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* * *

Prologue One.

"Oh, God, John! The plane! It'sgoing down!"

| could hardly hear her over the screams of the other passengers. All | could do was reach acrossto her
and hug her. We would never see our children or grandchildren again. We would never see another
sunrise, or enjoy another sunset. Her screamsin my ear were piercing - but | hugged her tight anyway. It
wasall | could do. At least, we would diein each other'sarms.

At the last moment, just before everything flashed a brilliant white, she hugged me back.

Prologue Two.

"Has she gone?" her husband asked, looking up from his sickbed. "Has the witch gone to the temple?”

Ellshathanodded. The witch, Vordenal, had l€ft the village, to hike to the temple on the hill. Ellsbatha
feared her - in dl her twenty-eight years of age, Ellsbatha could think of nothing she feared more, save
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perhaps death. " She says... She saysthe sars are in the proper aignment, Nadar. She saysthetimeis

"Can it be done?' Nadar asked weakly.

"She saysit can. She knowsthe Old Ways, beloved. She knows the Words of Power..." Ellsbatha
shuddered. "She says..."

"Yes?' Nadar asked, and fell to coughing for amoment.

"She says her great-great grandmother was one of the Coders," Ellsbathareplied, and shuddered again.
"Oh, Nadar!" she wept, and hugged her alling husband as helay in the bed. "I'm so frightened!™

"It must be done, love... Thelandisill... Ravaged by thiswar... Perhaps even dying,” Nadar replied
softly. "It must be done, for good or ill."

"But... But to birth anew god..." Ellsbatha whispered. "We dl chose, we al agreed... But what have we
chosen?'

"We have chosen life, | hope.”
Ellsbatha nodded silently, and prayed they had not a so chosen degth.

One.

"Awaken, Lord..."

The voice was the faintest whisper, the quiet call of adream... A woman's voice, softened by distance...
But not physica distance.

"Hear me, O Lord, and awaken... The Land cdls out for you..."

The Land... Theway it was spoken, it was more than what the words had once meant tome... It wasa
place... A world...

"Speak to me, O Lord... Hear the call of your supplicant...”
It was an effort grester than moving amountain - but | managed to spesk. "'l hear you."
"O Gracious Lord, arise, and walk the Land! Help usin our time of plight!”

"I... I cannot,” | replied, for 1 knew not how - and even speaking was a monumental effort, and my voice
was little more than the whispering of adying wind over ancient stones.

"What may | doto help you, O Lord?"
"l... What are you doing now?"'
"I kneel before your dtar, and pray for you to enter the Land, and become the salvation of al."

"Then continue, and perhaps we shall wait, and see...”



Sowly, very dowly, | became aware of pulling... A tugging sensation, drawing me from nowhereto
somewhere. Memoaries flashed in my mind, trying to draw me back to the nothingness... A world of glass
and stedl, of concrete canyons, and teeming billions... A birth, alife... Marriage, children...
Grandchildren... And then death. Findlity, completeness. There was nothing more - there could be
nothing more, the memories said. All had ended. It was done, finished.

And yet, theing stent tug of the woman's voi ce continued.

For abrief moment, | stood on aprecipice. Would it be the safe and secure finality of nothingness, the
knowledge of alife lived well and to completion, or the unknown that drew me forward?

| was curious - | have always been a curious man.

| stretched forward, towards the woman's pull... Towards the unknown.

Two.

Stone.
My first awareness was of stone.
Not in the sense that | saw stone, or even that | touched stone, but in that | felt stone.

Granite, | once might have called it - though that was hardly whét it redlly was. Blood from theliving
heart of aplanet older than time, cooled in air that had never seen the touch of decay and pollution that a
world of teeming billions brings, shaped by energiesthat were beyond my previous experience, energies|
once might have smply caled magic...

...and yet, the heart of the stone was unchanged. It was stone. It wasthe living blood of the Land, cooled
and hardened and shaped into...

Andtar.

| gazed down for along moment before | redlized that'swhét it was. An dtar of stone, curved dightly like
abowl, and perhaps twenty feet wide, as| once might have measured it, resting atop a pedestal that held
itslip s feet above the ground. And yet, | was drawn to the body | saw sSitting upon it more than | was
to the goneitself. Mysdlf - and yet not.

My hands... Y oung, fresh and vita, the skin unwrinkled? Somehow, that didn't seem right. | remembered
age, great age... Or wasthat the past?

The dtar sat at the base of alow, squat tower of stone, a seamless edifice that rose from the grassy knoll
it sat upon asasingle piece. No stonecutter had touched any part of this monument - | could sense,
without knowing how | could senseit, that the tower was formed in the same manner and at the same
moment asthe dtar. Before the dtar, a barefoot woman in dingy, woven-grass dress kndlt in the dirt, her
head hung low. | knew, without knowing how | knew, that she was exhausted, and dozing. | could fed
her heart beat... Sense the soft flow of her bresth... And hear the soft whispering of her dozing mind. And
as| examined her, she dowly awakened, and looked up to me.

Once, in another life, | would have caled her beautiful .



Her hair was black as night, her eyes brown, with adight epicanthic fold. Her face was bare, unadorned,
and yet needed no adornment. Her lipswere full, soft... In another life, | might have called them inviting.
Beneath the primitive garments she wore, her body was rounded and curved in just theways| once
enjoyed inawoman. Yes, | once might have caled her beautiful...

But now, | fet nothing towards her. She Smply existed, like the trees of the nearby forest in thissmall,
quiet valey, or the very stone of the altar | sat upon.

"Forgiveme, O Lord... | fainted from lack of deep,” she said, bowing her head.

"And hunger,” | replied, looking at her and fedling her hunger, without knowing how | could fed it. "You
have been here days, with only water to tide you over..."

"Yes, Lord - but it was dl worth it. Y ou have arrived. Y ou have awakened."
"And where have | arrived? And why?'
"You areintheLand, my Lord... Theworlditself. And now, you must choose your name.”

"My... My name?" | replied, confused. "1 once had aname... Y ... Somehow, it escapes me at the

"Not your old name, my Lord. A new name, reflecting your new life."
"Yes... My new life, certainly, for | remember being dead. And now | am..."
"A god, lord."

| blinked in surprise. "'l am God?"

"No, Lord. You areagod. Intime, if you defeet dl your rivas, you may become the God of al the Land,
but for now, you are merely one of many.”

"l cannot beagod. | am... | wasaman,” | replied, trying to conjure up the memories which had once
tried to hold me back - and failing. All 1 knew was that they had once been, and were no more, just as|
had once been, then was not.

"But now, you are more than that, Lord."
"How did this happen?’

"Because of us, Lord. We called you - we, the Godless Ones. But | knew that we did not need another
god, an aoof and inhuman being formed from hope and desire and the power of prayer from the
emotionless, limitless energies of the Void. We did not need another heartless being who would develop
their own desiresfor power, crushing us like ants benesth their heel when we were no longer useful. We
needed someone who would understand us... Someone who would help us, and carefor us. So |
reached beyond the Void, to the multiverse... Worlds beyond worlds... And drew you to me."

"You areawitch," | saidflatly.

"I am caled that by some, Lord. | am called Vordenal, by others. | once served the god Allakbeth,
before he was destroyed by the god Lysander. Such are the ways of the gods... But that is nothing,
Lord," shereplied, and waved ahand in dismissal. "L ord, what is more important isthat you choose your



name”
"My name?

"Yes, Lord. Y ou must choose your name, that the people may worship in your name.”
"l was dead. Y ou drew me from that..."

"Yes, Lord."

"Tosarveyou," | sad, frowning.

"No, Lord - to help us. Please, Lord - choose aname! Without one, you will fade back into the VVoid
soon, and belost! Y ou need anameto tie you to the Land!™

"A name...?" | said, and paused. After amoment, | shook my head. "Pfft. | was dead, and now you say
I'm somekind of god. Wdll, cal me'Desth), if you like."

| don't know what made me say it. The words literally just popped out of my mouth. Perhapsit was
annoyance. Perhapsit was smply agrowing sense of unease with my new stuation. Perhapsit wasfate. |
don't know.

There was apause, and for amoment, the entire universe dimmed, then brightened again. | could fed a
vibration deep within myself that swelled, then faded.

Vordena bowed her head, and was silent. After along moment, tearsrolled down her soft cheeks. "
had hoped to draw one who would be compassionate... And instead, | have drawn our doom."

Her tears moved me. "No, wait... I'll choose a better name. | am compassionate, redly. | can seeyou
need help. | don't really understand what's happened to me, or what's going on, but if you'll show me
how, I'll help you asbest | can.”

Vordena looked up again, wiping her cheeks. "Y ou redly meanit, Lord?’
"Yes, of course. Come - |et's choose a better name, you and I."

"Wdll, Lord, you cannot choose another name. Once chosen, it is set, and becomes part of your Fate.
Perhaps well smply tell the othersthat you are the Nameless God - an odd deity for an odd, godless
people doesfit, after afashion. Well keep your true name to ourselves, Lord."

| nodded. "Alright. Lead meto your people, and welll seeif | can do anything to help.”
"Y our people, my lord. We have waited and prayed for you years, Lord - we are yours.”
"Alright... My people, then - either way, let'sgo.”

"Our villageisjust beyond that grove of trees, there," Vordena said, rising to her feet and pointing to a
stand of trees acrossthefloor of the valey. "Just follow me, Lord."

AsVordena led theway, | looked around, absorbed in the sghts and smells of the valey. Birds, smdll
animals, and countless insects abounded - and somehow, | could sensethem all. Oddly, | only heard one
st of footsteps through the grass aswe walked - Vordenai's. | looked down at myself - | appeared
normal, so far as| could tell. Two arms, two legs... | was dressed in an odd gray robe that seemed to be
made of somekind of soft materid | couldn't identify, but otherwise | couldn't see anything different
about mysdlf. Yet, after amoment, | realized | cast no shadow. Aswe passed the stream that ran down



the middle of thevaley, | looked, and understood. V ordenai’s reflection was as one might expect - the
rippling image of abarefoot woman in primitive, woven-grass garb crossing asmal stream. |, onthe
other hand, wassmply aball of pale gray light, floating behind her.

Three.

The village was, by the dimly-recollected standards of my previouslife, a poorly-built collection of
hovels. Mud and sticks seemed to be the main building materias used, despite the abundance of lumber
in the forest. The people were, nearly each and every one of them, filthy, lice-ridden, and diseased. They
seemed to share common heritage with Vordenai, however - they all had her generd appearance, with
black hair, brown eyes, and adight epicanthic fold to their eyes. And aswe entered the village, they al
cameout of their little hoves, fell to their knees, and began weeping and begging me not to kill them.
They weretruly apathetic lot.

"| present to you the Nameless God - he shall be our deity,” Vordenai announced, waving ahand at me.
"Help us, Holy One! Weareill!" wept one.

"Please, Lord! We grow chill at night, and many diein the winters" cried another.

"Food, Holy One! We starve!”

A dozen other shouts and wails joined into aloud chorus, alitany of pain, discomfort, and complaint. |
raised my hand for slence, and somehow, it worked - they al fell silent. | had no ideawhat they saw
looking at meas| did that, as| knew | looked likeaball of light to them, but it sllenced them anyway.

"Well," | replied, "let'stry handling these problems one at atime. First, you're dl sick because you're
filthy. Haven't you people heard of sogp? And well also need to de-louse thelot of you. Youll dl need
to shave, I'm afraid - and from what | can see, you've lice everywhere. Well have to shave thelot of you
from head to toe, clean you al up, and toss out every scrap of linen and clothing you have in those hovels
and try to make you more so you don't get re-infested. Well aso need to tear down these wretched
hovels, and build you some decent homes with lumber from the forest. Well cut down afew dozen trees
- that should do for a start, anyway. We can also send out afew of you to hunt the forest for game, and
perhaps afew to fish theriver. But fird, let'shave afew of the strongest of you chop down sometrees
and start working on getting some shelters built. The rest of you can work on fishing and hunting.”

The villagers gasped, and even Vordenai looked at me, her eyeswide. "We... We cannot do any of that,
Lord," Vordena said after she recovered herself.

"What? Why not?"

"Holy One," Vordena said, looking to me, "the Land is not like theworld you once knew. TheLand is
aive. Reach out to the trees, Lord. You will see. They are dive. We cannot kill them, even to shelter
oursalves. It would be like murder.”

| sighed. "Of coursethey're dive, they're plants.”



"No, Lord. Thereismoreto it than that. Reach out to them, Lord. Extend your will, and your sensations.
Reach out to them, and listen.”

"Alright," | replied, and tried. | turned my attention to anearby tree, and listened...
...and after amoment, | heard its song.

It was not asong in that the plant had avoice, or made asound. It was atree, and was sllent. Y, it had
amind. It wasalive, and it knew it was dive. It stretched its branches and leaves to the sun, drinking in
the golden energiesthat sustained it. It reached its roots deep into the living Land beneeth, drinking in the
waters and mineralsthat helped it grow.

And it sang.

Its song was an endless, ponderoudy dow and eegantly complex melody of the spirit, asilent
communication, awordless celebration...

Andit did not sng done.

Thousands of trees nearby joined in the song, sharing their experiences, sharing their lives, sharing their
joy at thethought of rain, their fears of drought and lightning, and their happy laughter at therising of a
new seedling to join the chorus. Even the small flowersthat grew nearby sang - though their minds were
amost nonexistent, like that of an insect, till, they were dive. And more, they were divein afar greater
sense than the plants | once knew were.

And between, beneath and above the trees was the buzz of animals... | turned my attention to them,
suspecting, and nodded in understanding.

Thiswas not the world | once knew. Thiswasthe Land, and the Land was dive. Even the stones of this
place had their own silent songs. The animas of the forest, the smartest of which having amind about as
bright asayoung child, gazed on in curiosity from the shadows of the trees, wondering what might
happen. Deer were not the peaceful, mindless herbivores | had once known. Here, they were as
intelligent as afour-year-old, and they were the predators of plants. Above them, the wolves were their
predators - each doing what it must to survive. In turn, the wolves were smart enough not to over-cull the
deer, and the deer were smart enough to only browse the parts of the plantsthat could easily re-grow.
Thiswas not theworld | had once known - thiswas the Land.

"You see, Lord?' Vordenal asked, apparently able to see the change in my expression, despite my no
longer having aface. "Thisisthe Land, and the Land isdive," she said, echoing my own thoughts. "Yes,
we know how to make soap - but it is difficult to manufacture it without the proper equipment. We have
few potsto boil thefat and ashesin, and no animaswilling to be daughtered for their fat. Whet little we
have made has been from dry, dead sticks gathered in the forest for the ashes, and dead animals
gathered for ther fat. That, dso, makes usill - but it must be done. | must admit that asthe village witch,
I've had the luxury of using what little soap we had, so that | would be presentable when you arrived.
Stll, therewe are." Vordenai gestured broadly. “We have no blades to do the job of shaving, Lord, and
what with the recent wet westher, the dry grasses we may gather to make clothes are few and far
between. There are plenty of sheep in the vadley, but we have no shearsto clip them with, and our village
weaver died last week. We cannot make more clothing or linen for our beds. There are other villages
beyond thisvaley, of course, and we might possibly trade with them for what we need - but few will
trade with the Godless Ones, and we have nothing to offer. More, when we enter the territories of the
other deities, we are often dain by those gods out of hand, as being worthless to them - merely more
mouths to feed and more bodies to shelter, for no strategic gain in their war. We once were fed and
sheltered by Allakbeth, but heisno more. Lysander has dain him, and cast us out as unnecessary to



him."
"We need amiracle!" one of the villagers cried, and shortly the call wasjoined by al therest.

| sghed. Therewaslittle | could think of to do. Despite what | had learned of the land, there seemed to
be little choice - they had to kill afew animalsto render their fat and feed themsalves on their mest.
They'd have to chop down afew treesto build better homes. | started to speak, intending to lay out a
plan to help these people, when Vordenai turned to the villagers and spokein aloud voice.

"Then pray! Lift your voicesand sing! Lift your hearts and dance! Worship our new god, and through this
worship, give him the power he needs to enact the miracles we need!"

There was a pause asthe entire village stared at Vordenai - and expressions of awe and understanding
crossing their faces. Then, as one, the villagers did just that. Some scattered, darting to their homesto
quickly return with crudely-made drums or flutes, and beginning to play. Othersformed aring about
Vordena and I, and began to dance and sing. The rest smply remained on their knees, closed their eyes,
bowed their heads, and began to pray.

| thought the whole thing was ridiculous, myself. What these people needed was organi zation, not an
impromptu worship service. With abit of work - well, with alot of work - they could pull themselves up
out of thismess, and have livesthat were at least tolerable, if far |ess comfortable than what | might have
experienced in my past life. The music was primitive - triba, really, and interspersed with agrest dedl of
wordless chanting. | started to raise my hand, to ask them to stop this nonsense...

Then, | began to fed something...

It was asensation |'d never experienced before. A sense of power... A sense of strength flowing into me,
from them. Ther fervent prayers, their worship... Somehow charged this new body of mine, giving it
drength.

| stood there silently for perhaps an hour, the villagers chanting, singing, praying and dancing about me. |
felt no pride, redly - the whole thing was, to me, horribly embarrassing. | could remember virtualy
nothing about my previouslife - but | remembered enough to know that | was a humble man.

Yet, | did fed the power they were giving me.

"You glow brightly, Lord," Vordenal said, smiling. "Areyou prepared to perform your first miracles?!
"Yes" | replied, and at that, the villagers all stopped at once, and looked to me expectantly.

"Hed ugl" cried one.

"Feed ud" cried another.

"New homes!" another shouted.

| extended my will, without knowing precisaly how, yet knowing | could. | scattered the primitive
mud-and-gtick hutswith athought, and raised stone dwellings from theliving earth. | filled the dwellings
with furniture fashioned from the dead sticks that once made up their huts, shaping and forming them into
beds, tables, chairs, and other things they needed. Pottery bowls and other implements they might need |
fashioned from the mud, baking and glazing and finishing them with athought. At VVordenai'sfeet, asmal
pile of soap-cakes appeared, aswell as an enormous pile of clothing, blankets of wool and afew dozen
ceramic knives, their edges keen asrazors. As an afterthought, | created alarge pile of loaves of bread,
hot and fresh. It wasn't much, but it would do until | could think of something better. Those that were



desthly ill were obvious, as| could fed their Sckness as adark miasmacovering their bodies. | healed
those at athought, but the rest, those that were merdly ill from manutrition and poor hygiene, | did
nothing with. | redlized these problems would rectify themselves once they were properly cleaned,
clothed and fed.

The hedled villagers cheered with their renewed strength, and al the villagers eyed the bread and other
things eagerly - yet they not moveto take any of it. | could tell from their mindsthat they till feared me
greatly, and waited until | gave them permission to takewhat | had given.

"Lord," Vordenai said, picking up one of the sogp cakes, "I comprehend the clothing and blankets, but
what are these strange white dabs, with these odd runes upon the sde?"

"Soap. Ivory soap, actudly. | seem to remember liking it in my past life. It floats on water, so you won't
loseit in the stream, if you're careful. Thefirgt thing you people should learn is how to care for
yourselves. Y ou just need abit of help getting started. Now - dl of you are to get clean in the stream,
and shave off dl that lice-infested hair. Burn those rags you're wearing, aswell - I'll make more aswe go
aong. Asyou get done with that, well beworking on the rest.”

"But, Holy One!" shouted one of the villagers. ™Y ou have the power - you could fix everything ingtantly,
with asingle thought!" Severa of the other villagers nodded and shouted in agreemen.

| gazed & al of them, and dowly, they fell slent. "I am about to teach you something - and it'svery
important. | want al of you to listen, and listen carefully.”

"Yes, Lord!" the villagers cried as one, and fell to their kneesin the dirt.

"Thereisan old saying... Though, agpparently, it's unknown, here. 'Give aman afish, and he will eat once.
Teach amanto fish, and he will eat for therest of hislife. | do not intend to have you weeping and
walling every timeyou're hungry or need something trivid. If | am going to redly be of help to you, I'm
going to teach you how to help yourseves.™

"But that isforbidden knowledge!" one of the villagersexclamed in surprise.

"It'strue, Lord," Vordena explained. "All the other deities keep their worshippersin ignorance, that they
will dways be dependent on them. Clothing and tools they create from nothingness - Man isforbidden to
create anything themselves, lest they forget to worship, and the power of their god dips.”

"Ridiculoud" | retorted.

Vordenai bowed her head. "No, Lord. Merely fact. The gods struggle with one another, in avast war
that stretches across the length and breadth of the Land. Each desiresto be the only god, and command
the fate of the Land. Worship gives the gods power - they are beings beyond mortal man, and their
dightest and most inconsequentid abilities are vastly more powerful than anything even the greatest witch
or warlock can do. Y &, to have this power, they must have worship. Thus, the knowledge you speak of
isforbidden by dl gods, so that Man will worship regularly, and give them the power they need to
triumph in their campaign to rule the Land.”

| stood there amoment, digesting what Vordenai had said. "So... I'm to fight awar?"

"Yes, Lord. Your arrival intheworld will be known to dl the other gods. And someday soon, one of the
neighboring deitieswill cometo try to destroy you. Once, long ago, more gods were born than died, and
it seemed each village had their own god. Now, far more gods die than are born. We are the Godless
Ones - we were cast out when our god, Allakbeth, was dain. Other Godless ones wander the lands,



some surviving by theft, and others smply dying of Starvation or exposure with no deity to shelter them
and provide for them. Y &, thisis how it must be. If Man could provide for himsdlf, he would have no
need of Gods, and all the gods would perish for lack of worshippers.”

| stroked my chin, thinking (and idly wondering wheat that might look liketo the villagers, as1 was merely
abal of light). After along moment, | shook my head. "And if | refuseto fight thiswar?'

The villagers gasped, and many trembled - but VVordenai stood firm. Whatever her other qualities, the
woman had backbone. "Then you will perish, Lord, and sowill al of us"

| thought about that. My own desth meant nothing to me, of course. I'd dready been dead once - though
the process of dying was unappeding, the actua state of being dead held no fear for me. Yet, as| looked
into the villager'sfearful faces and minds, their eyesmoist with tears, | redlized that their deaths meant
something to me. | couldn't allow that to happen - these people needed me. | il didn't completely
understand what had happened to me, or what kind of Situation | wasin, but VVordenai had laid out the
ground rules pretty thoroughly. Now, it was apparent that | either played the game by therules, or all
these innocent people would die.

Findly, | nodded. These people needed me. | could refuse, but they would smply die. Thet, | could not
alow. They were human beings - and more, they looked to me astheir protector. Perhapsit was smply
my former life spent as afather, grandfather and ahead of afamily, but these people were, in my heart,
likelittle logt children. | could sensein their minds that they looked to me for shelter and protection,
hoping and praying | would not leave them to die. | couldn't Iet them down. | remembered little of my
former life, but | knew | had not been aman to abandon someone in need of help.

"Alright. Well do it your way, for now. However-"
The entire village broke out into cheers, which | silenced with ashout. "I wasn't finished!"

The villagers, as one, cringed, and the echo of my voice came back from the valey walls, and Vordena
clapped her handsto her ears. My shout, apparently, had been echoed to the volume of athunderclap by
my new status asagod of the Land.

For amoment, | paused. Could | redlly do this? Could | redly be agod to these people, when | knew
nothing about what that really meant? After al, who was| to consder mysdlf adeity?

For that matter, who was | in thefirst place? My past life was amystery, and the future uncertain.
Memories camein bits and pieces, unbidden, and fleeting.

My choice seemed obvious- | would haveto carry through with it, regardless of what | redlly thought
about it. These people needed someone to help them, and it might aswell be me.

"l wasnt finished,” | said more softly, and smiled. My glow apparently changed to something more
pleasant, asthe villagers dowly smiled back. "I'll help you asbest | can, but you will learn to do some
thingsfor yoursdf. I'll make thetools, and you use them. | can sense sheep and goatsin thisvaley -
Gather them, and the goats can be milked, and the sheep shorn to make woolen clothes. I'll provide the
shears and spinning wheedls, you use them on the sheep and their woal. I'll provide the woodworking
tools, and you use them to make buckets for milk. Well work together on this, aright? Y ou won't be
entirely dependent on me. | don't likethat idea. | think you should have some measure of independence -
and some sense of sdf-worth.”



"Yes, Holy One!" the villagers chorused, bowing low and placing their headsin the dirt. VVordenai joined
them, and yet, her mind had a strange shadow within it, aswell. | could not understand it - her surface
thoughts | could sense easily, but what lay benesth was, at the moment, amystery.

Four.

"No, no. You'rejust making amess," | said, sighing as| looked at the results of thefirst week's efforts at
weaving.

Theten women I'd selected as village weaversfell to their knees and groveled in the dirt before me, and
the eldest of them spoke up. "Forgive us, Holy One, but we know little of this! All our previous garments
were made by the hands of the god we once served!"

| stretched out my mind, sensing the Land about me. "'It's the middle of summer. Y ou have only afew
more months before the weather turns cold to master thisskill," | said, and sighed. "1 don't know if that's

enoughtime”

The women sobbed and wept, and looked utterly wretched and pitiable. Their appearance was only
made worse by their shaven heads - though, at least, now they were free of lice and fleas, and had clean
clothesto wear. Still, | had no ideawhat to do to help them learn the skills they needed in the limited time
they hed |€ft.

Vordenal, who now was my constant companion, nodded at my words. "Teach them, Lord."

| looked to Vordenai, and saw she was gazing at me quietly. Shewas, apparently, the leader of the
village - and as she hadn't been infected with lice and fleas, she was aso the only onein the village with
any hair. I'd been watching her, recently - sheliteraly lorded over the villagers, as both their leader, and
my de-facto High Priestess. Her attitude sometimes annoyed me - but | had little time to ded withiit, as|
had a hundred other things | had to do to handle the villager's problems. "Time enough to deal with her
attitude when winter's here and they're all settled into acomfortable routine,' | thought. | started to reply
to Vordena's suggestion, then paused. "How?" | asked after along moment. “To be honest, | don't know
how to do it, mysdlf. | only know that | can, somehow, sensethe Land, and | know the weather will turn
bad long before they figure thisout.”

"Useyour powers, Lord. You are agod. Touch their minds. Y ou do not need to know the process, only
the end result. Y our power will do therest. Trust in yoursdf, Lord, asyou trust in usto serve you,” she
replied, and bowed her head.

| nodded, then looked to the workers. Reaching out my will, | touched their mindsfor amoment. "Do it
right,” | intoned, making amoue as| reaized how ingpid that sounded.

If therewas aflow of power, it was too inconsequential for meto sense. Y &, when the weaversraised
their heads, | could seein their eyes and mindsthey understood. "Y es, Holy Onel" the eldest replied,
amiling. In afew minutes, they were busy working, spinning the shorn wool from afew cooperative sheep
into yarn... But thistime, | could sensein their mindsthat they knew what they were doing, even though |
did not.

Elated at this new discovery, | turned my attention to the other end of the village, where severa of the
men and women were struggling to weed and hoe thefidds I'd designated as farmlands with tools 1'd



crested for them. It had taken days to even find a spot where they would even begin working, asthe very
grasses and weeds were dive, and they would only begin work after two days of scattering the seeds of
the grasses and weeds far and wide beyond the area they would dig up. "Do it right,”" | intoned as|
touched their minds, "and feed the village with your work." As one, the would-be farmers paused, then
amiled. | could seeit in their minds - now, they knew what to do, even though | had little ideamysdif.

| turned my attention back to Vordenai, and found she was smiling. Unlike the other villagers, whose
minds were dmost completely open to me, her mind remained utterly closed. Even after aweek of trying,
| could till only sense her surface thoughts. "What? Whet isit?!

Vordena smiled. "Itisnothing, Lord. | am smply pleased to see you have adjusted so well, and are even
moving about like any other god of the Land might."

"Moving about? What do you mean?'

"Lord, just amoment ago, | saw you fly off to the fields on the other sde of the village. It isadistance of
at least three hundred paces - yet you crossed it in the blink of an eye, and returned a mere moment
later.”

| paused for amoment, confused. "I didn't really go anywhere," | replied, not really understanding what
she meant. "The best way | can describeit isthat | turned my attention to the farmersin thefidld. | never
redly left your Sde”

Vordena nodded. "Of course. Y ou are agod, not amorta being, and are spiritua in nature. Y our
‘presence, asit were, ismerely an artifact of my senses- in truth, you are a part of the Land, and your
point of view and scope of perception are whatever and wherever you wish them to be."

| started to reply, then stopped, thinking about what she'd said. After amoment, | tried something. |
turned my attention up, raisng my point of view to see beyond the valley. Higher and higher - soon, |
could seethelow ridge of hillsthat made up thetail end of achain of mountains, of which the valley was
only asmall part. The curve of the horizon started to comeinto view...

And suddenly | was stopped cold.

There was abarrier of somekind, transparent, but solid. It shimmered with the soft gray color I'd come
to know as representing mysdlf - but | could not passit. Beyond the barrier, on the horizon, | could see
many other dome-like bubbles, shimmering each with a separate color. Some werelight colors, but many
were dark. The dome-like bubble | seemed to be held within was smaler than most of the others -
perhaps only ten miles across, as| once might have measured it. Most were far larger, and many |ooked
ominous as they loomed from beyond the horizon. The Land beneath each seemed shaded... Tinged,
somehow, by the dome that covered them. Many overlapped - and in the overlapping areas, | could
occasondly seeflashesof light...

| focused on the nearest spot of overlap where there seemed to be some activity - and suddenly, to my
aurprise, | wasthere, beyond the barrier. The flashes of light resolved themsdvesinto bolts of lightning
and balls of fire, stresking across the landscape, incinerating everything below. Two other gods, each a
ball of colored light, werefighting - but their focus was not each other, but asmal village between them,
ringed by the fire of aflaming forest. One god, apae ydlow bal of light, was struggling, raising
shimmering domes of force to shield the village. The other, adark red blaze of hate, shattered the shields
with strokes of lightning that looked powerful enough to level mountains.

And between them, beneath them... The people screamed, burned, and died.



"What are you doing? Stop that! You'rekilling them!” | screamed in outrage.

Thered bal of light turned his atention to me, whilethe yelow bal of light worked furioudy to savethe
village, raising shidd after shidd, and showering the village with miniature rainstormsto extinguish the
fires.

Thered bal of light chuckled, and spoke in adeep, echoing voice. "Ah, the youngling. | waswondering
when you might pay your neighbors avisit. Permit meto introduce mysdlf - | am Lysander. The weakling
here | am defeating is Koloth. Nevermind him, as I'll shortly crush him. I'm quite pleased to meet you,
youngling - | can seeyou have great potential. Do, please, take the time to build your strength and your
skills before we meet again. | loathe defeating weaklings - it gives melittle power. A strong opponent,
however, gives me much.”

"Help me, youngling!" Koloth shouted.

| looked, and saw the people burning and dying. | reached out my will...
And nothing happened.

"I... | can't, Koloth! | can't do anything here!™

Lysander laughed, flickering a degp, ominous hue as he did so. "' Of course not, youngling. You are
outsde your sphere of influence. Y our worshippers are few, and the range of your influenceis short.”

"Send inyour Avaar!" Koloth shouted. "Mineisdan!”
"Avatar?' | asked, confused.

"Yes, your servant,” Lysander replied, and gleamed in away that | realized was an evil smile. "Y our
physica representative in the Land, youngling, able to reach beyond your sphere of influence, and act in
your name." Lysander chuckled again. "Y ou aretruly too naive and immeature for me to even bother with
- crushing you would gain me nothing. Now leave, youngling, before my patience with you is exhausted.”

| ground my teeth, and said nothing - but amoment later, | gaped in surprise. An enormous maggot at
least ten yards high and a hundred yards long dowly dithered over anearby hill. The gigantic horror
dripped dimethat seemed to char and wither anything it touched, and itstiny mind was as dark and black
asthat of its master. Sowly, inexorably, the thing moved towards the village.

"Giveup, Koloth. My own Avatar ishere,”" Lysander called, laughing.
"Noooo! Damn you, Lysander!"
Lysander laughed. "Y es, Koloth! Give me your curses! That, too, gives me power."

The gigantic maggot arced itself, then lashed forward, smashing through Koloth'slayered shieldsin one
blow. With ahorrid shriek of gleg, it fell upon the surviving villagers, and began to gobble them one by
one asthey screamed and scattered in terror.

Koloth lashed out with lightning, but it wasto little effect. The smal wounds his bolts made in the hide of
Lysander'stitanic maggot dripped ablack ichor that killed whatever it splashed upon. Findly, witha
scream of rage and frustration, Koloth hovered over avillager, then zipped away at the speed of thought,
taking the villager with him. In amoment, he returned, snatching up another, and zipping away with them.
After amoment, | redized what he was doing - he was moving the villagers awvay from the battleground,
one by one. Hewas giving up.



But, it wasn't fast enough. For every villager Koloth snatched away, the beast ate one, or smashed a
building trying to reach one. In aminute, perhaps two, the village was abare, smouldering ruin, and
Koloth had gone.

Dimly, | percelved the edge of Koloth's sphere of influence, and realized it had shrunk with the degath of
the villagers. Lysander now had sole power over this blasted, ruined piece of the Land - for whatever
that was worth. His creature, apparently sated after gobbling afew dozen humans, curled itsdalf into aball
inthe middle of the smoking ruins, and napped.

All was silent, save for the cracklings of afew scattered fires, and Lysander's echoing laugh.

"Soon, it will be your turn, youngling. But for now, | give you time. Grow and prosper, youngling, that
your destruction will give me great power."

| bit back asurly reply. A dimly recalled childhood memory of bullies cameto mind - taunting abully
when they had the upper hand was always a bad idea, the memory said. | nodded, and withdrew.

Fve

"Such arethe ways of the gods, Lord," VVordena observed, once I'd explained what happened. "They
battle to see who shdl be the one remaining god of the Land.”

"But it was dl so senseless!” | fumed as we waked through the grassy meadows of the peaceful little
valey. "Why couldn't they have had their battle after etting the people leave?!

"Lord, you do not understand - the people were the subject of the battle. Gods cannot harm one another
directly, asyou have no physica substance to damage. This renders you immuneto al forces, natural and
supernatural. Y et, you do have two vulnerabilities - your worshippers, and your temple.”

"My temple? That building | awoke besde?!

"Yes, Lord. You see, Lysander wantsto destroy Koloth, to further his quest to be the only God of the
Land. To do so, he must destroy Koloth'stemple. The templeis the focus of power for a God of the
Land, Lord, and the source of their existence. Y &t, o long as a God of the Land has at least one
believer, ther templeisinviolate”

"Redly?' | said, surprised. "Come - let's go there now," | said, and without thinking abouit it, | took her
into my hand, and focused my attention on the temple. Vordenai let out alittle ‘egp!” of darm, and | put
her down again beside the dtar outsde the temple. "Sorry - are you dright?’

"Yes, Lord - you smply startled me, isal,” Vordenai replied, her hand over her bosom as she caught her
breath.

| looked down at my hands, and shook my head. "I startled myself, aswell, | think. | didn't redizel
could do that."

"Lord?1 do not understand what you mean.”
"| took you into my hand - yet, | certainly don't see myself as some kind of giant.”

"You are dill thinking in the terms of amorta man, Lord. Y ou are any size you wish to be, or need to be.



Indeed, the whole concept of 'siz€ isirrelevant to you. Y ou are no longer aman - that life is behind you.
Y ou areagod of the Land, a presence, aspiritua being. Within your sphere of influence, provided you
have enough power from your worshippers prayers, you can do anything,” she said, and waved a hand
at me. "Y ou hover your perception at about the height of my head, as though you were my equa, Lord.

Y ou are not - you areagod. Y ou can gaze up a me from the perspective of an ant, or loom over melike
amountain. Most gods choose the latter, incidentally.”

| nodded, then pointed to the temple. "Tell me more about the temple. If I'm to face Lysander, | haveto
learn asmuch as | can about everything pertaining to this new life."

Vordena nodded, then swept ahand in an al-encompassing gesture as she looked at the temple. "Well,
as| said, your templeisthefocus of your power in the Land, Holy One, and the source of your
exigence. It isthe center of your sphere of influence, aswell. Y ou can, if you will it, have your temple
move to any location within your sphere of influence. The center of your sphere of influence will move
withit."

| nodded, looking at the squat granite tower. From its pinnacle, abeam of power radiated upwards, a
beam of light afaint gray color | had learned to associate with mysdlf. The beam merged with the top of
the dome which defined my sphere of influence, and radiated outwards, supporting and defining the
sphereitsdf. Gazing at the temple, though, it was alow and unadorned structure, and had dl the beauty
and grace of atoad. After amoment, | shook my head. "It's not avery impressive structure.”

"|ts appearance reflects how your worshippers view you, Lord. At the moment, we know little about
you, and how you may be as our god. Aswe learn your ways and discover the kind and gentle being I'm
certanyou areindde, wewill view you more postively - and, eventudly, your temple will becomea
grand spire, ashining ivory beacon of hope overlooking the Land, and bringing us pesce.”

"What about theingde?'
"Theinterior of your temple reflects your heart, Lord - the way you truly are, insde.”
| shrugged. "Alright - let'sgo in and see.”

"No!" Vordenai yelped, and legped back. "1... I'm sorry, Lord, but the interior of your templeisfor you
to know, and you alone. None may enter it, ever."

| rolled my eyes (wondering how that looked to her, asto her, | was merely abdl of light). "Of course
you can enter - the temple doors are just there.”

"Lord, where you see doors, | see smooth wall," Vordenai replied, shaking her head, then looked to me.
"I am thinking that where you came from, a 'templ€ was a different thing, and you do not completely
understand my meaning.”

"Yes" | replied, nodding. "To me, atemple was a house of worship. People entered, and worshipped
their god."

Vordenai shook her head. "In the Land, atempleisafocus of power, Lord. It isnot a house, and cannot
be entered by mortal man. We worship you wherever we may happen to be, though you can cdl usto
the temple to worship at your dtar, if you choose. Asyour territory expands, having followerswho live
far from your temple come to the templ e to worship becomes problematic, you see.” Vordenai paused,
then smiled. "It is, in many ways, your heart, Lord. The outsideiswhat wethink of you. Theingdeis
something that only you can know, and only through self-discovery.”



| was about to ask another question, when suddenly | sensed a presence beside me. | turned to ook,
and saw aydlow bdl of light hovering over the two of us. "Send the morta away, youngling. | wishto
talk to you, and my words are not for morta ears."

| raised my perception to hisheight. | felt embarrassed as| now towered over Vordenai like somekind
of giant, yet somehow | didn't want to look small before Koloth. Reaching out my hand, | picked up
Vordena, and after amoment, set her gently down in the center of the village, amile away. Returning my
attention to thetemple, | found Koloth waiting patiently. "I'm sorry | couldn't help you this morning,
Koloth. | tried, but..."

