon mework to
dance and play, and it were yet nearly the doom of us! Ne'er again shdl | yet abandon work to play, and
cursed be the dwarf who €en think to do such!™ And the dwarf maid did weep over the lost vessels, and
was much heart-broke. "l were yet afeared thiswould yet happen, and it did. Henceforth, al me
daughters shal yet fed the samefear, and shdl ne'er abandon hearth and home to sing and dance and
play inthe sunlight." And from that day the dwarves did yet dso hate the goblins, and did war on them
for their evil. Intime, the goblins did wound the elvesin secret, in astory that be their own, and they, too,
did war on the goblins. Y et, despite acommon enemy, there was yet ever after mistrust between the
dwarves and the eves, and we did occasondly war on each other from time to time thereafter. And that
be astory from the time-before-time. Hail Moradim,” Mungim said, then placed his hat back on his heed
as his brothers made the fist-to-palm clap they had made before.

"That'savery sad story,” Kiriin said, and Sghed alittle pixie-sigh.



"Very," Orissaagreed, sghing.

"Oh, my..." | said, looking & Mungim. "But did it redly happen like that? Are the elves soriesthe
same?'

Tdiad smiled a me. "Our stories are nothing like that, no. None of my people had never heard of
Mélti-Ubo until Eddas mentioned it, and he only mentioned it in passing, he didn't explainit. | learned
what it was from Mungim and Father Petience, and | mysdf am probably the only df in the world who
knows about the problem.”

Mungim grinned at Taiad. "Thy people were yet lazy in those days, Tdiad, and did laugh and play in
the forest while ours did scribe our history," he said, then winked as Taliad laughed and Kiriin giggled.
"Nay, nay, | do but jest,” he said, chuckling, then looked back to me. "Melti-Ubo be not a secret, lass, it
be common knowledge. Asto whether the story be true, well, we do yet bdieveit to betrue, asfar as
any gory o' thetime-before-time betrue.”

Eddas smiled a me. "All the races have stories of their origins, Sasha, and other things that happened
before the formation of the Arc of Time. And the mathematics of the Arc of Time show that any of them
could betrue, or even all of them could betrue, al at once - despite any contradiction or paradox.
Reality was not firmly fixed back then, magic was the Will and the Word and could be used by anyone,
al of existence was maleable and in flux, and paradox was atool of any mortal or god. The Arc of Time
established Causdlity, and many of the physical laws of the universe we know of today, as everything
semsfrom Causdlity. It dso removed Paradox from the hands of mortals and left it as aweapon of the
gods aone, and from then on mana could only be manipulated by those with the Talent. So, it'sas
Mungim sad - it'sastrue as any story from the time-before-time, of which any of them might betrue, or
even dl of them at once."

"And paradox is... Well, like what we experienced. | went back to atime before | was born, to do
things I'd dready done."

Eddas smiled again. "Correct, Sasha. | see you've been talking to your sister.”

"Actudly, | kind of figured that out on my own, after listening to you talk about it long enough,” |



replied, and smiled, noticing Corvid grinning & me.

"Lunch!" Joy cdled, waking out with alarge tray and two large whedls of cheese upon it - one of
which looked suspicioudy familiar.

"Ah! Mungim, can we borrow that folding display table of yoursto serve lunch on?'

"Oh, aye, Eddas, aye!" Mungim replied, eyeing the cheese.

"I'll yet getit!" Baar caled, trotting over to hiswagon.

"Good, thank you," Eddasreplied, risng. "I'll get us another pot of byallar and more cups.”

"It'sadready hot and ready, the cups are on the table upstairs,” Joy replied as Balar trotted back with
the table and his brothers quickly unfolded it's wooden legs.

"Well, I'm certainly not running up four flights of stairs and back down again,” Eddas replied, then
gestured, muttering aquick spell, and vanished. A few momentslater, the air shimmered and Eddas
regppeared, holding a byallar -pot by it's handle, a padded hot-pad, and a stack of cups tucked carefully
into the crook of one arm, pinned in place with her chin. Mungim took the pot, and Eddas nodded.
"Thank you. It'sactudly immensely difficult to cast when you're juggling cups about.”

"Walking would have been easier, Old Man,” Joy replied, grinning as she set the cheese on the table.

"True, but hardly as chalenging,” Eddas replied with awink, laying out the cups and the hot-pad, then
setting the pot atop the hot-pad. "Now," she said, producing her knife, "I'd like each of you to try adice
of this, and tell me what you think."



Weadl tried adice of the cheese, and | nodded. It was very smilar to the cheese | made on Round
Idand. "Nice" | replied.

Frarim nodded. "Y es... It reminds me of the cheese your cook, Kylinae, used to make into fondues,
Eddas. Very nice”

Corvid shook his head. "Never quite had anything likeit, but it'sgood."

Mungim nodded. "Oh, aye, it be quite nice. It do lack the tang o' dwarven cheese, but it be quite
good."

Tdiad, however, closed his eyesfor amoment. "Far better than nice, to my tongue, it's supernd. A
ddicious, degantly sharp flavor, yet backed with around, mellow sweetness. Gorgeous. A goat-cheese,
amost certainly - it couldn't possibly be human-made, they use caitle in the Southlands. | could fetch a
gold for awhed of this, once the flavor was known among our people.”

Eddas smiled. "A bit more than agold, | think. Thisis Rhendish White, from eighteen centuries ago,
brought back through time by me. Asthere'sonly three whed s of it in the entire world and you're eating
one of them, I'd haveto say it'slikely priceless”

Tdiad and Mungim gaped, their eyeswide. Tdiad found hisvoice, first. "Eddas! | can't eat thid It's
like gobbling down higtory!"

"Well, I'm not going to build amuseum to keep it in, Taliad," Eddasreplied, and winked. "1t was made
to be eaten and enjoyed, and | wanted you al to shareit.”

"But do you redize | could take a quarter whed! of thisto the Queen's castle and easily fetch a



thousand gold for it?"

"Yes, | do," Eddasreplied, grinning. "That'swhy | intend to send one whed! to the Queen of the Elves
and another to the King of the Dwarves, as gifts. I'll send them with you and Mungim - though I've abrief
note that goes with each that ingtructs them they are not to put it in amuseum, it isintended to be eaten
and enjoyed.”

"But-but-" Taiad sputtered, and Kiriin giggled.

"Astheevesof Thall-Tasaal say, "When the century-flower blooms, one must stop and enjoy it's
scent to the fullest, for it shall not come again.™

Tdiad bowed. "Aye, Eddas. And that you've shared it with mewill beamoment | shall treasure dl of
my days," hereplied, and broke off asmall piecefor Kiriinto try.

"Besides," Eddas continued, reaching with hisknife for the other cheese, "I've found this. Try adice of
it, and tel mewhat you think."

Mungim tried his piece, then nodded. "It be the same, Eddas, or yet very near so. It be much like the
difference one do see in cheese betwixt one year and another.”

"Or one cheese-farm and another where both are neighbors, yes," Taliad agreed, nodding.

"Ah, but that is not Rhendish White. Infact, it hasno name | know of -it'sacheese made by a
mermaid on adistant idand. Quiterare, | don't think she produces many whedlsin ayear,” Eddas said,
then looked at me, her eyestwinkling. "Tdl me, Sasha- have you decided on anamefor this?"

"Err... Well..." | replied, blushing.



"Ye did make this?' Mungim asked, abushy eyebrow raised.

"A better question,” Tdiad said, and smiled. "How many whedls of it can you producein ayear?'

"Err... Wdll... Ummm... | don't have many whedl-molds, it's mostly hand-made blocks. It takes about
ten yearsfor it to get that flavor... Ummm... Wdll, | supposeif | expanded the cheese cellar abit and |
could get some more whedl molds... Oh, and more wax, Marilith conjured some but it's quite difficult to
get the consstency perfect, so | haveto recycle what little | have... Of course, there's only so much grass
and so many goats... Mmm..." | said, and finally shrugged. "Probably eight or nine ayear, after what
Marilithand | eat.”

Marilith nodded. "No more than that, however, there's only so much milk to go around.”

Tdiad and Mungim both started to speak at once, but Eddas over-rode them with aloud voice.
" Aaaaand the mer-folk of Round Idand till need certain things. Bronze or perhaps oricha chum spears
to hunt and defend themsalves with in the sea, something that won't corrode - or won't corrode too
swiftly, at least. Armor would probably be useful againgt the orcas... Toolswould be nice, I'm sure, as

might many other things."

Marilith shrugged. "Well, if there's anything they really need that they can't make themsel ves,
Sasha can make it or | can summon it for them. | suppose the only real advantage to trading
would be to build better relationships with the races beyond the Windward Isles. After all, there's
mor e that the mer-folk can offer besides cheese - ivory from orca teeth, pearls... Yanar isvery
good at seeding and harvesting pearls.”

| nodded. "I agree," | said, then paused as an idea struck me. "l supposeif | was going to give the
cheeseaname... Wdll, I'd cdll it Vaddan."

Marilith amiled. "Very appropriate, Sster, and a lovely way for himto be remembered.”



Eddas bowed to Mungim and Tdiad, waving agloved hand to Marilith and I. "Gentlemen, | present to
you amarket. It's up to you to figure out how to gain accesstoit.”

Mungim and Tdiad both began speaking at once, and Corvid smiled disarmingly. "If | had aship, |
could sail out there once ayear to trade with her. A ship large enough to carry asmall skiff, so asto sall
over the reefs after dropping anchor nearby. And, of course, carry matches and byallar and other goods
from the Southlandsto Vilandia, which would be on theway."

Marilith shook her head. " And then my sister and | see you for a few days once a year? Oh, no.
You'll have to make Round Island your home port, Corvid. You're far too interesting a man to just
let sail away into the horizon."

Corvid smiled wryly. "A ship's crew would likely not make for pleasant company if they sat on alittle
idand, awvay from their families”

"Perhaps not,” Marilith agreed, thinking. "Well, | had planned on being Eddas Ayar's student in
sorcery for a few years, to hone my skills and better understand the limitations of my life here on
the material plane. In turn, Sasha was to teach Eddas and Joy what she knew of combat. When
that is through, perhaps | may have the skills needed to create an enchanted vessel for you - one
that you could sail across the oceans by yourself.”

Corvid chuckled. "And who would load and unload the cargo? | would still need a crew, and keeping
that crew from stealing amagic ship... Ah, that would be achdlenge.”

Frarim shook hishead. "An ornithopter would be far better - it would travel faster, asit travels
condantly.”

Eddas shook her head. "They're gone, Frarim, and | don't know how to make one - Barad and
Kardak were the experts on semi-golems, not |. I'd have to rebuild our entire knowledge of semi-golems
from basic theory, and that would take decades. All the ornithopters we had were destroyed in the first



few weeks of the war, trying to attack the enemy. Fire-bombs did nothing to them, and they smply
blasted the ornithopters with their war-machines as soon as they came within spell range.”

Frarim smiled. "Theres ill one, Eddas. After dl, Haifaand her people had far too many belongingsto
carry intheir ams and still hold hands for aspell of returning, and we needed enough suppliesto not only
survive in the wilderness, but to build me anew tomb. It'sinterred in the upper chamber of my tomb.”

"Oh?What kindisit?"

"A lovdy little Ydond Quadrep, deek and fast, the best the Y dond-city shipwrights built at that time.
Y ou may remember Lagan, it used to belong to him. He loved racing, and as he was high master at that
time, he could afford the best.”

"Wait, wait, you stole the high master's racing quadrep?!" Eddas said, and laughed.

"No, of course not, Eddas. Theft from the Circle would have been aterrible violation of our order's
rules" Frarim replied, then winked. "Haifastoleit for me, and didn't tell me what she was about until she
had that poor little skeleton | was then safely aboard it. She told me that after listening to my explanation
of what was about to transpire, she had concluded the high master would have little usefor a
fifty-thousand gold piece racing quadrep by dawn and was highly unlikely to put forth any objection,
whereas we had an immediate need for transportation for fifty-odd gorgons and one liche plus cargo.
That poor quadrep barely got airborne, it was so heavily loaded, and despite my shielding it asbest |
could and Haifaflitting it about like a magpie on our way out of the city, we were nearly shot down twice.
It was actudly too bad | was undead at thetime, | likely would have enjoyed that night's adventures far
more had | actudly been ableto be afraid of being killed."

Eddas chuckled. "Ah, Frarim, | wish I'd gotten to know Haifa better when | had the chance.”

"You gill can, Eddas. As| told you, | copied that age-reduction spell | saw in your grimoire when |
hed it. She dtill lives, and today isliterdly an Ancient Onefor her tribe. When | am not performing the
duties Y orindar requires of me, my timeis spent with her and her tribe, asthey guard my tomb. Their
territory encompasses the Y e dring bogs and agood portion of the Vorgriddan swvamp.”



"Ah, | haven't explored that area since my awakening in thisbody, | loathe mosquitoes," Eddas
replied.

"Haifds people have an oil they make from certain plants that repelsinsects, asthey don't like them
much, ether,” Frarim replied, and winked.