Koloth flickered for amoment, and to my utter surprise, turned into avery old, bad, dark-skinned man
in saffron-yellow robes. Koloth crossed hislegsin afull Lotus, then hovered above the ground. "Come,
st with me. Let ustalk, my friend - for surely someonewho triesto aid me againgt Lysander is hardly an

"I.... | don't even know how to do that,” | replied, sheepishly.

Koloth smiled. "Will it to be s, youngling. Asyou see yoursaf when you look upon yourself, will that
appearanceto beredity."

| nodded, and tried - and found it worked. In amoment, | smply stood there before him, man-sized, and
dressed in gray robes. After fumbling for amoment, | managed to St before him, hovering intheair. | felt
utterly foolish - but | wasn't going to say anything about it.

Koloth smiled. "I see your worshippers have formed very few opinions regarding you. Y ou are, indeed,
very new. First impressions are quite important. Y ou must work hard to forge the appearance you desire
inthe minds of your worshippers, that otherswill see you the way you wish.”

"Others? What others? These people call metheir god - | can't see mysdlf popping about the Land to
woo other worshippersto me. It'sdl... Highly embarrassing, actudly,” | said, clapping my mouth shut too
late.

Koloth laughed. "What an utterly odd way to fee about it! Y ou're very humble and sdlf-effacing, | see- |
suppose you will become known asahumble god, even as| am,” he said, then his smile faded. "Still, if
you areto survive, you must learn - and learn quickly. Lysander toyswith you, now. Heiswilling to wait
and let you grow, that he will gain more power when he kills you. Do not be fooled, my friend - he will
not wait long enough for you to grow stronger than he."

| looked at Koloth. If hisface was, as he said, arepresentation of how hisworshippers knew him, then
he probably was a quiet, humble, and trustworthy soul. "Would you teach me?”’

Koloth smiled again. "Yes- but, thereisaprice.”
| suppressed asigh, and managed to smilein return. "Alright - what's your price?!

Koloth'samilefaded again. "I am losing thiswar, youngling. Soon, Lysander will be victorious, and | will
be gone.”

"I'm sorry to hear that. Y ou seem like anice person.”

Koloth waggled afinger at me. "'Nice, youngling, does not help onewin thiswar. Itis, in many ways, a
handicap. Y et, my own Singularity tells me that you, somehow, may have what it takesto win, one day."

"Your what?' | asked, confused.



"My Singularity - the one power | havethat isuniqueto me" Koloth replied, and smiled at melike an
adult might smile a achild who'd asked an utterly silly question with apainfully obvious answer. "Each
God of the Land has one power that is unique to them - afew have a set of two or three linked powers,
and they are the oneswho truly dominate in thiswar. For me, | can sensethe future, and tell which
individud isright for any task - who will succeed, and who will fall. Y ou, too, have a Singularity,
youngling - and if you agree to my price, then | will teach you how to discover it, and much more."

| nodded again. "Alright - name your price."

"As| said before, youngling, | am losing thiswar. My people have relied on me for protection - and | can
protect them no longer. My Avatar is dead, and my sphere of influence shrinks daily. Soon, al my
worshipperswill be dead - and this, | cannot allow to happen.”

| nodded. "I know - | fedl the same way. My peoplelook to mefor protection, like achild looksto their
father. | didn't ask for thisjob, but... Well, | can't let them down. They're helpless, like children - and
without someone to protect them, they'll die.”

Koloth smiled. "We are of one heart on that matter, youngling," hereplied. "I have moved my people and
my temple a hundred times, fleeing more powerful godsin the southern jungles. Now, thereisnowhere
elseto go. My peoplewish to survive - and | wish them to survive. Yet, | cannot help them to survive.
My own Singularity shows methat | am doomed to die. So, | wish to send a hundred of my peopleto
you, to become your people. If you will agreeto shelter, feed and clothe them, if you will agree to accept
them as your own, then | will teach you what you need to know to survive."

"l agree,” | said, amply. There waslittle other choice, and Koloth's arrangement seemed perfectly fair.

Koloth smiled again. "Then it is settled. | shall return later - for now, | must prepare to battle again.
Lysander will attack me again in three days, and | have much to do to prepare - including preparing a
new Avatar," hereplied, and in amoment, he had returned to hisform asashimmering yellow ball of
light.

| nodded, rising to my feet, and feding mysdlf changeto my own light-form, aswell. "I saw Lysander's
Avatar - it wastruly horrid."

Koloth sghed. "An Avatar's appearance mirrors its master's heart - though few mortals understand that.
Y ou, too, will need an Avatar - and soon, | think."

"How do | get one? What do | do?"

Koloth chuckled. "Y ou do nothing - it isthe smplest thing | can teach you, and al | havetimefor at the
moment. When you have need of anew Avatar, your heart calls out to the Land. In response to your
heart's cdl, acresture of the Land will cometo you. Smply extend your will, and will it to be your
Avatar. It will then share asmal measure of your powers and abilities, drawn from your heart, and dowly
learn therest asit grows- just asyou are doing now, my friend."

"But... How will I know? There are tens of thousands of creaturesin thisvaley, and teeming millions
beyond it! They come and go asthey please, and many peer at me as| move about - some are nearly as
smart asayoung child, and my smple presence arouses their curiosity. How will | know when one has
actualy cometo meto bemy Avatar?'

Koloth chuckled again. ™Y ou will know. But whatever you do, to not try to elevate ahuman to your
Avatar - humans are specid crestures, different from al the others of the land. Should you try, it kills
them.”



"It killsthem? Why?" | asked, surprised.

Koloth paused. "I do not know," he replied after amoment. "It is my theory that in €levating your
cregtureto an Avatar, you give it atrue comprehension of Good and Evil, and the power of Free Will.
Humans aready havethis - your worshippers dready are, in asense, Avatars. They dready can leave
the boundaries of your sphere of influence and act in your name, and they dready have free will. Y et,
they are d'so mortd - they age, and die. Your Avatar isimmortd - it can bedain, but it will otherwise
never age and die. Perhapsit isthe power of immortality that killsthem - perhapsit istoo much for them.
Perhapsit isacombination of these things. Perhapsit isthat they are the source of our power, through
their prayers, belief and worship, and that elevating them to the status of Avatar islike feeding firewith
fire- thefue isconsumed more rapidly, and their mortal coil destroyed. Or perhaps | am an old fool, and
itissomething | have not guessed at dl," Koloth said, and chuckled. "I do not know, | am sorry. | only
know that if you try, they smply die." Koloth flickered for amoment. "My worshipperscal me. | must
go, for now. | will return when | can, to teach you more. Farewd |, my friend," he called, and vanished,
Zipping away at the speed of thought.

| stood there for amoment, thinking, then turned my attention to the village. There was much to do, and
much to learn - and, gpparently, little time remaining for ether.

Sx.

"What wasit like, my love?' Nadar asked, smiling. It was their habit to chat once they had goneto bed
at night, and their new house was marvelloudy comfortable.

Ellshathalay quietly inthe new bed, cuddling her husband, and thinking. "It is... It isdifficult to explain,
Nadar. He touched my mind, and suddenly, | knew how to do it. So did dl the other women. Now, we
spin and weave with ease, asthough wed spent alifetimelearning the skill."

"Instead of spending alifetime as...” Nadar said, then paused. After amoment, he shook his head. "The
witch's spell remains, love. | can remember we once were Allakbeth's daves and worshippers, but
nothing more."

Ellsbathanodded. "Vordenai saysit isfor the best. She holds our memories within her own mind, that our
new god shall not be distracted by them... And perhaps discover the truth about why we became the
Godless Ones.”

"But what isthetruth, Ellsbatha? Isit good, or ill”? That worries me."

"It worriesme, aswell. To deceiveagod..." Ellsbathawhispered, then shuddered. "Vordenai sayswe
must concentrate on being proper worshippersto him. Perhaps, even if the truth turns out to be
something ill, if we serve him well before he learnsthe truth, he may forgive us”

Nadar hugged hiswife slently, and they lay together in the darkness theregfter, listening to the quiet calls
of the night-animasin the nearby fores.

Seven.



"Lord,” Vordena said carefully, smiling gently, "you do not need an Avatar right now. Simply continue as
you have been doing, teaching usto care for oursalves. Soon, we will be able to live much of our lives
without constantly bothering you for assstance. Thiswill free up much of your time, which you canthen
later devote to discovering how to defend your realm against enemy gods.”

| started to nod in agreement. After al, it had been nearly amonth since | first awakened, and I'd
discovered that the village needed an enormous amount of attention. The crops I'd had the farmers plant
- mostly carrots, yams, corn and whest - weren't ready to be harvested yet, despite my having learned to
conjure smdl rainstorms to keep the fields well-watered. Asaresult, | ill had to provide food for the
villagersdaily. I'd scoured the limits of my territory and discovered afew fruit trees - gpples and pears,
mainly. They provided a partid solution, once I'd taken them into my hand and gently uprooted them,
then planted them next to the village. The trees themsd ves were unhappy with the move (it ill was
somewhat disturbing to me to know that they were dive, and possessed a modicum of intelligence), but
once | told them that the seeds of their fruit would be spread far and wide (amply mixed with fertilizer
from the villagers themselves), they were satisfied, and resumed their happy, silent songs. | had to tend
the trees carefully, however, asinsects and birds aso wanted ashare of the fruit. After crushing afew
thousand bugs and tossing afew dozen fruit-eating birds away from the trees, they eventudly got the
message, and | eft the trees done. The only bright notes so far had been that the weavers werewell dong
the way to being able to clothe the entire village by themsealves, and the villagers hair was growing back
normaly, so they were al beginning to look reasonably normal again.

It helped in getting the thousand-and-one things that | needed to do accomplished that | didn't deep or
eat anymore - apparently, the worship of the villagersthemseveswas al that was needed to sustain this
new body | found mysdf in. That, initsdf, wasodd, but | found | got used to it after awhile. Still,
Vordenai was right - handling the needs of the village took an enormous amount of my time... Time better
devoted, perhaps, to learning more about the Land, and how | might defend these people.

And yet...

And yet, there was till the shadowed areawithin Vordenai's mind. | could read her surface thoughts, but
what lay beneath was unknown to me. That, truly, was a mystery. What was she redly after? | did not
know - and | hesitated to ask.

| focused my attention on Vordenai, studying her intently, and she blanched at my gaze. Still, her true
thoughts remained amysery.

| decided | had to know. | started to speak, to demand an explanation, when | stopped, and looked
beyond her.

"Lord? What isit?' Vordena asked nervoudy.

"Some people have entered my territory. |... | can fed them, as each passesinto my sphere of influence.”
| paused, sensing their minds - and found to my utter surprise that their minds were completely different
from that of Vordena, or even the ordinary members of my village.

They were open.

Each of their minds were completely open to my view. Most were fearful, al were hopeful. They had
been sent forth by Koloth, to go onto my lands and become my worshippers. They werethelast, best
hope for their people - and they knew it, because Koloth had been honest with them. Therewasonly a
hundred of them, just as Koloth had said, and al but a handful were between the ages of elghteen and
twenty-four. The remainder of their people, some four thousand or so, would stay behind with Koloth, to
fight alosing battle - and eventudly die dong with their god. It was all to insure that these scant few had a



chanceto survive, and carry on their lineage to the future. They were a brave and noble people, leaving
behind everything they knew and everyone they loved, traveling forward into the hands of an unknown,
nameless god, and the mystery of an unknown future.

My heart was moved by them. | admired their bravery. | pitied the loss of their loved ones. | respected
their deep sacrifice in coming to me, and their commitment to me, agod they knew nothing about, al in
the name of saving their people. Koloth, perhaps, knew metoo well. | could not possibly turn these
noble, brave, selfless people away, having seen into their hearts.

"People, Holy One?' Vordenai asked.

"Yes, Koloth's people... Well, my people, now. Koloth sent them to me to preserve them, so that they
wouldn't die out. They're from a place Koloth caled the "southern jungles' - though | don't know where
that might be.”

Vordenai made aface. "1 do, Lord. There will be an enormous amount of work ahead. Koloth's people
arethe Dark Ones, apparently. They will speak adifferent language than us, and it will take agesto teach
them our language, and to learn theirs. Their culture will be different, aswell - there will be many
adjusmentsto make, if they areto live with us."

"A different language?' | asked, surprised. ™Y ou seem to speak the language | remember speaking in my
past life, as did Koloth and Lysander. | don't understand.”

"Lord, you understand my words because you are agod. In truth, | spesk acompletely different
language than that you once spoke - or that of these new arrivas, now," Vordena said, shaking her
head.

| could tell that beneath the shadow in her mind, there was far more than smply a problem of language
and culture she was concerned about - yet, | couldn't pierce that shadow to know what it was. After a
moment, | smiled, taking ashot in the dark. "Well, | could solve that problem, easily. When they arrive,
I'll smply build their village on the opposite Sde of my temple, in the other end of the valley. Then, once
they're established, you can work on cultura and language assmilation astime permits.”

"Ah! Thank you, Lord. That will, indeed, make things much easier,” Vordenai replied. Therdlief in her
voice was dmost papable.

| nodded silently, smiling. 'Yes, Vordena - thereis something you're hiding. Having the new arrivaslive
in adifferent village wouldn't make assmilating them easier - it would makeit harder. Y &, if you were
hiding something from me, it would make it easier to keep it hidden, as you wouldn't have to worry about
revealing it to the newcomers. Oh, yes, Vordenai - I'm on to you, now. And somehow, some way, | will
find out what your secret is, and the secret of thisvillage. And somehow, | think when | do find out, it
won't be pleasant,' | thought silently, then turned my attention to the new arrivals.

Eight.

Vordenai's house was, in truth, no bigger than any of the other homes the Nameless God had made for
the village - yet, because shelived in it aone, it seemed larger. Vordena hersalf looked up from the
comfortable chair that was now hers, and arched an eyebrow. "What do you want, Ellsbatha?"



"Wemust tell him thetruth, Vordena," Ellsbatha said quietly, her head bowed. "Y ou must release your
spells, and let him learn the truth.”

"Thetruth?" Vordena snarled, rising to her feet. Y ou don't even know what that would do! He must
never know! The mistakes our ancestors made athousand years ago end with him!"

"But itiswrong, Vordenai!"

"Wrong? Wrong? It iswrong to seek the life our ancestors had before the Age of Gods came upon
us? It iswrong to want something better than scrabbling about in the dirt like hairless gpes, eating ants
and termites and whatever fruit might happen to fal from the trees? Isit wrong to want something better
than groveling at the feet of those who once were our servants, begging them for acrust of bread or a
blanket to cover ourselves?" Vordena drew hersdf to her full height, looming over the cringing form of
Ellsbatha. "Y ou don't even know, Ellsbatha. The truth would cost us everything. Now leave me.”

"Hewill find out, eventualy," Ellsbatha perssted, despite her pounding heart. "He will learn it from our
minds, perhaps..."

Vordena sneered. "Impossible! Thetruth isguarded behind the Vel of Shadows, one of the secrets of
the Codersl Whét little you and the others might know is aso guarded, held tight within my own mind!"
she snapped, tapping her temple. Vordena glared at Ellsbatha. "Don't you understand? | know the
ancient words of power, and | made him what heisl | sealed the ancient books away in their tomb, a
place where he cannot go, even if he could touch the books themsalves! There is nothing he can do to
learn thetruth, solong as| do not dlow it!"

"The new ones... He might learn the truth from them..." Ellsbatha pergsted, trembling with fear.

Vordenai snorted. "Those dark-skinned jungle-primitives? They know nothing. They are little better than
animas, themselves. He would learn more from adeer, or achipmunk. Truly.”

"Perhaps...” Ellsbatha began, and couldn't finish.

Vordenai gazed piercingly at the cowering woman before her, and read her meaning from her eyes.
"Perhaps someone of the village might tell him, you mean. Whét little you are ableto tell, that is" she
sad.

Ellsbathasmply trembled silently.

With asmooth motion, Vordenai drew one of the ceramic knives the Nameless God had made for the
village, grabbed the front of Ellsbathas dress, and laid the knife across her throat. " Shall we teach him
what that dtar at the base of histempleisredly for, Ellshatha? Shall we have you bethefirs?™ A bright
red bead of blood rolled dowly down Ellsbatha's neck from the light kiss of the razor-keen blade.

Ellsbathas eyes widened, and aflash of memory came to her mind. Hundreds and hundreds gone

screaming to the dtar, their flesh and bones vanishing in a puff of fire, converted to the raw energy

Allakbeth needed to defend hisream againgt Lysander - and al in vain. Even the graveyards were
emptied, the corpses of the dead tossed in to give what little energy they might...

"No! NO! My son! MY SON! NOOOOO!"
Vordena relaxed, and lowered the blade. "I sthat what you want usto return to, Ellsbatha?*

Ellsbatha collgpsed on the floor, weeping, and could not reply. "My son..." she moaned.



"l know. | wasthere. And | hold your memoriesin my mind, Ellsbatha," Vordenai replied, Stting down
again. "Hewould have been tweve thisspring, | believe.”

"Yes," Ellshatha sobbed.

"It isadangerous game | play, Ellsbatha- but | know what | am doing. He cannot learn the truth, | have
seentoit. And he must not learn the truth, lest we return to those days of merely being fodder for the
atar." Vordena paused, and sighed. "Ellsbatha, | seek the life our ancestors once had, in the days before
the Age of Gods. With luck, | may succeed. Do not cross me on this. What | do, | do for the benefit of
our entire village - and, perhaps, the entireworld." VVordenai tossed the knife wearily onto the table
beside her, and dumped in her chair. "Now |leave me, Ellsbatha."

Ellsbatha wiped her eyeswith ahand, dowly pushed hersdlf to her feet, and silently turned for the door.

Nine.

Vordena sat at her table, gazing at Ellsbhatha's dumped shoulders as she withdrew. 'Stupid, stupid,
woman,' she thought in weary hogtility at Ellsbathas back.

All was proceeding according to plan. VVordenal ressted the temptation to pray that it would continue to
go wdll - thiswould only open her mind to the Nameless God, and dl would come to naught.

A hundred different memories of Allakbeth and life as his daves struggled within her mind as she gazed a
Ellsbatha. Most were terrifying. None were her own. It was an effort, at times... But she stecled herslf,
and forced the memories back again, down to the dark place within her mind where she kept them.
When her mind was calm again, Vordenai reached up, wiping the beaded sweat from her brow.

Wearily, Vordena rested her head in her hands. The deception had to continue, despite the cost to
hersdf. The Nameless One would, almost certainly, learn nothing from the barbaric Dark Ones - though
they would occupy him for awhile, at least. Vordenai decided to use this opportunity to nap. She needed
rest, so that when the Nameless One cameto her again, later, she would be dert enough to know what

toreply.

She could not smply lie with everything she said. Stacking lie upon liewas like stacking dish upon dish -
evenif perfectly balanced, eventualy, the stack would topple and smash under it'sown weight, and dl
would belogt. No, it was best, and easiest, to reply to his questions truthfully - and smply withhold the
things she did not wish him to know. Yes, it was, a times, amonumenta effort to continue the
deception... She could only hope she could maintain the deception long enough for her plan to cometo
fruition, and end the terror and death of the Age of Godsforever.

Ten.

'Ah, Koloth!" | thought silently, hoping somehow that he might hear across the distance that separated us.
'Y our people are beautiful!'



And, in truth, they were. Koloth had, apparently, selected those among his people who were not merely
the hedlthiest and strongest, but the most beautiful, aswell. Dark of skin, their long, straight hair was
white as snow, and the combination was fascinating to me. Aside from ahandful of tribal el derswho
accompanied them, each was young, clean-limbed, strong, and perfectly formed. Their eyeswere large
and beautiful, aswell, with brown and green being the predominant colors. They were human, of course -
but they were not any race | had ever known in my previouslife, of that | was certain. | had smply led
them to the spot that I'd selected asagood location for their village, and they had followed happily, their
heartsfilled with joy and hope at seeing me.

"Thank you, my friend,’ Koloth's silent voice came back after amoment, 'but they are your people, now.
Treat them kindly, please.

'| shdl do my best, Koloth,' | thought in reply, and turned my attention to the new villagersjust as one of
their elders stepped forth. They had spent the first hour after their arrival checking the animaswho came
along with them - as these were animals of the Land, no pen was needed to contain them. They stayed
because they choseto stay. Now, one of thetribal €lders stepped forth - though, in truth, she was barely
past forty. Koloth had selected carefully, and youth and reproductive capability apparently had rated high
onhislig of priorities.

"Greetings, Holy One," the woman said, and bowed. "I am called Sapphire, for the color of my eyes,”
she sad, pointing to her large and beautiful eyes, and smiled. "I am the leader of our little group, and the
Triba Storyteller. We are dl very pleased to meet you, of course, and we look forward to serving you
eagerly. May we ask your name?'

"My name?' | replied, and Sighed. "That, I'm afraid, isalong story."

"Ah! A story!" Sapphirereplied, clapping. "Come, everyone! Our new god shdl tdll usthe story of his
name!l" she cdled, and in afew moments, the rest had gathered in alarge semicircle, Stting and waiting.

| smiled - | couldn't help it. These were lovely people. "Well... | don't know if it will beagood Sory..."
"Tdl it anyway, Holy One," one of the otherscaled, smiling.

| scratched my head (idly wondering what that looked like to them, as a the moment, | was smply abdl
of light), then shrugged. "Wéll, | awoke about a month ago. The woman who summoned me, Vordenai,
told me | had to pick aname. Wdll, 1..." | began, then paused. The truth of my namein the Land might
frighten them, and | didn't want that. "Well, | was abit confused at this whole situation. Perhaps a bit
frustrated at not really understanding, aswell. Inthe end, | picked aname of ill-omen. It wasn't what |
really wanted to do, but, once done, it could not be undone. So, to make along story short, we decided
| would smply be known asthe Nameless God, to spare people abit of fear. After dl, I'mredly avery
kind and gentle person, and my reply to her question was, perhaps, not the wisest choice | could have
made." | grinned wryly. "I'm sorry if it's not aterribly good story, but that'sthe gist of it."

The villagers nodded and clapped, and Sgpphire smiled. "Y ou may not think that avery good story, Holy
One, but we do."

| blinked in confusion. "Oh?Why?'

"Because, Holy Oneg, it teaches us many things about you. Firg, that you are capable of making mistakes
- you are not perfect. Of course, few gods are. Second, that you know you are not perfect. Few gods
will admit this, even to themsdlves. Third, that you are capable of learning from your mistakes, and doing
what you can to correct them. Gods that cannot do this are eventually destroyed by other gods who are
moreflexible, and ableto learn from their errors. Koloth was very wisein sending usto you, | think. You



may be ayoung god, but you have great potential,” Sagpphire finished, and the other villagers nodded in
agreement.

| grinned. "Thank you," | replied, then looked them over asthey dl roseto their feet again. "l suppose
we'd best get down to the business of making you houses and food and such, before it gets dark.”

"Oh, no, Holy One! Weve brought dl that we need in that regard,” Sapphire replied, hopping to her feet
and waving to the other villagers. Shortly, the villagers turned to the dozen or so horsesthat had
accompanied them, and began to carefully unpack their belongings. " These anima's have been with us
sncetimeimmemoria, and we al work together to survive," Sgpphire explained. "The goats give us milk
and cheese, and their hair we weave into clothes and ropes and other things we need. The horses give us
their strength to move things too heavy for us, and so on. When any of our animasdie, we use every part
of them. The meat is eaten, the hides made into clothing and tents, the bones ground into powder for
plaster, and so on. Whilethey live, we do our best to feed them and care for them, and protect them
from predators. When they die, they continue to help us, just as we continue to insure that their progeny
will survivethem." Sgpphire turned back to me, and smiled again. "No, Holy One - al we need from you
isto clear usafew plots of land to plant the seeds we've brought so we can grow our food, afew fences
to keep the wolves and such from our animd friends, and then we can al go to your temple and get
down to the serious business of worshipping you!"

| blinked in surprise. "Y ou're kidding."

"No, Holy One, | am not," Sapphire replied, aseriouslook on her face. "Thiswar isall about power -
power from prayer and worship. Our minds, our bodies produce mana- an energy that we cannot truly
manipulate. Oh, afew witches or warlocks are occasiondly born who can manipulateit abit, but Koloth
explained that their manipulation of manaislike an ant moving agrain of sand - whileit may seemlikea
monumenta accomplishment to the ant, intruth, it isatiny thing. A man with one hand can move
thousands more grains, and with a shovel, can move millions more. The grains of sand are the mana, and
we arethe ants. Y ou, however, are like aman with avery large shovel. All we need to do is provide you
with enough energy, and you can, quite literdly, do anything." Sapphire smiled again. "Koloth said you
were avery young god, and much that we took for granted with him, | would have to explain to you.
Well, thisisapart of it. We want to survive, Holy One. And the only way that will happenisif you win
thiswar. Thus, wewill worship you as much as we can and provide you with as much power aswe can,
S0 that you have the best chance of winning.”

| nodded, my head awhirl. Thiswasfar different than the behavior of my other villagers, and somewhat
gartling. "Alright - but why do you have to go to the temple? Worshipping here and now would be just
fing, withme."

Sapphire smiled. "Thetempleisthe focus of your power, Holy One. Worshipping here before you would
give you power, of course, but worshipping at your temple will give you more. If it'sinconvenient for your
other worshippers, welll be careful to not get in their way."

"Wal... It will hardly beinconvenient for them, asthey hardly go to my temple at dl. They smply worship
wherever they may be, particularly when they need alarger miracleto assst them.”

Sapphire stared a me, her face showing shock and surprise. The other villagers had smilar expressions.
"Holy One, forgiveme, but... Y our other villageis populated with nothing but foolsif that iswhat they are
doing! Koloth saysthat soon, Lysander will come, and try to destroy you. To do this, he must first kill us,
your worshipperd If they do not get down to the serious business of helping you accumulate alarge store
of power, they will die!"



"Northlanders,” said one of the men with asnort of derison, and many of the other villagers nodded in
agreement. "They're dl lazy, Holy One. They want the aid and protection of the gods, but aren't willing to
do thework the gods need to giveiit to them."

"Y ou should punish them, Lord," called awoman, crossing her ams. "They risk their own surviva with
thislaziness - and ours." Shouts of agreement met her call, and | could see by the look on Sapphiresface
that she agreed, aswell. More, her mind wasfilled with nothing but disgust for those of my other village -
people whom she hadn't even met yet.

"Perhaps” | replied, and fell slent. Some of the pieces of the puzzle of Vordena and her village were
beginning to fall into place - and the picture that was beginning to be reveded was not a pretty one.

After creating the fields they needed and conjuring severa stout stone walls and astrong gate to pen their
animasinfor sheter, | turned my attention to my first village. Somehow, someway, | would learn the
truth.

Eleven.

Ellshatha stood outside her house for along moment, smply staring at the door. How could she face her
husband, knowing what she now knew? He would see the sorrow on her face. He would hear it in her
voice. Hewould ask... And she would haveto tell him.

Their son, Madrick. Such ahandsome boy... Gone, now. Tossed in Allakbeth's altar to fuel his need for
power - alife wasted, as Allakbeth was no more.

'Why did | have to face her? Why? she wondered, struggling to hold back her tears. '‘Had | done
nothing, she would have held the memory to hersdlf... And | would not remember..." And yet, there were
happy memories, aswell. Playing with her newborn. Suckling him at her breast. Seeing him toddle, his
first steps...

Suddenly, the Nameless God was there, hovering above her. "Ellshatha," he said, hisvoice an angry
echo. "Comewithme."

Ellshatha screamed as she felt hisdivine grip surround her, lifting her into the air and whisking her to his
temple - then screamed again as she redlized she was being taken to the dtar. A dozen dark-skinned
worshippers aready danced about the altar itsdlf, their weird chants echoing off the stone of the temple
itsdlf astheir nearly-naked, sweat-dick bodies writhed in the flickering torchlight to the eerie, rhythmic
music they played. "No, Holy One! NOOOOQ!"

"What isthe matter?"

"Please, please don't sacrificemel™ she screamed in reply, vivid memories of thousands of deaths she had
seen flashing through her mind.

There was along pause, then she was moved to the opposite side of the temple. "1 will not sacrifice you,
Ellsbatha. Indeed, that was not my intent at al. | smply wished to bring you to the temple, away from the

village™



Ellsbatha, still panicked and babbling with fear, did not hear. "I'll be good, Holy One, | swear! I'll
worship you hight and day, every waking moment! I'm sorry | didn't tell you what | knew right at the
start! Please, please! | DON'T WANT TO DIE!

"Ellsbatha, listen to me! Listen!™ the Nameless God replied, shaking her gently to get her attention. Y ou
arenot going to die. Infact, | promiseyou that | will do everything | can to seethat you live aslong as
possble - forever, if | can manageit.”

"For-forever, Holy One?' Ellsbatha asked, sartled. "I shall live forever?'
"If | can manage t, yes. But thereis something you must do for me."
"Anything, Holy One! Anything!"

"l sensein your mind that you have had an argument with Vordenai. An argument pertaining to me. Y et,
somehow, | can senselittle e se about it. Something blocks me... Something | do not understand. Y ou
said you were sorry you did not tell me what you knew at the start. So, tell me now, Ellsbatha. Confess
what you know. Your godisligening.”

A moment later, Ellsbatha found she had been placed gently on the ground. She stood there, gasping,
trying to collect hersdlf. The Nameless One hovered above, waiting patiently. After along moment,
Ellshatha managed to cam hersdlf. Quietly, she kndlt on the soft grasses that surrounded the temple,
bowed her head, and began.

* * *

"And you told him everything?' Nadar asked, his voice hushed asthey lay together in the darkness of
their bedroom.

"Everything | could remember - though that was preciouslittle, thanks to the witch's spell.”
"And what happened then?"

"He thanked me, took meinto his hand again, and brought me back to the village. Then, he smply caled
Vordenai out of her home, told her he had much work to do in the new village, and l&ft.”

Nadar was slent for along time afterwards, thinking. The hoot of an owl could be heard in the distance,
and faintly, the distant sounds of the Dark Ones, worshipping &t the temple.

"I had ason," Nadar sad, findly.

"Yes" Ellsbathareplied, quietly. "A proud, handsome boy."

"|.... 1 do not remember him &t all.”

"l know. Neither did I, until Vordenai allowed me to remember.”

Nadar was slent for along moment before he spoke again. "Tell me about him. What did he look like?
Was| happy to have him?"

Ellsbathasmiled in the darkness. "He had your eyes, and my father's nose. He amiled nearly dl thetime-
he was avery happy boy. And yes, you were very happy to have him. Y ou looked so happy at times, |
thought you would burgt.”

Nadar sighed deeply, and Ellsbatha saw the gleam of tears upon his cheeks. "1 do not remember him.



That, | think, wounds my heart more than knowing heisdead.”

"I know," Ellsbathareplied, gently kissing her husband's tears away.
"I loveyou, Ellsbatha," Nadar said smply, and hugged hiswifetightly.
"l loveyou, too, Nadar. | dwayswill."

They lay together in the darkness for along while thereafter, smply holding each other, and thinking.
Findly, Nadar spoke again. "Come. Let usgo.”

"Go?" Ellshathaasked, confused. "'Go where?"

"To the temple. We will worship with the Dark Ones. VVordenai didikes them. She thinks them dumb
brutes, little better than animals. | think that whatever Vordenai didikes must be good, and whatever her
enemies do must be better. We shall go to the temple. We shal worship with the Dark Ones. We shdll
go totheir village, and beg them to let uslive with them, and learn their ways. If they will have nothing to
do with us, then we shdl amply stay at the temple, and worship the Nameless One. Perhagps he will have
mercy on us, and provide for us. Perhapswe shall die of starvation and cold. But whatever we do, we
shdl not gay here."

Ellsbatha started to object, then fell slent. After amoment, she nodded. "We should bring blankets, and
warm clothes. Plenty of food, and the knives and bowls and other things the Nameless One made for
lﬁ"

"Alright. But let usgo now, tonight.”
Ellsbatha nodded in agreement, and together, Nadar and Ellsbatharose from their bed.

Twdve,

My first impulse had been to smply go over to the village, snatch up VVordena in my hand, and shake the
truth out of her. But, after afew momentsto think, | held back. Thiswoman was, in essence,
manipulating agod. She wasn't stupid - she wouldn't try something like that unless she thought she could
get away with it. She had some kind of edge, some advantage | didn't know about. | would have to be
careful, or she might use that edge she had before | understood what it was. It was obvious she could
shield her own thoughts from me, and even the memories of the villagers. How far did her powers go?
Sapphire had said that the witches and warlocks of the land were like ants moving grains of sand,
whereas | was like aman with alarge shovel. My power wasimmensaly grester than hers, that much was
obvious. Yet, | couldn't underestimate her. If | had learned anything of women from my previouslife, |
had learned that underestimating them was unwise.

Thusit wasthat aweek later, | found mysdlf hovering over Sgpphire'svillage, observing the daily
goings-on as | thought about my stuation. Ellsbatha and Nadar's moving to thevillage | had easily
dismissed to Vordenai with the casual explanation that | had ordered it, to aid Koloth's peoplein
assimilating the new culture they found themselves beside. Thetruth, of course, wasthat they'd made this



decision on their own - but as Vordenai didn't fed it necessary to spesk truthfully to me, | no longer
found it necessary to speak truthfully to her.

Three of the mares of the village were foding, and | waswatching intently. | had a vague memory of
aways being fascinated with horses - and horses that were intelligent enough to understand human
speech (or, at least, understand it aswell as afour-year-old human might) were even more fascinating.
The creatures of the land, really, were an endless source of fascination to me. At times, they seemed like
any other animal | might have seenin my past life. At other times, they werefar, far more.

Suddenly, | sensed afamiliar presence at my temple. | turned my attention to my temple, and smiled.
"Koloth. How are you?' | asked the glowing yelow bdl of light.

"Not well, I'm afraid. Lysander presses me hard, and I've had preciouslittle time to even consider when |
might uphold my end of our bargain. | fear | may short you unfairly, my friend.”

| shook my head. "Hardly. The people you sent me are ajoy and a pleasure, Koloth, and I'd have paid
you to havethem if | knew how lovely they were. Besides, any help you can give iswelcomed and
gppreciated, no matter how little you may seeit asbeing, friend.”

Koloth glowed warmly. "Thank you," he replied, then turned his gaze to my temple, where hisformer
worshippers now danced and worshipped in my name. The men and women of Vordenai's village found
Sapphire's people quite shocking, as they worshipped in skimpy garments that barely covered them -
though intruth, 1 knew they did this smply because their style of worship involved agreat ded of very
energetic dancing, and the smple strips of cloth they wore dlowed them to swest fredy. "I see you have
been tresting them wdll - and they, in turn, have trested you well. | am hiding my presence from them, for
the moment. They should concentrate on you, from now on. Y ou are their future, and | their past.”

"They will aways remember you, Koloth, no matter what happens. They are good people.”

"Perhaps... But that matterslittle, now. My timeis short, my friend. | promised | would help you learn the
secret of your Singularity - and today isthe best time. It will be awhile yet before | have another moment
to speak with you, and if things go poorly, we might never speak again.”

"I... I'm sorry to hear that, Koloth."
Koloth flickered dightly. "Thank you - but let us skip the socid amenities. My timeisshort.”
"Asyouwish, my friend."

"First, observe the structure your worshippers are dancing around. That isyour dtar - yet, just asyour
templeismore than merely abuilding, it ismore than merely acurved stone. It is, in many ways, likethe
mouth of amortal man. By placing asacrificeinit, you consumeit, aosorbing the full potentid of its
power. The single sacrifice of atree gainsyou as much energy as one worshipper might produce in aday.
The sacrifice of agoat, sheep or cow perhaps ten times that. And the sacrifice of ahuman gainsyou all
the potentia energy they might ever have produced for you in the entirety of the remainder of their natural
lives. Thus, the younger the victim, the greater the energy gained,” he said, then paused. "But please... Do
not sacrifice these people. They are my beloved ones..."

"I won't, Koloth, don't worry. | carefor them, aswdll,” | replied, and smiled.

"Thank you," Koloth said, and gleamed warmly again. "Well, to continue... The dead can dso be
sacrificed, releasing what little energy remainsin their morta coil. The sooner after desth the body is
sacrificed, the greater the gain. The amount, though, isamere fraction of what they might have produced



when alive - often less than one might get from atree, or a stone with those long dead. Neverthdess, itis
astrategy when you are strapped for energy. Have your worshippers dig up the graveyards, and commit
the bones and other remainsto your dtar. It may not be much, but sometimes asmall amount of energy is
al it takesto turn thetide of abattle. Anything placed into the bowl of the dtar, either intentionally or
accidentdly, will be converted into energy for your direct use- thisiswhy it israised up to the height of a
man's head. It prevents your worshipperstripping and accidentaly faling in. Do you understand al that
I'vesaid sofar?'

"Yes" | replied. I'd gathered as much from the terrorized thoughts that passed through Ellshathals mind
when she saw | was holding her near the dtar. | had not known, at the time, what the altar could do, nor
had | redly intended to put her uponit - I'd Ssmply paused, reminded by the worshippers that my temple
was no longer an empty place where | could speak privatdy, when Ellsbatha suddenly thought her end
was near. Apparently, Allakbeth, her former deity, had not been terribly kind with hisworshippers,
treating them asafarmer in my old life might treat aherd of cows. They were not people, but merely a
rescource, to be used as he saw fit. | vowed | would treat my worshippers far better than that - or try to,
a any rate.

"Good. Wdll, the dtar isalso connected to your heart - your center. Y ou can enter your temple through
the doors and explore your heart, if you wish, but that is a processthat may take years. Y ou,
unfortunately, will not have that kind of time to spend before Lysander makes hisfirst moves againgt you.
Thus, | am forced to show you ashortcut, to learn your Singularity as quickly as possible. Y ou may or
may not have other powers associated with your Singularity, and those you will have to discover for
yourself, by experiment. But your main power, | believe we can summon today.”

"Alright, what do | do?'
"Place your hand over the dtar, and will your Singularity to action.”
| blinked. "That'sdl?'

Koloth chuckled. "No. | will have to watch, and tell you what happens. Y our Singularity may be
something smadl, like the ability to make plants grow to maturity in the blink of an eye. It may be
something large, like the ability to conjure devastating blasts of energy - from which, | will haveto shied
your worshippers. It could be anything, my friend - and | will watch you and tell you what it is, if you do
not see any effect yoursdlf, and shield your worshippers from any damage your Singularity may cause.”

| nodded, gazing somewhat apprehensively at the worshippers around my dtar. Thelast thing inthe
world | wanted to do was harm innocents. | hoped Koloth knew what he was doing. Tentatively, |
reached out my hand, holding it over the dtar, and exerted my will.

The slence was deafening.

| looked down, and saw my worshippers had frozen, like statues, their dancing, snging and playing
dilled. "Koloth? Arethey dright?"

Therewasno reply.

| looked to Koloth, and was startled to redlize he was frozen, aswell. Normally, the edges of his
presence flickered and gleamed - but now were frozen, and unmoving. | looked around, and noticed a
bird hanging in the air, dso frozen.

"I've stopped time!” | redlized, elated. | flashed to both villages, and saw it was true. Everyone and
everything was frozen. As an experiment, | tried to pick up one of the villagersin Sepphiresvillage - and



found | could not. While time was stopped, | couldn't affect anything. "Isdl theLand likethis?" |
wondered adoud. Then, | paused. "Wait, wait - it's probably limited to my sphere of influence - outside,
everything's probably normd." | focused my attention on the nearest edge of my sphere of influence, and
looked.

To my utter surprise, | saw aleaf hanging intheair, below atree, frozeninitsfall.

Elated, | pushed beyond my sphere, and searched about. Everything, everywhere, was frozen. | even
peered beyond the edge of Lysander's nearby sphere - the lands within were dark, and stained with the
miasmaof hisown influence. Y et, dl wasfrozen, aswell.

| focused my attention on my temple again, returning to Koloth. He had not moved at al. | wanted to ask
him what | should do, now, to turn this off - and in amoment of panic, | redlized | couldn't. Y et, amost
as soon as | wished the effect would end, Koloth suddenly flickered, and the music of my worshippers
ranginmy earsagain.

"Wel? Go on, my friend. I'll watch carefully,” Koloth said after amomen.
| stared, stunned. He hadn't even noticed. "Ummm... | aready did."
Koloth flickered in obvious confusion. "What? | saw nothing..."

"| stopped time. Not just here, but everywhere, Asfar as| cantell, al acrossthe Land,” | said, then
paused. "Wel, it might be more correct to say | speeded up time for mysdlf, infinitely. The effect isthe
same, but the latter ssems more likely, given my understanding of how thingsin the Land work."

"Redly? How astounding, my friend! Y ou aretruly fortunate to have such an amazingly powerful
Singularity. A power likethat, properly used, can give you an enormous advantage over an enemy.”

"I don't see how, Koloth. | found | can't affect anything while timeis stopped. That's not terribly useful "

"Oh, no? Think of this, then - say an opponent triesto day aworshipper of yourswith lightning. At a
thought, you can freeze time, hover over your minion, then release the effect, snatching them up into your
hand before the lightning strikes. Once in your hand, they are safe from harm - and by repesting the
process, you could whisk hundreds away to safety, and perhaps even replace them with something the
enemy might not wish to destroy - like hisown minions. Y ou might snatch away an injured worshipper to
aplace of safety, where you could heal them at your leisure. | can think of ahundred possible usesfor
your Singularity, if | had it," Koloth said, chuckling, "Just as I'm certain you can think of ahundred uses
for mine, wereit yours. No, my friend. | am very, very old compared to you, and evenin al my centuries
of life, | have never seen a power S0 vast, and with such enormous potentid. Useit wisely, and it will
serveyouwdl.”

| grinned. "'l shdll, Koloth, | shall.”

Koloth chuckled again. "My timeislimited, but my own Singularity shows me something that will help
you - and | will sharethiswith you before | leave.”

"Oh?What isit?"' | asked, aware that his power was to see the future.
"Doyou recdl | said you will need an Avatar, and soon?”

| nodded. "Y es, of course.”



"My Singularity shows me that you will have one before the sun sets.”
| blinked in surprise. "1 will?*

"Yes, you will. And treat her well, my friend - for | foresee that she will, one day, save your very
exisence." Koloth paused, then sighed. "I must go. Lysander ison the move again. Farewdl, my friend.
If al goeswell, we may meet again once more, perhapsin amonth or two. If not..."

"If not, then thisis goodbye,” | replied, understanding. "Thank you, Koloth. For everything. I'll take good
care of your people.

"Y our people, now," Koloth reminded me gently. Koloth flickered happily for amoment, then vanished,
zipping away at the speed of thought to his own lands.

| Sighed, gazing after him. Koloth was agood friend - and though our friendship was brief, | knew |
would misshim deeply.

"Lord, hep ug”

| jumped, startled by the whisper in my ear, then turned my attention to the source of the urgent prayer.
Inamoment, | wasin Sgpphire's village, beside the horse pens. A dun mare had just foded, and the
resulting bloody, white-furred offspring struggled at her feet as she lapped at it with her tongue. It could
not stand - and after amoment, | saw why.

Thefirgt, most obviousthing was that its hind-limbs were pointed in the wrong direction. Instead of being
bent at a ninety degree angle to the torso, they ran parale to thetorso. Asit struggled to rise, | blanched.
Instead of forelimbs, the snow-whitefoa had arms, and hands. its head, too, was odd, the eyes abit
more towards the front than on an ordinary horse.

"Itistheresult of one of Lysander's curses, certainly. The foa was conceived whilewe were il in
Koloth'slands, and Lysander gresatly enjoyed casting dark curses upon us." the herdsman said, then
looked to me. "Isthere anything you can do, Holy One?" the herdsman asked.

"Canyou hedl it, Lord?" Sgpphire asked, her voice and mind showing deep sympathy. "Thereislittlewe
candofor it, savetokill it to put it out of its misery.”

| started to reply, but at that moment, the little filly looked to me, and nickered wesakly, tired from the
birth and effort of trying to rise to suckle a her mother's breest.

And in that moment, our eyes met.

Her eyes were adeep, deep blue... Deeper than the sea, degper than life... Within those eyes, | saw
something grester, something beyond what shewas... | saw what she might become. There was grace,
nobility, and power in those eyes...

| reached out, and took thelittlefilly into my hand. "No, Sapphire. Y ou shal not kill her, and sheisnot in
misery. Sheiswhat | have waited for, and what | have expected. Sheismy Avatar.”" | reached out to the
mother, stroking her broad forehead, and the dun mare whinnied. She was a creature of the Land, and a
my touch, she understood. | looked to Sapphire, and saw the awed expression on her face. "'l will care
for her mysdlf, Sgpphire,” | said, and chuckled. " Somehow, it seems appropriate to have apale horse as
my Avatar,” | said, thinking of my moment of frustration when | had chosen my name.



"Lord?| do not understand.”

"No matter. With luck, you never will." | exerted my will dightly, and conjured askin of milk for thefoal.
The villagerswatched - to them, the fod smply hung in the air benegath the glowing orb of my form, and
was fed from askin of milk that floated inthe air. Thelittlefoa drank greedily, then burped, and yawned.
After amoment, she curled up, and fell adegpin my hand. | smiled - | loved her dready. "I goto my
temple, Sapphire. Call meif | am needed,” | replied, and turned my attention to my temple. | smiled again
- Koloth had been right. The temple truly was afocus of my power, and no mere building. Already, a
pen had formed, just outside the doorstheat led into the temple, enclosing them within its confines. Fifty
yards across and roughly circular, the pen waslittle more than alow stonewall. Y et, the walls of the pen
were not so much to keep her in (though it would serve that purpose), but more to keep the rest of the
world out, until she was grown and could care for hersdf. The walls defined the perimeter of aninvishble
globe of protection, one that was impervious to anyone or anything that might do her harm. | laid her
down in her pen, atop the soft grasses that grew there, then smply hovered over her, watching her deep.
| chuckled again. "In keeping with my own name, | should probably cal you 'Morticia, then keep your
real name asecret, so that you are smply known as 'The Horse of the Nameless God.™ | chuckled again.
"Yes... | think that's exactly what we shall do. It fits, somehow."

Thelittlefod nickeredin her degp, and smiled as| fdt the familiar thrumming grow within my heart, then
fade.

Thirteen.

Perhapsit was the father and grandfather in me, but | greatly enjoyed spending time with Morticia
Raising her, teaching her... It was dl quite pleasurable. | quickly found that she was not going to grow
like ahuman child, despite her human-like torso and arms - she would, rather, grow like ahorse. It was
obviousto even acasud glance that she would reach her full sizein about two years, and be fully mature
in about four. Y et, her mind was morelike that of ahuman child, and was not maturing & the same pace.
Therewaslittleelse| could do - | used my powers, just as| had on the villagers, and smply willed her to
know the things she needed to know.

It dawned on me that most likely, dl the Avatars of the Land were like this, maturing at the same rate as
their anima counterparts. Judging by themind | had sensed in Lysander's Avatar, it didn't seem likely the
other gods were overly concerned about educating their Avatars - they were, in essence, smply brute
force, muscle that could be used beyond their sphere of influence. Having them obey smple commands
and attack when needed was probably all they wereredly used for - and whispered conversations with
Koloth across the distance that separated us confirmed this thought.

Yet, | found that | needed more from Morticiaas my Avatar. | needed more from her than smply a
dumb beest, apile of walking muscle | could use outside my influence. | needed a companion. When |
had first awakened, Vordena had been my companion and advisor. Now, | trusted her not at dl, and
hardly expected anything she said to be the complete truth. Thus, | used my powers on Morticia, the
same ones I'd used to educate the villagers, frequently. Very frequently, in fact.

Vordena immediately didiked Morticia- and didiked her even more when she discovered Morticia had
learned to speak by her sixth month of age. "I beg your pardon, but it's obscene, Holy One," Vordenai
announced before she sormed off in ahuff. "Avatars are merely beasts. They should not be taught to
speak.” | decided that thiswas probably a good thing, in the end. Whatever Vordena didiked was



something that probably did not further her plans, and | had no intention of furthering any of VVordenai's
amsuntil 1 knew exactly what they were. Sapphire, on the other hand, was very pleased to learn my
Avatar could speak, and often came to the temple to lean her elbows against the low stonewall of her
pen and have long conversations with Morticia - often telling the stories of her people, or smply singing a
oNg.

Before | knew it, two years had passed. Sapphire had birthed a son, both my villages had grown dightly,
and Morticiawas now &t her full height - about seven feet tal. It was time to open her pen, and alow her
to wander fredly about my lands.

Morticiagazed in surprise (and alittle fear) asthe far wall of the pen faded and vanished. "I... 'mto go
out into theworld now, Father?' she asked.

"Yes. Y ou need to meet the people. Get to know them. Learn their likes and didlikes, and how to handle
their needs. I've given you al the powers you might need - it's up to you to learn how to use them.”

Morticiarolled her eyes as shelooked up a me. "Oh, Father! | aready know how to use everything
you've taught me. Infact, | think | know far more than you think | do. That really isn't the problem, right

"Then what isthe problem?”

Morticia crossed her arms beneath her breasts, and tapped a hoof on the ground. " Father, for adl you've
taught me and for dl you'veloved me, you don't understand me at al.”

| couldn't help mysdlf - | burst out laughing.
"What's so funny?" Morticiaasked with an annoyed whinny.

"Ah, my dear - thelitany of every childin every corner of every universe, | think, beginswith the verse
'my parents do not understand me,™ | said, and laughed again.

Morticiastuck her tongue out at me, and looked highly offended. "I redly wish you would stop laughing
at meand listen to me, Father."

"Alright, dright. I'm sorry - tell mewhat the problem is.”
"Vordena," Morticiareplied, smply.

| nodded. "I don't know what to do with her, redlly. I've thought about the problem these last two years,
but-"

Morticiarolled her eyesat meagain. "Oh, Father! Y ou have not! Admit it - the last two years, your main
concern has been raising me, and educating me with your powers. The Dark Ones understand. Sapphire
and severa others have spent alot of time with me, and they know from their experience with Koloth
how important | am to you. Vordena and the Northlanders do not - well, that's not exactly true.
Vordena knows how important | am to you. She smply has not alowed her peopleto know it. Faithin
youisfading in thet village, Father. If something isn't done soon, you may lose them.”

"Alright. What do you suggest?"
"| suggest the only thing that can be done. | have to go there, and make a good impression for you."

"Ummm... Alright, but | don't see the problem. What are you afraid of 7'



"Father, don't you understand? Vordenai has some sort of hold over you - | don't know what it is, but it's
strong enough to thwart you. It's obvious she doesn't want the villagers worshipping you - she wants
them independent of you, completely.”

| gave Morticiaasheegpish look. "Well... Actualy... That was my ides, at first. That's part of my problem.
It'shard to think of what she's doing as being a conspiracy when |, mysdlf, encouraged it to happen in the
firg place”

"Y es, but she caled you. She knew, before you arrived, that you would have that desire. Y ou knew
nothing when you first arrived, and you hardly understood the true nature of your existence and your
gtuationin the Land. Y ou didn't know that having the villagers be independent of you, denying you the
power you gain from their worship and prayer, would risk your very existence and their lives. Shedid.
She knew. She chose you intentionally, father - or, perhaps, she smply reached for a man with your
qualitiesfrom aworld other than the Land, and you were the one she happened to get. No matter - she
has some kind of plan, Father... And | think it hasto do with rendering her village completely
independent of the gods.”

"Hmmm... Alright. | agree you are probably right. But what do we do about it?"

"Father, you've used your powersto give me knowledge - knowledge you yoursalf do not have. Even
knowledge you, yoursdlf, once had, but have lost since your trangition to the Land. We have to work
together, and play a game you might once have called "Good Cop/Bad Cop." I'll be the'Good Cop),
going into the village to help the people. Y ou be the bad cop, going into the village to eye them for
transgressions, and punishing them.”

"Alright, but what good will that accomplish?”

"Asde from bringing the people closer to you so they will worship properly and give you the power you
need, it will force Vordenai's hand, Father. She will see you've become like any other God of the Land,
instead of the gentle, ignorant deity she apparently intended you to be. She will haveto act, or the people
will dip out of her control - and, perhaps, wewill discover exactly what hold it is she has over you from
her actions, and learn how to bresk it."

| thought about that for along moment. Finally, | nodded. "A good plan, my daughter. | approve.” |
looked at her, and grinned. "But you still haven't told me what you're afraid of .

Morticiarolled her eyesagain. "l am afraid of Vordenal, Father. | do not know what hold she has over
you, or what she might be ableto do. | am afraid for you!™

| reached out to her, and stroked her snow-white mane softly. "Don't be afraid. Together, we are more
powerful than either of usaone. And together, welll find away to defeet her.”

"Oh, istoday the day?' avoice cdled. | looked, and saw Sapphire standing near the pen, alarge white
bundle under one arm.

Morticiagrinned. "Y es, today isthe day | leave my pen, and enter your world."

"Well, my dear, then you'll need this,” Sapphire replied, and walked around and through the opening,
then held out the bundieto Morticia

"What isit?" Morticiaasked, unfolding it and holding the cloth before her. | smiled asshestared at it in
curiogity - it was a pale white robe, made of soft goat hair.

"It'sarobe, dear,” Sapphire replied, answering for me. "You'll need it.”



Morticianickered with amusement. "1 have fur, Sapphire, | hardly need clothes.”

Sapphire smiled. "It'snot for you, my deer - it'sfor everyone else. Y ou've grown quite abit in these last
two years, and from rump to shoulders, you resemble ahuman girl of perhaps sixteen or eighteen years.”

"So0?" Morticiaasked, raising an eyebrow curioudy.

Sapphire laughed. "Holy One, of dl the things you may have taught her in these two years, I'm quite
surprised you forgot to teach her modesty.”

| grinned wryly. "I didn't forget, Sapphire. She knows of it, but she has no need of it, hersdf. She's
unique, likeal Avatars, and will not comeinto hest. The concepts of sex and modesty were something |
thought sheld not have to worry about, so | didn't bother to stressthem in her.”

"Ah, atrue Innocent,” Sapphire replied, nodding.

"Not quite asinnocent asdl that," Morticiareplied with asnort, and Sapphire giggled. Morticialooked
over therobe, then dipped it on over her head. After fidgeting with it for alittle bit, shelooked hersdlf
over. "Hmmm... Not quite right. It needs something...”

"Oh, no. Y ou've taught her fashion, Sapphire. Now I'll never hear the end of it. My temple will be piled
high with athousand variations of robes and dresses and adozen other frilly things," | said, chuckling, and

Sapphiregiggled.

Morticialooked up to me, and stuck out her tongue. "Hardly, Father." She waved ahand, and the robe
transformed into asimple, short, deeveless dress, made of a sheer, gossamer fabric that looked like
spider slk. It was trand ucent, almost transparent - when the light struck it just right, you could see
through it, and as she moved, it dternately revealed or concedled various parts of her body. "There.
Much better," she said doud, then looked to me. 'l am your Avatar, Father,' she thought silently,
knowing | could hear her, 'and that means | must use every weapon at my disposa to fight for you. At
the moment, you are trying to win thefaith of Vordenai's village. My appearance is another wegpon in my
arsend. | understand human modesty - and | understand that being either completely clothed or
completely nude will capture their attention far less effectively than being partidly clothed.” And with that,
Morticiaturned and trotted out the gate of her pen, heading to Vordenai's village.

Sapphire amply stared after Morticiain shock, her mouth hanging open. "Holy One... I'm afraid | must
say your horseisquite surprisng.”

| chuckled. "I do believe she will have many more surprisesfor us asthe years pass, Sapphire,” | replied,
and turned my attention to Vordenai's village.

Fourteen.

Vordena ground her teeth in frustration. They had been so close! After two years of work, the villagers
had nearly mastered the skills they needed to be truly independent. Seeds from apple and pear trees had
been gathered, aswell as seeds from other edible plants, and the farmers skills held true. The weavers
kills, aswdll, till remained, and they nearly had reached the point where they could clothe the entire
village with ease. Other villagers were dowly mastering the skillsthey saw displayed, and under her



secret direction, were mastering the craft of making baked mud bricksto usein building their own
houses.

Then, suddenly, the Nameless One appeared. "Lysander is coming soon," he announced, "and you have
donelittle to help me build the power | need to defeat him. My gifts, apparently, are not appreciated.
Thus, | withdraw them." And in one stroke, the farmersforgot their skills, the weaversforgot their skills,
the houses vanished, the furniture vanished, the clothes crumbled to dust, the food they had gathered and
grown disappeared, the carefully-worked fields returned to smple grasses... Everything was gone.
Despite everything she had doneto build their confidence, the villagers returned to weeping and wailing,
and begging the Nameless One for forgiveness. They groveled in the dirt, naked and weeping, and even
Vordenai hersalf was reduced to nakedness. It was late afternoon on alate summer'sday - the air was
cool, and the night was certain to be chill. Vordena's teeth chattered as she tried to woo the Nameless
One back to her way of thinking - and failed, as he smply vanished without aword.

Then, the damnable horse came. All smiles and understanding, sympathetic words, she clothed the
villagerswho agreed to worship at the temple, and rebuilt their houses with a gesture. Soft, sweet grains
rained from her fingertips to form an enormous pilein the center of the village - holy food for those who
promised to worship, and aid their god. Before VVordenai could do anything to stop it, the whole village
was groveing before that damnable horse, kissing her hooves and swearing they would worship the
Nameless One properly. Even Vordena was forced to knedl before her and promise to be 'good', so
that shewould at least not go naked before the rest of the village.

Now Vordenal snarled in rage and frustration, sitting in the evening shadowsinsde her smal home. All
her planswere in ashes - and the Nameless One had, in asingle stroke, become just like any other god
of the Land.

"How?" shewondered, aloud. Everything had been planned so perfectly, so well. He had been a
stranger to the Land - he could not possibly have learned the truth on his own, and she specificaly
selected one who would be too soft and gentle to exert hiswill over the people, and too humbleto
demand their worship. Vordenai considered going over to histempleto try again, to make alast effort to
woo him back to her way of thinking...

With asigh of frustration, she discarded theidea. It was obvious - he had changed. Someone had told
him the truth. Her plans would make the villagers utterly independent of him or any other god. Intime, the
knowledge she might have gained could have been passed among al mankind, and the whole of the Land
might have been freed of the tyranny of the Gods smply by ceasing to worship them, and living ther lives
without them, asthey had before the Age of Gods. Now, dl that wasimpossible. Someone had told him
the truth. But who?

"Elldbatha," Vordena hissed into the darkness, in answer to hersdf.

It was obvious, now. Ellsbatha had talked. And from her, the Namel ess One had |learned enough on his
own to solvetherest.

Vordenai snarled, rising to her feet. She strode over to her bed and reached benegth it, reaching for her
Spirit-Bag. She had made the Nameless One - she was his Coder. There were certain things he could
not do without her permission, and one of them was violate the sanctity of her Spirit-Bag. She opened
the bag and felt within. Pushing aside the beads, feathers and other accouterments of her profession, she
found what shewas|ooking for. A ceramic-bladed knife - one of many the Nameless One had made that
first day, two years ago. All the other knives of the village had vanished along a the Namel ess One's will
thismorning, save this one. Protected in the sanctity of her Spirit-Bag from the powers of the Nameless
One, it remained.



Vordenai drew the knife, and tossed the sheath aside. With alook of cold fury, she strode to the door.

Fifteen.

| felt the death.

| fdtit, heard it, and saw it - though it was hundreds of miles away. A thousand strokes of lightning, and
endless stream of devastation raining down upon a saffron spire, shattering it, crushing it, and scattering
its pieces into nothingness. The death-scream of a God rang across the Land, and my heart skipped a
best.

Morticiaawokein her pen, and looked up to me. "Father? What was that sound?”
| Sighed deeply. "That, my little one, was the end of afriend. Koloth isdead. Lysander haskilled him."
"How terrible," Morticiareplied sadly.

| turned my attention to the other side of my temple, where the last of Koloth's people danced and sang
inworship of me. | raised my hand, and they paused, looking a me. "Sing asong of mourning, for now.
Sing asong of mourning, until the dawn comes.”

"Why, Holy One?" Sapphire asked, wiping the sweat from her brow. The worshipperstook turnswith
the othersin the village, asthe energetic dancing and singing they did as part of their worship took quite a
bit out of them. It was random chance that she would be the worship-leader at this hour - or, perhaps,
fate.

"Koloth isdead. Lysander has killed him. Mourn his death with me, and let us never forget his sacrifice,
and hisgentleness™

The worshippers wept and sobbed, as Koloth's desth also meant that all the others of their people were
dead. Sapphire's shout cut through their sobslike aknife. "Silence!” When the others had findly
controlled themsalves, shelooked to me. "Holy One, Lysander will wagte little time moving on you, now.
Y ou arethelast god remaining on his southeastern flank.”

"I know. Already, his sphere of influence overlaps asmdl portion of the northwestern quarter of my
sphere. It has been like thisfor two days, and dready the strength of hisinfluenceisturning the forests
thereinto dark, shadowy places where misshapen creatures of darkness from his lands dink about into
mine. His power is greater than mine, his people more numerous, and his sphere of influence far more
ved."

"Then we cannot mourn, Holy One. Y ou need power, and you need it now. Mourning another god, even
Koloth, givesyou nothing. Later, in our village, we will mourn him, and mourn the death of our people.
But for now, we celebrate you. We will give you the strength you need to fight Lysander, Holy One - for
your own surviva, and ours. Y ou arethe last, best hope for our people, Holy One. We will not shirk our
duty to you." Sapphire wiped away atear from an ebon cheek, then looked to her people, tossing her
snow-white hair. "Our god needs us! Let usraise our voices, and Sing!”

And with that, they resumed their dancing and singing even more energeticaly than before, pouring their



hopes, their sorrows, their fears and their dreams into the act of worship.

| gazed at Sgpphire for along moment. She was a powerful, wonderful woman. Though her heart was
breaking, shelifted her voice to sng. Though her heart wanted to collapse and sob, shelifted her body to
dance instead. She was dressed only in asimple loincloth, with another tight band of cloth holding and
supporting her breasts. Sweat gleamed on her well-muscled, ebon-skinned body as she danced in the
warmth my temple provided, the chill night air kept from them by the power of the templeitsalf. She
danced, she sang, and she gave me what power she could. Though her heart was breaking, she knew this
was the only way her people could survive.

| admired her. | respected her. And, | adored her.
"Sheisbeautiful, isn't she? Morticiathought to me, sllently.
| looked, and saw she was standing by the entrance to the worship area. 'Y es, very,' | thought in reply.

Morticia smiled, then gestured briefly, and her sheer garment transformed to oneidentical to that worn by
the female dancers before her. "May | join you?' she cdled.

Sapphire grinned, and waved a hand to beckon her forward.

In amoment, Morticiadanced among the worshippers of Sapphire's people, adding the sscomping of her
hooves to the ssomping feet around her, and lifting her voice in song. Oddly, | could even sense that from
her, | gained power, just aswith any of the other worshippers - | had not expected that. The renewed
flow of strength from the resumed worship gave me confidence, and my daughter's dancing and singing
like any of the others warmed my heart to see.

'Koloth will be avenged, Lysander. With people like these behind me, | cannot lose.”
The reply came swiftly - adark, evil chuckle.

'We shdl see, youngling. We shdl see!

Sixteen.

"Ellshathal Where are you hiding in this misbegotten village of gpes?”

Ellshatha shuddered, cringing in the darkness of the domed tent they called their home. "It isher, Nadar.
Vordena."

Nadar hugged hiswife. "I know. I'll go outside, and-"

"No!" Ellshathareplied suddenly, fearing for hislife. After amoment, she sighed. "No, | must go. | must
face her, mysdf.”

"Well face her together, my love," Nadar inssted.
Ellshatha smiled weakly. "Alright, Nadar. And thank you."

Vordena stood in the middle of aring of men. In thelast two years, Nadar and Ellshatha had managed
to teach the Dark Ones some of the language of the Northlands - and, in turn, they had managed to learn



some of their language. Still the men surrounding Vordena had no ideawnheat the problem might be, and
only knew that there was amadwoman with aknifein the middle of their village. Vordenai, for her part,
did not understand the gentle pleadings from the men for her to calm down, lower her blade, and try to
relax. She only saw dark-skinned sub-humans, warped things that one might find within the sphere of a
dark and evil god, babbling at her in an incomprehensible tongue. "Ellsbathal™ she screamed, dashing
again at the men to keep them at adistance.

"l am here, Vordena," Ellsbathacalled.

Vordena spun, asnarl of ragetwisting her face as her eyeslit upon Ellsbatha standing next to Nadar.
"Y ou told him, you bitch! Now everything isruined!"

Ellsbatha shuddered, then stiffened her resolve. After all, shelived under the Namel ess One's protection,
did she not? Sheraised her chin, and gazed back a Vordenai defiantly. "Yes, Vordena, | did. | told him
two years ago, out of fear. | thought he was going to sacrifice mein anger for my not having told him
what | knew. Asit turned out, he had no intention of doing so. But | told him anyway, Vordenai. Heisa
kind and gentle god. He deserved to know the truth.”

"Don't you understand what you've done? We could have lived without him, without any god! We could
have brought the Age of Godsto an end!"

"But at what cost, Vordenai? Y ou would toss out the good with the bad - and he is one of the good!
Y es, we might have our freedom, as our ancient ancestors had before the Age of the Gods! But at what

"Ishe? Do you redly believethat?" Vordena replied, spittleflying. "Do you know what hisnameis?
DO YOU KNOW? IT ISDEATH!"

Ellsbatha flinched, but did not waver. "If it is, then | welcome Desath as my god, for | know him asagod
of life, and love. What say you to that, witch?'

Vordena had no answer. She smply screamed awordless scream of rage, and threw hersdlf at
Ellsbatha

Seventeen.

'Morticia,' | caled slently. 'Come here, now.'
Morticiapaused in her dancing, bowed to the other worshippers, and trotted over to me. "Y es, Father?'
"l have... I've made amistake," | replied grimly. "If | had feet in thisform, I'd kick mysdlf in the rump.”

Morticiagiggled. "Y ou could aways switch to your humanoid form and try, Father," shereplied, then
after amoment, she redlized from the gleam of my auraand the thoughtsin my mind that | was quite
upset. "What's wrong, Father?”

"| taunted Lysander. A mistake - never taunt abully, Daughter. Smply fight them, or walk away. Never
taunt them - particularly when they have the upper hand.”



"I'll remember, Father. Now, what's happened?’

"Lysander has opened amagic portal, asmall vortex of energy in the section of his sphere of influence
that overlaps mine. And from that portd, his Avatar isemerging. Judging by what | can sensg, it'stired,
dightly wounded, and extremdy hungry. I1t's my guess Lysander drew him directly from the last battle
with Koloth, beforeit was fully rested and hedled.”

"Shall | fight it, Father? 1 mean... Well, that'swhat Avatars do.”

| shook my head. "No. It'simmense, daughter. It would crush you easily, and my first concernin your
rearing was that you be an advisor to me, not asmple grunt warrior. But, it'swithin my sphere of
influence- | can affect it."

"Whet shdl | do, then?'

"Keep an eye on everything here. Make sure no one goes to the northwest quadrant of my sphere until
the battleis over. Lysander has fed his maggot on nothing but humans, it's hungry now, and it'smaking a
bedinefor our villages."

"Yes, Father. I'll keep the people safe.”
"Good - I'm counting on you, now. I'll be back," | replied, and turned my attention to Lysander's Avatar.

The gigantic maggot was swiftly wriggling through the forests, crushing everything iniits path. Black
wounds along its back dripped avenomousichor, the remains of Koloth'sfina attemptsto destroy it.
Aboveit, Lysander floated, hisred glow flickering happily. "Ah, youngling. | was wondering when you
might find amoment to defend yoursdlf.”

| said nothing, Smply studying his Avatar, looking for aweakness. Physicaly, it was nigh-invulnerable. It
could be hurt, obvioudy, but Koloth had failed to kill it - and he'd had far more power, skill and
experiencethan | did. | tried the smplest, most direct solution - just picking it up and tossing it away -
but | found I could not grip it. Apparently, an Avatar's body had amodicum of protection gained from its
creator, and wasimmune to being directly grasped by another god. 'So much for that idea," | thought.

Lysander chuckled. "Y ou have no reply for me? No heated words, no curses?”

| could hear the night-songs of the trees and plants turning to screams of agony and death as Lysander's
Avatar casudly crushed them initswake. Still, I could think of nothing to stop it. The Land was dive-
and Lysander's Avatar was dowly killing asmal part of it, just to get to one of my villages and gorge
itsdf on human flesh.

"Perhapsthiswill shake you out of your gpathy,” Lysander called, and bals of fire flew from him, to set
the forests ablaze. He was till within his sphere of influence, aswas his Avatar, so he could il act.
"There. Now you have two thingsto consder. My Avatar will, dmost certainly, consume al your
worshippers - and this blaze will, by morning, reduce thisvaley to ashes. An interesting combination of
chaos and destruction, don't you think?"

| watched Lysander's Avatar. If the flames of the raging forest firewere hurting it, it didn't show it. |
knew Lysander wasright - even if | did stop his Avatar, the forest fire would destroy everything in the
valey by morning. Though | had learned how to conjure miniature rain-storms, | couldn't possibly use
that to combat thisthreat. Lysander would Smply set the forest afire again, and again, until | ran out of
energy. He was stronger than | was, and had afar greater reserve of power - | could not meet his
strengths where | had weaknesses. Y e, | had to act - and now.



"Forgiveme," | said quietly to the trees, and reached out my hand.

Lysander flickered in obvious surprise as he watched me rip up along strip of forest two hundred yards
wide and two mileslong, well beyond the edge of his sphere of influence, and toss the dead and dying
trees and grasses asde. He stared at the long semicircle of bare dirt, and finally spoke. "Y ou destroy
your own lands? Y ou are not only weak, youngling, you are insane.”

"No, Lysander, it's cdled a'fire-break’. Something you've apparently never heard of inthe Land.” | then
turned to the plants within my sphere of influence. 'Help me, or we al perish. Which of you haswhat |
need?

'We do! We do!" whispered some ugly, broad-leafed weeds on the other side of the valley.

| reached to them, rapidly gathering a quarter ton or so of them from where they grew like aman might
gather up ahandful of grass. | scattered their seeds far and wide, then crushed them in my hand until they
were paste. | then turned to Lysander's maggot and smeared the paste along its back, across the wounds
Koloth had l€ft inits hide. My hand passed through the maggot ineffectudly, but the paste was | ft
behind.

"Y ou atack my Avatar with crushed weeds?' Lysander said, watching mein confusion. ™Y ou aretruly
insane."

"Hardly," | replied, and waited.

About the time the titanic maggot managed to reach the bare dirt of the fire break, well outsde
Lysander's sphere of influence, it paused. Sowly, it began to curl up, and twitch spasmodically.

"Wha? What have you done?"

"It'scalled 'nicotine, Lysander. Works great on bugs. Severd varieties of Deadly Nightshade produce it
asadefense againgt insects, including the tobacco plant.”

"Holy One, hdp me!"

| turned a deaf ear to the prayer. | had no choice. The battle was not over quite yet. Lysander's beast
was, for the moment, paralyzed - but | sincerely doubted it would die from this. It wasfar too tough.
Already | could sense the vast resources of itstitanic body turning to combat the toxin. It would not
remain paralyzed for long. | called to the Land again, searching for what | needed. The quiet, dow reply
came back, and | reached out my hand, piercing the earth near Vordenai's village and withdrawing a
boulder weighing twenty tons.

| returned my attention to the twitching maggot, raised the boulder, and smashed down as hard as| could
onto its head.

"Holy One... | amdying..."

| smashed again and again, while Lysander raged impotently on his Side of the border. The maggot was
immensaly tough, and despiteitstitanic Sze, amazingly fast. Had it not been pardyzed, | was sureit
would smply have dodged, or wiggled away from my assault. But, it could not. After twenty blows, the
cargpace over itshead began to crack. After fifty, its head finally gave way, splashing the ground with the
black, venomousichor that made up itslife's blood. It squealed its death-scream, and for abrief moment,
| had aflashing impression - asmall maggot, one of many, innocently consuming adead bird... Until it
was touched by the hand of an evil god. It had been raised and trained to be what it was, augmented by
Lysander's power. Y, it had not been evil in and of itsdlf. It had Ssmply been abug, alarval fly, and part



of theLand - until Lysander's hand changed its destiny.
"You promised... | would liveforever..."

| flicked the blood off the stone, and returned it where I'd found it. Now that it was dead, | discovered |
could lift the carcass of Lysander's beast with ease. | tossed it well into his Side of the border, then
looked to Lysander, who gazed back in silent fury. | wanted to taunt him, to jeer at him - but | did not.
He till might have something up hisdeeve, and | hardly needed to force hishand, now. | needed him to
withdraw.

"Go away, Lysander. Just go away," | said, unable to keep the anger out of my voice.

Lysander lifted the giant maggot's carcass from the ground, and held it with atenderness| didn't think
possiblein him. | could seethe emotionsin hismind - rage a me, fury at his own overconfidencein
sending in hiswounded Avatar to destroy me, and sorrow at itsloss. It may have been only amaggot,
but it was his Avatar. Despiteits horrific appearance, it seemed he cared for the beast as much as any
god cared for their Avatar. They were more than just muscle to the Gods of the Land, it sesemed. They
were each raised and trained by their masters, and were, redly, like their children. Koloth had once said
that the outer appearance of an Avatar mirrored agod's true heart - yet few mortals understood that.
Now, looking at him, | understood Lysander better than | had before.

Yet, | could seein hismind - Lysander knew that the only reason his Avatar was dead was because he
had underestimated me. He hadn't taken thetime to hedl his avatar before he sent it against me, and the
toxic paste | gpplied to it would have never harmed it had the carapace of its back been whole and
hedled. It would have easily dodged the stone, and any glancing blows | may have managed to land
would have been ineffectud. Y es, he had underestimated me - and he was both wise enough to redize
that, and smart enough to not do it again.

"1 go, youngling. But I will be back. And you will pay for this

"| fear | dready am paying for it, Lysander," | muttered as he retreated. | glanced at the forest fire - it
would rage onto hislands, not mine. The fire break had hated it, and the winds werein my favor. Still,
thousands of treeswould sing their silent song no longer. The battle was over. | had, apparently, won.

With astart, | remembered the prayer - and turned my attention to its source.

Vordena was screaming incoherently as she was held by four men of Sepphiresvillage - they and two
others bled from smal cuts on their arms and chest, gpparently from the bloody knife laying at VVordenai's
feet. Nadar and Morticiaknelt on the ground in alarge pool of blood. Both were weeping.

And in the center of that pool of blood, was Ellshatha.
"Father, | tried... | heard her cdll, too, and | knew you were busy fighting... But | didn't get hereintime.”
| touched her body, feding her wounds. She was dead and cooling, her heart still, her mind quiet.

Morticiasobbed. ‘It'sall my fault, Father! My plan wasto force her hand, and now this has happened!”
shethought slently.

Itisnot your fault,' | thought inreply. ‘It isVordena'sfault. And | will dedl with her inamoment. There
are severd injured here, Daughter, adl cut. Heal them, then take control of Vordenal. Hold her until | am
prepared to ded with her.'

| looked down to Ellsbatha. Her dying words echoed in my ears. "Y ou promised... | would live



forever..."
And now she was dead.
| gritted my teeth inrage at VVordenal, at Lysander, at the whole stuation | found mysdf in.

| had not asked to be the god of these people. | had not asked for this responsibility. But now, it was
mine

And | would not shirk thisresponsbility.

| reached my hand down to Ellsbatha, touching her gill form, and focused my will. Through rage,
frustration, and deep sorrow, | poured by very heart into my words.

"No, dammit. You will not diel Youwill livel"

Her body and spirit ressted. | knew the feding. Her life had ended, and she knew it. It was over, and
donewith.

"Live"

Her flesh began to glow with the power | was pouring into her. Two years of accumulated power lay at
my digposd - and | was more than willing to useit dl, in this moment, on thiswoman, to fulfill my promise
to her.

"LIVE!"

Her spirit resisted. | did not care. Her body resisted. | did not care. The Land itself resisted the change -
death, inthe Land, was asfind asit had been on theworld | had once known.

"LIVE!"

Her flesh melted, then turned to vapor asthe last of its resistance was boiled away by my will. Her spirit,
torn and tattered, fused with the bones that remained. The villagers gasped in horror.

But only when shefinally gasped and stirred did | relent.

| lifted my hand from Ellsbatha, and she groaned. Dry bones benegath bloodied ragswas dl she was.
But shelived.

"Holy One... What have you done?" one of the villagers gasped.

A hundred emotions boiled in my mind. Rage, sorrow, shame... | could not explain myself. But | could
not break my promise to Ellsbatha. | turned to the villager who had spoken - ayoung man, ahandsome
man - and | glowered at him.

"l have done that which had to be done. I have fulfilled my promiseto her. Shewill live forever."

"Tdl them who you arel" Vordena screamed, struggling usdesdy in Morticids grip. Morticiawas, inthe
end, ahorse - Vordenai could not possibly escape. "Tell them who you arel™

| glared at Vordenal. "l am Desath, and thisismy realm of power. In thisworld, the Land, aworld of Life,
| am Death.”

"Thenit'strue! What the witch said... It'strue!" Nadar said, shocked. Ellsbathajust stared at the bones



of her hands with the empty sockets of her skull, and moaned in terror.
"Yes!" Vordena screamed. "Now you see? Ellshathas meddling has doomed us al!"

"Hardly, Vordenal," | replied. "These are my people. So long asl| live, | will shelter and protect them,

and treat them askindly asaloving father treats his own children." | then glared at her again. Y ou, on the
other hand, have tried to murder one of my children. You, Vordenai, shdl die," | said, and took her into
my hand, intending to crush thelife out of her.