"Oh?' Tdiad said, an eyebrow raised. "I'll have to make my way there next year to see what they
might wish to trade for that."

"Not if | do yet beet yethere, df,” Mungim replied, and they shared a chuckle.

Frarim nodded. "I'll tell her you two may be coming, so her people can watch for you. The best place
to meet them would be near league marker eighty-five on the Old North Road, it passes through the
Y eldring bog there and they've an outpost neer it that they use to trade with the lamias. Mind thetralls,
however, theres ill afew of them left that Haifals people haventt killed off yet.”

"Aye, that wewill,” Mungim replied, and Taiad nodded.

Frarim then looked back to Eddas. "Haifawill be pleased to know you remember her kindly, Eddas.
Sheliked you, aswdll - though she thought you were abit too concerned with your image. Always
preening, never ahair out of place..."

"That part hasn't changed much,” Joy replied, smiling as Eddas glowered &t her.

"S0000," Corvid sad, trying to inject himself into the conversation. Y ou would give me aship - how
largeisit?’



Frarim shrugged. "Oh, about as wide across the beam as your skiff, my son, and about twice aslong.”

"Well... That might be large enough to sail the ocean, yes, but it would betricky unlessit had ahigh
freeboard.”

"No, my son, it'saracing quadrep, atype of ornithopter. Though it will float in water if you'reforced
to land over water by the wesather, the wings would eventually get waterlogged even folded, and it would
be quite impossible to handle in water. No, my son, it's meant to fly in the sky."

"A ship that flies?!" Corvid replied, astonished.

Tdiad nodded. "Enchantments reduce it's weight, and power the wings. One of the greatest
accomplishments of the Hyperboreans, young friend, and an absolutely pricelessitem.”

"Nay, their roads be their greatest work, to adwarf,” Mungim replied.

"l would love to havethat!" Corvid said. | could seein his eyes he was dready dreaming of the skies.

"It'syours, my son, | do not need it. It will take time to extract it from my tomb, however - and even
then, there's il the matter of teaching you to fly it, and working out what you'll carry aboard it, and
where"

"Hmmm..." Corvid replied, stroking his chin. "Theré's dso the matter of how to defend it. | can see
quite afew people who would want to take such a ship from me, if they could. And I'd still need help
loading and unloading barrels of byallar and other heavy things...”



Eddas shrugged. "Well, asto defending it, I've two suits of orichalchum armor the Golannin wore, as
well astheir axe-staves and repesting crosshows. | could animate the two of them as golems, then order
them to obey your commands. They'd be anidedl crew. The armor isinvulnerable, enchanted piece by
piece, and al those enchantments would have to be removed before they could be made into golems,
though... Oh, and I'd need cork or other light wood to fill them with, or you'd lose them if they fell
overboard into water in bad weather. | think Sasha said there's quite abit of cork on her idand,
however, so that'slittle worry."

Corvid grinned. "A flying ship and amagic crew? Wdll, if there's any other problems, I'll just figure out
how to work around them, that's more than | ever could have asked."

Mungim nodded. "Good - now let us do discuss the matter o' thy trading route, lad, and how ye might
yet turn a profit.”

"And how | might get some of that cheese," Taliad added. "After the queen tries Eddas cheese, I'm
certain that ahighly rare, modern cheese that tastes identical will be quite valuable to certain eveswho
possess interesting things 1'd like to trade for."

"Oh, aye, and let us not forget pearls and ivory,” Mungim agreed with anod.

"It was on thetip of my tongue, friend,” Tdiad replied, smiling.

"And how we might finish lunch!” Kiriin said, grinning. "More cheese, pleasa!”

The assembled friends burst into laughter as Eddas filled their byallar-cups.



Epiloguel - The Raven.

"S0, | missed them, it seems” Ardllasaid, glancing over the trees of my lands.

| could tell Arellawas attempting to conceal her annoyance as she Sipped at her byallar. Sheleaned
back in her chair on the parapet of my tower, the warm spring breeze flitting a strand of her copper-red
hair and ruffling her gold-trimmed red-velvet robe, her black lesther waist-belt looking perfect about her
dimwaist. She was the picture of human beauty - though, | supposed, given that she was a sorceress and
nearly two hundred years old, thiswasto be expected. On her shoulder, her familiar and my little friend
Swift-wing sat, smoothing hisfeathers. Hed had nothing to add to the conversation so far, but his doof
demeanor, for him, meant he had something on hismind.

It wasrare Ardllacameto visit, these days. Usudly, she smply sent Swift-wing alone to chat with me,
exchange news, and so on. When I'd come to finish the education of Parid's children, decades ago and
before Joy and | became mates, 1'd been desperately lonely. Of course, | knew the reason why it had to
be that way, by then, and smply lived with it. Arellawas congtantly busy, then, and rarely had more than
an hour or so to spend with me each day - she was always busy doing something, it seemed. Meetings
with theking or hisminigters, replying to letters from various magesin the Southlands, meeting
occasiondly with amage who came to discuss sorcery or a physicker who came to discuss anew
unguent or philter... Shewas aways busy. She was even more busy afew years ago, after Joy and |
became mates, when | was again a Stedgate to train Parid's grandchildren. In eight monthsthere, she
barely had eight wordsfor me. Today, caring for the king's health was one of her primary duties, of
course, and Paria was now very old - she smply did not have timeto visit. It was, of course just part
and parcel of her life, and her increasing importance to the kingdom. Still, once I'd begun to relate the
story of traveling back through time, Arellasuddenly appeared. That event, and the sheer impossibility of
it, apparently was enough to pique her interest asamage, and draw her to visit again.

| smiled pleasantly. "They'll be back, Ardlla Sashaand Marilith will return here tomorrow. They'll go
home again to visit their little idand one day aweek each week until their training is completed in afew
years, but they'll be here, you can meet them. Corvid, too, will be here from timeto time. I'm working on



afew itemshell need if he'sto survive asatool of the gods - not the least of which isaring of flight, soa
smple spill out of that ornithopter doesn't spell hisdoom. Y ou'll be able to catch him between training
sessonswith Frarim as he learns how to fly that ornithopter, and likely accompanies Marilith and Sasha
from theidand in his sparetime. And Frarim you'll meet, I'm certain. My old master is not going to stay
away too long, he and | have far too much history to share, and storiesto tell. | suppose the only person
you really missed was Orissa - she's gone back home, today, Sasha and Marilith have taken her."