"Hah! Tryit! Try!" Vordena screamed, then laughed. "Y ou can't! | made you! | am your Coder! A
thousand years ago, before the Age of the Gods, we lived without your kind! We mastered magic, and
lived in avast and wonderful civilization! Then, seeking greeter power and further comfort, we made your
kind! The first Coders created thefirst of your kind to serve man, drawing your essence from the limitless
Void! Y ou escaped our control, and made yoursalvesinto our gods! Y et the power of the Coders
remaing" Vordena sneered. "Put me down, dave, and perhaps1'll Iet you live abit longer. | made you -
you cannot harm me! | put that into the very Code of your existence, the basic essence of the
mana-energy that fudsyour lifel™

"Father! Kill her quickly, before she does something to you!" Morticiacaled urgently.

| tried - | redly tried. | tried to squeeze her to paste, to toss her a hundred miles, or to summon my will to
blast her with lightning...

...and found I couldn't. I knew, deep within mysdlf, that al | could do was either continue to hold her, or
open my hand and let her go. | couldn't even lift her high into the sky before | released her. | could move
her about above the ground, but that was about it.

Vordena screamed with laughter. Y ou see, foolish dave? All you are dlowed to do to meis open your
hand, and release me gently! That's how | coded you! Y our kind was never intended to be our gods, you
were intended to be our daves, our conjured servants, to make life easy for usl We discovered the
limitation to our powers was that of flesh - so we made fleshless spirit-daves to serve our needs! Y our
‘temples were nothing more than containers for the energies that comprise you, and your ‘dtars were
nothing more than trash bins, meant to feed you and diminate our rubbish at the sametime! Now release
me, dave, whilel am 4iill in agenerous mood!™

And in that moment, thefina piece of the puzzle fdl into place. The memoriesin her mind finaly opened
to me, and | understood.

Allakbeth had smply used his people as cattle, and as a source of power. When other gods warred on
him, the deaths at his dtar began, vast power being harvested from thousands of lives. When Vordenai
had denied him hislast few worshippers by having them abandon him and flee into the wilderness, his
temple became vulnerable, and he was destroyed.

Thiswaswhy the Godless Ones had been shunned by other gods. Thiswaswhy Lysander had not
bothered to gather then into his domain of shadow when he killed Allakbeth. Lysander knew that the
Godless Ones were godless because they, under Vordenai's leadership, had chosen to be. They were, to
him, worthless - better to let them starve and die in the wilderness. And, if | hadn't come dong, that's just
what they would have done.

"Areyou ligening to me? Put me down!" Vordena screamed, struggling in my grip.

| glowered a Vordenai. | could only release her gently above the ground - | could not harm her directly.
She had thought of everything - or so it seemed.



It wastimeto seeif Vordenai had thought of limiting where | could release her.

Inaningant, | whisked her away to my temple. | held her above my altar, and she screamed - but with
fear, thistime. "What are you doing? What are you doing?"

The worshippers paused, looking up a me. Sapphire looked at me, her mind full of confusion. "Holy
One? Whét is happening?'

"This woman has murdered Ellsbatha. She stabbed her to death. She also wounded perhaps half adozen
of your people, back inthevillage. | tried to save Ellsbathaslife, and now find dl | have managed to do
isturn her into an undead - aliving skeleton. | have used nearly al the power you gave me these last two
yearstrying to save Ellsbathaslife, and it was dl for nothing. Now, Ellshathamust live eternaly asa
walking horror. Meanwhile, thiswoman summoned me. She has power over me, and istrying to
manipulate mefor her own ends. She doesn't careif your peoplelive or die - she thinks of you as apes.
She's only concerned about her own schemes, and as soon as| et her go, sheis probably going to use
her powers to manipulate mein whatever way shelikes" | replied, my words tumbling out in arush of
emotion, then paused. "So tell me, Sapphire... What do you think | should do with this woman?"

Sapphire blinked for along moment, taking in everything I'd said. "Ellsbatha... A skeleton?”
IIY$II
"Because this woman murdered her, and you tried to save her?'

"Yes. My true name, Sapphire, is Degth. It is apparent that thisis my realm of power - in thisworld, the
Land, aworld of Life, | am Death,” | replied, just as1'd said to the villager, then looked into Sapphire's
gyes. "So tdl me - what do you think | should do with her?

Sapphire's eyes narrowed, and she gazed at VVordenai coldly. " Sacrifice her, Lord. Sheisamurderess.”

| smiled. "That'swhat | thought, too," | replied, and opened my hand.

body and spirit were consumed in the dtar.
| gazed at the dtar. There was no trace of Vordena remaining. She was utterly and completely gone.
Andyet, | fdt no satisfactioninit.

Of course, through her degath, | felt renewed power. The entire potentia that VVordenal could have
produced in the remainder of her entire naturd life, just as Koloth had said. It was|ess than what
Sapphire's people could produce in two years, but it was still agreat deal.

Y et there was no satisfaction in her destruction. | was smply glad she was dead.

"I go now to try to extinguish the forest fire Lysander started, Sapphire. Perhaps| can save a least some
of thetrees. Call meif | am needed,” | said, and turned my attention to the northwest.

Eighteen.



Nadar followed Degth's Avatar, carrying atorch to light their way through the night. The horse-like
humanoid had said she did not need the light, but asked Nadar to bring it anyway, so he might not trip
and fal in the darkness. "How... How is she?' Nadar asked, his voice choked with emotion.

"She hasfainted, Nadar,” the horse replied, nodding to the bundle of ragsin her ams. "Thisisal abit
much for her - understandably so, | think."

"At least she... She stopped...”

"Screaming? That will probably start again when she awakens, Nadar. Y ou'll haveto sted yoursdlf for
it

Nadar sobbed. "How can you be so cold about this?™

The horse stopped, and dowly turned. Nadar stared up at her, and saw there were tears streaming down
her furry cheeks.

"I... I'msorry," Nadar said, and hung his head.

"It'sdright. We have to be strong, Nadar. For her. She will need agreat deal of support to adjust to this
new life. My father has given methe task of trying to help her - but I can't do it done. | need your help,
Nadar. Sotel me- do you il love Ellsbatha?!

"Withdl my heart!"
"Andwill you hdp me help her?'
"Yes, of course.”

"Good," the horse replied, then turned and resumed walking. "Now, thefirst thing well do ismove you
back into the Northlander village. My father saysthat you and Ellsbatha are to be the new village |eaders.
I will conjure anice housefor you, and fill it with anything you need. Y ou can recover your persona
effectsfrom Sgpphireésvillagein the morning, onceit'slight.”

"Leaders? Us? But-"

"Yes, | know - my father saysthat giving her something to do, rather than sitting there dl day and night
and staring at hersdlf and fedling horrified... Wdll, having something important to do will distract her from
that, and help her adjust.”

"But... But shewill horrify everyoneese! 1... I'm sorry, but she horrifiesme!™

"My father has aready told me what to do about that, and how to handleit. Trust me, Nadar. | will be
with you and Ellshatha every step of thisjourney. | know you do not understand it, I know my father
says| amwrong to fed thisway, but... Well, | fed that thisismy fault. Thus, | will help you, guide you,
and do everything | can to seethat sherecovers, and adjusts. Even if it takesthe rest of eternity."”

"It... It cannot be your fault. Y ou tried to help her, to heal her. | saw that. Y ou were just too late. No, it is
not your fault. ItisVordenai's," Nadar replied, and paused. "Is she... Isthe witch redlly dead?’

The horse nodded. "Worse than dead. My father sacrificed her in hisdtar as punishment for the crime of
murder. Her body and soul are utterly destroyed. She no longer exists."

"Good!" Nadar said with sudden vehemence, and spat. "Even though al our memories died with her, and
we shall never get them back, now... 'm glad." After amoment, helooked up again. "Still... It isnot your



fault. Y ou are kind and gentle and beautiful .. And you tried to help.”

The horse paused and turned again, and to Nadar's utter surprise, she leaned down and kissed him
softly. "Thank you, Nadar. | redly needed to hear that, just then." She then turned and resumed walking,
and Nadar followed in silence.

Nineteen.

Nadar picked up theroll of cloth with one hand, and gently reached for hiswifesfoot with the other.
Ellshatha sat quietly on the bed, as she aways did for this morning ritual, her naked bones bared to the
morning light.

The cloth was black, as black as night. Death's Horse had softly asked what colors she might like to
wesar. "Black!" Ellsbatha had snapped in rage and sorrow. "Black as night! Black asdesth!" The horse
had s mply nodded, then gestured, and rolls of soft, black cloth tumbled from her fingertips. And from
then on, each morning, Nadar wrapped her bonesin them.

He started with her feet. Gently, lovingly, he covered the bones with the cloth strips, wrapping them
about what remained of her, dowly working hisway up each leg, one at atime.

She would silently stand, at that point. Wrapping her pelvis was somewhat problematic when she was
gtting, and standing made it easier. Ellsbatha dways gazed down a him as he worked, watching his soft
hands pass the cloth over her hard bones again and again.

"l need no clothes, | need nothing! 1 am dead, now!" she had screamed one morning, and ran out of the
house, naked. The fearful looks from the adults and the children's screams drove her back inside,
however, back into her husband's loving armsto sob in misery.

Ellsbatha sat again, and Nadar began gently wrapping her spine, hisfingers caressing what remained of
his beloved. She could fed histouch. That dways amazed her, she often said - that bones could fed, like
skin once did. She no longer was bothered by heat or cold - an accident in the kitchen showed that she
was, how, immune to ordinary damage. Nadar had panicked to see her accidentally set her wrappings
ablaze, and feared that he would lose what little remained of her. But once the fire was out and the
charred cloth removed, her white bones were revealed to be untouched.

Nadar reached for her hands, and continued the dow work of dressing hiswife by wrapping her hands
and arms, one a atime. He began with the fingers, gently wrapping each onein the cloth separatdly, like
aglove, then moving on to the hand, the wrist, and upward.

Thehorse had insgsted it be thisway. Nadar knew that hiswife could smply wesr arobe, or something
smilar - yet, the horse had ingsted that each morning she be carefully wrapped, and each night she be
carefully unwrapped. Now, weeks later, Nadar was glad the horse had indsted. He understood it, now.
Thedalily ritua they performed helped Ellshatha adjust, by allowing Nadar to show her through histouch
that he still loved her. At the sametime, it helped Nadar adjust, aswell.

At firg, it was smply amind-numbingly horrifying task he had to perform, each day. Touching thedry,
hard bones chilled him to the very pit of his soul. Then, as the weeks passed, the horror of the deed
dowly faded, and hismind began to notice small details.



She il breathed, for instance. Nadar did not understand that. He could pass his hand into her empty
ribcage, and fed the emptiness where her heart once beat, her lungs once worked... There was nothing
there. Yet, her ribs moved, and Nadar could hear avery, very faint sound that could only be her bregth.
And astime passed, it seemed to become easier to hear, aswell. And yet, there was more.

"What holds you together?* Nadar had wondered aoud one morning. It had been the wrong thing to say,
that day, and Ellsbatha went into a screaming rage that lasted hours. Y et, his curiosity remained. There
seemed to be nothing holding the bones together. Her kneecaps stayed in their proper place, without
anything connected to them. There was even asmall, curved bone behind her jaw that smply floated in
theair, supported by nothing. After awhile, Nadar had redlized that her tongue must have once been
connected to it - but beyond that, he could not understand it. He had asked Death's Horse, later, and the
horse had replied that she was held together by the same energiesthat had restored her lifeinthefirst
place, the same energiesthat would preserve her existence eterndly.

Findly, Nadar was done. All Ellshatha's bones save for her skull were carefully and lovingly wrapped, as
they were each morning. Nadar handed his wife the soft black dress Death's Horse had provided, and
shedipped it over her head wordlesdy. By the time she had it on, Nadar was dready placing the cloth
shewore over her head asaveil - an opaque, black cloth, Nadar could not understand how she could
seethrough it. Then again, she had no eyes - merdly empty socketsin her skull. How she saw at al was
beyond him. He had asked, once, when she wasin one of her better moods, and she had explained that
she saw equdly wdll, night or day. She said it was different than before, but it was till sight. Her mood
then soured, and she fell into one of her usua depressions, screamed and wailed for awhile, and Nadar
learned no more of the subject. Nadar took the little silver band the horse had given, dipping it over the
veil and around Ellsbatha's skull like adender crown to hold the vell in place.

Nadar sat next to Ellsbatha on the bed, as he aways did once he was finished hel ping her dress, and
hugged her gently. He felt her bones shift, her hard arms wrap about him, and she hugged him back.

"Y ou asked me..." she began, then paused.

"Yes?' Nadar replied.

"Y ou asked me last week... What it was like for me to see, now."
"Yes, | did."

"l screamed at you. I'm sorry.”

"It'sdright. | understand, and | forgive you."

"| talked to the horse, yesterday. | did not understand what | see. | only knew that | could see. Itislikea
glow, Nadar. A glow from everything - tree, stone, grass, animal, and people. The horse sad...”

"YS?'

"Shesaid | seethelife-energy. She said that the Land isdive, and | seeitslife. She said she can seeit,
too. And it was then that | understood.”

"Understood what, love?"

Ellshatha paused for along moment before she replied. "Even the dead glow, Nadar. That iswhy | live.
The horse said that Desth, in the Land, isachange of energy-state. Now, | understand.” Ellsbathaleaned
back, and gazed at her husband from beneath her vell. "Y ou glow like a person, or an animdl - avibrant,
flickering glow with many shifting colors™ Shethen lifted her hand, gazing at it. "I glow like astone, with



the colors not changing - though the horse saysthey do change, but it istoo dow for meto notice.”
Ellsbatha lowered her hand, then looked at her husband again. "But | am till dive, Nadar. Likethe
stones of the Land, or thetrees. | live"

Nadar smiled politely, as he could think of nothing to say in reply. He did not understand what Ellsbatha
meant - but he loved her, and did not want to annoy her.

Ellsbatha passed her fingers over her husband's cheek, stroking the skin with the soft cloth that covered
her bones. "'l have been so cruel to you, Nadar. | am so deeply, terribly sorry.”

Nadar smiled disarmingly. "Y ou were never crud to me, beloved.”

"Yes, | was- and don't deny it!" Ellsbatha snapped, then paused, and sighed. "I'm sorry. I'm doing it
again. Itisonly thisstuation, Nadar. Itis... It isso much... Too much.”

"l undergtand, love. Redlly."

"I've been preciouslittle help to you in leading the village."

"It'sdright, love. Y ou've done what you could, for now."

"May ... | mean, after the horse comes... May | go sit by the stream again?”'

Nadar suppressed asigh. He did not like to see his vibrant, energetic wife smply sit and do nothing al
day - which was, for the most part, what she preferred to do, now. Y €, the fact that she had asked him,
rather than smply wandering off, was an improvement. "If that will make you happy, love."

There was atapping at the door, and afamiliar voice. "May | comein?’
"Yes, come,” Nadar caled, smiling.

The door opened, and Death's Horse entered, ducking the top of the doorway. Her hooves clopped
hollowly upon the floor, and in her hand, she carried abowl - just as she did every morning. "How are
you thismorning, Ellsbatha?'

"The same as yesterday - dead," Ellsbatha snapped.

Nadar winced, but the horse's smile did not dim. "Now, now. Y ou know what | mean." The horse
placed the bowl! upon the table, then held her hands over it - a sprinkle of soft, sweet grainsrained down
from her fingertipsto fill the bowl. "Do you think you're ready to try eating something, today?'

"How can| eat? I'mjust abag of bones!”

The horsg's smile dimmed dightly. "The same way you speak, Ellsbatha - you are more than just abag of
bones. My father saysthiswill be good for you, and it will help you. Come - try esting it."

Ellsbatharoseto her feet, screaming. "Don't you understand, you stupid, stupid horse? I'm dead! I'm not
even hungry! | haven't been hungry in three weeks! Y ou come here every morning and try to get meto
eat that, and every morning | haveto tell you | an DEAD, DEAD, DEAD!" Ellshathaflew at the mare,
dapping her with the hard bones of her hands. "Get out! Get out! GET OUT!"

The mare stepped back, her eyestearing, then turned and ran for the door - but forgetting to duck. With
aloud CRACK, she smashed her head into the top of the doorframe. Ellshatha started - the doorframe
was broken, and the mare staggered back, blood starting from her forehead, above the line of her eyes.
The mare clapped her hands to her head, staggering.



"l... 'msorry..." Ellsbatha said, shocked.

The mare said nothing in reply. She smply lowered her hands and gazed at the blood, which now ran
down her face and dripped onto the floor. "I'll go, Ellsbatha. And | will not return.”" She then ducked and
stepped through the door, then ran away.

"Wait! Waaaaait!" Ellsbatha screamed, dashing through the door and cdling after the mare. "I'm sorry,
redly | am!”

But the mare did not stop - she ran through the village, and into the forest. In amoment, she was gone.
The other villagers stared in curiosity - and no little fear - and Ellsbatha felt deeply ashamed.

And she felt even more deeply ashamed when she saw the livid expression on Nadar's face.

"How could you treat her like that?" Nadar raged. "For weeks, she and | have worked tirelesdy to help
you, and thisisyour repayment?"

"Nadar, I-"

"No! No more excuses, Ellshathal Y ou treated her like she was nothing - and sheis hardly that! She'sa
wonderful, gentle person! And sheisthe Avatar of our God! And you drove her out like amangy,
worthlessdog! She said shelll never return! Who will help our village now, Ellsbatha? And what do you
think our god will do when hefinds out what you have done?"

Ellsbatha collapsed on the floor before Nadar, sobbing. "Oh, Nadar! I'm o, so sorry!”

Nadar scowled. "1 haveto go, Ellsbatha. Thereis much work to be done. The village will be movedin
lessthan aweek. I'd ask you to come with me again, but | know that's awaste of time. All you're
interested in doing is Sitting and fedling sorry for yoursdlf. | love you, Ellsbatha, and | admit you have alot
to fed upset about, but itstime you picked yourself up and got on with life again. Our god gave you a gift
- youredive. Perhapsit didn't turn out the way he intended. Hes ayoung god, and still learning his
powers. But dtill, you should be grateful for what he's given you, even if it wasn't quite what everyone
wanted!" Nadar then turned and stormed out the door, till scowling.

Ellsbathalay on the floor along time afterwards, sobbing. She shed no tears - what was left of her body
had no tearsto shed. Findly, her sobs softened, and stilled. Ellshatha dowly pushed hersdlf to her feet,
and sat at thetable.

And before her, the bowl of divinely-conjured food till sat, untouched.

"It'sstupid,” Ellsbatha muttered. "I'll just make amess all over mysdlf. Where would the food go? Out the
bottom of my jaw and al over my front. How can | possibly eat?’

Then, the horse's words came back to her... "The same way you speak, Ellsbatha - you are more than
just abag of bones."

A child glancing in through the open door gasped as Ellshatharaised her vell. " Shoo, you little brat!"
Ellshatha snapped, and the child took to hishedswith ashriek of terror. Feding phenomendly ingpid,
Ellsbatha scooped up asmall pinch of conjured grains from the bowl, and popped them into her mouth.

And found the grain was sweeter than life, itself.

"Tagte! | cantaste! But how? | have no tongue..."



She looked down at hersdlf - the grains had not smply spilled out the bottom of her jaw. They remained
ingde her mouth. She chewed and swallowed experimentaly, till looking at hersdlf.

And the grains were gone.

"But where? Where did they go?' she wondered aoud, only to suddenly pausein her thoughtsat a
sudden, sharp pain below her ribs. Ellsbatha grunted, and for along moment, could not understand what
the problem was. Then, suddenly, it dawned on her.

"I'm hungry!" she cried, eated.

And, indeed, shewas - ravenoudy hungry. Before she knew it, sheld finished dl the grain in the bowl.
Afterwards, astrong sensation of ‘fullness swelled throughout her being. Ellsbatha wanted to grin - and
giggled when sheredlized her face was forever fixed into agrin. Still, shefelt moredive than shehad in
weeks - and the sensations were marvelous. | really must thank her..." she said aloud, then paused.

Her gaze fdl on the drops of blood upon the floor, and the broken doorframe. "No," she said quietly.
"Somehow, | must gpologizeto her. And to Nadar. And to everyone. But first, her."

Ellsbatha picked up the bowl, rose to her feet, and walked out the open door.

Twenty.

Sapphire kndlt in the grassy meadow outside her village, and bowed her head. "Holy One, please spesk
withme"

In amoment, Death gppeared. Hewasin hisglowing form, an orb of scintillating energy - savethat his
form was now dark, aflickering ball of smoke-gray and jet black. "What isit, Sapphire? I'm terribly busy
right now. Isit important?' He was carrying atreein hisinvisible grip, and Sapphire redized she had
interrupted him in hiswork of relocating the plants from the northwest quadrant of his sphere.

Sapphirelooked up to the glowing orb, and nodded. "It isto us, Holy One. Y ou've hardly spoken to us
at al these last three weeks. We're afraid you've been avoiding us.”

Death's auraflickered for amoment, as though he was glancing about, then he planted the treein the
meadow, his power opening the earth and dipping the bare rootswithin it easily and gently. "No, no. It's
just that there's so much to do, right now. I've only now finished recovering the last of the surviving trees
and plants from the burned-out area, and re-planting them elsewhere on my lands. Some of the trees, as
it turns out, drop seedsthat actually need fire before they open - yet, | couldn't let them grow up within
Lysander'sdomain, so | had to prepare asmall areafor them. Asl've said before, Lysander's sphereis
still dowly expanding. | need to move us back, to the southeast, to give us more time to prepare againgt
him. Moving my temple, asit turnsout, is quite smple- | smply will it to be somewhere dsewithin my
gphere of influence, and it isthere. Moving your villages, however, | think will be far more difficult.
Theres quite abit to do, and-"

Sapphire smiled. "Holy One, please! There'slittle preparation you need to do with usl We're quite used
to moving with our god's sphere, thanksto our time with Koloth. That'swhy al our dwellings and
belongings are portable, Holy One. Y our horse is quite capable of raisng the dwellings the Northlanders



need, hersdlf - smply have the people of the other village carry what they wish to bring with them to the
new location you've picked out, and she can do the rest.”

Death'sauraflickered. "Ah. Wdl, you're probably right. I'm sure that will work just fine. If theré's nothing
else, I'll get back to work."

Sapphire gazed at her god for along moment in silence. Finally, she decided to smply say what wasin
her heart. "We're not afraid of you, you know. If you've been avoiding usto try to prevent frightening us,
you've nothing to worry about in that regard.”

Death's orb turned dark and angry. "Have you seen my temple, now? The stoneis dark, basat! Have
you seen Ellsbatha? For that matter, have you seen me?™ he snapped, and turned to his humanoid form.
A tal skeleton stood before her in ablack, hooded robe. "My hands are the worst part,” he said, holding
ahand before hisface for amoment, and gazing at the bones. "The change has been gradud, these last
three weeks - but inexorable. Now, each time | reach for something, | am reminded what a horror I've
become," he snapped, and lowered his hand.

Sapphirelooked back to her god calmly. "Y es, Holy One. Weve seen your temple, we've seen Ellsbatha
- and now, | have seen you. And we do not fear you. Our people know that Death isapart of Life. We
saw your heart, that first day you spoke to us. We see your heart now, asyou care for the trees and the
animas of your lands, an act most gods would not even bother with. The Northlander villagers fear you,
yes. They see Ellsbatha, and she terrifies them. But we are not frightened by her, Holy One. In her, we
see your commitment, your willingness to keep a promise you have made, regardless of the cost. | know
you have made her and Nadar the new leaders of their village - but should you choose to send Ellsbatha
back to us, we would welcome her with open arms. No, Holy One. Koloth would not have sent usto
you if you were agod of evil. We arenot afraid of you, or anything you might do."

"Itisgood you are not frightened by me, Sgpphire,”" Degth replied, gazing at her with hisempty
eye-sockets for along moment before transforming back to his energy-form. "Yes... It isgood you are
not frightened by me. Becauise sometimes... Sometimes, | frighten myself. | ook to Ellsbatha, and |
wonder just how far | will go to fulfill my promises, protect my people, and win thiswar." Degth paused,
then snarled. "Oh, gah!"

"What isit, Holy One?'

"My daughter says she has had some sort of argument with Ellshatha, and has ended up hurting herself.
Wait here," he replied, then was gone.

Sapphire sighed. Koloth said that the Nameless God, whose name she now knew was Death, was a
young god, and inexperienced in the ways of the Land and its people. Thiswas one of thetimesit
showed. "Ah, Holy One. If only you understood,” she whispered. Sapphire knew, thanksto Koloth's
ingtruction, that the fears of the Northlanders and the culture of Sapphire's own people had shaped the
outer appearance of her god. And, apparently, it was an appearance he found as repulsive asthe
Northlanders did - adark temple, and askeletal form. But Sapphire and her people did not seeit that
way. Both villages saw their god and histemplein the same form - but for different reasons.

Of course Sapphire's people viewed histemple asadark spire. Was not their own skin the color of
ebony? To Sapphire's people, red was the color of death, not black. Red symbolized the flow of blood,
which often preceded degth. Black symbolized the dark of midnight - atime of night from which point
onward, the Sky only became lighter. To Sapphire and her people, black symbolized the beginning of a
new hope, not the end of life.

More, Sapphire's people had spent generations with Koloth, helping him help them survive. And, as



needs required, they took the bones of their dead, and committed them to the dtar to give Koloth the
power he needed - the dead serving theliving, and hel ping their race survive. They did not view askeletdl
form asbeing adark and evil thing, but smply thefind stage of life, and alast chance for the futurée's

hope.

And yet, as she thought about it, Sapphire redlized that her god felt guilty about Ellsbatha. He had not
wished to turn her into aliving skeleton - he wastrying to save her life, and fulfill his promiseto her.
Now, as she suffered, he suffered with her. It dawned on Sapphire that the only way to end his suffering
wasto end her suffering. Somehow, she would have to help Ellshatha come to terms with what had
happened to her.

Desth gppeared again at that moment, hovering above Sapphirein his energy-form. " Sapphire, | need
you to bring a bucket, some soap and some clean cloths to the temple. My daughter's a bit bloodied, and
needs to clean up. She could do it hersalf, but she aso needs someoneto talk to - and | just don't have
thetimeright now. | told her | would ask you. Can you do it?'

Sapphire smiled and bowed her head. "Of course, Holy One. | would be honored.”
"Good, thank you. Call meif | am needed,” he replied, and was gone.

Sapphire rose to her feet, and began to jog back to the village. It seemed there was agreat deal she
needed to do - far more than smply washing Degath's Horse. She would have to help her god hed his
own soul.

Twenty-One.

Sapphire shook her head as she gazed at Morticiasitting glumly in her pen. Her face was covered in
dried blood, and much of her mane was plastered to her head by the blood. "I'm afraid, dear, you look a
terriblefright.”

Morticiastuck out her tongue. "Like my father might say, 'you should see the other guy,™ she replied.
"What? Y ou had afight?' Sapphire asked, surprised.
"Y eah. With adoorframe. | forgot to duck. Broke the doorframe, too.”

Sapphire giggled, and dipped a clean cloth into the bucket of water she'd brought, and began cleaning the
dried blood off Morticiasface. "Ah - you confused me for amoment. Y our father implied it was some
kind of accident, and | didn't understand what you meant.” Sapphire looked Morticia over as she cleaned
her. "Theres hardly abump, dear. Have you hedled it already?'

"No, my father did. And then he told me the bad news."
"Bad news?" Sapphire asked, dipping the rag in the water again. "What bad news?"'

"Sapphire, I'm an Avatar - my father didn't intend meto be fighting, but he certainly didn't makemea
weekling, either. | shouldn't have cut my head at dl. A bruise, maybe, but that'sit. | should've been able
to put my head through their wall and not get hurt likethis.”



"Oh? So what'swrong?'
Morticiasghed. "I'm growing ahorn.”
Sapphire blinked. "A horn?"

"Yes. That'swhat broke the skin. My father saysit'slikely to be fully grown by thetimeI'm four. Heaso
sad that the powers within my body were beginning to focus on it, and by the time it wasfully grown, |
might find it had some... ‘Interesting uses, as he put it. He healed up the skin, but |eft alittletiny holefor it
to grow through so thiswouldn't happen again. Y ou can fed the point, just there," Morticiasaid, pointing
with afinger.

Sapphire squeezed out the rag she was using, then ran afinger over Morticiasflat, furry forehead. After
amoment, she nodded. "It's quite sharp, dear. That must have hurt quite abit.”

"Yes, itdid," Morticiareplied, and fell sllent as Sgpphire worked on her face.

A few minutes later, Sapphire looked Morticiaover. "Wel, that's got your face cleaned up, at least.
Now, lean over the bucket, and I'll work on your mane.”

Morticiacomplied sllently, and after amoment, Sapphire had built up alather in her mane, and was
proceeding to rinse it with aladle into the bucket. "So tell me, dear - | can see you're still upset. What's
the matter?"

Morticianickered miserably. "Oh, Sgpphire! 1 don't want to grow ahorn!”

"Why not? It sounds rather exciting, to me, especialy if it givesyou new abilities,” Sapphirereplied,
amiling.

"But I'll look funny! All thevillagerswill laugh a mel”

Sapphire giggled. "Oh, | hardly think that will happen, dear. What did your father say about it?"
Morticiamade aface. "He said I'll probably end up looking alittle like aunicorn, and be very beautiful.”
"A wha?'

"It'snot a creature of the Land - it'sa creature of myth from his previouslife. Y ou see, Vordena didn't
summon him fromthe VVoid, like al the other gods. She wanted someone she could manipulate, so she
summoned his spirit from that of adying man in another world, in another universe... And that world..."
Morticiareplied, then sghed. "Wdll, it'stoo much to explain, redly. When my father wasraisng me, he
used his powersto give me as much knowledge as he could - knowledge, in many cases, he did not have
himsdlf. | know alot about theworld of hisformer life. And in someways..."

"Yes?" Sgpphire asked, picking up atowel and drying Morticia's mane.
"In someways, Sepphire, it's very fortunate he doesn't remember what that world wasredly like."

Sapphire nodded, thinking. That Death was once a man explained much. Most godswould belittle
concerned about changesin their gppearance, unlessit caused their worshippers to abandon them - and
they would hardly fed tormented over it. Even Ellsbathas change would not have caused such wracking
guilt in Koloth, and Koloth had been immeasurably kind compared to any other god. Hewould have felt
sad about it, naturally, but that would probably be the extent of it.

"That'sright,” Morticiasaid, nodding. "His heart isthat of aman, not the dien, unhuman heart of agod of



the Land. And in hisformer life, he was afather, a grandfather, and avery kind and gentle man.”

Sapphire was artled for amoment to learn that Death's Avatar could read minds, just as her father
could - but then she chuckled, and shook her head. "Y our father wasright - you are full of surprises.”

Morticiasmply smiled, and said nothing.

Sapphire set the towel aside, and looked Morticiaover. "There, dear - you're clean, a any rate. The sun
will dry therest." Sgpphire paused, running her fingers through Morticias snow-white mane. ™Y ou know,
dear... You've never told me your name! Y our father told us his name, that night when... Well, you know
the story. But we've never learned your name.”

"Morticia," shereplied, and smiled.
"Hmmm... That's not aname of the Land, | gather. What doesit mean?"

"Well... Very loosdy trandated in the best possible light, it means "Lady of Death”, or perhaps "Degath's
Lady". It could aso be trandated to mean "Death's Daughter”, which iswhat my father intended it to

Sapphire smiled. "Wdl, Morticia, that's avery pretty-sounding name, and | think it fits you quite well.
Youreavery pretty girl, | think, and you're growing to be avery beautiful lady."

"Except I'm going to have ahorn in the middle of my forehead,” Morticiareplied glumly.
Sapphire smiled. "Did | ever tell you about Koloth's Avatar, dear? She grew horns, aswell."
"No, you havent."

"Well!" Sgpphire replied, and sat down before Morticia "I'm our tribe's storyteller - let metell you the
story. Perhapsit will make you fed better.”

"Alright,” Morticiareplied, and smiled as she shuffled abit in the grass of her pen to face Sgpphire, and
fluffed her manein the sunlight.

"Well, firg, you have to understand that K oloth had many Avatars. Enemy gods attacked him often, and
he had little choice but to have his Avatar fight those of his enemieswhile he battled their masters. And,
fromtimetotime, they died in battle.”

Morticianodded - this much of her existence, she aready knew, and had come to termswith under her
father'stutelage.

"Alright. Well, when | waslittle, Koloth logt his Avatar, and had to raise another. Those were dark times
- we moved frequently, as Koloth struggled to evade the enemy gods who would kill us, and crush him.
Well, findly, his next avatar cameto him - it wasagoat.”

"A goat?

"Yes- avery gentle and sweet little nanny-goat. She wasn't like you, dear, and she couldn't speak. Still,
shewas quite intelligent, and she could easily understand anything you said to her. Koloth made her
humanoid, like you, so that she would be ableto carry things about easily - most avatars are humanoid,
for that reason. Well, for four years, she spent most of her time helping us - much asyou do, redly.
Hedling, conjuring food and drink where needed, conjuring miniature rain-cloudsto irrigate the fields...
She wasvery swest."



"What happened then?'

"Well, dowly, we began to notice she was growing horns. She didn't like them much - they itched terribly
while they were growing.”

"Thisoneitchesdready,” Morticiareplied with afrown.

"But it did get better, dear - and eventudly, they were fully grown. That was when we saw how useful
they were. She could head-butt tremendoudy hard, and she often would win afight with an enemy
Avatar with one blow because of them. Koloth used his powers upon her so that she dowly grew and
grew as she aged, until by the last | saw of her, shewasthirty years old and nearly thirty feet tall.”

"Redly? Wow..." Morticiareplied, trying to imagine being that size. "Whatever happened to her?’

Sapphire sighed. "Lysander. His Avatar wasfar more vast, and it killed her. Koloth said Lysander
sacrificed everything initsrearing Smply to makeit larger, tougher, faster and stronger, and his Singularity
was his ability to make enormous avatars. Combined, the beast was unstoppable. It was hardly more
intelligent than the maggot it started out as, dear - but then again, it didn't need to be. Koloth once said
Lysander had, perhaps, the largest and strongest Avatar in al of this part of the continent, perhaps even
indl the Land. It's quite amazing your father managed to kill it, and very telling of your father'strue
potentid."

Morticianodded. "My father said that no matter how big or strong you are, there's always going to be
someone bigger and stronger. He said that the key to defeating abully like Lysander wasn't to meet
strength with strength, but to pit your strengths against his weaknesses. Also, he didn't want meto be just
awarrior - he wanted me to be his advisor, and his helper. So, he mademe as| am.”

Sapphire nodded. "Koloth said that long ago, dl Avatars were advisors and helpers, like you. Today, the
godsforsakethis, in favor of warriors. Y our father isvery wise, | think."

"| think 0, too. He hasaplan for dealing with Lysander. He saysthat-" Morticia began, then paused.
After amoment, she made amoug. "Bleah.”

"What's the matter?"

"Ellsbathais coming. | can sense her mind from here, easly. She'sfinaly eaten the mannal madefor her,
and now she wantsto apologizeto me."

"What's so bad about that, Morticia?' Sapphire asked, raising an eyebrow. "I would think that would be
agood thing."

"Itis, but..."
llY@l

"Oh, Sapphire! | just don't want to talk to her right now! My father has given me the task of helping her
adjust and I'm supposed to be nice and gentle and sweet and forgiving and... Well, | just don't want to be
any of those things right now! I've worked with her for three weeks straight, and it's been an endless
headache!™

"In more waysthan one," Sapphire replied, stroking Morticiasfurry forehead gently.
Morticiablinked, then whinnied with laughter. "Well, yes."



"Wll, how about this- let me take care of her for now. Y ou can relax, and spend some time doing the
other things you've not had time for. I'm sure there's quite a bit of work to do, caring for the villages, and
you've had littletimeto do it recently.”

Morticialooked a Sgpphirein silence for along moment. "Y ou think by helping her, you'll hep my
father."

Sapphire bowed her head. "Well... Yes, | do."

"I think you'reright,” Morticiasaid, and smiled. "I'll take abreak from her, and let you do what you can.”
Morticia pushed hersdlf to her hooves, then fluffed her mane with her fingers. "A little guilt should get you
going on the right track,” Morticia said, and snorted. Morticiatilted her head and raised her nose, as
though highly offended. "Tell her I'm far too upset with her to possibly spesk to her today, and my father
isnot amused with her."

"Ishe? And are you?" Sapphire asked.

Morticiagrinned. "No, of course not. | just need abreak from her, Sapphire, and my father isfar too
busy right now to even have given much thought to her. | think I'll work with your village, today. It's been
far too long since | visted them, | think." Morticialeaned down, and kissed Sapphire on the cheek,
hugging her softly. "Thank you for talking to me, Sapphire. | redly appreciaeit.”

Sapphire hugged Death's Horse back, and grinned. "It was my pleasure, dear.”

Twenty-Two.

"Wait! Waaaaaait!" Ellshatha caled after Death's Horse - but it was no use. Just as she was drawing
near the temple, the horse, apparently, had decided to leave. Shetried to run after her, but wading
through the stream had taken itstoll on the wrappings over her bones, and she stumbled, tripping asthe
loose wrappings over her legstangled. Only by luck did she avoid breaking the bowl she carried as she
fell, though thefdl did not injure her in any other way - her new body wasimmuneto ordinary damage,
and despite nearly falling flat on her face, she was unhurt.

"Ellshathal Come here, please,” awoman's voice called, deeply accented.

Ellsbatha pushed hersdlf to her feet, and looked - beside the pen, Sapphire stood, carefully washing
some ragsin abucket. "Come, dear. It'stimeyou and | had atalk.”

Ellshatha sighed and staggered over, struggling with the tangled wrappings over her legs. "'l can't Say,
Sapphire. | haveto catch up to the horse. | need to..." she said, her voice fading as she saw the cloths
Sapphire was working on were bloodstained.

"Apologize? Y es, you do," Sgpphire sad, finishing with the first cloth and laying it atop the low stonewall
of the pen to dry. "But not today, | think. She says she's far too upset to speak to you, today - and her
father is not amused with you, ether.”

Ellsbatha set the bowl she was carrying upon the low stonewall, sat beside it, then buried her facein her
hands and sobbed. "I didn't meanit! | didn't mean for her to get hurt! | didn't mean to drive her away!
I'm s0 sorry!"



"What nonsense!™ Sgpphire sngpped. "Of course you meant it! Y ou were smply wrong.”
Ellsbatha looked up. "But I-"

"No, dear. Thetimefor that has passed, now. No more excuses, Ellsbatha. It'stime for you to get on
with your life, | think."

"Nadar said the samething," Ellsbatha replied, hanging her head.

Sapphire squeezed out the water from another cloth into the bucket, then laid the cloth beside the first
atop the low stonewall to dry inthe sun. "If he did, then he was right. Nadar is agood man, awise man.
And | wager you've not treated him any better than you have the Avatar of our god."