"Yes, of course" Arelareplied, and lifted another thin dice of Rhendish White from the tray besde
her. "Quite delicious, Raven.”

| smiled palitdy. "I'm glad you like it. How are things with the king?*

"I know you losetrack out here in the wilderness, Raven, but it's seventeen-ninety. Parid's
ninety-seven,” Ardlareplied tartly. "I'm giving him the same herbs | gave his grandfather to keep hismind
sharp, but his heart isfading. | doubt hell live too much longer.”

"I know how old heis, Ardla, and | know the date," | replied quietly.

Suddenly, Swift-wing lifted his head, his beady black eyesglaring a Ardlla. "Midress, just Sop it, the
scarsare gone."

Ardlablinked a her familiar, gartled. "What?"

"Just stop it!" Swift-wing repegted, hisvoice araven's scream. "Just stop it!" he screamed again, flying
off Ardlas shoulder to land on mine. "Y ou left him here! Y ou left him alonel He hedled the scars that
maimed your face, he taught you everything you know, he loved you deeply as his dearest and most
cherished friend! And you repaid him how?! Y ou left him alone and he nearly died! He had no one!
Henearly died of loneliness! Then you came back and loved him again, he gave you immortaity and
youth out of hislovefor you, and you left him again! He came back to you, helping to train Noril and
Dawn, and you condescended to touch him again - but you couldn't leave him because hewas there in
the castle and wasn't going away, so instead, you pointed Tybalt a him! Tybalt! Then he saved the
kingdom, saved the king and saved your life, bringing you back from the brink of death, and you left
himagain! Over and over and over again! Wél, now he has Joy, not you! That's asit should be!



Now you're one and you have no one, and it's been like that for a hundred and seventeen years! That's
asit should be, too! Y ou don't deserve him! After what you've done, you don't deserve anyone! All you
ever did wasleave him, over and over and over again, because you know in your heart heé'saman and
you just could not accept that Mariah is dead, dead, dead, and a man loved you!"

"He never loved me, he loved Dyarz, and sheis dead!" Arellashouted.

"No, he always loved you as his dearest and most cherished friend, and Dyarzi let him go over eighty
years ago and you know it! You never loved him, you only loved that body! How many timesdid you
try to convince him that his change meant he was now redly awoman? How many timesdid you try to
get him to deny what he really was, just so you could be comfortable with him? Answer me! How many
times? Do you remember? | do! | remember hundreds of times over the years! Y ou never loved him,
you loved Mariah, you wanted to convince him he was awoman and replace her with him but it didn't
work because the truth is he is a man and you knew it so you left him!"

"Why you...!" Ardlayelped, raisng her hand to begin a sorcerous gesture.

"Oh, NO!" Swift-wing shrieked, flapping into the air, then hovering. "There! NOW I'm clear! You
want to kill me, fine, but you're not hurting him again! One man cut you, one man healed you! One man
murdered your lover, one man loved you! They are not the same man! The scars are gone! They've
been gone for one hundred and fifty-six years! Stop acting like they were still there! Just stop it!™

Ardlalowered her hand, then buried her facein her hands and sobbed as Swift-wing landed on my
shoulder again.

It was generaly unwise to get between afamiliar and their master when they had a disagreement - no
matter how it worked out, anyone that came between them would aways come out with the worst of it.
Therewas, quite literaly, no one who knew Arellas mind better than Swift-wing. After dl, he shared her
consciousness. He heard her thoughts - and she his, if she wished. She, of course, could close her end of
the connection, becoming desaf to histhoughts. He, however, could not. He knew what she was thinking,
and why. Thismade afamiliar, even atiny one like Swift-wing, apowerful dly and confidante,
particularly asthe years passed and they grew older and wiser. It dso made them a very poor choice of
peopleto annoy. | sipped quietly at my cup of byallar, and smply waited.



"| told you before | should have been your familiar, not hers" Swift-wing muttered.

"But then she truly would have no ong, little friend. At least, thisway, she hasyou.”

"True"

Ardlastruggled to control her sobs. "Raven-"

"His name," Swift-wing shrieked, "is Eddas Ayar! Master Battle Mage, Founder of the Eddasic
Circle, Father of the New Hyperborean Race, Savior of the Southlands and the Raven of Yorindar!
He was dubbed Dame Raven and Defender of the Realm by Darian because you allowed it to happen,
your resistance to Darian's stupid ideawas half-hearted at best and Joy needed your support to sway
his feeble mind and you didn't give it! He was stuck in this half-elf's body at first because it wastoo
wesk to cast aspdll to dter it, then later waslocked into thisform saving the kingdom! He lives with
the name 'Dame Raven' in the Southlands because it causes less problems than constant explanations, but
that is not hisname, itishisrank and title! His name is Eddas Ayar, try using it!"

| went back to sipping my byallar. It was apparent this wasn't going to be a short spat.

Ardlasobbed for many long moments before shetried again. "Eddas... I... It'sjust that I'm-"

"No, no!" Swift-wing snagpped. " Start again, you're not going to ask him that! | don't care what you
think, you're never going to get back into bed with him, al you'd do is offend the hdll out of Joy evenif
you managed to succeed in convincing him and she'sthe Queen Mother of Larinia, she never gave up
her crown, you have a duty to not dishonor her and you damn well don't deserve him even if she dlowed
it to happen so that's right out!"

| gazed out across the trees of my lands, watching the wind ripple the flowers like waves on the ocean.



Joy, fortunately, had not returned from her brief visit to the guarderobe. Perhaps she heard the shouting
and decided it was wisest to wait until it was over. | sincerely hoped that was the case.

"E-Eddas... I'm sorry..."

"That'sagood beginning, yes, you most certainly owe at least an gpology. Continue," Swift-wing said,
preening hisfeathers.

"Eddas... You told me once | wasapawn of Y orindar, and my duty wasin the Southlands, with
Darian and hischildren. You'rethe Raven of Yorindar... You havehisear... Please... Tdl him I'm
londy..."

"Better suggestion: Y ou stop pushing people out of your life,” Swift-wing replied. ™Y ouwon't let
anyone near you, and every time aman of the Larinian court tries, you push them away. | know what
you want. You want Mariah. She's dead. And if you're expecting a sapphite woman to approach you,
the Court Wizardess of Larinia, you've really got another think coming. The scanda would destroy
you, wreck everything you've built, and the scandd would shake the very foundations of government to
it'sroots. You are not going to risk the entire future of a nation of millions just because you, one
sapphite woman, are suffering from abit of loneliness and concupiscence. Absolutely not. Start again.”

"l can't! | can't! There's nothing elseto say!" Arella sobbed.