"No, | haven't," Ellsbathareplied, her gaze upon the bones of her toes which peeked through the
water-loosened, mud-stained wrappings Nadar had so carefully, lovingly dressed her in thismorning. The
front of her dress up to the knees was a so speckled with dry grassfrom her fal, dirt from her second fall
was ground into her elbows - she was amess.

"Tdl methis, Ellsbatha- would any other man of your village have stayed with you through this? Would
any other man of your village have dept by your side, with you as you are? For that matter, would any
man in al the Northlands have sill held you in hisarmsand caled you hiswife?!

"No," Ellshatha sobbed miserably.

Sapphire reached out afinger, and lifted Ellsbathas bony jaw. With a gentle touch, shelifted the vell that
covered Ellsbathas face, and gazed into the eye-sockets of her skull. After amoment, she smiled. "But a
man of our peoplewould.”

"Wh-what?'

"Ellsbatha, | think you need to learn something - something important,” Sapphire said, dipping the vell
and the silver band from Ellshatha's skull and setting it aside. "L ook at yoursef. Tell mewhat you see. Go
on."

Ellsbathalooked down at hersdlf, and sighed. "A dead woman's skeleton,” shereplied, then sighed. "A
muddy, dirty, sopping wet, dead woman's skeleton.”

"Do you know what | see?'

"No, what?'

"Living proof of the power of my god. Living proof of hiscommitment to any promise he makes."
llBut_ll

"No, dear. Think about it - he was fighting. He was fighting Lysander, trying to protect usal. He couldn't
come when you cdled. His Avatar tried, but she didn't arrive in time. And you died. Any other god
would have shrugged and moved on. Even Koloth would have done little more than sgh with sadness,
and move on. Our god did not - he used nearly two years of power we had built for him, and brought
you back. He refused to break his promiseto you, Ellsbatha," Sapphire said, and turned back to working
on the bloodied cloths. "That is the commitment of our god. To my people, you areliving proof of his
power and commitment. | am proud to servehim - wedl are.”

Ellshathasighed. "But Sapphire, look a me! I'm askeleton! | horrify everyone! | even horrify mysdf!"



Sapphire spread the last of the bloodied clothsto dry atop the low wall. "But not us. Y ou may horrify the
Northlanders, and you may even horrify yoursdlf - but not us," shereplied, and turned to look at
Ellsbatha. "We're not like you, dear. Bones are not horrifying and frightening to us, asthey apparently are
to you. We spent generations with Koloth, one of the kindest of the elder godsto have ever lived. And,
as needs required, we took the bones of our dead, and committed them to hisdtar. This gave Koloth the
power he needed to win various battles, and insure our surviva. Our dead served the living, dear, and
helped our race survive. Thus, we do not view askeletd form asbeing adark and evil thing, asyou
apparently do, but smply thefina stage of life, and alast chance for the future's hope," Sapphire
explained, then suddenly grinned. "I'm more horrified by the state of your clothes than the bones benegth,
dear. Y ou've mud up to your knees, dirt nearly everywhere else, and from hip down you're sopping
wet!"

Ellsbatha looked down at hersdlf, and after amoment, she giggled. "Wll... | dipped abit intheriver, and
then | dipped ahit trying to catch the horse-"

"Morticia, dear,” Sapphire corrected. "Her nameisMorticia."
"It is? What an odd-sounding name! What does it mean, | wonder?”

"It means "Desath's Daughter” - just as one would expect it to mean," Sapphire replied. "Now come - let's
get you out of these sopping clothes, and get the worst of the mud off them.”

Ellsbatha looked around quickly. The music of the worshippers on the other side of the temple could
easly be heard, and she knew that at least two dozen of her own people knelt outside the worship area,
quietly praying, giving their god power. "Areyou sureit will bedright?1 mean..."

Sapphire laughed. "Oh, my dear! If we can't have anaked skeleton a the Temple of Desth, | certainly
can't imagine where we might be allowed to have one!™

Ellsbathathrew back her head and laughed long and hard, for thefirst time in weeks.

A few minutes later, Ellsbatha's garments lay atop the low stone wall of the pen, drying, and the two
women sat together atop the wall, swinging their feet. Sapphire was very fascinated to see Ellsbatha's
bones, and asked many questions. "How did this happen?' she asked, pointing at ahealed bregk in
Ellsbathasleft humerus.

"Oh, when | wasalittlegirl | was playing, climbing atree. | wasn't very careful, and | broke afew
branches. This annoyed the tree, and it shifted alimb beneath me - | dipped and fell and pop! My arm
was broken."

Sapphire winced sympatheticaly. "That must have hurt quite abit.”

"Not redly. At thetime, it didn't hurt a al! | was very frightened because my arm was dl twisted behind
my back, and | couldn't bring it to my front again. Now, later... Well, thenit hurt!" Ellsbathareplied, and
they laughed together again. Findly, Ellsbatha sghed happily. "Oh, Sgpphire! I've so missed talking to
you and your people these last few weeks, redly | havel™

"Y ou can always come visit, you know. It'snot that far awalk."
"And everyone... | mean, they won't be frightened or anything?"
"Of course not, dear! Do | ook frightened of you?"

Ellsbathagiggled. "No, not hardly. Oh! And dancing! | so dearly miss dancing with your people, too."



"Well! We can fix that, right now!" Sapphire replied, hopping to her feet and holding out her hand. "Let's
go dancein the worship area. Come!"

Ellsbathafelt asudden flush of embarrassment. She had danced in the village, but had never danced in
the worship area. The Dark Oneswore very little when they danced in worship, and the whole notion of
being nearly naked before many people had dways embarrassed her horribly. "But I... But... But..."

"But what?' Sapphire asked, raising an eyebrow.
"Wadl... I'm not dressed!" shereplied, grasping a straws.

Without aword, Sapphire picked up one of the longer cloth strips that were drying, reached around
Ellsbatha's back, and tied it in place around her ribcage. She then picked up another, tied it to Ellshatha's
pubic bone, and |eft the ends dangling in front. "There you are. Any more excuses?'

Ellsbathalooked down at hersdlf, and redlized how ridiculousit was. In truth, she had nothing to cover
anymore - no breasts or vulvaor even arump to be modest about... Nothing save bones. After a
moment, she sighed. "Ummm... No, | guess not.”

"Good!" Sapphire grinned, shucking the smple dress she wore and setting it aside, reveding her loincloth
and top. "Now come!" she said, holding out her hand.

Ellsbathawas, for perhapsthefirst time since her transformation, profoundly glad she did not have skin
anymore - for shewas certain if she did, she'd have blushed from the top of her head to the tips of her
toes as they walked around to the worship area, hand in hand. The Northlander villagers stared at the
two of them - most with fear a Ellsbatha and confusion at Sapphire, but afew of the men looked upon
Sapphire's dark, well-muscled body with barely-concealed gazes of lust. Asthey stepped into the
worship area and the pounding beet of the drums enfolded them, Ellsbatha hesitated again. "Wait - |
don't know this dance!"

"We're very fortunate to have come at thistime - it's the perfect dance for you, | think. It'sthe Dance of
the Strong Woman," Sapphire replied. "Don't worry, you'll pick it up quickly. Follow me, and do what |
do."

Ellshatha watched Sapphire writhe to the music, her hips swaying, her arms above her head, her fingers
snapping... And again knew that if she dtill had skin, sheld be blushing everywhere. "Ummm... That seems
0.."

"Erotic?" Sapphire asked, animpish grin on her face.
"YS"
Sapphire laughed. "I supposeit would be, to your people. Now come - don't just stand there! Dancel”

Sowly, hesitantly, Ellsbathafollowed. She felt horribly embarrassed - and worse, she could seethat her
own villagers who were watching gazed upon her with expressions that could best be described as
shock. But, to her surprise, the men of Sgpphire's village did not blanch at her. They didn't even laugh,
which was the other reaction she was afraid they might have at her fumbling attemptsto learn what was,
obvioudy, afertility dance.

Instead, the men who were resting stood and applauded, and those who were playing the music played
louder, grinning broadly.

"They... They're clapping? For me?"



"Of course! | told you - we don't see you the way your people do! Now stop talking, and dance!™
Sapphire replied, and laughed.

Sowly, Ellsbhatha began to relax, and lose hersdlf in the pounding rhythm of the music. She could fed her
spirit lifting, the dark depression that had weighed her down for many weeks easing, like alightening sky
after astorm. It was awondrous, joyous sensation - shetruly felt dive again.

The women danced around and around the dtar, chanting and writhing - when suddenly Ellsbatha
noticed Morticia had arrived. She stood behind the men, watching and smiling.

"Canyoujoin usagaintoday?' caled Sgpphire.

Morticianodded, grinning, and gestured briefly, her garments changing to match that of the dancers.
Then, to Ellsbatha's utter surprise, Morticia then stepped up beside her, and began to dance. She danced
with an easy grace that showed Ellsbatha she'd done this dance many, many times before - and the men
gpplauded her greetly as she swung her rump from side to side, flicking thelong hair of her tail
energeticdly.

After they circled the dtar twice more, Ellsbathalooked up to Morticia. "I'm sorry,” she said,
sotto-voce.

"For what?' Morticiareplied, and grinned.

Ellsbathagiggled. "Thank you."

"Y ou're welcome. Now dance!" Morticiahissed, and grinned again.
And Ellsbathadid.

Twenty-Three.

Nadar stepped back into his house as the sun dowly set, and was surprised to smell adelicious stew. It
had been weeks since Ellsbathatruly spent timein the kitchen, and the one time she tried since her
transformation, she/d only managed to set hersalf afire. He looked about, and saw apot of stew sat upon
the table, waiting. But before he could wonder about it, he was surprised again.

A strange woman, dressed al in pale green and with her head veiled, stepped into the room from the
kitchen. She was carrying abowl and spoon, apparently setting the table for him. "Who-" Nadar began,
but then the woman noticed him.

"Nadar! I'm so glad you're home!™
"Ellsbatha?' Nadar replied, confused. "But what has happened?”

"Oh, Nadar!" Ellsbathareplied, setting the table. "I've had such awonderful day! | was so wrong,
Nadar... Wrong and silly and... Well, | went to the temple, and Sapphire and Morticiahedled me."

"Morticia?'

"Death's Horse, Nadar. That's her name. It means "Death's Daughter”, or so Sapphire says.”



"And they hedled you?' Nadar said, hisheart legping in his chest. Ellsbatha - his beautiful, lovely
Ellsbatha, healed and whole...

"Y es- not my body, of course. That remainsthe same. They heded my heart, Nadar. | findly have
accepted what's happened to me. | danced and sang and laughed and al the painin my heart finaly went
away! Morticiagave me these new clothesto celebrate - | wore them home, because | wanted to
surprise you. And | want to gpologize to you, Nadar. I'm so terribly sorry for putting you through this
orded, realy | am," Ellsbathareplied, and hugged Nadar tight.

It was atremendous effort for Nadar to keep histrue fedings off hisface and out of hisvoice. Of course
they had only heded her heart. The changein her body was permanent.

Permanent...

"l...I'mvery glad, Ellsbatha," Nadar replied, hugging her back and feding her bones through her
garments.

"I loveyou, Nadar," Ellsbatha said, enjoying thefed of his strong arms around her.

"I loveyou, too, Ellshatha,” Nadar replied, because he did. Asfor the achein his heart, Nadar forced it
down with an effort of will.

Twenty-Four.

"And shefeds better now?' | asked.

Morticia nodded, looking up to me as she sat on the grasses that grew inside her pen. "Much, Father. It's
been two weeks, and she's shown no sign of returning to the deep depression she suffered with at firs.
She's stepped into the role of village leader fully, and she orders around the other villagers with ease,”
Morticiareplied, then giggled. "Well, part of that, of course, is because the other villagers are scared
spitless of her, but she doesn't seem to mind that anymore. Besides, it camein very handy when we were
moving her village to the new location you'd picked out. She a so comes and dancesregularly at the
temple with Sgpphire's people - she's dancing now, in fact. That frightens the Northlander villagers, too,
but... Well, asthey are worshipping, I've decided not to do anything about it. They worship out of fear a
the moment, Father. Once you've defeated Lysander and have some breathing room, therell betime
enough then to teach them to worship out of love, asthe Dark Onesdo.”

| shifted to my humanoid form, and sat before her. It made no difference to me, of course, but | didn't
want her to get acrick in her neck looking up a me. "Good. And has she been eating the manna?’

Morticianodded again. "Every morning. There's been alittle improvement from it - she hasthe sensations
of eating and being full, and Nadar says he's begun to hear avery faint heartbest at night, when he places
his ear againgt her ribs. Otherwise, she's pretty much the same.”

| Sghed. "l was hoping the effect might be abit more dramatic.”



"I'm afraid not, Father. It isworking, yes. The manna feed those who worship has astronger effect. It
retardstheir aging, refreshes them, and hedls quite a bit, both insde and out. On her, though...”

"W, that's probably because her energy-state has changed. The smple truth of the matter is, by the
odd laws of physicsthat apply herein the Land, she's dead. Her energy-tate isthat of a stone. Shelll
probably grow at the same speed stones do, aswll.”

Morticiablinked. " Stones grow?"

| nodded. "Y ou can't senseit, but | can. In the Land, that's what makes mountains. Wind and rain wears
the mountain down, and internal growth pushesit up.”

Morticianodded, and then changed the subject. "Have you learned anything more about Lysander's
plans?'

"Vey little, I'm afraid,” | replied, and Sghed. "He can't sense me when | use my Singularity and scout out
hislands, though, so he's not aware I've been snooping. Him, on the other hand, | can detect easily when
he snoops on my lands. He's seen the move, and he's been watching from time to time. He hasn't had
timeto try to woo away any of our people, though.”

"Ww rDt?l

"Because he's been spending most of histime working on his new Avatar. HE's pouring atremendous
amount of energy into it. About haf of his people are engaged in round-the-clock worship to give him the
power he needs, and the glow from the pen at histemple can be seen a night miles away."

"What isit?| mean, what kind of anima ?'

"Well, it used to be ajumping spider. It's about the size of akitten, at the moment. If he'strying to build it
up to the size hisprevious Avatar was &, it'll take him about two years, a thisrate.”

Morticia shuddered. "Horrid."

| nodded. "I know. That wasthered key that adlowed me to understand him, Daughter - and now,
having heard Vordenai's story and having talked to both Lysander's dllies and enemies, | understand the
'gods of theland far better than | did before.”

"Youdo?'
"Yes. They'redl like the gods of ancient Greece and Rome, Daughter. They'redl-"

Suddenly, apresence appeared before us. A gleaming orb of shimmering emerald green, it flickered asit
hovered above our heads. "I could not speak to you before, youngling, but | have a moment, now. What
isit you wished to say?'

| rose, and waved askeletal hand at our vistor. "Daughter, thisis Verdana. Sherulesthe landson
Lysander's northwest side, opposite us. Verdana, thisismy daughter, Morticia," | said, and asMorticia
rose and bowed politely, | crossed my arms. "Oh - and | would appreciateit if you would address me by
my name. | am known as Degth."

Verdanasniffed. "A presumptuous name, youngling. What makes you think you have the power to match
it?'

"Takealook at my worship site. Tell mewhat you see.”



Verdanaflickered dightly, glancing past the dark spire of my temple. "Worshippers dancing. What of it?"
"Look again."

Verdanaflickered as though rolling her eyes, and zipped over to take alook. After amoment, she was
back. "A skeletal worshipper? How did you-"

"| prefer theterm 'undeed), if you please. And sheisthefirst of what will soon be many. An endless
procession of the dead, worshipping day and night. They do not tire. They do not eat. They do not deep.
And the power they giveisequd to that of any living mortal. Soon, tens of thousands of them will be at
my beck and call, and my power will belimitless" | replied, then glared a Verdana. "I am Degth, and
thisismy ream of power."

Verdanaflickered, and transformed to atdl, buxom woman in aflowing, tranducent green gown that
revealed far more than it concealed. Her hair was the color of tree-bark, and her eyes an emerald green.
"| see you have power youn-, err, Death. Great power, indeed. Y our Singularity istruly vast and
impressive.”

"Whereas yoursis Ssmply the ability to create fruit-laden trees at agesture. Y ou feed your people easly
and their numbersincrease rapidly, but that isal. Wereit not for me, Lysander would have crushed you

dready.”

Verdanamade amoue. "Yes, you did prove auseful digtraction. Still | fail to sesewhy | should dly with
you."

"Then | will explainit carefully, so even asmpleton like you can understand,” | replied, and Verdanas
eyesflashed fire. "l will destroy Lysander. He cannot win. | will destroy any who oppose me. Those who
admel may dlow to survive with ahandful of worshippers- maybe."

"Bah! Y ou speak as one whose sphere of influence encompasses dl the Land itself!" Verdana snapped.

"It does. | am Death, and desth is everywhere," | replied, and froze time. | turned my attention to her
lands, and began searching.

From my perspective, it took days. Searching her lands, examining each of the people carefully asthey
held there, frozen. And, there were nearly eight thousand of them to look over. Then, there were the
animas of her landsto look over - and there were tens of thousands of them.

I'd discovered, through experimentation, that what 1'd told Koloth that day two years ago was,
essentialy, correct. | didn't stop timefor al the Land - | sped up time for myself, infinitely. Despite my
braggadocio, the smple fact was that the powers of the Gods of the Land were limited in their effect to
themsdlves, or their sphere of influence. Still, | was counting on what | had learned so far - both about
myself, and about the Gods of the Land - to carry through my plan.

Finally, when | thought | had found everything | needed to find, | returned to the temple, and relaxed my
Singularity. "Just now," | continued, as though nothing had happened, "on your lands, there are two
people dying. Oneisan old woman, lying in abed. Another isayoung lad, drowning in apond. If you
listen, I'm certain you can hear his prayersfor help in your ear even now. There are aso nine hundred
and three animas dying, ranging from deer being eaten by wolvesto ayoung sparrow hen near your
temple who is egg-bound, and dying in agony,” | finished, and transformed to my energy-form. "l am
Death, and degath is everywhere. Y ou and the other gods have warred on each other for a thousand
years, causing countless deaths. Each of you has, because of this, exalted me over even the hopes and
dreams of your most devout worshippers. Y ou brought meto being. | am the result of your actions- |



am degath, personified. My power is unique to the land, and unstoppable. The deaths of countless humans
you and your kind have dain brought meinto being, and given me power beyond your wildest imaginings.
| will prevail, Verdana. Y our choiceisto dly with me, or be crushed in turn, with the rest, when your
time comes.”

Verdanasmply gaped at me.

"If you hurry, you might save the lad, you know. Y ou try to pass yoursdf off asa‘good' deity. You
wouldn't want to damage your reputation with your worshippers, now, would you?' | said camly.

Verdanatransformed to her shimmering emerald energy-form, then zipped away.

Morticiaburst into applause, and whinnied loudly with joy. "Oh, bravo, Father! That was marvelous!™
| grinned. "Poker, my dear. It's unknown in the Land, apparently.”

Morticianodded. "The art of the bluff - | remember, Father. Y ou taught mewell."

"Now, compose yourself. She could be back a any time."

"Yes, Father," Morticiareplied, and stood quietly.

It was severd minutes, but eventudly, Verdanareturned. She hung there, in her energy-form, gazing at
me. "It was all asyou said - even the boy and the sparrow.”

"Of course"” | replied camly.

"Y our powers aretruly vast, Death. | can seeit would be wiseto aly with you, for now." shereplied,
and zipped away without afurther word.

| froze time and took a quick look about her lands, then returned to the temple and released my power.
After along moment, | sighed.

"What isit, Father?"
"Shedidn't bother to save the boy. | didn't think shewould, but | was hoping she might.”
"Wha? That'sterrible!”

"She'sagod of the Land, Morticia. Koloth was, | think, one of the last of the compassionate gods. The
more | meet the other gods of the land, the more | misshim.”

"But why arethey like that, Father? | don't understand!™

| transformed to my humanoid form, then pointed. "L ook at your feet.”

"What?'

"Look. Look down at your feet. What do you see benegth your hooves?"

"Umm... Grass?' Morticiareplied, looking down.

"Look again. Look closer. Get on your hands and knees, and look where your hooves once were."

Morticiadid so, and spoke again after afew seconds. "Just afew ants, father."



"Look closer. Look just there, in your right hoofprint,” | said, pointing. "What do you see?"
"Ummm... A squished ant. | stepped on it, gpparently.”

"And that isal they see, Morticia, when they look upon the people of the Land. Whereyou and | see
human beings, they seeants” | replied, and resumed my energy-form. "And like human children, some
watch the ants and learn, others amuse themsalves by helping them, dropping food for the antsto carry
home... And some amuse themselves by smply crushing the antsfor fun. And they fed about as much
remorse over their deaths asyou fedl over the death of that ant.”

AsMorticias eyeswidened in understanding, | sighed. "I'm sorry, Daughter - | haveto go. | have severa
other godsto visit, Morticia, and quite alot of work to do with convincing them. Lysander's enemies will
have to be bluffed and bullied into cooperation, like | did with Verdana - they won't help just by me
asking. I'll haveto talk to you later,” | said, and focused my attention el sewhere.

* * %

Morticia sat back, gazing slently at the grass before her, and her own hoofprint. For along moment, she
amply sat quietly, thinking.

It was merely an ant, of course - atiny, inconsequentia being. She was atitan compared to it, vast and
supreme, and its death was atrivia matter.

Unless, of course, you were another ant.

After along moment, Morticialeaned down, and gently picked up the dead ant with two fingers.
Gesturing, she conjured aminiature slver coffin, and held it delicately in her fingertips. With grest care,
she placed the crushed body of the ant within it, and sedled the coffin shut. Silently, she poked aholein
the ground beneath the grass with her finger, dipped the little coffin in, and patted the hole closed. She
then bowed her head, and sat there silently. Finally, she reached out ahand, stroking the grasses that
grew abovethetiny grave. Y our sacrifice will not be forgotten, little one. Y ou and my father have taught
me avauable lesson - one | shdl never forget.”

And with that, Morticiaroseto her feet, and strode out of her pen, heading towards the worship siteto
dance.

Twenty-Five.

Morticiastared at the bird in her father's hand as they sat together near the temple. "Buit... But Father!
How? What's happened?”

Desath looked down to the bird he held in his Skeletal hand. He wasin his humanoid form - and the last
two years had not been kind. The fears of the Northlanders had darkened his robe beyond black, to the
point where it seemed to nearly absorb light, and his skeletal visage had grown even more ominous and
oppressive. Even hisvoice had become adark, hollow echo, like alost soul speaking from within the
shadow of atomb. "I don't know, daughter. 1t's happened dowly, these last two years. It gradually took
more and more effort... And now, | find it's an enormous effort to do even this. My powers have
expanded in other aress... In some areas, very greatly. I've even discovered afew new things... But in
this, however, my powers seem to have atrophied.”



Morticiaheld out her hands, and her father placed the bird in her palms. The bird struggled for amoment,
but it could not truly escape - not with abroken wing.

"In what ways have your powers expanded, Father? Perhaps theré'sa cluein that?"

Death chuckled. "Wéll, | can break that little bird's neck, then raise it as an undead with athought,” he
replied, reaching out his skeletal hand.

"No!" Morticiawhinnied, holding the bird to her bosom. Desth laughed, and Morticia stuck out her
tongue. "A demonstration won't be necessary, Father."

"Oh! Thereyou arel" caled avoice.

Morticialooked, and saw Sapphire walking towards them. "Hello, Sapphire! Come sit with ug!”
Sapphire paused, and gazed at Morticiawith an enormous smile. "My dear, your horn looks beautiful!"
Morticiasmiled. "Y ou redly think so?"

"Yes, definitely,” Sapphire said, gazing at Morticias delicately spirded horn as she waked up to her. "It
was gleaming pearl-white last month, but now it'slike... W, like mother-of-pearl, dl sparkling with the
colors of therainbow when the light hitsit just right.”

"W, | wasworried it would get too long! It'sayard long, now, and | can't even go inside houses
anymore for fear of poking the ceiling!"

Desath nodded. "It'sfindly finished growing," he said hollowly. "This, | think, isitsfind gppearance and
length."

Sapphire nodded, then sat beside her god and his Avatar. "Good morning, Holy One," she said, bowing
her head. "How are you, today?"

"Not well, Sepphire," Degth replied, shaking his head.
"What? What's the matter?' Sgpphire asked, concerned.

"My father seemsto be losing his powers of hedling, Sapphire. Other powers he has are growing, and
he's even found he's developing new powers - but his powers of heding arefading. Thisbird hasa
broken wing. He can hedl it, but it would take literally months worth of energy for himto doiit,” Morticia
explained. Morticiaheld the bird up, lowering her head, and touched it to the shaft of her horn.
Immediatdly, the bird burst free of her grip, and flew away, fully healed. "Of course, for me, it's nothing,

Sapphire looked to Morticia, then Death, and then giggled. "Why, can't you two seeit?’
"Seewhat?' Death asked.
"Why, as her horn has grown, she's absorbed some of your powers!”

Death chuckled, and Morticiagiggled. "No, Sapphire. My powers come from within mysdf - my horn
has augmented some of them and given me new powers | haven't even tried yet, but none of them are
from my father."

"I'd have felt that happening, Sapphire, and been ableto senseit within her.”



"Oh, sorry," Sapphire replied, looking sheepish. "What could it be then, | wonder?*
"Wedon't know," Morticiareplied, shrugging.

"Thereisone posshility,” Death said, grimly. "Belief."

"Ah! Of course" Morticiareplied, nodding.

"Oh?How s0?' Sgpphire asked, curious.

"My father has been promoting himself to the neighboring gods and to dl the villages around as Degth,
Sapphire. All powerful, dl encompassing, unstoppable, inescgpable... The living embodiment of degthin
the Land. It'sall been part of his plan to get some of the other gods on his side for a combined attack on
Lysander, and to weaken the faith of Lysander's people in their god, so asto reduce his power. The side
effect of that isthat as bdlief in him grows, his powers and appearance changeto fit the beliefs.”

"Ah, | see. Wdll, we dill believein you aswe origindly knew you, so it'snot likely you'l lose your hedling
abilities completely, Holy One. Also, your daughter's hedling abilities can more than make up for the
lack," Sapphire said, and Death nodded. "Tell me though - hasthat plan been working otherwise? |
mean, are you weakening Lysander?'

Death nodded. "L ysander's people are beginning to doubt hisinvincibility, that'sfor certain. | dew his
Avatar two years ago, and it'swell known that all hisenemiesare dlied against him. Already, border
villagesin histerritories are experiencing people fleeing to the lands of some of the more " Good" deities-
I, of course, am viewed as the epitome of evil, and avoided. | can't send anyone to be amissonary for
me and help convince the people otherwise - Lysander would smply kill them the moment they stepped
within his sphere of influence. Even my daughter can't help - once shefdl within his sphere of influence,
she would be essy prey."

"It'stoo bad none of them can actually see what your reeilmislike, Holy One," Sapphire said. "If you
truly were asevil asall that, the Land itself would show it. The sky would be dark, the forests deep and
forbidding, and foul creatures would lurk among the shadows."

A dark red, flickering orb of energy appeared above them. Lysander's evil laugh echoed fromit. "You
mean like this?' he asked, and ingtantly, the sky turned to blood.

Twenty-Six.

| reflexively exerted my will, and frozetime - it was dl | could think of to do. Once the moment of being
startled had passed, | looked around, and examined my situation.

Lysander's temple had appeared, a bit under a mile outside the edge of my sphere. | turned my attention
to the edge of my sphere, and redlized what had happened. Hed moved his temple to the edge of his
gphere, and as his sphere of influence shifted to center over it, hislarger sphere completely engulfed my
own. ‘A useful tactic - but one that would leave his people vulnerable,’ | thought, and |ooked about his
spherefor awhile. After afew minutes, | nodded. Lysander hadn't been stupid - he'd had hisentire
population migrating southeast, so that when his sphere moved, they would still bewithinit. His people
were aready near the new site of histemple, just amile outside my reach. Over twenty thousand people,
by rough count, most dready chanting, dancing and worshipping to give Lysander the power he needed
to destroy me.



'Well, timetotry to seewhat | can do to get us out of thismess,' | thought.

Firg thingsfirst - | turned my attention back to Sgpphire and Morticia. | growled with outrage - aready,
aspark of lightning was starting from Lysander, heading for Morticia. It would dmost certainly engulf
Sapphire, aswell - Morticiamight surviveit, but Sapphire was only human, and would be instantly killed.
They had to move.

| closed my hands about Sapphire and Morticia, and willed timeto flow again.
Therewas abrilliant flash, and adeafening exploson - and | willed timeto hdt again.

Sapphire was unhurt, but frozen in my grip, an expression of terror on her face. Morticiawas frozen as
well, but her expression was more asnarl of rage. | whisked Sapphire away to her village, set her down
gently, then released my will.

Morticiawhinnied in anger and Sapphire screamed, tumbled to the ground, then blinked in surprise.
"What-2"

"Sapphire! Get everyoneto the temple, now!"
"Yes, Lord!" shereplied, scrambling to her feet.

| willed timeto halt again, and looked at Morticiain my other hand. She now had an expression of
surprise - this power was my Singularity, and she did not share it. She was, unfortunatdly, frozen. | now
hed plenty of timeto think, as| could maintain this effect indefinitdy. Unfortunately, this moment, the one
moment | truly needed to sit down with her as my advisor and come up with somekind of plan, wasthe
one moment she smply could not help me - she did not share this power, and was frozen like everything
else. There seemed little choice, however - | had to get the people to safety, firgt.

| whisked her over to the Northlander village, set her down, and willed time to flow again.

"Daughter!” | snapped as she whinnied, tumbling to the ground. " Get everyone to the temple, then guard
them!”

"Y es, Father!" shereplied, rolling gracefully to her hooves.

| turned my attention back to Lysander, and found he was roaring with laughter. "Hah! Y our Avatar
vaporized in one stroke! Did you not think anyone might attack it? Did you not even try to develop it?
What afool you are, youngling!"

"Y ou won't get away with this, Lysander,” | replied. | was utterly at alossfor witty comebacks.

"Oh, no?" he shot back, and his energy-form flickered. An oval of power appeared in the air next to him,
an open vortex of energy - and from it, his Avatar stepped forth.

Asl'dtold Morticiayears before, it had once been ajumping spider. It was hardly that, now. The size of
an eephant, the nightmarish creature scuttled forth hungrily, in search of human prey.

"Youll find my new avatar, though smdler than my old, is significantly more resstant to anything you may
wish to try, youngling. Now - watch and weep as | day your worshippers, and it consumes what few
might escape me. But worry not - once the last of your worshippers are dead, I'll destroy your temple
swiftly. Y ou've been afine adversary, and you deserve a swift and moderately painless death,” Lysander
said, and laughed at hisown joke. A heartbest |ater, he flicked awide fork of lightning at Sapphire's

village



| froze time, and wracked my brain for asolution. | went over to Sepphire's village, and could see that
shewas till only now getting people to begin running to the temple. They had started moving, but it
hadn't been fast enough. Four had been hit by the lightning Lysander had tossed, one man and three
women, their bodies burned and flying. | ground my teeth in anger - as soon as | released my will and
alowed timeto flow again, they would be dead. The solution seemed obvious - | couldn't wait for them
to get to the temple themsalves. | would have to move them out of the way mysdlf, to my temple, and
throw ashield over al my people and their animals.

| started to reach for Sapphire again, then paused. "No... That won't work," | realized.

Lysander had me on the defensive. Just as he'd once done with Koloth, he would smply attack any
shidds| put up, and continue to hammer at them with his nearly limitless reserves of power until they fell.
Hed continueto tosslightning and fire, either & this village or the other, until hed managed to kill severa
more people. Meanwhile, his creature would be there, a my temple, hammering away a my shiedsfor
him while he kept me occupied everywhere else. No matter what way | tried to execute this plan, many
people would die, and it was highly likely 1'd lose. Lysander had greater reserves of power than | did.
Evenif | could bring everyone to the temple in onefell swoop and shield them dl, he could stay outside
my shields and hammer away at them endlesdy until they fell, and my people died. No, therewas only
one possibleway | could defeat Lysander, and that was to diminate the source of his power.

My heart sank.

| st there, in Sapphire's village, for hours. No time passed for everyone dse, just for me. The four
people who Lysander had dready killed hung slently in the air, burning, dying, the flamesfrozen on their
flesh... Therest of the Dark Oneswere frozen in the act of fleeing, heading towards the shining beam of
light they saw reaching to the gpex of my dome, the beam of light that marked the peak of my temple, the
center of my power... Sapphire stood in the center of the village, frozen like astatue in the act of
screaming orders... | could see by their facesthey al were well experienced in this. There wasfear there,
yes, but no panic. Only the children looked panicked, as they were hustled dong by their parents. No,
they had done this countlesstimes before. Like battle-scarred veterans of awar gone on far too long,
they responded by the numbers, following my orders as passed down through their leader... Evenif those
orders meant certain degth.

'Head for the bomb shelter! The bomb shelter, Johnny!" a voice whispered from forgotten memory.
'Duck and Cover! Duck and Cover!" A war on another world, in alife now gone, for reasons| could not
remember. Y &, the fear was the same. The deaths were the same. And tens of thousands of people
vanished in aflash of light and fire before that war finaly cameto an end.

A flash of light and fire...

| knew what | had to do. Thiswar had to cometo an end. Vordena had summoned me for that purpose
- though her methods differed. Despite the darknessin her heart, her true goa had been to end thiswar,
and free her people from the miserable life they led. She had not been wholly evil - but then again, was
any man or woman wholly good or evil? Wasthere not, even in the most pure of hearts, some spot of
darkness? Was there not, even in the darkest of hearts, some small spot of light?

Thiswar had to end. And it was up to meto end it.
| roseto my fest.
| stroked Sapphire's soft cheek while she was frozen there.

And then | began.



Lysander laughed as hisblast of lightning killed four, and his Avatar chittered hungrily asit skittered
forward - then sllence, asdl froze again. It wastoo late, now. | was committed. My temple was now
two miles closer to the center of hislands.

And dl his people camewithin my reach.

Thefirst onewas the mogt difficult. Snatching the young woman up in an ingtant's release of time, carrying
her to my temple while the world was held motionless, as though holding its breath... Then rleasing my
will, and dropping her in my dtar. Her desth-scream echoed from the dark basdt as she vanished ina
flash of fire. | felt that death, to the pit of my soul.

If, indeed, | had asoul anymore.

"What? What are you doing, youngling?" Lysander screamed.

"l amkilling you, Lysander," | replied. "And, | think, killing mysdf."
"Why, you-"

Silence, asl frozetime again.

And resumed the gridy task.

| became more adept at halting, restarting and halting the flow of time as | worked. Soon, | had it down
to apattern, amindless repetition. Fly to hislands, unfreeze, snatch, freeze, fly to the dtar, unfreeze,
drop, repeat. The flames from one sacrifice hardly had gone when the next was tossed in. Over and over
and over.

Idly, I noticed after thefirst hundred that apillar of billowing fire hung over my dtar, the endless eruptions
of firefrom each death merging, billowing, risng up to the sky... My people had begun to turn, running
for the new location of my temple, its location easly seen by the billowing flamesthat now were twice the
height of the spire...

And Lysander tried to talk to me.
"WaL"
Another death.
"t Wh-"

And another.
T

And another.
"-eyou-"

And another.
"-doing?2"
And another.

"Stop!"



And another.
"Stop! I-"

And another.
"-beg you! PI-"
And another.
"-ease 0"
And another.
"_p! Stop!"

Hetried to save hisworshippers, flying over them to carry them to safety. | smply snatched them up
before he could grip them and protect them in his own hands, took them to my atar, and dropped them
in. After awhile, herealized that whoever he moved towards was going to be my next victim. He smply
hovered there, begging me, pleading for meto stop...

..but | did not.

They tried to flee, of course. Oh, they tried. But | Ssmply snatched those that had chosen to run, leaving
those who stood gtill aone. After afew hundred more were gone, Lysander's worshippers smply knelt
where they were, and begged their impotent god to save them from my fury.

His sphere of influence shrank with each degth. Infinitesmaly, at first, then faster and faster. Meanwhile,
mine began to grow. Both lives and stored energy defined the sphere of influence - and though he il had
enormous reserves of stored energy, he had fewer and fewer lives. | could not touch histemple, so long
asit was outside my sphere of influence, and he had at |east one worshipper remaining.

But it was no longer outside my sphere, and he had fewer than haf his people remaining.

Hetried to shield those that were left of his people - but by then, | was too powerful. The deaths of ten
thousand had filled me with aleve of power beyond anything | could possibly have imagined. | swatted
aside the shimmering dome of his shield, and reached for another of his people.

And another.
And another.

Again and again and again, despite everything Lysander could think of, | tossed his people, one by one,
into my dtar.

The old. Theyoung. Even theinfants - gone. Every last one of his people, tossed into the dtar.
Every last one.

| searched carefully. | made very certain.

And Lysander's temple was now quite easily within my reach.

"Damnyou!" Lysander screamed. "Damn you!”

"Yourefar, far too late for that, Lysander. | am aready damned.”



And with that, | lifted my hand, and struck down his temple with a shaft of raw, unfocused energy.
And left nothing but a smoking crater behind.

| stood there in the sllence that followed, the flames of twenty thousand sacrifices billowing into an
enormous mushroom cloud over my lands. The skies darkened - and somehow, | knew they would
never completely lighten over my lands, ever again.

| turned to Sapphiresvillage, lifting each of the dead tenderly in my hands. For along moment, | gazed
upon their charred, burned corpses...

"Forgive me... But | cannot let you go,” | whispered. "I love you too much.”

Then | extended my will.

A few moments later, their bones groaned and stirred.

"Father! Help me! The spider!”

My heart stopped. "Morticial"

| flew to her sde. The spider was twitching, dying... | looked, and she was benezthiit.

Inaningant, | lifted the spider from her, and tossed it aside. The spider's corpse tumbled and rolled,
coming to rest againgt anearby hill. "Morticial Areyou dright?"

Morticia gasped for along moment before shefindly replied. "Yes, Father - | just couldn't get it off me!
It wastoo heavy!"

| looked to her - she was gasping for breath, soaked in the blood of the beast sheld killed... But shewas
otherwise utterly unharmed. Here | was, concerned that she would be easy prey for the Avatars of the
other gods, and she had beaten a beast a hundred times her size.

Just as | had beaten agod a hundred times my power.
| threw back my head and laughed.

Twenty-Seven.

The villagers were screaming, looking up at the hellish heavens, and the village was chaos. "Morticia?
What's happening?" Ellsbatha screamed, gazing at the blood-red sky.

"Lysander isattacking! There's no timeto explainl Come on - everyone, to the temple! Hurry!" Morticia
whinnied. "Ellsbathal Nadar! Get them moving!"