“Try 'I'msorry, | waswrong, I'mwalking around every day wearing a mask | have to wear to
do what | have to do but inside | am dying of loneliness, please help me find a solution.' Theré's
something to say. And it'safeding he can understand very well. Y ou made him fed the samefor decades
onend."

"Eddas... I'm sorry. | waswrong. And yes, it'strue. | walk around the castle with this... Mask. Like
the chatto-face you told me about. Contral, rigid control. Like amask, | wear it because | haveto. But
indgde... | hurt, Eddas. I'm londly... Hlpme... Plesse..."



Swift-wing looked to me silently, and | redlized it wasfindly my turn to speak. "Well, Ardla... | cantry
to help you, but you'll have to do something quite difficult, for you."

"What isit?'

"Sit there, and don't leave,” | replied, and rose to my feet.

Swift-wing fluttered off my shoulder to St on the back of my chair. "Lovely, lovely, thank you. Fed
freeto take afew whacks more, she knows she deservesit.”

"One was enough. It's been ahundred and seventeen years, little friend, | really have gotten over

"Oooh, good one, nice."

| Sighed - that didn't quite come out the way I'd wanted. "No. What | meant wasthat for me, itislong
since over, and I've forgiven her ages ago. There's an old Hyperborean saying... ‘It takes two to dance
the jappa.' | made mistakes, and she made mistakes. For me, it'sover. | forgave her mistakes long ago,
and she remains adear friend. For her, it was never over, because it was never really about meto begin
with."

"Very kind," Swift-wing replied, nodding. "It'stoo bad she doesn't deserveit. Youreright, it was
never about you. It was dways about Mariah. | know her mind. For her it was aways about her
loneliness and concupiscence. Y es, sheliked you asafriend. But that isal. She never loved you, Eddas.
She loved that body - the mask Y orindar made you wear to serve his purposes. And every time she got
apeek at the man behind the mask, it made her skin creep. Each time, shetried to convince both you
and hersdlf that you were really awoman named Raven, not an ancient liche named Eddas Ayar, a
creature from beyond the grave. And when that didn't work, when shefindly realized she could neither
convince you nor hersdlf, she started pushing you away. It was worse after the mana-storm changed you.
Y ou looked the sameto me, al you mammals ill look very much aiketo me. But to her, that body
became perfect, in her eyes... |dedlized beauty, impossible beauty. Surreal beauty. To the point of being
eerie. All as onewould expect from the Raven of Y orindar. But it was amask of beauty ahundred times
more perfect than she could ever attain. And behind the mask, you were till aman. Still aman, and ill a



liche, along-dead sorcerer from adead civilization. So she pushed you away. She dill thinks of you asa
friend, yes. But even now, sheisthinking of her friend, Raven, not the man, Eddas Ayar. And how she
hears me say it, she knowsit'strue, and sheis both afraid of what you are, and ashamed at her betrayal.
Y es, you're very kind to her, Eddas Ayar. But she doesn't deserveit, and she knowsit."

I turned and walked off the parapet into my room, truly glad | did not have afamiliar.

Joy stood near the stairs, leaning againgt the wall. As she saw me, she stood, crossing her arms. "He
couldn't take it anymore, | gather?”’

"Well, Joy, he is dmost ahundred and sixty,” | replied, and sighed. ™Y ou told me her problem a
century ago, the night Cordo attacked me herein my tower, and he'sjust said the same thing. She
wanted Raven, not Eddas Ayar. It's not surprising he would eventually get tired of it. He has had to listen
to her thoughts every day and night of hislife, after dl, and he's hardly the insecure, ignorant little bird you
and | knew over ahundred and fifty-six years ago. | supposeit would beworseif hewasacat, asa
familiar they reach this point mentally quite abit sooner, usudly after only thirty years. | should tell you the
story sometime of Mage Brachos and his cockatrice familiar. Oh, that ended poorly, to say the least.”

Joy nodded. "Well, oncel had the gist of it, | used that ring you gave me, Old Man, and popped over
to lolo Mountain to see your daughters. Lyota says Melias the only unattached adult right now. She's
been busy working with the dryads and centaurs, recording their history, and just never allowed herself
timeto develop ardationship. Lyotasaid shed ask Mdiaif she might be willing to meet with Arella, and
she said sheld explain Ardlawas desperatdy londly, and asgpphite. Likely littlewill come of it, but..."
Joy said, and held up her hands helplesdy.

"Well, Ardlasahundred and e ghty-seven and Court Wizardess of Larinia, Mdiasahundred and
eleven and master-rank of her circle... At least that puts her as something near apeer to Arella.
Maybe..." | said, and sighed again. "If nothing else, at least shell be someoneto tak to,” | finished, and
Joy nodded.

Ardlawore amask, certainly. The mask of the aloof Court Wizardess. And, certainly she has needed
it to do what she needed to do. But, as much as she hasworn amask, so have | - the mask of this body,
the Raven of Y orindar. And from what Swift-wing had said, the smple truth was that Arellaloved the
mask. The man behind it, she cared little for, and preferred not to think about. That, in the end, was what
Swift-wing finaly could tolerate no longer.



| wasn't certain how | felt about it. Swift-wing wasright, | could remember hundreds of times Arella
would console me when | was feding morose or angry about my fate, trying to tell methat | wasno
longer aman, and needed to accept mysalf as a sapphite woman, just as shewas. Y &, as| thought about
it, | wondered if she would have felt the same were the Situation reversed, and she was required to be the
Court Wizard of Larinia, trapped in the body of aman. Would she have casudly assumed the garb and
mannerisms of aman, easily welcoming the change, courting women as aman, coupling... Or would she
have looked down at hersdlf, her missing breasts, the genitalia so different, the body hair... And felt
mutilated, mourning the loss of what she once was?

A question | would have to ask Swift-wing, another time. Y et, somehow, | dready knew what the
answer would be. In the end, only Joy and my daughters could see beyond the mask - my daughterswith
their eyes, and Joy with her heart.

Theair shimmered near Joy, and suddenly awhite-robed Hyperborean woman stood nearby. Melia
grinned, tossing her ebon ringlets of hair as she looked around, then spotted me and dashed over to hug
me. "Father!" sheyelped.

I hugged Mdliaback, then explained the Stuation in aterse summary.

"She sounds like she at least needs someoneto talk to,” Mdiareplied. "I can't promise anything more,
Father, | don't even know her."

"That will do, dear, | wouldn't ask for more, anyway. She may have awound, but it's one she gave
herself, and you're not abandage." Of course, Mdlia, like dl her asters and nieces, could see the third
adrd layer - the soul itsalf. She would be instantly able to judge what kind of person Ardlawas and
what her fedings were just with aglance - and if Arellahadn’t changed too much, Mdiawould at least
like her, and perhaps become her friend. Anything more than that, however, would likely depend on
Ardla

Meliaand | walked through the door to the parapet. Arellawas sill Sitting there, sobbing, and Mdlias
eyeswidened.