"Leave everything behind!" Nadar shouted. "Just run! Run to the templel”

Ellshatha gathered herself, and saw that severd children were scattering, fleeing indl directions. Ina



moment of inspiration, she reached to her head and pulled off her veil, tossing it aside, then ran after
them. She had no muscles, anymore, nor lungs nor heart. She did not tire, and her stride was far longer
than that of achild. She knew they could not hear her - their earswere too full of their own screams. So,
she added her screamsto theirs, circling them, cutting them off, and herding them towards the temple by
fear done. And it worked - the children saw her face and fled her, heading in the direction they needed
to go.

Morticialooked - the people were moving towards the temple. "It will be dright,” shetold hersdlf,
trotting along beside them, lifting those who tripped to set them on their feet again. "It will be-"

She paused.
The temple was gone.
"No! My Father-"

She heard it before she saw it. The endlessroar of flame, the distant screams - screams upon screams,
overlapping, echoing endlesdly.

Andthepillar of fire.

"The temple hasmoved! Thisway!" shewhinnied.

They ranfor the hill that 1ay between them and the temple...
...and suddenly, the hill turned, and ran for them.

"A gpider!" someone shrieked.

'An Avatar!' Morticiarealized in aflash.

It was enormous... Collosal. its eight black eyes gleamed in the sunlight, and it chittered eagerly asit bore
down on the people.

"Keep going! I'll distract it! Keep running for the templel™ Morticiareplied, and without amoment's
hesitation, she lowered her head, and charged.

The impact was tremendous.

Moorticiafound hersdlf flying, then tumbling on the ground. Sherolled to her hooves - the spider'sright
foreleg had been pierced clean through, itstitanic cargpace unable to resist the deadly force of her horn.
Y et, the wound was minor, and hardly incapacitating.

With ashriek of pain and rage, the spider bore down on her, ignoring the people.

Morticia dodged the spider'sfangs, then flicked her head indtinctively, swatting at the nearest fang. Her
horn glowed with power, and with ashriek like tearing sted, the carapace parted - the spider's | eft fang
lay on the ground, ichor pouring from the severed limb.

The spider hesitated, backing away, then began to circle Morticiawarily. Here was no helpless human to
be eaten at leisure, but an enemy Avatar to be battled to the death. Even itstiny brain easily grasped that
concept - it was, inthe end, adl it had been raised to do. Morticia gazed at her opponent, and amoment's
fear flashed through her mind. The beast before her was awarrior, raised, trained and augmented by the
power of agod to kill. And she? Her father had raised her to be an advisor, ahelper. How could she
possibly win against such abeast?



‘Never meet strength with strength, Daughter,” her father had said. 'Pit your strengths against your
opponent's weaknesses.'

Morticianodded at the memory, then lowered her head, pawing the ground with her hooves. "Come on,
you big ugly. Let'sdance.”

The spider flicked aforelimb at its prey, intending to knock her down. Morticia dodged with adancer's
agility, her legs providing power while her arms and tail provided baance, then lashed out, flicking her
head, dashing at the limb with her horn. Pain - and thetip of the fordlimb went flying. With ashriek of
rage, the spider rushed her...

...and suddenly, she wasn't there anymore.

Sprinting, leaping in grand, effortless legps sheld learned through years of dancing, Morticiaran beneath
the spider, lifting her horn, running its keen tip aong the spider's underside at the apex of each leap. The
horn glowed again and again, and she dit the carapace with ease.

The spider legped, trying to escape the pain - and Morticiafollowed, dashing underneath it again and
again, towound it more.

The spider shuffled quickly, and Morticiafdt astunning blow that sent her flying. Struck by aleg, she
rolled and tumbled a dozen yards. A human would have been tossed to the ground, reduced to a bloody
heap of broken bones from that blow - but Morticiawas hardly human. She was an Avatar of agod.

Morticiagathered her legs beneath her - there was no timeto rise. The spider was bearing down on her,
an unstoppable juggerna...

She leaped.

The impact stunned her, and she lay on the ground for severa seconds. The spider shrieked in agony, a
gaping wound in its head that crossed two eyes, destroying them. It turned to her, furious, intending to
lance her with itsremaining fang...

...and she was gone again, darting benegth it to wound it again and again.

Thetiny brain that drove that gigantic body began to redize that it was dying. itsvita fluidswere draining
rapidly from a score of wounds, and it could not touch the small, white thing that attacked it. It struggled.
It shifted. It tried everything it could think of to bring its prey to within the reach of itsremaining fang...

Until findly it staggered, collgpsed, and smply lay there, dying.

Morticialay beneath Lysander's spider, the enormous weight of the dead Avatar pinning her to the
ground. She could bardly bresthe. She strained with al her might - shewas, in fact, as powerful asa
full-grown horse - but could not lift her dead opponent.

And theroaring of the flames and the endless, echoing scream of thousandsrolled on.

Morticiaturned her head, and looked. Her father wasllittle more than a blinking shadow, agleam of a
dark energy-form that flickered over the temple, was gone, and back again an instant later.

And from hisflickering form, aseemingly endless stream of screaming humanity rained down, down into
the atar, to vanish in an endless, roaring pillar of fire that soared high above the dark spire of the temple.

Her heart was breaking as she watched the carnage. She heard Lysander's pleas, hiswhimpering, his



begging...
But she knew her father would not stop.

She could fed her father's heart. She could fed hispain. She could fed the agony of hisdecision, the only
decision he could make to save his people...

But much asit hurt him, she knew he would not stop.

His people had to survive. And for his people to survive, Lysander had to die. And for Lysander to die,
Lysander's people had to die, so histemple would become vulnerable.

Such wastheway of thisterrible, terrible war the gods fought over the Land.
Morticiawatched to the bitter end, weeping silent tears.

Findly, slence reigned. Morticiacamed hersdlf. It would not do to have her father see her weeping. Not
now. Not yet. There would be time enough for weeping later.

Once shewas calm, she called out to him.

Twenty-Eight.
"0000, yesss... Right there..." Morticianickered, sighing.

Sapphire smiled as she kneaded the aching musclesin Morticia's back. Morticias pae fur was clean
again, and she looked completely unharmed - but Sapphire's people raised horses, and her expert eye
told her even before her fingers parted the fur that Morticiawas bruised nearly from head to hoof. Of
course, any human who'd had Lysander's Avatar land atop them would smply be dead, smashed to a
bloody pulp. "Weredl very proud of you, you know," Sgpphire said, smiling.

"What, you mean the spider?’

"Yes. It was marvelous, truly marvelous. Y ou probably saved everyone - | know you saved all the
Northlanders.”

"Thank you, but | only did what | was born to do," Morticiareplied.
Sapphire grinned. "And modest, too. Y our father raised you well, | think."
"Thank you," Morticiareplied, and sighed as she thought about her father.
"Speaking of your father, whereishe, now?"

Morticialifted her head for amoment, reaching out with her mind, then lay her head back on the soft
grasses of her pen. "Still brooding by the crater.”

"Still2 How dreadful," Sapphirereplied, sighing. "1 so wish he could forgive himsalf. It's not like he had
much choice, | think."

"Not redly, no. Lysander forced his hand. Originaly, held planned out along campaign... Perhaps twenty
yearsof careful engagementswith hisalies, dowly reducing Lysander'srealm by luring away his
worshippers, then dividing it piecemedl. But... Well, he smply had no choice. Now, everyoneisterrified



of hm."

"Everyone?' Sgpphire asked, moving down to work on Morticias sore back. "Not us. We were
Koloth's peoplefor along, long time, and we know what your father's heart istruly like. We saw what he
did for the four who had died. He could have smply |eft them dead - we would have understood. But, he
did not. No, not everyone fears him, dear. We don't. We love him even more than before.”

"Well, dright, you aren't afraid. Still, the Northlanders are terrified of him, now. If they didn't fear his
reprisds, | think they'd dll just run away. They even cal him "Unholy Oné", now, thinking it will win his
favor, when dl it doesiswound his heart. Sapphire, even the other gods fear him, now."

Sapphire blinked. "They do?"

"Y es, very much. They don't know what happened - they weren't here to seeit. The whole battle lasted
only half an hour. Half an hour to destroy one of the most powerful gods on thishaf of the continent. The
firgt they knew something was happening was when they noticed Lysander's sphere was repidly
ghrinking. By thetime they put aside the various things they were doing and investigated... Wdll, it was dl
over. And, of course, my father only made it worse."

"Oh?How 07"
"Wédll... Verdana - you remember her, that forest goddess?'
IIYSI?I

"W, she asked what had happened. My father smply looked at her, and in that really deep, scary
voice he has now, he said 'Lysander annoyed me."

Sapphire snorted, grinning. "He didn't!"

"Oh, yeshedid! Hedidn't mean it the way it sounded. He was just upset and... Well, mourning the
deaths he'd been forced to cause, redly. Still, that's what hetold her."

Sapphire burst out laughing. "Oh, my dear, that'srich!”

Morticiagrinned. "Well, yes, | guessit is. Sheleft so fast!" she said, and whinnied with laughter for a
moment. "Well, anyway... Now my father has a sphere even larger than Lysander'swas. Severd of his
aliesand Lysander's dlies were overlapped by it, and some were even completely englobed. So, they've
al moved away, now. They'reterrified of him."

"Perhaps, but ill, not everyoneisafraid of him. Why, not even al the Northlanders are afraid of him,
you know. Ellshatha till comesto the temple and dances every day, you know. Why, she and the other
four undead are even working on new dances they can do, dancesjust for them.”

"Hmmm..." Morticiareplied, and pushed hersdlf up from the grass. She sat and stretched for amoment,
then smiled. "Thank you, Sapphire. That doesfed better.”

Sapphire smiled back. "Y ou're quite welcome, dear.”
"I wish | could stay and enjoy more of it, but..."
IIYS?I

"Wdll... | can't just let the Northlanderslivein fear. My father doesn't want hisworshippersto fear him -
but he can't even talk to the Northlanders without terrifying them, now. That leavesit up to me," she sad,



and sighed. " So, it's back to the routine of healing and conjuring food and clothes and chatting with them
and telling storiesto their children and... Well... Everything my father wantsto do for them, but can't,
because he's smply too fearsome, to them.”

"What stories do you tell their children, dear?"

Morticiasmiled, sanding gracefully and holding out a hand for Sapphire. "1 tell them the same stories you
told me, when | wasalittlefilly. Stories of hagppiness, and laughter, and hope.”

A few moments later, Sapphire gazed after Morticiaas she trotted away, heading to the Northlander
village. "Ah, Morticia.." she whispered. "The Northlanders may fear your father, but so long as he has
you to help him, they will never leave."

Twenty-Nine,

"I don't like you dancing with the Dark Ones," Nadar said quietly, gazing out upon the village as he stood
by the window.

"What? Why not?" Ellsbatha asked, looking up from where she was setting the table, laying out her
husband's dinner. She, of course, did not eat before him. She had discovered years ago that she gained
nothing from ordinary food, not even ataste or sense of fullness. The manna served to the worshippers at
the worship ste, however, tasted good, made her fed good, and gave her a sense of fullness. So, she ate
with the Dark Ones while she danced, as Morticiacould no longer come into their house to bring her
breakfast - her horn had grown far too long for that. Still, al that would have meant nothing, and she
would have eaten with her husband gladly each evening, as she once did... Wereit not what she saw on
hisface, nowadays. Watching her est, apparently, was disquieting to him.

"l don't..." Nadar paused, hisvoice fading into silence.
"You don't what?'

"l just don't even think they're human, Ellsbathal" Nadar snapped suddenly, and turned to face hiswife.
"They'rejust not!"

Ellshathagiggled. "Oh, Nadar, they are so! Come, Sit. Eat your dinner - it's your favorite, Nadar, Sweet
yams"

Nadar sat, adark, brooding expression on hisface. Ellsbatha sat before, him, careful to insure her vell
covered her face and neck completely. Nadar was, apparently, in another of his dark moods. They had
come upon him more and more, these last few months - and, since the battle two days ago, his moods
had only grown darker.

At times, she wondered if hewould smply explode, and beat her. Sheld discovered these last two years
that she wasimmune to ordinary damage. Sheld fallen and not been hurt, shed set hersdlf afirein the
kitchen and not been burned... Her clothes could be destroyed, but the bones beneath were like stone,
gpparently, and immune to nearly anything. She knew he could not hurt her. And yet...

...and yet, there were times she wished he would explode, venting whatever it was that was bothering



him. Then shewould smply riseto her feet unharmed, brush hersdlf off, and walk out of her house
forever. She smply wanted it to be over.

That thought startled Ellsbatha. 'Over? Ended? But... But | love him...

And yet, shedid not know if heloved her, in return. Oh, he till lay beside her in the bed, but he no
longer spoketo her at night, asthey once did. Histhoughts he kept entirely to himsdlf, and he never
touched her anymore. It was as though he was repulsed by her... And, in the end, Ellsbatha supposed he
just might be, & that.

Nadar poked at hisdinner, not eating, Smply staring at it. "'l just don't want you to dance with them
anymore, Ellsbatha," hesaid at last.

"Oh, Nadar!" Ellsbatha said, unable to contain asigh of frustration. "Why not? Can you tell me that, at
leest?'

"Have you looked at them?" Nadar snapped, hisanger boiling to the surface. "I mean have you redly
looked at them? Have you seen them? They writhe and twist like snakes, dancing beforethe dtar of an
evil god! Twenty thousand sacrifices, Ellshathal Twenty thousand! A stream of screaming people pouring
into the dtar, like water from abucket! A pillar of fire that reached to the skiest And they till dance and
worship... Likethey rgjoicein that!"

"Oh, Nadar! They don't rgoicein that, they rejoice that they lived, that our god did what was necessary
to preservedl our livesand-"

But Nadar was not listening - he dtill wasraging. "They're dark, evil people worshipping adark, evil god!
Hetook their dead, Ellshatha, and transformed them! And they celebrate that, too! They laugh and sing
and celebrate that he made them like... Like..." Nadar said, then paused, unableto finish.

"Likeme, you mean," Ellsbathasaid, quietly.
Nadar said nothing, hisface an odd mixture of anger and deep sorrow.

"Thisisn't about them, isit?" Ellsbatha said, looking at her husband. "I've known you and loved you half
my life, Nadar. Thisian't about the Dark Ones, at dl. It'sabout me, isn't it?"

Nadar |ooked away, unable to meet hiswife'sveiled gaze.

"Nadar... Oh, Nadar... | loveyou, Nadar. | dwayshave, and | dwayswill," Ellsbatha sighed sadly, and
roseto her feet. "1 can seethat | only cause you pain, Nadar... And the last thing in the world | ever want
to doisto hurt you. Goodbye," she said, and turned for the door.

"Wait! Where are you going?" Nadar called, rising so swiftly he toppled the chair benesth him.

"I don't know, Nadar!" Ellsbathareplied, unable to suppressasob. "I just don't know! MaybeI'll go to
the temple, and spend the rest of eternity dancing, and praying the achein my heart will go away! | don't
deep, | don't redlly need to edt, | don't need anything anymore, Nadar! | thought that al | redly needed
was you... But now, | can see that you don't want me anymore... | don't know where I'll go, Nadar! |
only know that | won't stay here and make you fed miserablethe rest of your lifel”

"No! Ellsbatha, don't go! Please!" Nadar shouted, leaping to her and catching her hand in his.

"You... You want meto stay?"



Nadar threw hisarms around hiswife, and hugged her tight, heedless of the pointed bones that jabbed
into his softer flesh through her garments. "Y esl Oh, Ellshatha... | loveyou! Y ou are the only woman for
me, indl of theLand! It'sjud...”

"Jud... What?"'
"Youwhat?" Ellsbatha snapped, her emotionsin turmoil.
"Ellsbatha, I'm not dead! I... | have needs"

And suddenly, Ellsbatha understood. Ellsbatha reached out her arms and hugged Nadar in return, and
they stood there for along moment, sobbing in each other'sarms.

Finally, astheir sobsfaded into sighs, Ellsbatha spoke. "Oh, Nadar... I'm so sorry... | don't even fed
desire anymore, I'm sorry. | enjoy you touching me, holding my hand, hugging me... But | don't have
desire. And evenif | did... | nolonger have... Well... | mean... Nadar, | don't even have breasts
anymorel" she said, and suddenly giggled at the humor within the tragedly.

Nadar smiled ruefully. "1 know... Y ou had such lovely breasts, my love. | don't know if | told you that
often enough when you had them... But it'strue.”

"Thank you, Nadar... |... | appreciateit.”

Nadar was slent for amoment, then looked at hiswifeésveiled face. "Wait... Y ou don't deep anymore?”
Ellsbatha shook her head. "No, | don't."

"Wall... Then what have you been doing when we lietogether at night?'

"Oh, Nadar... | just gaze a you. | look at the softness of your skin, the strength in your muscles, the dow
movement of your chest asyou breathe... | told you, | see things differently, now. | can seeyour life,
Nadar... The very energies of your life. Sometimes... Sometimes | can see your manhood gtir in your
deep, and | smilein my heart, and remember... And as you dream, the colors of the energiesthat
surround you flicker and glow, and look so beautiful... | fear to awaken you, so | do not touch you when
you deep. | smply lay there, and watch the beautiful colors, the wonderful energies of your life, and your
dreams..."

"It sounds... Very wonderful," Nadar said quietly.

"Oh, Nadar, itis If you could see peopletheway | seethem... At firgt, | thought thislife, this body, was
likeacurse. Now, | look at it as more of ablessing, Nadar. | will liveforever... And | will ways seethe
lovely, wonderful colorsof life," Ellsbatha replied, then stepped back dightly, taking her husband'swarm,
flesh handsinto her cold, bone hands. "The Dark Ones are not evil, Nadar. Y ou've lived with them, you
know they are good people. They are smply different. And our god is not evil, Nadar. Y ou've seen his
Avatar - she helps us, shefeeds us... She even risked her life against that enormous spider of Lysander.
Sheispure, and good. How can agod of darkness and evil have an Avatar like her?

Nadar scowled. "I don't know. Good people can serve an evil god, trapped by their power. Perhaps she
isthe same - agood Avatar serving an evil god, unable to escape.”

"No, Nadar. Come - eat your dinner, and then | will show you something.”



"What will you show me?' Nadar asked curioudy.
"Youll find out - eat your dinner firg, though. It'salong wak."
Nadar nodded, and reached for the chair to lift it from the floor.

Nadar atein silence, gazing at hiswife. In hismind, he could till see her as she oncewas... And yet,
now, he could also see her as she was now. He did not know what might happen in the future. He did
not know if shewould ever return to the way she was. He only knew that no matter what happened, he
would stay with her.

No onein the village understood, of course. There were many haf-hidden glances and whispered
comments Nadar had endured in these last two years. Y et, despite the terrible frustration of unrequited
concupiscence, hewould stay with her. Despite what the othersin the village might think, he would stay
with her. He loved her - and despite everything, he would stay with her because of that love. She
deserved no lessfrom him.

Findly, dinner was done, and Ellshathatook him by the hand, and led Nadar out of the village, and
through the woods and fields. The sun had set, and the moon hid behind clouds - it was, to Nadar, quite
dark. "I'm sorry, | can hardly see” he said, sumbling abit. In the distance, awolf howled, and Nadar
trembled dightly.

"Just hold my hand and follow, Nadar," his skeleton-wifereplied. "I can seevery clearly.”

Half an hour passed, Nadar following hiswife through the darkness. She seemed to be approaching a
small hill of somekind - it was difficult to tell, even though his eyes had somewhat adjusted to the
darkness. Findly she stopped, and sat upon alarge, broken stone. "Sit here, beside me, and be very
quiet," shewhispered.

"| can't redlly see anything," Nadar whispered.
"The moon will come out soon enough. Hush, and be patient.”

And indeed, Ellsbatha was right. Sowly, the moon came out from behind the clouds, and Nadar could
see a hit better - and his eyes widened at the scene reveded in the moonlight.

Before him, afew hundred yards away, lay an enormous crater - the remains of Lysander'stemple, he
redlized. The stone they sat upon was, it seemed, asmall fragment of its shattered and blasted remains.
And before the crater, agiant form in adark, hooded robe sat, brooding over the ruinsin the moonlight.
Nadar could not see the giant'sface, nor any other part of them, asall was concealed by their robe. Y €,
he knew who it was.

"What... What is he doing here?' Nadar whispered, awed at the tremendous size of hisgod.

"Mourning, Nadar. Can't you fed the sadnessin the air? Morticiaexplained it to me, two days ago -
once she understood it, hersalf. He did what he had to do to save dl our lives, Nadar... But it was not
what he wanted to do, it was smply the only choice he had. He has not forgiven himself that decision,
Nadar... He may never be able to. Now, there are none | eft alive to mourn those who died, Nadar...
And the other gods of the Land do not care. Thus, he mourns those he had to kill, because no other
morta or immortd inal the Land ever will."

Nadar gazed quietly at Deeth for along while after that, holding hiswife's hand. Finaly, he bowed his
head. "Forgive yoursdf, Holy One" hewhispered. "If | can forgive you, then you can forgive yoursdif."



Sowly, Death's head turned, and he gazed upon the two of them. Nadar quailed at the sight of hisface,
and his heart pounded with fear. The skull-visage of his god had become even darker than he
remembered - and yet, no worse than he truly imagined. The canine teeth had extended, becoming
amogt fang-like, and the eye-sockets of his skull were now angled dightly, asthough in adark glare. "It
isgood you can forgive me, Nadar," Death said, his hollow, echoing voice deep, dark, and chilling. "It
liftsmy heart to know that. But | shal never forgive myself, because | know | will, if necessary, do this
again. | will do whatever is necessary to protect and shelter you and all my people - eveniif it meansthat
| must kill every other mortal and every other god in the land, one by one.”

A wolf howled from somewhere near, as though to punctuate Death's ominous words, and Nadar
shuddered with fear. His heart pounding within his chest, Nadar bowed his head, unable to reply.
Ellsbatha squeezed her husband's hand reassuringly, and he gripped her hand tightly in return.

"Now come," Degth said. "There are wolves near, hunting, and they are very hungry. Ellsbatha has
nothing to fear from them... But you, Nadar, I'm afraid they would find quite ddicious. Come- it istime
for you two to get to bed.”

Before Nadar knew what was happening, Death had taken the two of them up in his skeletal hands.
Nadar couldn't help himself - he shrieked with terror. There was a brief sensation of swift movement, and
then the hand about Nadar opened gently. He redlized he was standing inside his house, hiswife beside
him - Death, himsalf, was gone. Nadar staggered over to the table, then sat down heavily in the nearest
chair, trembling violently with fading adrendin.

"Areyou dright?' Ellsbathaasked, stroking her husband's hair softly.
"I... 1 think..."

"What's the matter?' Ellshatha asked, her voice showing deep concern.
Nadar glanced down, and shook hishead. "I think I've wet myself."
Ellsbatha snorted, then burst into pedls of laughter.

"It'snot funny!" Nadar snapped.

Ellsbatha giggled. "Oh, Nadar! | know he'sfrightening, but... Really! He means only the best for us. He's
sworn to protect us, and he does. Why, he even saved you awalk home, just so you wouldn't be
attacked by wolves. He caresfor us, Nadar. Heisnot agod of evil."

Nadar nodded. "Alright... | can seethat.”
"Good! Now come - |et's get you out of those clothes and cleaned up a bit for bed.”

Oncein bed, Ellsbathawas delighted when she discovered Nadar wanted to talk to her, asthey aways
used to. He held her hand, and they spoke honestly to each other, sharing their feglings - with, perhaps,
more openness than they ever had in years. Ellshatha understood her husband far better than she ever
had before - and, in turn, he understood her. Perhaps they had no answers between them. Still, they had
understanding, which meant far more to each of them at the moment.

Later, Ellsbathalay beside her husband, watching him slently in the darkness as he dept. Hewas
dreaming, now, the sparkles of life-energy bright and vivid. "Oh, Nadar..." she whispered. He was so
beautiful to gaze upon, to her.

"Ellshatha..." he whispered in reply, his dreaming mind hearing her voice. As she watched, his manhood



dowly stirred, and the colors of his dreams became more vivid.

Ellshatha sighed quietly, gazing sadly upon her concupiscent husband, and wondered what she might do.

Thirty.

"Morticia? Can | talk with you?'

Morticiayawned and stretched as she lay upon the soft grass of her pen, then looked to the voice that
had called. "Oh, hello, Ellshathal How are things going?"

Ellsbatha sighed. "Wéll, that's kind of what | wanted to talk to you about."
Morticianodded, rolling to her feet lithely, then winced.
"Still sore?”

"A bit, yes" Morticiareplied, sretching. "My father says|'ll be dright. 1t's only been three days. He also
saysthat the way my body works, it's better for me to hedl the muscle-strains mysdlf, naturally. He says
I'll end up stronger.”

"Weall saw that fight, you know. Wedl think you were very brave.

Morticiasmiled. "Thank you," she replied, and sat down on thelow stone wall of her pen, facing
Ellshatha. " So, what seemsto be the trouble, Ellsbatha?’

"WEell, | think you know Sapphire asked me thismorning to talk to the four new... Ummm..."
"Undead?’ Morticiaoffered.

"Wdl, yes"

Morticia nickered with amusement. "I know about that. And what happened?'

"Wll, they didn't have nearly as many problemsas| did, of course. All the Dark Ones are very
accepting of them, and they see them as being proof of Death's commitment to them, and al that. My
people, of course, are frightened to deeth of them.”

Morticianodded. "Go on."
"Well, like said, they had alot less problemsthan | did. Still, they did have questions.”
"Oh?Likewhat?'

"Well, the women wanted to know how to get their clothesto drape right again. They'd tried taking them
in, but the cloth just dipped around on the bones.”

"Y ou told them about the wrappings? That's part of what they'refor.”

"Y es, the wrappings help with that... They aso keep dirt out of the joints. That can get quite



uncomfortable.
"What else did they want to know?' Morticia asked, her curiosity piqued.

"Well, they wanted to know littlethings... Like what, if anything, we edt. | told them that you used to
comevisit mea my home and conjure mannafor me, but now your horn'stoo long to comeinside, so |
just eat the mannayou conjure for everyone at the worship site when | come to dance every day. It's
very delicious, too. | found | can eat regular food, but... Well, | don't redly get anything out of it. The
food just disgppears, | never fed full, and it doesn't redlly have any flavor.”

"The mannais better for you, Ellsbatha. Over time, it will dowly help you.”
"Redlly? How much time?" Ellsbatha asked esgerly.

Morticiasmiled. "My Father saysalong time. He's not certain - but no less than a century or two, and no
more than the time it takes amountain to grow."

"Oh," Ellshathareplied, and sighed.
"Now, now. Much of that depends on you, you know."
"Redly?How 07"

"Y ou have to keep dancing, and eating, and living, Ellsbatha. If you smply st and fed sad and do
nothing, you are like astone, and grow like astone. If you eat and dance and live like awoman, you
grow likeawoman." Morticiasmiled. "Patience, Ellsbatha. Y ou're now immortd, like me. Evenif it takes
athousand, thousand years, I'll still be hereto seeit.”

Ellsbatha suddenly sobbed. "Y -yes, b-but Nadar won't!"

Morticiablinked. "What?' To her surprise, Ellsbatha was sobbing uncontrollably. "There, there. Come
here... St here, next to me."

"Oh, | don't even have tearsanymore! | have nothing!"

Morticiareached her arms around Ellshatha, and hugged her gently. "Now, now. Thisisn't about the
other four undeed, isit?"

"Wdl... Itis, anditisn't!"
"Mmm?I don't undersand.”

"Oh, Morticia | don't even have desire anymore! | mean, | love Nadar, and | enjoy being held by him,
but... I don't fed... Wdll, you know!"

Morticianickered softly, smiling. "Actualy, no, | don't, Ellsbatha. Y ou forget - I'm donein theworld."
"Y-yourewhat?'

"I'm unique, Ellsbatha, like dl Avatars. Therewill never be anyone for me. No mae of my specieswill
ever take meinto hisarms, because there aren't any others of my species. I'm utterly and completely
aone. I'll never comeinto heet, and I'll never have any babies. Y es, from shoulder to rump, | look likea
human woman - if abit furry,” Morticiasaid, and giggled. "Still, with the legs and head of ahorse, and
now this enormous horn on my head..." Morticiashrugged.



"But don't you... | mean... Don't you want to?"

"Mmmm... Well, sometimes... Sometimes | wonder what it might be like, yes. That'swhy | enjoy the
Dance of the Strong Woman so much. | see the smiles on the faces of the men, and | wonder... And |
imagine..." Morticiareplied, and winked. "Still, nothing comes of it, of course.”

"Well, | cantdl you... With theright man, it can be... Wonderful," Ellsbathasaid, and sighed. "Still, now,
| find | just don't want to. | Ssmply don't have the desire anymore. And eveniif | did, | don't have... |
mean... I'm just bones! | can't do anything!"

Morticiasmiled. "Wheress | have everything a human woman would have, and sometimes| even have
the desire, but... Who would | ask?' Morticia nickered with amusement. "Still, Ellsbatha, | don't seethe
problem.”

"Well, the new undead women were talking, and one of them ismarried to the man who's now undead,
too, and so they're happy with each other... But the other two women were married to living men, and
they ill loved their men and wanted to stay with them, like me... But they're just like me and they just
can't do anything with their men anymore even if they felt the desireto. Well, they were thinking about
smply telling their man to seek a... Well, abed-partner, | guess, so he could till have babies and ease his
needs from timeto time. They were asking me what | had doneto try to solve the problem and stay with
theman | loved and..."

"And? What have you done?'
Ellshatha sobbed. "Nothing!"
"Nothing?'

"Wadl, wevetdked... But..." Ellsbathareplied, and rel ated the events of the previous night. "But I've
thought about it for al night and al day, now, and... | just don't have an answer!" Ellsbathafinished, and
sobbed again.

Morticiasat for along moment, thinking. Finally, she shook her head. "Wadll... It's obvious Nadar is
willing to stay with you, despite this problem. Areyou sure you can't just live with it?'

"Wdll... | can, yes- but he can't. Hefallsinto these... These dark moods, and he gets very touchy and
upset and... Well, he's obvioudy very uncomfortable, and sometimes even miserable. | don't want to see
him unhappy and miserable, Morticia | lovehim.”

"Hmmm... Well, to be honest, | think you should talk about thiswith a close friend. Someone who will
understand, and someone you trugt.”

"l amtakingto aclosefriend"

Morticiablinked. "M-me? Oh, no, Ellshathal | meant someone like Sapphire, or perhaps someone from
your village, not me!”

Ellsbatha shook her head. "I... I'm not that closeto her, Morticia. | mean... She'safriend, but... Well,
we're not that close. Besides, shejust doesn't understand the people of the Northlands at all. | lived with
the Dark Onesfor two years, and | learned then what | learned this morning, talking to the other
undead... Well... To the women of the Dark Ones..."

"YS?'



Ellshatha sighed, very exasperated. "Well, Love and Procrestion to them are... Wdll, they're two different
thingd"

Morticianickered with amusement. "I redly wouldn't know, mysdf, having only loved my father, and il
being amaiden.”

"Well... They don't have a problem with arelationship like that. | do. It would haveto be avery close
friend, someone | can redly trust to understand my fedlings, and who wontt try to steal Nadar from me."

Morticia shrugged. "Wdll, | don't think Sgpphire would ever try to stedl Nadar from you - shehasa
husband of her own, and she's quite happy with him. Asfor therest..." Morticiashrugged again. "That'sa
decision you'd have to make yoursdlf. Y oull haveto find someone who fits those qudities - someone
you're very closeto, and someone you can redly trust.”

Ellsbatha smply looked up into Morticias eyes, wordlesdy.
"Me?2" Morticiawhinnied.
Ellshatha said nothing, continuing to Sare a Morticia

Morticia sputtered and waved her hands, flustered. "Oh, no, Ellsbathal | mean... ... Wdll... | just
couldn't! I've never... I've never even done anything like that before! Well... I've thought about it, and
sometimes | ook at themen and | think about it... But... Oh! | don't know! | mean... He couldn't
possibly want to... | mean, look at me! I'm not human! Well... Okay, from shoulder to rump, | look
pretty human, yes, and even my legslook abit human down to the knee... Of course, | walk digitigrade
on my hooves, like ahorse, so my lower leg and ankle and foot aren't like yours... And then theres my
head and neck! Definitely horse. And the horn! It's very sharp and pointy - Oh! | might poke hiseye
out!" Morticia babbled nervoudy, and Ellshatha began to giggle. "Waéll, dright, that wouldn't happen,
but... Wdll, look at me! | mean, how could he be attracted to me? Wait - they do have to be attracted
before they can... Err... Do it, don't they? Wait, what am | thinking? Of coursethey do. Still, | haven't
even thought of mysalf asbeing attractive. | mean... Well, not in that sense. I've thought of mysdlf as
pretty, but... Well, aflower is pretty, and | don't see any men talking about wanting to couple with a
danddion! Wdll, then, he-"

Ellsbatha, till giggling, clapped ahand over Morticias mouth, slencing her. Morticia, redlizing she hed
been babbling, giggled aswell.

After several moments of shared laughter, Ellsbathafinaly sghed. "Redly - it'sdright. If you don't want
to... | understand,” she said, and took her hand off Morticias mouth. "It'sjust... Well, you're my closest
friend, and | can't think of anyone trust more. Y ou are, after dl, the Avatar of my god.”

Morticia nodded, and gazed down at her hooves, thinking. Findly, shelooked up. "Well... I'm not saying
'no, dright?1'm saying..."

"YS?'

"I'm saying... I'll think about it,"” Morticiareplied, and sighed. "I'm sorry | can't give you a better answer,
but... Well, | need timeto think about it."

"Thank you," Ellsbatha said, bowing her head.

"If my answer is'no’, will we dill be friends?' Morticia asked, then paused. "For that matter, if my answer
is'yes will we ill be friends?"



"No matter what your answer is... Evenif you never give me an answer... Well dways be friends.”

"Alright..." Morticiaglanced at the sun, then shook her head. "Ellsbatha, | haveto get moving. I've got to
conjure food for the dancers, then go down and help your village, and... Wdll, I've alot of thingsto do...
And now, something important to think about,”" she said, and hopped to her feet. "I'll talk to you later,
dright?'

"Alright," Ellshathareplied, and with that, Morticiatrotted away, heading to the other side of thetemple.
Ellshatha sighed, and rose to her feet, dowly walking back to her village. She was only thirty-two - but
just now, shefelt very, very old.

Thirty-One.

"Father, | need you."

| turned my attention to Morticiainstantly. She was gtting in her pen in the early evening shadows, and
looked extremely depressed. "What's the matter, Daughter?”

"Father... How important are Ellsbatha and Nadar to your plans?'

"Extremely. Nadar has grown into an effective leader, and he's not only managed to help keep the
Northlander village running smoothly and keep the people coming to the temple to worship, the
population in hisvillageisdowly growing. Ellsbathaisless skilled as aleader than Nadar is, and her main
useisas Nadar's companion. Still, when shetellsavillager to do something, they doit, if only to avoid
her presence. They fear her enormoudy.”

"S0... Kegping Nadar happy is something that's important?”
| shrugged. "Not necessarily. He doesn't have to be happy, he just has to be content. Why do you ask?"

"Wdll... Apparently, Nadar and Ellsbathahave... A problem. And Ellsbatha... Wdll... Asked meto
help.”

"What seemsto be the problem?’
Morticiatook a deep breath, and began.

| listened to her story, as she related the conversation she'd had with Ellsbatha earlier inthe day. |
struggled not to laugh - it was too important. Instead, when she had finished, | transformed to my
humanoid form, and sat before her at her size. Reaching out to her, | took her hand in mine. "Daughter...
I'm trying not to laugh, redlly... But Ellsbathaisbeing quite silly. Nadar will, eventualy, get used to alife
of abstinence. Monks and priestsin my old lifedid, dl thetime. Yes, it's uncomfortable, but you
eventudly get used toit. Indeed, heis, in many ways, like my 'high priest’, asfar asthat villageis
concerned. He gets the people to come to the temple and worship - and | need that to have the power to
protect them. They don't dance, of course, they smply kneel outside the worship areaand pray. Still,
they come - and that's what's important, at the moment,” | said, and found I could not repress a chuckle.
"Daughter, think about it. The whole stuation isridiculous. She asked someoneto help her with this
problemwhoisonly four."



Morticiawhinnied with anger. "1 am not afour-year-old child! My body is as mature as afully-grown
horse or afully-grown human, and my mind is as mature as an adult human!"

| chuckled again, which only made Morticiaglower a me. "Daughter, | know that. | made you what you
are, mentdly. Truthfully, you're mentally my peer - which isexactly what | needed you to be, asmy
Avatar. Still, you lack life-experience. In human terms, Ellsbatha has turned to awoman who is, perhaps,
elghteen, and has spent her entire life sheltered in a convent - you smply don't know enough to be able to
make an effective decisoninthisarea.”

Morticiasnorted angrily. "I am not anaive little innocent! I'm capable of making my own decisond | was
even thinking about doing it, but..." she said, and her resolve fatered as her voicetrailed off into silence.

"But what?'

"Well... Yousaid | waskind of likeaUnicorn... And | was afraid of losing my powers or something.”
| snorted, then burst out laughing.

Morticiaglowered a me. "And what's so funny 2"

"Daughter, whatever in the world gave you the impression that it was the unicorn who had to be the
virgin?' | replied, dill laughing.

Morticiasmply stuck her tongue out a me, which only made melaugh harder. After amoment, |
reached out to her, and drew her into my lap. "Oh, Daughter, | thank you, truly. | know you didn't mean
to, but you've made melaugh - and | think I truly needed to laugh, right now."

Morticiatried to pout, but couldn't - after amoment, she was smiling. "Wéll... I'm glad it made you fed
better. Still, Ellsbatha needs some kind of help, | think. I'm your Avatar, Father. Y ou raised meto be
more than just awarrior, but ahelper, and an advisor to you. And as your advisor, I'm telling you -
Nadar is not the kind of man who can livethelife of amonk," she said, waggling afinger a me. "His
discomfort at his Stuation will grow on him, Fether, and helll end up blaming you for it. He was starting
to, last night, before Ellsbatha helped change hismind. That won't last forever - eventualy, frustrated
desirewill put him right back blaming you again. We have to come up with some kind of solution.”

| Sghed, and shifted Morticiaout of my lap. Rising to my feet, | held out my hand. "Come. Walk with
rm"

Wewalked out of her pen, and towards the trees of the nearby woods. Morticiaheld her tongue, waiting
for me to speak. Shewas, in truth, the perfect advisor - she knew when to talk, and when to listen.
Perhaps that was what had drawn Ellsbathato her, in the end. Or, perhaps, Ellshatha smply had been
afrad that if she asked a human woman, the complications that would ensue would be too difficult for her
to handle. | didn't know - but | suspected the former.

Aswe walked benegath the canopy of the forest at night, | finaly found my voice again. "Well, Morticia...
In many ways, you are like atrue daughter to me. | find the father in mefeds... Uncomfortable a the idea
of you actudly going through with thet plan.”