My eyes, of course, just saw a sobbing woman. Mdlia, however, could see Arellas soul, and Ardlla
wasin great pain - thekind of soul-crushing pain | felt when she had left me done for decades and
decades on end. Y orindar is, in the end, avery fair god. Some of my pain was necessary, as part of a
bal ancing effect to protect my daughters and their mothers, Y orindar and Vylesh using the Law of
Karmic Baanceto keep them safe. But, intime, Peliaand al her women, still technically my courtesans,
would havetheir day of reckoning, aswell, when the balance was redressed. Frarim, | knew, would play
apart in that, and possibly even Fard. Peiaand her women, whom | had given children to through
sorcery time and time again at greet pleasure for themsalves and none for mysdif, still did not touch me
despite that they were technically still my courtesans. They had dreamed of having me, the Last Man of
Hyperborea, restored to my former salf, and could not touch the eerie, surred beauty of the Raven of
Yorindar. But, in truth, | never wasthe Last Man of Hyperborea - and now, there were three of us. Yes,
intime, therewould be aday of reckoning for them, aswell. But, | did carefor them - each and every
one of them. So, | had kept the knowledge of Frarim's existence from them, to protect them aslong as|
could. Someday, the balance would be redressed, and they would suffer as Arellawas suffering. But, not
today.

"Oh, my!" Mdiayeped, darting over to Ardla. "Oh, dear, oh, dear..." she muttered, gesturing briefly
and producing akerchief with sorcery. "Now, now... Come, let'sdry your eyes," Mdiasaid, daubing
gently at Ardlasface.

Ardlalooked up, flustered, and Swift-wing suddenly snapped "Dont!"

"Err... Pardon?' Mdia asked.

"l wastaking to her," Swift-wing replied. " She was about to say something truly stupid - specificaly,
shewas going to say 'leave me done.' But she doesn't want to be left aone, it'sjust areflex for her, now.
What she wantsis ashoulder to cry on. What she really wantsisfor Joy to conveniently curl up and die,
Eddas to suddenly love her as Raven, and basically to have the clock rewound about a century and a half
s0 she can try everything al over again and maybe get it right thistime. But that isn't going to happen,
she's hardly the Raven of Y orindar to go popping about in timewilly-nilly, so that'sthat. Now, mistress,
she's offering you akerchief. The proper responseis "thank you", not "go away.” Takeit and useit,
you've got icky stuff coming out your nose.”

Joy clapped her hands over her mouth, turning away from the door in slent convulsions of laughter. As
for me, | rolled my eyes. | was supremely glad | did not have afamiliar.



* % %

Hours later, Arellaand Swift-wing had gone back to Steelgate, using aspell of returning. Mdiawas
gtting at the tablein my room with us, sharing acup of byallar. "Wel, Father... She's agreed to meet me
tomorrow &t our villagein lolo mountain. She'sredlly rather nice, and she likes me - but she has quitea
bit of sadnessto work out, redlly. | think we could befriends, in time."

| nodded. "I hope s0, Mdia. I've known her many years, and deep inside, sheisawonderful, specia
person.”

Meliasmiled. "Actudly, Father, you can't see her soul - she'sredlly abit shalow and atouch
self-centered, I'm sorry to say. | know you carefor her, and her affection kept you going during those
early years. But, all she can seeisthe surface, Father. She is agood person, and in time, shelll open her
heart again, | think. But she's not quite as sweet as you think. She may be seventy or eighty years older
than me, but she till hasabit of growing up to do.”

Joy smiled. “Likely Swift-wing will help her with thet.”

"Likely s0," Méeliaagreed, nodding, then looked at me. "Etrr... Father, | just redlized... | thought you
said you logt your feathers when you were taken prisoner by the city guardsin Wilanda-city?"

| nodded, my mind still on Arella, and what Mdiahad said. "Yes, | did. | wasliterdly plucked, |
suppose,” | said, and chuckled.

"Ummm... Then where did you get those raven feathers?' she asked, pointing a my head.

Joy looked at me, then did adouble take. "Ummm... Old Man, where did you get those feathers? Y ou



weren't wearing them thismorning, and | didn't even notice them until now."

| smiled. "I found them in my drawer while Mdiawastaking to Ardlaand you were working on a
new pot of byallar, Joy. They werein the same place | dways keep them. If they're not the same
feathers| logt, they'reidentical. Y orindar, again, and more paradox. I'm not even going to attempt to
figure out how they got there. I'm just glad Y orindar thought to return them to me. After al, araven
without feathersredly felt quite odd,” | replied, and both Joy and Mdiaburst out laughing.

Epiloguell - The Owl.

Haifagtretched in her bed, the afterglow of atender moment setting her hair to undulating sinuoudly.
Outside, night had falen, and the cool breeze that wafted between the stone pillars brought the sounds
and scents of the night-time swamp. Already, the voices of hundreds of nearby frogs were beginning their
evening chorus, accompanied by the omnipresent buzz of insects, and led by the lonely call of anight-bird
echoing in the approaching gloom. Here, in the center of the swamp, the sturdy idand that Frarim had
raised ages ago to both build histomb under and a stone templ e atop, the sounds of life were endless,
vibrant, and warming. Thetree-city of Haifa's people surrounded theidand for aleague, wooden
walkways and small houses in the branches of ancient cypress, suspended high above the dark waters
below. Haifarolled onto her sde, then reached out with her hand, running her fingersthrough Frarim's
beard. "I am glad you have returned, husband," she said, enjoying the scent and taste of him that adozen
eager drands of her hair sensed with flickering tongues.



"I'm glad to have returned, wife," Frarim replied, smiling as he stroked her bare hip.

"Y ou bring good news, aswell. Now that the onus of paradox islifted, we can more fully participate
in the rebuilding of these lands. Working with the traders, then perhaps speaking directly to Eddas Ayar,
working with him, learning... Heiswise, husband. Our sgters, the lamias, have told us many stories
carried by the dwarven trader, Mungim. There is much we could learn from him. | worry, though... What
can we offer in return? Does Eddas have any needs?"

Frarim shrugged. "He haslittle needs, as he dways did. Evenin hisfirs life, he wasredly avery
smple person. He had servants because it was expected for one of his ation to have servants. All he
has ever needed was awife, love. A wife who would hold him in the darkness of awarm evening,
support him when his spirits were low, cgole him when he needed encouragement... And box hisears
from time to time when he needed that, aswell," Frarim replied, and chuckled. "And dl that he has, in

Joy.