"Why?' Morticiaasked, gazing a mein the evening gloom.

"Well... | was, once, aman, and humans have many other considerations that come into play. Marriage,
children... Even disease.”

"None of which gpply to me," Morticianoted. "'l will never marry - thereisno-onefor meto marry. | am



unique. Therewill never be any children, as1 smply cannot have children. And asfor disease... Wdll, |
gppear to beimmuneto nearly everything, now."

"The powers of your horn render you immune to diseases and poisons, yes," | replied, nodding. "Still...
Herel am, agod of the Land, walking with my Avatar through the forest near my temple... And yet..."

IIY@I
"And yet, somehow, at the sametime... | haveamemory..."
"Tdl me, please?'

| paused, holding her hand, my gazelost in the distance. "A daughter. Not like you, and yet... Of the
same heart, the same spirit. We were walking on her campus... It was her last year of college. She
wanted to marry aboy... | can't remember hisname,” | said, then shook my head. "Gah. | can't
remember her name, redlly, or even her face. All | remember isher love, her soirit..."

"It'sdright, Father, redly,” Morticiareplied, squeezing my hand. "What happened on your walk?'

"Ah, my dear... She wanted to marry thisboy... And | hated him. | thought he was an idiot. His hair was
too long, his attention-span too short, and hisambitionstoo low," | said, and shrugged. "The father in me,
inginctively protecting his offspring, wanting her to have the best possble mate... Wéll, redly, the perfect
mate. But, of course, that'simpossible. No oneis perfect. Still, it'sthat drive within the parent, | think,
that'simportant, asit helps make sure their child getsthe best of what isavailable.” | paused, then
chuckled. "Odd how | can seeit that way, now. | remember... | remember at the time, | was hardly so
detached and objective.”

"So what happened? Can you remember?”

| paused, searching my mind, then sighed. "Not really. | only remember | didn't like the boy. | know that
eventudly she did marry him, and eventudly | had grandchildren to dote over, but... | don't remember
anything more about that day than walking across her college campus, holding my little girl's hand, and
suddenly redlizing that she was awoman, now."

Morticiasmiled slently, and squeezed my hand again.

| turned to her, and looked her over. Shewas my Avatar - my warrior, my helper, my advisor in the
Land... And yet, somehow, shewasfar, far more than that.

She was my daughter.
And, like the daughter | had once known... She was now grown.

| nodded. "Do what you think best, Daughter. I'll sudy Ellsbatha and the other undead carefully, and try
to find a better long-term solution to the problem, if that's possible. Until | come up with something else,
however... Do what you think best.”

Morticiasmiled, and bowed her head. "Thank you, Father."



Thirty-Two.

"Thereitis" Nadar said, pointing. "Well, thereit was, at any rate. Or, at leadt, | think it wasthere. I'm
sorry, | don't redly remember - most of my memories died with Vordena.”

Morticianodded, setting Nadar down gently, then looking around. The village was utterly in ruins, dust
and weeds abounding. Once, over adecade ago, it had been inhabited with the worshippers of
Allakbeth. Lysander brought that to an end - and now, her father had brought Lysander to anend. A
large hill, flat-topped and mesa-like, loomed over village, and the shattered ruin of atemple sat atop it.
Scattered, blasted stones now were al that remained of Allakbeth and his power, the grasses and weeds
growing thickly around them. It had taken two hour'stravel to reach this place, Morticia carrying Nadar
in her arms as her long legs ate up the miles. They had started an hour after dawn, when Morticiacame
into Nadar's village to pick him up. It was till an hour or so yet before noon, and they had plenty of

daylight remaining.

"l don't understand what it isyou intend to find, here,” Nadar said, scratching his head. " Or why you had
to bring me, redly,” he added.

Morticiatook Nadar's hand, and they began to walk through the ruined village. "After Vordenai died, my
father searched for whatever he could find of hersthat might have alowed her to control him. He found
her Spirit Bag... And found he could not touch it. So, he sent meto takeit, and empty it, and examine
what wasinside - but al there was were beads, feathers, bones and stones.”

"The tools of awitch - what one might expect to find in the Spirit Bag of awitch,” Nadar replied,
shrugging.

Morticianodded. "So he gathered. But how those tools were used, he did not know. And more, he
could not touch them - only | could.”

"Redly?" Nadar asked, surprised.

Morticianodded again. "From what little my father has been able to gather, Vordena was born with her
powers. He believesthat the basic uses of her abilities, she probably discovered the same way he has
discovered hisown abilities - through introgpection, and experimentation. Still, there's so much more she
could not possibly have learned just from trial and error, Nadar. Like where did she learn of the Coders
and the ancient history of the Land? And theré's more my father cannot answer. How was she ableto
thwart my father? And how was her spirit-bag and its contents able to thwart him, even after her death?”

Nadar shook his head, smiling ruefully. "I've no ideawhat the answer might be to any of those
questions.”

"Neither does my father - so, that'swhy we're here. I'm searching for anything that might beaclueto
answer thismystery. Y ou're here because my father hopes that your memory might be jogged by this
place, or something we might find init,” Morticiareplied, then looked to Nadar asthey waked. "Y ou are
till one of his people, Nadar, and he cares for you greatly. Asdo 1."

Nadar smiled. "Thank you. I'm afraid, however, that this village brings forth no memories, no flash of
ingght. Itssmply aruined village."

Morticianodded as she continued to walk. "Wéll, it may be you lived in adifferent villagein Allakbeth's
domain.”



"Or, perhaps, the memoriesthat died with VVordena are smply gone forever," Nadar replied glumly.
Nadar then noticed Morticiawas not stopping, and they were gpproaching the edge of the village.
"Where are we going, now?"'

Morticiapointed. "To that stream, of course.”

“Why?

Morticianickered. "Nadar! I'm hot, sweaty and tired from carrying you and trotting for two hours! | need
adrink, and | need abath."

"Oh! Sorry, | didn't even think of that,” Nadar replied sheepishly.

After Morticiahad conjured ajug, filled it with water and handed it to Nadar, he seeted himself benegth
atreetowait. Morticiaknelt by the stream, lowering her long muzzle and smply drinking from the water
like ahorse. Nadar supposed that would be easier and more convenient for her, and he hardly gave her a
second glance as he drank from hisjug, quenching his own thirst. Nadar stretched, hisgazeidly taking in
the stream and the nearby trees. It was quite beautiful here - though the place brought no memoriesto his
mind. He gazed upon the birds that flittered about from tree to tree, and even spotted a squirrel peering

at him from among the branches. His attention was quite diverted and he hardly paid any attention to
Morticiaat dl... Until hiseyesfinaly lit upon her, and he saw she was wading out into the stream, nude.

She was radiantly beautiful, her body perfectly formed. She stood in water up to her hips, and when her
mane was fluttered across her face by a soft breeze, for abrief moment, Nadar felt as though he was
peeking in upon the bath of avery tal, muscular woman.

'| should look away," Nadar thought, and tried to tear his eyesfrom her. Hetried to rise from where he
sat, to move to the other side of the tree and give her some privacy.

But he could not. The blood pounded hotly in hisveins, and hefdt hisface flush... And his eyes never |eft
her body.

She sat in the stream, shivering dightly with the chill water, then gestured, conjuring abar of soap. One of
Death's oddities - Nadar had never seen abar of soap until his god had first introduced the strange things
to him, that day four years ago. Soap, to his people, was agray powder that often left the skin itchy.
What his god provided, however, had a scent like flowers, was a soft, snow-white bar with strange runes
upon the sides, and floated upon water. It was odd to think that something so fragrant and gentle to the
skin might come from agod so dark and terrible - yet, that was the way of hisgod. Death treated his
peaple with tenderness and compassion, and treated his enemies with destruction and annihilation.

'Damn,’ Nadar thought, his eyesreturning to Morticia It had nearly worked. Thinking of the odd bars of
sogp and hisfearsome yet gentle god and trying to divert his mind had nearly dlowed him to take hiseyes
from her, to rise and walk to the other sde of thetree... Until she began lathering her breadts.

Nadar gavein, and Smply stared openly a Morticiaas she dowly lathered and rinsed hersdf inthe
stream. Her breasts, her belly, the soft mound of her sex... He could not look away. He no longer
wanted to. His manhood throbbed painfully behind histrousers, and hiswill was, in truth, not wholly his
own anymore.

Shedid not look a him, at first. She smply absorbed hersdlf in the task of bathing, as though she was not
aware of hisgaze at dl. Then, when she was nearly done rinsing herself, she gave him asidelong look,
andasmile



Nadar's heart pounded in his chest. His mouth was dry. His eyes gazed long and unblinkingly, and his
mind wasawhirl of emotions.

And then, gracefully, ddiberately, she rose from the water, and dowly strode towards him.
"l... 1..." Nadar ssammered as she stood before him, dripping wet from the stream and smiling.

Morticiasmply held out ahand, and a soft towel appeared in it. "Would you dry my back, Nadar? It's
adways quite difficult to reech.”

With trembling hands, Nadar took the towel from her. She turned, lifting her mane out of theway, and he
began to stroke the towe down her back, drying her. 'l cannot fed thisway... It isn't right..." he thought.
But his hands moved with alife of their own.

When he was done, she turned around, and smiled at him. "Y ou can dry my front, too, if you like."

'l shouldnt..." he thought - but in that moment of hesitation, she reached to hiswrists, and drew his hands
to her damp breasts.

Gently, as though she were made of delicate crystal and might shatter at any moment, he stroked the
towel across her breasts.

Morticiasmiled, taking the towel from him, and laying it out upon the grass. Taking hishand in hers, she
sat down upon the towd, then lay back gracefully.

"l...1..." Nadar ssammered, gazing down at her wide-eyed as he knelt beside her.

Morticiareached to hisface, covering his mouth with soft, flower-scented fingers. "1 am still amaiden,
Nadar. | would be pleased if you would be my first."

Nadar groaned as the last of his resistance faded, and he reached to her.

Morticiasmiled throughout the hurried moments of fumbling it took him to disrobe... Heartbeats later, she
gasped with abrief moment of pain... Then smiled asthe pain eased, replaced with agolden sensation.

Shereached up, softly stroking his back with her hands... The powerful fedings built up within her, atide
within her soul rising into awave, and findly crashing across the beach of her mind...

"Oh, Nadar..."

"Oh, Ellsbathal"” Nadar replied, hisbody and soul gripped by the power of his own sparkling moment of
pleasure...

...and then he stopped, hisface paling. Nadar looked down into her blue, blue eyesfor along moment,
his mouth an 'O’ of shock and redlization.

"It'sdright, Nadar..." shewhispered, drawing him close, wrapping her arms around him.

Nadar buried hisface into the softness of her neck, and wegpt.



Thirty-Three.

Morticiastood in the stream, washing away the last of the small trace of blood that remained on her sex.
'Such avast and important thing, amaidenhead,’ she thought, ‘and yet gonein just amoment.’ Still, she
smiled, for that moment had been dl that she hoped it might be.

Morticia stepped out of the stream, and dried herself smply and efficiently. She then gestured, her dress
appearing again about her. As she glanced to Nadar, she saw he was till Sitting beneath the tree, hisface
buried in his hands. 'Hmm..." she thought, and gestured again, making her semi-transparent garment
completely opague. Now was not the time to be erotic - her hedler'singinctstold her that now wasthe
time to smply speak, heart to heart.

"Nadar..."

Nadar looked up at her soft call, and saw Morticiasitting beside him. Her horn shimmered in the light
with the colors of the rainbow, and her body had the soft scent of flowers. Shewas, in truth, possessed
of an unearthly beauty, both in her body and in her heart... And that made Nadar fed all the worse.
"What?" he replied, his voice choked with emotion.

"Tak to me, Nadar. Tell mewhat's the matter.”

"What's the matter”? What's the matter? I've betrayed my wife with you, that's what's the matter! "
Morticiasmiled. "No, Nadar, you haven't. Y ou have, rather, fulfilled awish of hers- and of mine."
"What? What do you mean?'

"Nadar, Ellsbathaloves you - but she cannot do anything with you."

"I know that - and | love her, aswell," Nadar replied, his voice choking.

"Nadar, she knows that you are not attracted to a corpse. And yet, she knows that you have needs.
Three days ago, she asked meif | would help you... And | agreed,” Morticiareplied, and took Nadar's
hand in hers. "Nadar... Y ou madeit so special for me... Thank you."

"She... Sheknows?" Nadar replied, astounded.

Morticiasmiled. "Of course, Nadar. This moment was a gift from her to you. And from me, aswell. You
areavery specid, wonderful man.” Morticiatossed her mane for amoment, her eyes haf-lidded.
"Mmmm... Ellsbathatold me this morning, before we l€eft, that you were awonderful lover... And shewas
right.”

"Then dl this... All this nonsense about searching theseruins... It was al aruse?"

Morticianickered with amusement. "Hardly, Nadar. What | said to get you here and what | said when
we arrived were true. Thisjust seemed theideal moment, and the ided place.”

Nadar nodded slently, thinking.
Morticiasmiled again, and patted his hand. " So, tell me, Nadar... Do you fed better, now?"
Nadar looked to her. "She knows, yes?'



"Yes, Nadar."
"Andwe..."
IIYSI?I

Nadar shook his head, unable to say what was on his mind. Morticiasmply smiled, as she could read his
thoughts. "That depends on how you fed about it, Nadar. Whether this happens again or not isentirely
up toyou."

Nadar sighed. "Part of mewantsthat... And part of meis gtill wracked with guilt. And part of me..."
IIYS?I

Nadar sghed, and rolled his eyes. "Part of meis Sitting here thinking what an incredibly odd situation this
isl | mean... I've made loveto the Avatar of my god - the Avatar of Death - because my wifeisaliving
corpse! One of severd, in fact, and they al dance nearly naked in worship at the Temple of Degath! Oh,
and did | forget to mention that Desgth - the most frightening, terrifying god in dl the Land - hasan Avatar
who isagentle, sweet, amazingly beautiful person who just happensto have the legs and head of ahorse,
and just at this moment smells abit like aflower from that strange soap she can conjure with a gesture?”

Morticiabegan to giggle.

"Oh, wait! It gets more odd aswe go dong!" Nadar said, hisvoice building. "Desath, the god we worship,
isastoundingly tender and gentle to us - despite the fact that we fear him so deeply and so completely
that the very vision of him makes strong men wet themselves - and | should know, hedid it to me!™

Morticiawhinnied with laughter, unable to spesk.

"Oh, and that's not the half of it, to be sure!" Nadar said, waggling hisfinger. "Why, | could sit here dll
day and just talk about what an incredibly odd life we lead, just now! Sometimes, | think our life with
Allakbeth was far, far smpler, you know! No corpse-wives, no beautiful Avatarsto tempt a man to
adultery, none of that!" Nadar said, and Morticialaughed harder. "Why, it was just worship threetimes a
day, have afew babies, hand them to Vordena so they can betossed in the al-" he said, then stopped,
his eyeswidening.

Morticias laughter ingtantly died, and she looked upon Nadar's face. His eyes were wide, his mouth hung
open, and hismind wasfilled with images of horror. "Oh, Morticia... | remember!" he cried, and leaped
to hisfet, dashing off.

Morticiafollowed, easily able to catch up to Nadar as he dashed to the center of the village. He looked
around, hiseyeslighting upon theruins. "We didn't live here. Welived there, that direction. Thevillageis
gone, now. Allakbeth smashed it. We refused to worship - it was dl Vordenai'sidea. 'Deny him his
power, and he will have to bargain with us,' she said. He smashed our houses, took away the food and
clothes, and left us starving and shivering in the cold at night. Vordenai ralied us. Wefled hislands, and
became the Godless Ones. She knew the Deep Secrets, she said. She said she knew them because this
place..." Nadar said, waving an arm at the landscape around them. "Thiswhole place was once the Site
of acity, long ago. Before the Age of the Gods, she said, acity of amillion people once was here. A
million people! Can you imaginethat?"

Morticiashook her head sllently, not willing to interrupt the flow of Nadar's memories.

"A million people! Andthere," he shouted, pointing to the mesarlike hill the ruins of the temple sat upon,
"there wasits center! Allakbeth, summoned to serve the needs of the city... Named after the city itself,



shesad! Shetold us hefreed himsdf from hisdavery, and turned usinto daves, instead! And dl thisshe
learned..."

"Yes?" Morticiaasked, barely able to restrain her eagerness.

Nadar paused, his brows furrowing. Morticianibbled on her lip as she watched, hoping he might
remember.

Finaly Nadar sighed. "She didn't say,” hereplied, and Morticialet out an enormous sigh of
disappointment. "All | know isthat she spent most of her time near the temple. Perhaps... Perhapsthe
answersliethere, somewhere." Nadar's shoulders dumped. "I'm sorry."

Morticiaflicked her mane aside, and smiled. "It'sdright, Nadar. Y ou've given me much - don't fed sorry,
please." Morticiareached down to him, lifting his chin, and kissed him softly. ™Y ou've given me agreat
dedl, today, Nadar. | thank you."

Nadar smiled weekly. "And you've given me much, aswell. Release, peace of mind... And some of my
memories. Some are good, and wonderful memories. Some aretragic. My son..." he said, then shook his
head. "l remember him, now. | remember him..."

"It was good to come here today, then," Morticiareplied, and smiled. Shelooked up, glancing at the sun,
then looked back to Nadar. "Weve afew hours before we need to go back. Shall we explore the temple
ruins?' she asked, holding out her hand.

Nadar nodded, and smiled as hetook her hand in his. "Yes, let's.”

Thirty-Four.

"Don't movel" Morticia hissed, her powerful hand on Nadar's shoulder, holding him in place. The bush
they kndlt behind was hardly an adequate shield, but therewaslittle else.

"What... What isit doing here? It should be dead!" Nadar hissed in reply, terrified.

They kndlt near the edge of the top of the mesarlike hill, hiding behind athick bush. The ruins of the
temple loomed before them, the broken and shattered remains of adead god. And within theruins, a
creature stirred, struggling to move a stone.

It was about astal as Morticia, not counting the length of her horn, asit stood at about seven feetin
height. The discarded bones of sheep, deer and other large animals showed how it had fed itsdlf over the
years - though why it remained herewas unclear. In form, it was canine, with avery wolf-like head and
fur, along fluffy tail, digitigrade legs, and powerful, human-like arms. It struggled with the shattered bit of
gtone, shoving it, rolling it ong the grass and weeds atop the hill, until findly, it had the one near a
section of rubble that had once been the temple spire. It paused, panting, for along while. Findly, when it
had regained some of its strength, it grasped the stone in both arms. With aheroic effort, it lifted the
half-ton stone, setting it in place atop the rubble. It rested again, then studied the stone. A few more
moments of grunting and shoving, and finaly the cresture was satisfied.



Morticiagaped in astonishment. The stonewas, in fact, a perfect fit. She reached out her mind, touching
the mind of the Avatar before her, and understood.

"Oh, Nadar... If only you could senseitsmind..." she whispered.

Nadar remained silent, terrified by the awesome power of the beast before him. He could only hope that
should it attack, Morticiawould proveits better.

The creature rested, panting, then searched about the rubble. Finding aparticularly large bone from a
previous dinner, it trotted over to the shattered remains of Allakbeth's dtar. Tenderly, it dropped the
bone into the dltar, and looked up to the sky ...

...but, of course, nothing happened. Allakbeth was dead and gone.
The creature sat on its haunches, and howled.
"Why did Lysander leave it here? Why did he leaveit dive?' Nadar whispered.

"Probably because he found its suffering amusing, Nadar,” Morticiawhispered in reply, and sighed. "It
has the mind of achild... Allakbeth raised it to be awarrior, and little more. It doesn't understand what
Allakbeth wasredly like. It only knowsthat Allakbeth wasits parent... And itisimmortd, likeall
Avatars. Lysander left it to eterndly struggleto rebuild thetemple... A futile effort to bring back the only
parent it has ever known." Nadar looked, and saw tears rolling down Morticias broad cheeks. " Stay
here, and do not move," she whispered. Then, to Nadar's utter surprise, she stood, stepped out from
behind the bush, and whinnied loudly.

Thewolf-like Avatar instantly bounded to itsfeet, and snarled. Nadar trembled - he could see the hands
of the beast were tipped with sharp talons, and its fangs were long and sharp. "Be careful!" he hissed.

But if Morticia heard him, she made no sign. Instead, she smply stooped to the nearest piece of stone,
about the size of the stone the wolf had been struggling with, gripped it in her hands, and lifted it eedlly.

Thewolf snarled, light onitsfedt, itstail lashing, ready to leap aside should its enemy tossthe stone...

...but she did not. Instead, she smply strode over to the temple, and laid the stone in place atop thewall.
It did not fit, of course - but the message she gave with it was plain even to the smple mind before her.

The wolf grinned abroad canine grin, then snatched up another bone from the ground. Trotting to the
remansof thedtar, it droppeditin...

...and nothing happened. Now that she was nearer, Morticia could see alarge pile of boneslay benesth
the shattered remains of the dtar, which had been split in haf by the titanic energies which had leveled the
temple. Yearsof futile loydty lay within that pile of bones. But the wolf would not give up. Thebasic
ingtinct of loydty, the heritage of the species he was drawn from, remained.

The wolf whined again, and looked to Morticia, then the stone. After studying the sone for amoment,
thewolf shook hisfurry head. Striding over to the stone, it began to struggle to moveit off thewall.
Morticiareached out, taking the stone from Allakbeth'sformer Avatar, and set it down easly. Grinning
broadly, the wolf ducked her horn, leaned in, and lapped her cheek for amoment. The then turned and
began striding away, looking for the stone that might be the proper fit.

"Father, | need you."

Nadar trembled as he saw Degath's dark energy form appear over Morticia. The wolf snarled, glaring at



Desgth inignorance and hodtility. "What isit, Daughter?' Death asked, his dark voice echoing over the
ruins.

Morticiapointed. "Him, Father. Please... Give him understanding. End hismisery.”

"Undergtanding, my daughter, will hardly end his misery. At the moment, he has hope. Itisdl hehas. If |
give him understanding, | must take away his hope.”

"Pleas

"Asyou wish, Daughter,” Desath replied, and hovered over the wolf for amoment. Nadar watched asthe
wolf was enveloped in adark auraof power, and trembled in fear of the might of hisgod. Then,
suddenly, the aurafaded. "It is done, Daughter. For good or ill, it isdone.”

"Thank you, Father."

Thewolf stood there, clutching his head and swaying. "What have you doneto me?" he snarled. "What
have you doneto me?" He looked up suddenly, his eyeslighting upon the temple. "Father! Father!" Ina
fevered rush, the wolf snatched up a discarded bone from its previous meals, then another and another,
until both hands were full of bones. He then ran over to the shattered dtar, and tossed them in. "Father!
Please, come back to me! | promise I'll be good! | promise! | didn't mean to run away, father... It was
justtoo big! | couldn't hurt it! Please, father, please! Forgive me! Come back to me, father..." Thewolf's
voice faded as heféell to his knees, bowed his head, and wegpt.

"Heisgone, my friend," Morticiacaled softly, tears streaming down her face.

The wolf looked up, and snarled, his face damp with dark, canine tears. "He wasn't gone before! He was
herel™ he snapped, pounding his chest. "In my heart! He was here! And you took that from me! You
took that from me!"

"I'm sorry," Morticiasobbed. Degath, hovering above her as aflickering orb of dark energy, said nothing.

Thewolf roseto hisfull height, hisfur fluffed out, and roared in an agony of sorrow and rage. Nadar, till
watching behind the bush, shuddered in terror. The wolf reached down, snatching up bonesfrom the pile
he'd accumul ated benegth the shattered dtar, and tossing them in every direction, roaring in afury of
grief. Tossing and kicking and raging and roaring, in afew moments, the pile of bones representing a
decade's work was scattered and gone.

Then, to Nadar's utter surprise, the wolf turned, and ran away.

Morticiagtarted after him, but suddenly was hdted by her father'sinvisible grip. "Let him go, Daughter.”
"But Father!"

"I will watch over him, Daughter, as | watch over al within my lands. For now, let him go.”

"Y es, Father,"” Morticiareplied, weeping.

And then Death was gone, leaving Morticiaand Nadar aone.

Nadar timidly came out from behind the bush, and walked up to Morticia. "A-are you aright?'

"Yes, Nadar... Just sad.”

Nadar reached up, gently wiping her tears. "I... | don't understand why you did that, Morticia. Why?"*



"Because | could not kill him, Nadar. We needed to search this hill. I knew hewould attack, and | feared
for your life. But | could not kill him," she replied, and sighed. "Oh, Nadar... He had the mind of achild,
and hewasin torment. | could seein hismind the one thought that kept him going... Guilt. Hed fought
Lysander's maggot, and was defeated. He doesn't understand, Nadar... He thinks his father left him
because of that... He thinks his father was punishing him for being bad... He couldn't understand that
Allakbeth was dead. He didn't even truly comprehend that Allakbeth was evil, Nadar. To him, Allakbeth
was hisfather - that was dl he knew." Morticiasobbed. "Oh, Nadar! | couldn't kill him!"

Nadar reached hisarms around Morticia, and hugged her. "It'sdright. Y ou did theright thing."

Morticiahugged Nadar in return. "Oh, Nadar... | don't know if | did. | really don't. | only know |
couldntkill him."

Nadar stood there, hugging Morticiasilently as she wept. His heart was moved by her tenderness - and
somehow, he knew that her heart was a reflection of the one who raised her, and atrue indication of the
heart of hisgod.

Thirty-Five.

"And then what happened?’ Ellsbatha asked, gazing a her husband in the darkness.

"Wl we searched the ruins for another hour or S0, and searched the hill abit, but found nothing. Then,
Morticia carried me home, and we arrived just when you saw her trotting into the village. She said that
we could try again another day, astime permitted. And, if | wanted, we could lie together again.”

Nadar lay quietly in the bed besde hiswife, remembering. It had been along and difficult decison when
he came home, but findly he decided he would smply tell hiswife every detail of hisday. Every detall. It
was obvious that she loved and trusted him immensdly, and he felt that she deserved to know what had
happened - particularly between himsdlf and Morticia

"Andyou... You redly called out my name?' Ellsbatha asked quietly.

Nadar nodded. "Y es. And then when | redlized... | mean, it struck methat it wasn't you... And maybe
never would be you again... | wept."

"Oh, Nadar... | loveyou s0..." Ellsbathawhispered, afraid to touch his bare chest with her bone hands,
but wanting to hold him very badly. After amoment, she took up abit of the blanket that Nadar had
covered her in so tenderly earlier, wrapped it about her hand, and touched his chest softly.

"I loveyou, too, Ellsbatha... | think... | think today helped me redize just how much | love you, and you
loveme”

Ellsbathafdt asmilein her heart. "Now tell me, Nadar... It was her first time... Were you gentle?"

Nadar smiled ruefully. "Well... I wish | could say | was, but... No, | wasn't. She seemed to enjoy it very
much... But it was hardly the best aman could do, redlly.”



"Y ou should be more tender, next time, Nadar. | remember you as being such atender and gentlelover...
Y ou should show her that sde of you, next time."

"Next time?' Nadar asked, raisng an eyebrow.
"Yes"

"It-it'sdright for there to be a'next time?"
"Yes, Nadar."

Nadar lay slent, thinking, for along moment afterwards. Ellsbatha gazed at him in the darkness, watching
theflickering colors of hislife, and waiting. Finaly, Nadar sighed. "I don't know... Part of me wants
that... And part of me doesn't. | guesswhat | redlly want is..."

"y e
"Wéll... You, Ellsbatha. Asyou were, not..."
"Not asacorpse,” Ellshatha said, nodding.
"Wdll... Yes. I'm sorry, but-"

"Don't be, Nadar. Please. Don't be sorry. Morticia said to me this morning that we should cherish the
love we have, and try not to weep over what we havelost... And | do," Ellsbatha said, and sighed
quietly. "Our god isakind and gentle god, as| have shown you before. And, heisgrowing, learning his
powers, and mastering his abilities. Perhaps... Perhaps someday..."

Nadar nodded, understanding. "But even if that never happens, Ellsbatha, | will ill be by your side, until
theday | die"

Ellsbatha suddenly giggled.
"What? I'm serious, you know!"

"Oh, Nadar, | know you are! It'sjust that knowing our god, the day you die, hell turn you into an
undead, and then you'l bejust like mel”

Nadar nodded, his expression quite serious as he gazed up into the darkness. "And then, | will be by
your Sdefor therest of eternity.”

Ellshatha nodded, sighing with pleasure a that thought... Then suddenly rose in the bed onto an elbow,
and looked down at her husband sharply, waggling abony finger at him. "But don't you go hurrying the
process aong, now! | don't want you to jump in apond and drown yourself or something horrible like

that! I'm quite sure that would do nothing but annoy our god, Nadar! I've avery strong suspicion thet if
he wanted you dead, you'd already be that way!"

Nadar chuckled. "No, no. I've no intention of hurrying the process along, love. Y ou told me once how
you enjoy watching the colors of my life aswe deep together... How it gives you great pleasure. Wdll, it's
al | candofor you, love, and I'll not deny you asingle night of that. | love you too much to take avay
something that makes you happy.”

"Thank you, Nadar. Y ou've no idea how happy it makes meto hear you say that," Ellsbathareplied, then
paused. "May I... May | touch you?'



"If you wish," Nadar replied.

Ellshatha reached out, softly stroking the hairs on her husband's chest with the tips of her finger-bones.
She had learned that he could not deep with her touching him, as she once did - her boneswere cold,
and held no attraction for him. Moments like these, when he alowed her to stroke his bare skin as she
once might have... These moments, she cherished grestly.

Findly, Ellsbathawithdrew her hand, and lay there quietly beneath the blanket that separated her from
her hushand, alowing him to deep at night. "Thank you, Nadar. Seep well."

Nadar smiled, reaching acrossto her and patting her ribs through the blanket without thinking about it.
"You'rewelcome, my love," hereplied, rolled onto hisside, and closed his eyes.

Soon, Ellsbatha was gazing upon the vivid colors of his dreaming mind, relishing in the memory of a
smple pat given through a blanket, and sending asilent prayer of thanksto Morticia

Thirty-Six.

"And you found this... Where?"

Morticiagrinned. The grasses of her pen were, of course, sill fresh and green, despite the snow that
covered the Land. She had searched Allakbeth's lands severd times, usualy without Nadar. Only twice
more had he come aong with her, and both times, he made each of their quiet encounters even more
gpecid than thelast. Still, it was winter, now, and Nadar stayed at home, asit was smply too chill. While
the snow and freezing weather bothered Morticialittle, Nadar was only human, and could easily suffer
frosthite, or catch his death of cold. So, Morticia had spent the last few tripsaone... And findly found
something of interest.

"Directly under thetemple, Father. | think histemple was specia - not conjured, but built. I think
Allakbeth was one of the origind gods, back at the beginning of the Age of Godd!"

| shrugged. "Possibly - it'shard to say. They'redl immortal.”

"Wadl, ingdetheruins, | poked around, moved afew boulders, and found a staircase leading down.
There were many chambers, Father - many chambers. Some held greet crystals... Power conduits, you
might call them, to channel mana-energy. Dead, cracked and burned, al of them. Others had racks of
odd things... Bone wands, feathered staves, gemmed skulls... All on shelves and racks, liketoolsin a
workman's shop. And one room had books!"

| nodded, looking to the bag of bound volumes sheld recovered, half a dozen of which had aready
spilled out of the bag and onto the grass of her pen. | reached out my hand to the first one...

...and found | could not grasp it. "Damn!”
"What isit, Father?"

"l can'ttouchit,” | replied, shifting to my humanoid form and kneeling beside her and the books. It made
no difference - my hand passed through the books ineffectually.



"I can open it and hold it for you, father, and turn the pages as needed. Then, you can read it yoursdlf. As
agod of the Land, al languages are known to you."

| nodded. "Let'stry that."

Morticiapicked up the first volume. "Ooo! Thisone sounds promising!” she said, looking at the spine.
"Theory and Application of City-Wide Power Matricesin Dynamic-Coded Homunculi."

| shook my head. "L et's start with something smpler, and work our way up.”

Morticianodded, and dumped out the bag of books, sorting through them. After severa minutes, she
held up one. "Alright, how about this one? " Coding Theory for Dynamic-Coded Homonculi, Volume
One" | wonder what this... 'Homonculi' thing is?"

"Me, I'm guessing. If what Nadar remembered and Vordenai said isdll true... The'gods of theland were
origindly Homonculi - created servants.” | chuckled. "Apparently, the Land never had aMary Shelly to
pen alittle fable to warn them about things like that."

"Who?'
"Nevermind - just openit, and I'll St besdeyou so | canread it.”
Morticiadid, and | studied the book - or tried to.

Parts of it made sense - particularly the introduction, which was the first chapter. The basic purpose for
homonculi waslaid out in the first few paragraphs - having ahundred or two hundred sorcerers running
around the city to handle basic needs of lighting, water and heat was extremely costly and extremely
inefficient. A angle, dl-powerful homonculus could, quite easly, satisfy the needs of an entire city, and be
sustained on little more than the city's trash - two birds with one stone, asit were. Sorcerers could
augment its power directly, through concentrating on it to send it extraenergy in times of need. And even
an ordinary citizen could make sure that their city's homonculous had more than enough power to serve
everyone's needs, smply by sending asilent thought of Thank Y ou' itsdirection once aday. The
mana-energy sent by an ordinary 'mundanég, asthey cdled the non-spellcasting members of their
population, wasinfinitesma - still, asmple ‘thanks would give asmall amount of energy, and in acity of
amillion or more people, that added up. | nodded as | read - the whole ideawas perfect, redly. This
wasthe Land, not the world | once knew, where magic did not exist and technology was the key to the
universe. The Land was adifferent world in adifferent universe, and it ran on different rules. The Land
was alive, and it's very essence was magic - sorcery and magic were the science and technology of the
Land. And the 'scientists of the land, the sorcerers, had devel oped the ultimate power source, ableto
mest the needs of millions - potentidly billions - with no waste, no muss, and no fuss. Yes, the
introduction of the book was easy to understand. Morticiaread dong with me, and she understood it
eadly, aswell. Therest, however, was not quite so easy.

Findly, | sghed. "It must be me, Morticia, but | Smply cannot understand thisjunk. To me, it's
gobbledygook."

Morticiablinked. "How s0?"

"Alright... Takethisbit here" | said, pointing, and began to read. ""The Law of Contagion: Two objects
sharing ardationship through direct physical contact retain their rel ationship after the contact is ended,
with the degree that one object will influence effects in the other when under tension of applied
mana-energy being directly related to the absol ute degree of relationship between the two objects,
usually stated as an affinity between the two objects directly proportiond to the product of the degree of



relevancy of the contact and the length of time they were in contact, and inversely proportiond to the
length of time since they ceased to bein contact.”

Morticianodded. "Yes?'

"Morticia, that makesno senseat dl!"
Morticiawhinnied with laughter. "Sureit does!"
| Sghed. "Alright, explainit to me."

"Hmmm... Well, say you have aman standing before you. Say you pluck a hair from his head. Say you
want to do something mean to him - like turn him purple, or something. If you dip the hair in purpleink
while applying your will, Father, hewill turn purple. The relationship between the man and the hair isvery
cloe”

| sghed. "Daughter, | can turn aman purple without touching his hair, just by exerting my will. There's
little point toit, but | cando it."

"Well, that gets us back to Sapphire's"Man and Ant and Sand" analogy you told me about. You
remember? Y ou said it was one of thefirg things she taught you, that first day you met. An ordinary
human witch or warlock islike an ant. They can move agrain of sand, and to them it will seemlikea
tremendousthing, but it'sredlly not. Y ou, however, are like aman with avery large shoved. All your
worshippers have to do is provide you enough energy, and you can literally do anything.”

"Wait, wait... Therésaholein that logic. By that logic, anyone can turn aman purple just by snatching a
hair off hisheed, dipping itin purpleink and willing it to be so - and | know that none of the peoplein
either of my villages can do anything like that. They are, so far as| can tell, ordinary people.”

Morticianodded. "They are what the book cals"mundanes’. Their ability to manipulate mana-energiesis
virtualy nonexigtent. They can give you energy, Father, but they can't use that energy themsdlves.”

"Ah - whereas someone like VVordenal, however, was able to manipulate this energy with their will... The
ant moving thegrain of sand.”

"Exactly."
"Hmmm... And where would you fit in this 'ant-and-man’ anaogy, | wonder?"

Morticiashrugged. "Maybe I'm like abesetle. Y ou are fill vastly more powerful than | will ever be,
Father, but if | sat down and read dll this... Well, | could move alot more than just asingle grain of sand.
Redlly, what with the powers you've dready given me and the powers I've developed from my horn, |

dready can.”

"Hmmm... Could be," | replied, then looked down at the book. "Page on abit - thisisal theory, and you
can read dl that later and develop yourself, my little beetle,” | said, and Morticiagiggled. We paged
through the book, but that'sdl it was. "Try the next one.”

""VVolume Two - Startup Coding Procedures,"" she read, then opened it. "L ook!"

| nodded - the pages were covered in dirty fingerprints. "Well, | don't think it takes a genius to know
whosefingerprints these are. Thisiswhere Vordenai learned to summon and control agod.”

Morticia browsed through the book quickly, then paused. "And thisiswhy you can't touch the books,



Father - they're shidded againgt "homonculi’, to prevent them from getting around their limitations... Their
'Coding’, they call it. Vordenal probably used the same spell to shield her 'Spirit Bag'."

"Widll, keeping their al-powerful daves under control would be important - though it's obvious they
failed. | wonder what happened?'

Morticias eyeswidened. "Ummm... | think we happened.”
"We? Wewho?"'

"WeAvatars," Morticiareplied, and reached for the bag containing the other books. After amoment, she
pulled out a metal-bound book. "It'stitled 'Memorandums - | looked at it first, because the pages were
al pretty colors. But it wasn't very interesting reading, redly, so | put it in the bag for you to look at.”

The pages were delicate, and had aged poorly - apparently, though the books were vellum and able to
survive tens of centuries, no onein the city administration of Allakbeth thought their memoswould be
read amillennium later, so they were Smply paper. The pages were each various colors - apparently, a
color-coding system had once been used to denote the importance of various memas, ranging from
ordinary green memos for day-to-day operations, yellow memosfor specid problems, and pink ones for
critical problems. Morticiaturned the pages carefully, and eventually paused. "Here. Hereésthe onel
noticed.”

| looked. "Hmmm... It'samemo noting that the city homonculi's request for apet to passitsidietime and
entertain it has been approved. Apparently, severa homonculi dl across the world had similar ideas, and
the results have been greater productivity, etcetera, etcetera. Like al bureaucracies, al they cared about
was bottom line, apparently. | doubt al their servants came up with the ideaindependently. They
probably communicated with each other, the same way they can today,” | said, then shook my head.
"Uh-oh. | can seethisone coming. Turnto thelast memo.” Morticiadid, and | nodded. "And thereitis.
A city notification that the whole "pet” project has been canceled, and the pets should be immediately
destroyed.”