Hafasghed. "Then thereis nothing we can offer him."

Frarim smiled. "'l didn't say that. Y ou can offer him something he valuesincredibly. In fact, you and |
can both offer him something he va ues beyond measure.”

"Oh? What?' Haifa.asked eagerly.

"Knowledge, Haifa."

"Err... Knowledge?!

"Y es. The history, culture and language of your people. What | learned studying the Fell War. We
have agreat ded of knowledge between you and I, Haifa, and to him, knowledgeisliterdly priceless.
Frarim chuckled, shaking his head. "It was Y orindar's intent that | teach him to be ascholar and
researcher, though | knew it not at thetime. | did my job well - too well, perhaps. He became my



gpprentice in the Dyclonic Circle at the age of twelve, and he was both my best and my favorite student,
closer to methan if he were my own child. And theresult...” Frarim chuckled again. "His spell-book was
astfounding. It was precisely as | taught him to make a spellbook, Haifa Just as| taught dl the
gpprentices | taught. But, Haifa... No mage keeps his spellbook completely orderly, theres aways abit
of untidiness here, cribbed notesthere... Ah, but not his. Hiswas perfect. " A proper battle-mage's
grimoireisnot a notebook - it is a reference tool, and a weapon of war," | often told my
apprentices. And, Eddastook that to heart, it seems. Even with over three hundred spellsinit, now, the
largest collection of spdlls| have ever heard of, possibly the largest in history... Not to mention maps,
tables, formulae and other useful reference information he'd bound into the back as an appendix... It was
gtill perfectly numbered on each page, with apreciseindex inthe front, al just as1'd taught him," Frarim
said, and chuckled again, shaking his head. "Quite convenient when | needed to search it quickly, back
then - but gill amazing to me, adl the same. Heisacreature of order, Haifa. Order, stringent discipline,
and filled with the same love of scholarship and research that | tried to ingtill in dl my apprentices. He
said | was like asecond father to him... | think | may have been. But if so, the son has grown, and now
sandstaller than even the father ever dreamed. Today, he va ues knowledge more than adwarf values
gold, Haifa. And histreasure hoard of accumulated knowledgeis now very broad and very deep,
indeed.”

"l see..." Haifasad, thinking.

"Oh - and of course, friendship. Heis, inthe end, avery lonely man, and dways was. Hekilled
himsalf when hisquest for Dyarzi failed, ending hisfirgt life. And he nearly did again twicein his second
life, before Joy entered hislife and gave him someoneto love, again. Heisthe Raven of Y orindar, Haifa,
and the mask Y orindar's necessity has forced on him weighs heavily on hissoul. Y ou and | are both from
histime. We remember. And we can share those memories, and share friendship with him. That, he
would value much.”

Hafasmiled. "Ishe il as picky about hislooks as he waswhen | knew him?”

Frarim grinned. "More 0, if anything. But, that's asit should be. The Raven of Y orindar isliterdly
Yorindar's Krigat, hisWarrior in the vast chatto-match the gods play among themselves - and often, his
King. Animmaculate appearance isamust, for him, so hismask will dways give the proper impresson
to mortals he hasto ded with."

Haifaleaned in to her hushand, kissing him lovingly, then lay back, smiling. "Ah, husband... Everything
is perfect. Better and stronger aliancesfor our people, joining the growing trade network, knowledge
and learning..." she said, then smiled again asthe sound of distant drums and pipes cameto her ears.
"And even alovely young man you brought us from the Southlands. Quite wonderful.”



"Err... My dear," Frarim said, looking to Haifa, "that young man has other thingsto do. He'sonly here
to learn how to fly the ornithopter, that's all. He is destined to be the mate of Sashaand Marilith, andin
timewill betheir rock, much as Joy isfor Eddas. | told you of Sashaand Marilith - they are servants of
the Ocean, Y orindar's ally, and a strong bond between Y orindar's servants and the servants of the
Oceanisquiteimportant.” Frarim chuckled. "I sincerely hope you didn't decide it was dright to dlow the
younger girlsto perform the dance of seven veilsfor him, my dear, that would cause quite abit of
unnecessary complications”

"Ummm... Oops!" Haifayelped, then legpt out of bed, reaching for her robe. "I'll be right back!" she
caled, pulling on her robe as she dashed out of the room.

Frarim lay back on the bed, and laughed loud and long.

Epilogue I11 - The Ocean.

"He's dead?" Calaasked, gazing at Absor with an eyebrow raised.



Absor nodded. "Y es, Cala. Two of the children... Err... Jocko's boys... Well, you know them, tell
them where they can't go, and they'll go there without fail."

"Much like you, when you were aboy," Calasaid, her eyes narrowed.

"True, true. I'm not proud to admit it, but till, 1 did eventualy grow up," Absor replied, smiling. Cdla
nodded, and Absor continued. "Wdll, the boys said they peeked in hiswindows, and he lay on his bed,
unmoving. Dead.”

"Not adleep?’

"No, thelittle brats broke his window with rocks because they thought it would be amusing to have
him run out and chase them. He didn't. They went back to the window, he hadn't moved. So, naturally,
they then tossed rocks at him through the broken window to get him to wake up and chase them. Which,
he did not. He's dead, Cdla."

Cdlasnorted. "Wdll, you're village master, Goddess help us. What do you intend to do?"

"Nothing, Cdla" Absor replied, gazing into her eyes. "The village agreed long ago that he would be
shunned, and he till is. | told Jocko to beat those boys of hisfor going where they had been forbidden to
go, and | told himif they did it again, I'd punish him, not them, and fine him that fat cow of hishe'sso
damn proud of. It'sover, Cala Malik is dead, and we're going to leave him there to rot. Perhaps
someday the Goddess will send a storm to wipe the stain of his presence from the south beach. Perhaps
ghelll leave his shack there as areminder, until it collapses with age. | don't know. But no man of the
village will bury him. | liked Sasha, and | liked Orissa. And with any luck, Mdik will pay for them both
with an eternity in hell," he said, and pat into the dirt outsde Callas house. After amoment, he shook his
head. "l just thought you had aright to know first, Calla, before the rest of the village. You, of al

people.”

Callalooked Absor over. Gone was the bullying boy of hisyouth. In his place, aman had emerged,
and village magter. Perhaps he ill had afew rough edges, yes. In fact, quite afew. But as she looked at
Absor, sheredlized he had grown into agood man. Not a perfect man, no. But, till agood man. Slowly,
Calanodded. "Thank you, Absor," she said, and laid ahand atop hisforearm lightly. "I appreciateit.”



"You're welcome," Absor replied, then smiled. "Now, 1'd better get out of here before Hamat comes
home, I'd hardly liketo have him think | wastrying to sted hislovely wife from him."

Callablinked - she was hardly the beauty she had been in her youth, and she knew it. After amoment,
she swatted Absor's shoulder. ™Y ou dog! Y ou tease me.”

Absor laughed for a moment, then paused asthe air shimmered beside them. "What on earth...?"

In the twinkling of an eye, Sashaand two Vilandian women appeared. One, Absor recognized asthe
woman Sasha had introduced as her sister, when she had visited a month before. The other, Absor did
not recognize. She was beautiful, however, appeared to be in her thirties. Somehow, though... She
seemed somehow vaguely familiar...

Calagaped, her eyeswide. "l... Orissa?!" she shrieked.

"Momma!" Orissareplied, holding out her arms.

Cdlaclutched her chest, staggering. "Goddess... My heart..."

"No, no," Sasha's sster said, reaching out swiftly to catch Calaas she collgpsed. "No, no. You'll not
diejust yet," shesad, laying Caladown and gesturing over her. "Best, heart. Beat, and be strong. Y ou'll
not diejust yet, Cala. Now would be a particularly bad time. Easy... Easy... There. Hedl, and be strong.
Y es. Open your eyes... There we are, much better.”

"Momma..." Orissasaid, knedling beside Cdlla, tears streaming down her face.



"Oh, Orissa... | hoped and prayed for thisday..." Callawept, sobbing.

"Come, Sasha- let'shelp Orissaget Cdlaingde the house, shal we?"

Sashasmiled. "Yes, sgter.”

Absor finally managed to find hisvoice. "Sasha, you... Y ou found her? | know Calasaid you left to
find her... And you found her?2"

Sashalooked to Absor as she and Marilith gently lifted Calla. "No, Absor. | did not find her, for she
was never logt. Shewasin the hands of the Goddess all aong, doing what the Goddess needed to be
done. Now, she has released her back to Woe. No, Absor, | didn't find her, for she was never lost. The
Goddess smply gave me the honor of bringing her home.”

"Orissa..." Cdllacalled, reaching out to her daughter as shelay in Sashaand Marilith'sarms.

"Yes, Momma?" Orissaasked, wiping her eyes as she stood beside her.

"Swat Absor for me and run him off to fetch your father and brothers, please.”

Orissa nodded, reaching out to swat Absor on the shoulder. ™Y ou heard Momma, Absor - go fetch
Daddy and my brothers."

Absor grinned, then laughed. "Gladly, Orissa, gladly - | hope you don't mind if | fetch the entire village,
aswdll. Thisisatimeto celebrate! Mdik isdead, and Orissa and Sasha have returned!" he shouted, then
turned to dash away, shouting the good news at the top of hislungs. "Ho, people of Woe! Orissa and
Sasha have returned!"



"Malik is dead?" Sasha asked.

Callanodded. "Dead as stone, Sasha, and |eft to rot in his house on the beach.”

Sasha smiled as she and Marilith carried Calainto the house. "Wdl, Marilith and | can stay for the
celebration, but not after, Calla. We have to get back.”

"Oh, put medown, girls, | fed fine, now!"

"Siger?' Sashaasked, looking to Marilith.

Marilith nodded. " She should be fine now, Sasha, but rest would be best. Let's place her in that
rocking chair | see over there."

A moment later, the deed was done, and Orissa knelt beside her mother's chair, holding her hand.
Callalooked to Sashaand Marilith. "Go back, you said? Go back where?"

"Home, firgt, to the Windward Ides, and my tribe."

"The mer-people you told me about, last time, yes?'

"YS,"



"Y ou showed me... Y ou showed me you could make atail likeamermaid... Hard to believe, but |
touched it, it'sred. But you didn't tell me much about your sister, then.”

Marilith grinned. "And we gtill wont,” shereplied, her eyestwinkling. "I'll tell you that | wasina
magical prison for along, long time - then, Sasha rescued me. We have been together ever since,”
Marilith said, and hugged Sasha briefly.

Sasha nodded. "More would just be frightening, Cala, and Marilth redly isawonderful person.”

Cdlanodded. "I imagine it would be, since we found hoof-prints on the beach the day after you l€ft,
heading to Malik's shack and back again - and you had no horse when you were here," Calareplied.

"Show me anyway."

Marilith nodded, and shifted to her humanoid-equine form, her black dress vanishing to reved the
apodesmos and loincloth she wore.

Cdlagazed into Marilith's glowing red eyesfor along moment. "Were you human, once, before that
prison?'

"No. Thisis my natural form," Marilith replied, her voice hollow and eerie asit dwayswaswhen
shewasin ether of her two normal forms.

Cdlagazed at her awhile longer, then nodded. "Not so frightening, though the villagerswould likely
chase you out of the village with torches and pitchforksjust on generd principles, | suppose.”

Marilith laughed, then her form blurred, returning to thet of abarefoot Vilandian womaninaplan
black dress. "I suppose they would, yes."



"I know their story, Momma," Orissasaid. "l cantdl it toyou, if you like?"

Calashook her head, smiling. "No. Hear that? Sounds like the whole village is coming. Therewill bea
celebration, Orissa. WEIl dance and sing and feast for awhile, and forget the name of our village for
awhile. Everyone will want to hear your story, Orissa - and Sashas, too. And | supposeyou'l likely snip
abit here and there, so as not to frighten ustoo badly. We are asimple people, at heart. Then these two
will go off to Goddess-knows-where, and likely well never see them again. But after, Orissa... After.
When dl the excitement has died down... Then tell me. Tell me your story, and Sasha's, and her sster's.
Tdl meeverything."

Orissanodded, amiling. "I will, Momma. It'sredly alovely story."

Calanodded. "Good. I'll make sure| have plenty of kerchiefs handy. | canfedl agood long cry
coming even now. | think-"

But at that moment, the door burst open, Hamat dashing into the house, followed by hissonsand a
gream of villagers. "Whereis she? Orissa?"

"Here, Daddy, with Mommal" Orissa shouted, rising.

Hamat dashed into the room, then wrapped his arms around Orissa and hugged her tight, sobbing with
joy. "Orissal My daughter! You're home! Y ou're home! Praise the Goddess!"

"Y es, Daddy, I'm home - home forever," Orissareplied, kissng away histears.

Sashaand Marilith smiled, exchanging hugs with everyone. And for the rest of that night and into the
dawn, the Village of Woe bdied it's name.