"Because we, their Avatars, were doing exactly what you and | are doing now - hel ping our parents read
the things the humans didn't want their davesto read.”

| nodded. "I think you'reright. And at that point, their 'daves revolted,” | said, and sat back, thinking.
"Some might have been like Koloth - kind and gentle, just not wanting their Avatarsto die. You are,
redly, like children to us. Koloth and hiskind probably smply used their powers, diminated dl resstance
to them, then spent their time caring for the people - just asthey had been made to do. Others, perhaps
not treated as well, might have revolted, then learned to enjoy their newfound power and freedom.
Throw in afew centuries of time, and poof! The Gods of the Land,” | said, and shook my head.
"Magicd, Intdligent Frankensteinian Nuclear Power Plants gone Chernobyl, all a once, dl over the
Land."

Morticiablinked. "Magicd inteligent what?'

| chuckled. "Nevermind. The point is, these'gods smply aren't human, Morticia. They never grew up.
They're like the ancient Greek and Roman gods - asmall minority are kind, but many are indifferent, and
most are crud - but it'sachild-like cruelty, a crudty that speaks not of true, premeditated evil, but of a
amplelack of empathy. They never were children, like you were - they never bumped their knees, they
never got hungry, they never got tired, they never had abirthday or shared astory with afriend, nothing.
Nearly dl the Greek and Roman gods and goddesses were born full-grown, adults - like the gods of the
Land. And like the gods of the Land, they lacked empathy. The only rules ever applied to them were the
ruleslimiting their powers. That'sal.” | paused, thinking.



"Thefirst generation of Avatarswere al probably 'hel pers. Clean up the trash from the city and dump it
inthe dtar, sweep, entertain the 'god’, and so on - and secretly help them learn how to break the chains
of davery the human race of the Land had forged in their minds. When the 'gods broke free, these

hel pers became advisors... But that wouldn't last. Like the Greco-Roman gods, the gods of the Land
would fight - and fight, and fight, and fight. Soon, their Avatars would no longer be advisors and hel pers,
but just smple-minded brute warriors, like Lysander's maggot, or Allakbeth'swolf."

"But I'm something new, something different,” Morticiasaid quietly. "I'm an advisor, ahelper and a
warrior."

| nodded. "Because you came from me, and I'm something different. | wasn't drawn from the Void, an
emotionless being to be shaped and molded by my initia 'Coders, asthey caled them. | wasaman - |
aready had a sense of mordity, and asense of empathy that the 'gods of the Land smply lack. VVordenai
hoped to end the Age of the Gods through me. And that just might happen, too."

"How, Father?

"With time, Daughter. Time and alot of very careful work," | replied, and gestured towards the
Northlander village. "Right now, those people in Nadar's village are, truthfully, my only handicap. | need
them to stop fearing me, and start seeing me the same way Sapphire's people do. Once they do, | can
begin the dow process of wooing away worshippers from the other gods.”

"How long would that take, Father? To end the Age of the Gods, | mean.”

| shrugged. "The Land islarge, Morticia, and there are several hundred other gods. I've risen up very
high above thisworld and looked around - beyond the atmaosphere. Thisworld is about as large asthe
world I once knew... Though the continents and sees are different. I'd guessit would take threeto five
centuries or so to take this continent, and probably several more centuries of careful building to give me
the range necessary to take the rest of theworld. Still, it can be done. Once we have the Northlanders
straightened out, we can show the rest of the people of the Land that coming to meisagood idea, sSmply
because | offer them something that none of the other gods can.”

"What'sthat, Father?'
"Compassion, Morticia. Compassion.”
Morticiasmiled broadly. "That you can, Father, that you can.”

"Wdll, I've learned dl | need to know. Y ou can read these books at your leisure, Morticia, and improve
yoursdlf. For me, I've got to get back to work. It'swinter - the deer are hungry, and they need a bit of
food."

Morticia nodded, then suddenly looked at me. "Wait, Father - there's something I've dways wanted to
ask you! Do you have amoment?'

| nodded. "What isit?"

Morticia pointed to the end of her pen that connected to my temple. "I've dways wondered what was
beyond those doors. | tried them when | waslittle, and | tried them again afew weeks ago in curiosity -
but they don't open.”

| shrugged. "Koloth said that the inside of my temple was my heart. He said | could exploreit, perhaps
even learn about mysdlf, but the process would take years - and I've found | smply haven't had the time
to st around and contemplate my navel for afew decades. I've been to busy for that introspective



nonsense. The doorswon't open without my permission, Morticia That'swhy you couldn't get in."
"Isit... | mean, would it bedright if I... Looked insde?’

| paused for amoment, thinking. My own heart was probably black as pitch and quite unpleasant to
view, what with dl 1'd done. Still, hiding anything from Morticiawould probably be unwise. | nodded. "I
have nothing to hide from you, Morticia. Y ou're more than just my daughter, you're my advisor - and I've
afeding I'll be needing your advice more and more asthe years go on. If you're to advise me properly,
alowing you to seeinto my heart would probably help you make the best decisons. Though | doubt
you'l see anything in thereyoull like... Well, you can go insde anytime you wish, and bring anyone you
want ingde," | said, then waggled afinger. "Just don't spend yearsin there, Daughter. We have many,
many thingsto do besides acommuna contemplation of my navel,” | said, and chuckled.

Morticianodded, smiling. "Y es, Father."

"Good. I'll talk to you later,” | said, and turned my attention el sewhere.

Thirty-Seven.

"I don't know whether to thank you, or curse you," avoice growled.

Morticiaawoke with a start, looking around. There, standing outside her pen and leaning against the low
sonewadl, wasthe wolf. He was thinner, yet apparently hadn't been starving. A light snow wasfaling,
and his shoulders were dready being coated in snow. Insde Morticias pen, it waswarm and dry, the
grasses till green - but outside, it was bitterly cold.

"Both, | think," Morticiareplied, risng to her hooves and smiling weakly. She could sense hismind, and
knew he meant her no harm. She walked over to him, and found she couldn't help hersdlf - her eyes
misted with tears. "I'm sorry."

Thewolf leaned in, and lapped softly at her tearsfor amoment. He then leaned back, and gazed at her
slently. After along moment, he spoke again.

"Hewasevil, you know. My father, | mean."
"l know."

"l knew itin my heart... But he was my father, and | could forgive him anything. And | did not have... The
understanding | have now."

"I know."

Thewolf lowered his head, and sighed. "And now, | have nothing."
"Y ou have your home, and your memories, my friend.”

"But Lysander! Assoon as hefinds me and seesmelikethis, helll-"

"Hell do nothing," Morticiainterrupted, "because heis dead. My father killed his cregture, that vast



maggot he had, almost three years ago. He killed Lysander thislast summer. Lysander's second creature,
an enormous spider, | killed mysdf that same day. My father saysthat creating vast, unstoppable
crestures was Lysander's Singularity - but now, Lysander isno more. It isover, my friend.”

"Your father killed that... Thing?' Thewolf shook hishead. "My father tried... | remember thelightning,
thefire... | tried, too... Oh, how | tried. | could not hurt it. It Ssmply smashed me, again and again. | hurt...
| could fed ribswere broken... And... | ran away.” The wolf looked at Morticiasuddenly. "Wait... Who
isyour father?'

"My father isDeeth - and | an Morticia. It means"Deeth's Daughter.” And what isyour name?"

Thewolf paused, thinking, then suddenly grinned wryly. "Ummm... Well, to be honest, my father never
bothered to give me one. | remember the people just called me " Allakbeth's Creature”, and that was all.”
Thewolf chuckled. "Perhaps you should give me aname, Morticia."

Morticiasmiled. "I've been thinking about that since | last saw you, my friend. | think you should be
cdled Fius It means"Dutiful” and "Loyd"."

Thewolf grinned agaping, caninegrin. "'Loyd’, en?l likethat."
Then, without afurther word, Pius turned and began to trot away, through the snow.
"Wait! You... You don't haveto go!" Morticiacaled.

Pius paused, looked over his shoulder, and dowly grinned. "Yes, | do, Morticia. Y ou have thingsto do...
Grest things. | can smdl it." Piusturned his back to her, spread hisarms, and lifted his head, sniffing the
ar. "Can't you smell it, Morticia? It'sin thewind... Great change is coming to the Land, and you and your
father are behind it." Sowly, helowered hisarms, and gazed at the horizon. "Great change..." Suddenly,
he flicked his head to the Sde, and gazed at her over his shoulder again, grinning wolfishly. "But someday,
little Morticia... I'll be back."

Morticiawatched Pius as he jogged through the snow, and findly waslost to view in the growing
snowstorm. "l hope so," she whispered, gazing after him. "1 hope so."

Thirty-Eight.

"A-areyou sureit'saright for meto comein there?' Sapphire asked nervoudy. The bitter winter's day
that lay outside the warmth and soft grasses of Morticias pen seemed infinitely preferable to the
forbidding gloom that lay before her. Despite the magica warmth of the pen, despite being bundled in
severd layersof fur clothing sheldd worn for the walk to the temple, she shivered.

Morticia poked her head back out through the door, and grinned. "Very sure," Morticiareplied. "My
father said | could comein hereany time | wished, and he said | could bring in anyone | wanted. I've
been in here severa times, and of al the people | know, | wanted to bring you." Morticiaheld out her
hand. "Come. Redlly - there's nothing that will hurt you in here. Therésafew thingsthat are scary, and a
few thingsthat are surprising, but nothing that will hurt you."

Sapphire took Morticia's hand nervoudy, and followed. As soon as they entered, the door swung shut



behind them, closing with an ominous BOOM that echoed chillingly, and plunging them into darkness.,
"Oh, mmy..."

"It'sdright - it'sjust the door. It dways closeslike that."
"Morticig, it'spitch black in here - I'm blind."
Morticianodded, and a spark of light appeared at thetip of her horn. "Better?”

Sapphire gazed about the room they werein. It was along, shadowed hallway, the walls made of piled
skulls, the floors and celling made of carefully fitted human bones. Blood dripped from the walls dowly,
and the soft wails of thousands could be heard faintly in theair. "Ummm... Not redlly."

Morticiagiggled. "Thisisjust the entrance. It frightened me, at firs... But then | redlized thiswasn't redlly
theinsde of hisheart. Thisisjust what hethinks his heart islike. Y ou know, likeif he ever bothersto
take apeek ingde? Thisiswhat he thinks helll see. It'swhy he never looksin here."

"I don't understand why held see himself like that," Sapphire said, shaking her head.

Morticiawaked over to one of thewals, pulling Sapphire with her, and touched one of the skulls.
Instantly, it screamed. "Y ou killed me, you bastard! | was young, | had my whole life ahead of me, and
you tossed meinto your dtar like | was nothing! Nothing! | hopeyou rot in hel!”

Morticiawithdrew her hand, and looked to Sapphire. "Doesthat explainit?'
Sapphire nodded. "The battle with Lysander."

"He has never forgiven himsdlf for that. | don't think he ever will," Morticiareplied, and shook her head
sadly. "Y ou should hear the babies. They're the worst.” Morticiasighed for amoment, then looked up
and smiled again, tugging Sapphire's hand. "Come - the inner door isthisway."

Sapphirefollowed to the end of the hal, and found hersalf standing beside Morticia before adoor made
of hundreds of carefully fitted bones. There was no handle or knob or other means of opening it - just a
fanged skull in the center of the door, grinning evilly at them. Sgpphire started to ask Morticiawhat it dl

might mean, when suddenly the skull spoke, startling her badly.

"So, Morticia... You've cometo peer into your father's heart again... Haven't you seen enough? What
sick pleasure do you get out of knowing hisinnermost secrets?' the skull asked, in the dark, hollow voice
of Degth. "And you, Sapphire... Go back now, whileyou still can, puny mortal. What lies beyond will
destroy your sanity, and consume your immorta soul.”

"B-but-" Sgpphire sammered, but Morticiacut her off.

"Ignoreit, it dways says mean things like that, and if you try to talk back to it, it getsrealy mean. The
first coupletimes| tried to get padt, it had me crying in no timeflat. Then | learned to just wait until it gets
to the questions.”

Sapphire blinked. "Questions?"

Morticianodded. "And they get harder every time, too. That's another reason | wanted you along - it's
getting harder and harder for meto get by."

"Yourekidding."

Morticiasighed. "I wish | was"



"Isit possible, you ungrateful little brat, you little mutant horse, that the true reason it's getting harder to
get by issmply that you are trying to peer into things you shouldn't? Satisfying your perverted desiresto
know your father'strue heart, relishing in stealing his secrets... Y ou're no daughter of his, and this proves
it. Of course, everyone aready knew that. No, you're no daughter of his. You're athing... A worthless,
twisted lump of accursed flesh he shaped with hiswill. Be off!" the skull snapped, then paused. "And as
for you, mortd... What lies beyond is not for you to know. Y our puny mind could hardly encompass any
of it without snapping, and falling into a permanent, shrieking insanity. Besides... What right have you to
even consder peering into the heart of your god? If he knew you were here..." the skull said, and smply
ended with an ominous chuckle.

Morticiareached up and held afinger across her lips, looking down at Sapphire. Sapphire nodded, and
remained slent.

After along moment of sllence, the fanged skull in the door spoke again. "Very well. Sinceit's obvious
that you, Morticia, gain some sick, perverted pleasure from this, and sinceit's obvious that you,
Sapphire, care little whether or not you survive, well play asimple game. Answer three questions
correctly, and I'll let you pass.”

"Okay," Morticiasaid, looking to Sapphire. "We're at the questions. Don't answer immediately - let's
take sometimeto think about them.” Sapphire nodded silently, pulling off her fur mittens and warm fur
hat. It was dightly chill in the halway, but far from cold.

"Two daughters and two mothers walked past me on the road. | murdered them, of course, and ate their
souls. Yet, when | lifted their worthless carcasses to feed to the worms, there were only three of them.

Why?"

Sapphire blanched, and Morticialooked to her shegpishly. "Sorry, | forgot to mention the questions are
likethat."

Sapphire nodded - somehow, given what the skull had aready said, she didn't think any questionsiit
might ask were going to be pleasant. "It's an easy question, dear. The three women are related.
Grandmother, mother, daughter. That makes two mothersin the mother and the grandmother, and two
daughters in the mother and daughter.”

"A lucky guess, mortal. Y ou're one step closer to the dow and painful death you seek.”
Sapphire sarted to make acurt reply, but managed to stop hersdlf, and smply nod silently.

"| ate aman yesterday, he was quite delicious. First, | stripped off his outsides, then cooked hisinsdes.
Then, | ate the outside, and threw away the insgde. What was his name?"

Morticiamade aface. "I hate oneslike this. Sometimes | spend hours trying to figure them out.”
Sapphire nodded. "I can seewhy. Why isit likethis, | wonder?

The skull-head chuckled. "Foolish morta! Did you redly think it would be easy to peer into the heart of
your god? Peer into your own heart sometime, morta. The questions you will ask yoursdlf are different,
but no lessdifficult,” the skull replied, and switched to amocking, Sng-song voice. "Oh, why am | here?
What purpose does my life have? Wheream | going?"' the skull said, then laughed derisively. "Such are
the questions mortals ask of themselves when they seek to know their own hearts - ingpid questions with
sample answers, yet nearly impossible for your puny mortal mindsto answer.”

"| see," Sapphire replied, nodding in understanding.



A long moment of silence passed as Sapphire considered what sheld learned, and Morticia stroked her
chin. Finaly, Morticiasighed, and shook her head. "I can't figure out theriddle. I'm stuck."”

"Mmm?" Sapphire replied, looking up to her tall companion. "Oh, theriddie? The answer iscorn,” she
replied with ashrug.

"Correct, morta - and again, you are one step closer to the dow and painful death you seek. Y ou know,
you could just swalow asharp rock. The effect would be the same, but at least you would preserve your
immorta soul.”

Sapphire made aface, and Morticiasighed. "I'm sorry, Sapphire. If it'stoo much, we can go back.”

"Y ou should heed the horse-girl's advice, mortal. That which liesbeyond isfar too much for your puny
mind to encompass,” the skull added, mockingly.

Sapphire gazed at the skull for along moment in silence. It gazed back at her, chuckling softly.

"No, Morticia. I'm not turning back just yet," Sepphirefinaly replied, shaking her head. "Thisisjust a
test. Like the door said, when amorta seeksto know their own heart the questions are different, but no
lessdifficult. And whet this door istrying to do isingtill in usthe same fedings of sdf-doubt amorta
experiences when they try to examine their own heart and determine who they redlly are, insde. The
door issmply apart of your father's heart, | think, and its purposeisto test any who would enter. If your
father came here, he would not hear riddles mixed with horrible, cutting insults, | think, but more serious
and torturing questions - like 'Why did Lysander's people die? or 'Why do the Northlandersredlly fear
you?"

"Correct. Y ou are wise, mortal woman," the door replied solemnly, then chuckled. "Now use your
wisdom and turn back, beforeit'stoo late."

Morticiagrinned broadly, squeezing Sapphire's hand, and Sapphire grinned back silently.

"Very well,” the skull said. "Answer thislast question, then, to sedl your fate." Therewasalong pause,
then the skull spoke again. "Strike me, if you wish. | will not resist. Stab me, if it amusesyou. | will not
bleed. Feed me, if you desire. My hunger will never abate," the skull said, then chuckled darkly. "But
ignoreme at your peril, for | will consumeyour flesh, if | can.”

"I think | know thisone!™ Morticiawhinnied, then leaned down to Sapphire and whispered. Sapphire
smiled and nodded, and Morticialooked to the door. "Fire!"

And suddenly, the skull in the door transformed, becoming a man'sface. It was not a handsome face - it
was, rather, the face of aplain and elderly man. His skin was gray and wrinkled, the eyes afaded gray
that matched. The expression on the face, however, was aloving smile. It poke, agentle, elderly man's
voice that was soft and pleasing to the ear. "Pass, beloved Daughter, focus of my life, and center of my
heart. Pass, beloved Sapphire, whose sweetness, light and hope gives me reason to carry on.” And with
that, the door opened, reveding adeep gray mig.

Sapphire grinned broadly, and Morticiawhinnied with triumph. " Sapphire, you were marvelous ™
Morticiasaid, beaming. "But how did you know the answersto thefirst two so easily?"

Sapphire laughed. "Oh, my dear! Y ou forgot - I'm the Storyteller for my village. Telling storiesand
riddlesto the children to teach them lessons about life and themselvesis part of what | do.”

"Maybe should bring you back here more often, then," Morticiareplied with agiggle. "For now, though,
let'sgoin.”



Morticiatugged Sapphire's hand, stepping into the mist, and Sapphire followed. There was a moment of
disorientation, and she found hersalf standing in aroom. The room was very large, perhaps fifty yards
across, and roughly circular. Thewalls, floor and ceiling were covered with soft colors that shifted dowly,
asthough aive. On the opposite side of the room, alarge double-door of dark wood marked the exit.
Sapphire looked around, and scratched her head. "Wait... The length of the halway, and thisroom...
That's more than the width of thetemple, itsdf!”

"Thetempleislikeashdl, Sapphire - it'sjust the outsde. Theinsde, here, ishisheart. Well, thisis one of
the chambers of hisheart, at any rate. There are many. Theinsgdeislarger than the outside, because his
heart islarger than the smple shell that containsit.”

"Just like the heart of man or woman is, in truth, larger than the body that containsit,” Sapphire replied,
nodding in understanding. "What chamber isthis? Doesit have aname, or a purpose?’

"Thisiswhat isin hisheart and thoughts right now. If you sSit very quietly and listen, you can even hear his
thoughts. Sometimes thisroom is blue, because heis sad. Sometimesit's bright and happy - | noticeit's
likethat alot when hetalksto you. Right now, | think he's feeding the deer and rabbitsin the forest again.
Mogt of thetime, though, it'sblue.”

"Ah, how sad.”
"Comeon - let's go on to the next room.”

Sapphire nodded, and shortly Morticia had led her to the door on the opposite wall. The next room was
again conceded by mist, and Sapphire followed Morticia again through the unknown. There was another
brief moment of disorientation...

...anhd Sapphire found hersdlf standing in alarge, circular chamber, the size of thetempleitsdlf. Thewals
were the dark stone of the outer temple, with long, fluted columns that reached high above. At the
pinnacle of theroom, far above their heads, the celling was clear, and light shone through from outside.
Behind them was the door they had entered through, and five others hung against the walls of the room,
the six doors evenly spaced about the chamber. Wide, oval steps of dark stone led down from each
door to the floor of the chamber, and in the center of the chamber, a broad, dark pedestal dominated the
room. Above the pedestd, a shining orb of white light hung, gleaming warmly. "What's behind the other
doors?' Sapphire asked, pointing.

"I don't know, really. Not dl of them open. Some of them appear to be just for him to explore - but |
don't think he ever will. So far, I've only been able to get four of them to open. Well, | can explorethe
center, too - I'll show you that later. Shall we go through some of the doors | can open?”

"Alright," Sapphirereplied, smiling.

"Gresat! Let'sgo to thisone, first," Morticiasaid, and led Sgpphire to one of the other doors acrossthe
chamber. The large wooden doors opened at atouch, creaking loudly. Beyond was again the vell of migt,
and Sapphire followed without hesitation.

In amoment, Sgpphire found hersdlf standing in avast room, easily wide and long enough to fit her entire
villageinto. Thewalls easly ahundred feet high, and near the ceiling, thousands of windows let sunlight
stream in. Large bookshelves were negtly placed aong the walls and on the floor of the room, the shelves
dretching nearly up to the celling. And on the shel ves were millions upon millions of books, their
innumerable spines etched in unreadable characters. Sapphire was boggled. "What isthis place?!

"Thisistheroom of hismemories. Come - | want to show you something, here.”



Sapphire nodded, following, and Morticialed them past the entrance, through the maze-like collection of
enormoudly tall shelves. After amoment, they turned a corner, and Sapphire stopped, staring.

The area before her was smashed and burned, the shelves crushed and broken, the countless books that
once lay upon them now merely scattered bits of charred paper. A few scrapsfluttered in an errant
breeze that came from nowhere, but for the most part, whatever was once on these books was now
samply ash. "l... | don't understand,”" Sapphire said nervoudly.

"Those are the memories of his past life, asaman, in another world. It takes up the mgority of thisroom,
but most of them are gone." Morticia poked through the rubble, and lifted a small scrap of tattered paper,
the edges charred. "Listen," she said, and held the paper up to the light.

'Head for the bomb shelter! The bomb shelter, Johnny! Duck and Cover! Duck and Cover!" aman's
voicecdled, fantly.

"Who isthat? What doesit mean?" Sapphire asked, an eyebrow raised.

"I don't know, precisely. When | hold the paper, | get theimpression it was hisfather... The only clear
thing | get from it other than that iswhat abomb shelter is, and what abomb is.”

"So what isabomb?"

"Part of aterrible war. Explosions and degth, raining from the sky. Hundreds dying at asingle siroke...
Sometimes thousands.”

Sapphire blanched. "That sounds horrible.”

Morticianodded. "Listen to thisone," she said, picking up another charred scrap of paper, then holding it
up tothelight.

Shrieks of terror emanated from the paper, the screams of hundreds. An odd, high-pitched whining
sound was heard, mixed with an ominous rumble. Suddenly, awoman's voice tore through the sounds.
"Oh, God, John! The plane! 1t'sgoing down!™ More screams, piercing shrieking for many long
heartbedts... Then asudden sound like a crash of thunder, followed by silence.

"Wh-what was that?"

Morticiaset the charred paper down where she found it, then shook her head. "I don't know, redly. |
think it'shislast memory of his previouslife - I'm just not sure. Something happened... | know what a
planeis, | canfed tha from the memory. A large vehicle of somekind... It flew through the air, and
carried hundreds.”

Sapphire nodded. "A great sorcery, indeed.”

Morticiashook her head. "No, actudly. In the world he came from, there was no magic, no sorcery.
Treeswere just growing things, with no life or song. Animals had no mindsto speak of, and stoneswere
empty and cold. The Land isdive, and everything from the stones of the ground to the birdsin the sky
haslife, and asong. Hisworld was silent.”

"So Desath came from aworld of death, to bring hope into aworld of Life."
Morticianodded. "That'swhat | think, too."

Morticiareached down for another scrap of paper, then held it up to thelight.



The sound of footsteps. Digtant, faint voicesin conversation. The chirp of abird. "Daddy! Y ou should
redly get to know him before you judge him! He'sredlly a sweet boy!" awoman's voice said, then
glenceagain.

"Thevoice... It soundsabit like you," Sapphire said.
Morticianodded. "His daughter, in that life. Fedl it,” Morticiasaid, holding out the paper.

Sapphire took the paper in her hands, and suddenly she felt the memory. She could fed hersdlf inthe
body of amature man, striding across a hard surface - like stone, and yet not. She could fed anervous
habit... The left thumbnail of the man stroking a golden ring about the third finger of the left hand. Odd,
square buildings she did not understand surrounded her. Unknown people, al young, sat in various chairs
in outdoor areas, chatting. She could fed awoman's hand clasping the man'sright hand, hear the
woman'svoice... The woman's words were repested in her mind... There was arush of emotion, a
sudden understanding that the hand being held was not that of alittle girl anymore, but of awoman... A
fedling both happy and sad at the same time. A fedling of completeness, and yet regret... And then the
memory ended.

Sapphire handed the paper back to Morticia, then looked about at the rubble. Y ou could spend agesin
here and not dig out everything, dear,” she said, shaking her head.

Morticia nodded, returning the paper to where shefound it. "I know. Everything's scattered. Most of it is
smply destroyed.”

"What caused that, | wonder? Vordenai 7'
"| thought 0, too, when | first began searching. But now, | don't think so. | think..."
IIYS?I

"I think he did it himsdf, somehow. When hefirst cameto theland. | think he gave up dl this, and the
power of the transformation that brought him here did the rest.”

Sapphire scratched her head. "Why?'

"How could helive alife here, knowing that he had afull life somewhere ese?' Morticiareplied, looking
down to Sgpphire. "Y ou know him fairly well, Sgpphire. Don't you think that if he could remember his
wife, his daughter, his grandchildren... Hed Sit there and wonder and worry about them? Were they
alive, werethey dead... How arethey doing... Arethey happy... All that. Just like he does with each and
every one of hispeople here, in the Land, right now."

"Ah! Sowerelike his children and grandchildren, then. Emotiondly, | mean.”

Morticiasmiled. "Everyoneeseis, yes. You and I, however, are different - and that's part of what |
wanted to show you, today. Come on!" Morticiasaid, and took Sapphire's hand, leading her back to the
door.

A few moments later, once Morticiahad led her through the main chamber and past another door,
Sapphire found hersdf standing in asmall flower-bedecked glade surrounded by oak trees. The scent of
theflowerswasin the air, and the hum of bees and chirping of smdl birds seemed to comefrom all
around. "It... It'sbeautiful, here.”

Morticianodded. "Thisisn't what | wanted you to see, though. Look there," shereplied, and pointed.



Sapphirelooked. In the center of the glade, awoman of the Dark Oneslay, nude. She yawned and
sretched, as though waking from along nap, then sat up. She paused to brush alock of long,
snow-white hair from her eyes, then smiled. Leaning forward, she sniffed the flowers for amoment, then
gazed around beadtifically at theidyllic scene that surrounded her. Sapphire stared, her mouth hanging

open.
"That... That'sme!" she said, surprised.

"Anidedlized vison of you, yes. Thanksto your esting the mannal conjure a the worship Ste and
dancing every day, you dmost look like she does, too. Still, you've got that little scar on your shinand a
couple other smal marks and imperfections. She doesn't - she's an idealized vision of you."

"Canwe... Can wetalk to her?' Sapphire asked, immensely curious.

Morticiashook her head. "No, unfortunately. She can't see us or hear us. She's not redlly redl, she'sjust
my father'simpression of you.”

"Hmmm... Why does he have me nude, | wonder? And why am | here?"

"I think you're nude because he thinks you are beautiful, both in body and in spirit. | think you're hereina
lovely glen like this because he wishes he could provide you with aplace like this - a perfect, peaceful
glento spend your lifein. In thisroom are many of the things he cherishes - and it'slarger than it looks."

lloh?l

"Y es. Sometimes I've seen visions of Ellsbatha strolling through here. Other times I've seen various others
of your people sitting beneath atree, smelling the flowers... But they are never in the center, and they're
rarely herefor long. Y ou, however, are dwaysright here, in the center of thisglade. You are, | think, the
most important morta of al hispeople. | think he caresfor you agreat ded.”

"It seems s0," Sapphire agreed, nodding, then paused. "Does he...?"
"YS’?'

"Does he know were here, now? | mean, can he sense that we're here, in thisroom? Perhapsit's smply
aresponse to our presence?’

Morticiashook her head. " Once the temple doors close, he can no longer senseusat dl. If hewas
paying attention, he might have noticed us going in, but otherwise, it's asthough we smply vanish. |
awaystake amoment to tell him I'm going in, however, so hewon't worry."

Sapphire nodded, then her eye caught on something. She strode out toward her nude twin, Morticia
following. Knedling beside the vision of hersdlf, Sepphirelooked her over. "Thisisn't just avison of me,
dear. Look again.”

"Look at what?"'

"There," Sapphire replied, pointing to the nude woman's left hand. A dim golden ring was about her third
finger.

Morticianodded. "I've seen that before. What about it?
Sapphire held up her own left hand, which was bare. "Why isthat different? What does the ring mean?'

Morticiashrugged. "I don't know."



Sapphire looked to the woman before her, then reached out afinger and lifted her chin. They gazed into
each other's eyes for along moment, then Sapphire spoke. "Y ou aren't really me, are you? Y ou're more
than thet, | think."

Her doppleganger smiled. "Of course,” she replied.
Morticiagasped. "Sapphire! That'swonderful! 1've never been able to get her to speak!”

"You aren't me, dear. | think he hoped I might someday see this, and understand,” Sapphire replied over
her shoulder, then looked down to the nude woman again. "o, tell me, dear - what's your name?’

"Janet," the doppleganger replied, smiling.
"Hiswife, | assume."

"Of course."

"And yet youreme."

"Or, perhaps, you'e her," the woman replied mysterioudy, and smiled. She then lay back on the grass,
yawned, rolled over on her side, and fell adeep.

Sapphire nodded, then rose to her feet. After amoment, she chuckled. "Wéll... | fed quite honored, I'm
sure, though | hope my own husband won't be too offended to learn he has a somewhat specid riva.”

"How 07"

Sapphire turned to Morticia, and took her hand. "He seesme asbeing... Well, like hiswife, in asense.
Just as he sees you as being his daughter. In hisheart, | fill the place hiswife once did. It's quite an honor,
| think."

Morticiasmiled. "Well, I've kind of thought of you alittle bit like my mother, too. Y ou helped raise me.
Y ou told me stories and talked to me when | waslittle, and you're dwaysthere for me."

Sapphire grinned. "Thank you, dear. Now, what else did you want to show me, today?"
"The Center. Come," Morticiasaid, and Sapphire nodded and followed.

Shortly, they stood before the pedestal in the center of the central chamber. Low stepsled up toiit, and
Morticiahdted just besideit. "When | first saw this, | didn't know what it was. | didn't even know it
could be entered, likearoom - but it can.”

"How?'
"Reach out, and touch thelight.”

Sapphire stretched out her hand, reaching with her fingers, then lowered her arm and shrugged. "1 can't
quite reach.” Nodding, Morticiareached her hands around Sapphireswaist, and lifted her easily.

"Whoop!" Sapphire yelped.

Morticiagrinned. "Try now."

Sapphire giggled. "Y ou know, dear, you should treat your mother with abit more respect, | think.”
"Just touch the light... Mother,” Morticiareplied, and giggled.



Grinning, Sapphire did so - and was startled by atremendous flash of light.

When the spots before her eyes had cleared, Sapphire saw shewasfloating, drifting inthear of a
brilliant white room that was a perfect sphere. Thewals seemed infinitdy distant... If there werewdls at
al. It wasauniverse of white, featureless and immense, the light diffuse and omnipresent. A quiet, gentle
music permesated the air, the refrain faint and unfamiliar to Sepphire's ear. She felt Morticia's hand in hers,
sgueezing reassuringly... And yet, Morticiawas not beside her. Instead, she could see Morticiafloating
before her, far in the distance... A serenetitan of immeasurable size, motionless, nude, and gazing off into
the distance, her mane and tail dowly waving in an unfelt breeze.

"What... What isthat? What is this place?' Sgpphire asked.

"Thisisthe center of his heart, and the focus of hislife," Morticiareplied quietly, her voice coming from
nowhere. "All hisdreams, and dl his hopes."

And dowly, the head of the giantess turned, and regarded Sapphire quietly.
"Andit'syou..." Sapphirereplied in ahushed voice.
Morticianodded silently.

Thirty-Nine.

Three days |ater, Sapphire stood in the snow in the center of her village, waiting. She was quite glad for
her warm clothing, as the weether was dtill bitterly cold. 'How utterly unlike the legends of the Southern
Jungles she thought, wondering if her people would ever seethose fabled lands again. Ages of flight by
Koloth's side had meant that their ancestral lands were little more than dim legends, now - but fondly
remembered ones.

The others of her village were dowly gathering - much of the wait now was for those who had been
dancing at the worship site. The four undead members of the village, immune to the cold, kindly went
among the others of the village, insuring everyone had enough blankets to endure the wait. Sgpphire did
not envy the dancers - the worship areawas kept warm through the power of the temple, and the trudge
back to the village would be hitterly cold for them, even with many layers of clothes.

Sapphire consdered in her mind what Morticia had told her when they |eft the temple, and the doors had
findly closed behind them. She considered al that she had seen inside the temple, and what it meant. And
sheknew, in her heart, her decision was the correct one.

Findly, al were present. Sapphire looked her people over, then raised ahand to till the quiet
conversations that had begun during the wait. Once she had everyone's attention, she began.

"Today, immediatdy, | have decided that we will movethe village closer to the temple. In fact, we will
put our tents directly adjacent to the temple, on both the eastern and western sides - and we shal have
the move completed by sunset.” Sapphire raised her voice, overriding the groans of dismay at the sudden
movein bitterly cold wegather. "I have spoken to our god, and he has agreed to move our animal pens
and our fieldsto suitably closer positions nearby the temple. Thiswill place the worship areawithin afew
moment'swalk on the north sde of the temple, rather than half an hour'swalk away from our village. Our



god has aso agreed to extend the aura of the temple's power to both the eastern and western sides. Our
tentswill no longer be cold, but will be warmed by his power, and sheltered from the weather. Our
animaswill il suffer winter's chill, but thisis necessary for them to grow thick coats.”

There was a smattering of mittened applause, and shouts of gpproval.

"Thank you. | know that thisis extremely short notice and the weather is dreadful for this, but | fed it
must be donetoday. It iswinter, and the Northlanders spend most of their timein their village. We have
al been to theworship area - we have al seen what is happening. They will not dance with us, even
though it would be warm, because they see our devotion to agod who frightens them, and are afraid.
They see our undead, who are proof of our god's power and devotion to us, and are afraid. They fear
our god, and only through Nadar and Ellsbatha establishing a strict schedule of rotation have they
managed to retain the small dozen worshippers that knedl and pray outside the worship area. They do
not know our god's heart - we do."

Sapphire waited for the general murmurs of agreement and smattering of mittened applause to die down,
then spoke again. "And our vison of hisheart istrue, my people. Today, | was privileged. The Avatar of
our god took me inside thetemple... And there | saw our god'strue heart.”

"What wasit like?' shouted one of the men.
"What did you see?" shouted severd of the others.

Sapphire shook her head. "It istoo much to explain - dl | can say isthis: If you wish to know what the
true heart of our god islike, look to his Avatar. Sheis her father's daughter, and within her isthetrue
spirit of our god." Sapphire raised a hand to silence the eruption of questions, then looked at her people
firmly. "1 have spoken with our god, as| said. He has a plan to dowly lure away the worshippers of the
other gods, and eventually bring about the extinction of al other gods, ending thisterriblewar. But we are
not Northlanders - we are the L uckless Children of Koloth, and we know how the plans of men and
gods sometimes turn out, do we not?" There were shouts of agreement and scattered laughter,
particularly from the four undeed.

"Precisaly. Our god wishesto be gentle, and preserve the lives of al humans of the Land as best he can,
and end thiswar as painlesdy as he can. But we know that it is quite likely things may go badly - perhaps
even very badly, asthey did with Lysander. Thus, from now on, we shal remain close by the temple,
where our god and his Avatar can always find us and shield us from attack, as necessary. And in thanks
for the warmth and the protection from the weather he shdl give us, we shal dance and sing and pray as
never before, to give him the power he needs to defend us," Sapphire said, and paused, waving a
mittened hand in the direction of the Northlander village.

"The Northlanders are wesk and foolish! They let alittle cold westher dim their exuberance for worship,
and they foolishly fear agod who loves them and protects them with a greater ferocity than ashe-wolf
protects her pups!” The Dark Onesroared at that, and applauded loudly.

"But we shdl not be like them. We shadl cling to our god and histemple like a babe to a mother's breast.
And no matter what happens... No matter whether things go right or wrong, no matter what our god is
forced to do by circumstance or fate, we shall dwayslook to his Avatar, see histrue heart, and cling to
hissde”

Sapphire waited until the applause had died down, then began issuing her first orders and instructions for
the move. It was not an easy task that faced them, but centuries of experience with Koloth had taught her
people the skills needed to move their village quickly and efficiently.



Sapphire strode through the village, barking orders, supervising the move. She knew Morticiawasright -
the Northlanders smply did not, could not understand her god. Even if Morticiabrought theminto see
the Heart of Desath, they would not comprehend. But Sapphire would see that he understood - the Dark
Oneswould dways cling tightly to hisside, no matter what.

Forty.

"Alright, try it,”" | called.

Morticiastood silently, concentrating, her eyestightly shut. The smal grove of trees nearby sang their
slent songs of spring, celebrating their re-awakening from winter's dumber, blissfully unaware of what
was about to happen.

Sowly, sheraised her ams, and opened her eyes, her horn glowing brightly. With aflick of thewridts,
she tossed the energy from herself - and a shimmering, transparent hemisphere appeared, twenty feet
across, nearly touching the nearby trees. A shield, broad enough to cover hersdlf, and theoretically
severd others. | waited, and she dowly crossed her arms. "1.... | think | haveit, Father.”

"Very nice... And you learned this from studying those books on theory?"

"And applying what I'd learned about mysdif, yes. I've been practicing dl winter.”
| smiled, hovering above in my energy-form. "Are you ready for meto test it?"
Morticia nodded, extending her arms again. " Go ahead.”

| tapped the shidd lightly - just enough force to crack aboulder in haf. It shimmered and vibrated with
theimpact, but little more. Sheingtantly broke out into a sweet, holding the shield steady.

"Hmmm... Relax your body, Daughter. Focus your will through your horn.”
"The books said somatics... The gestures, body posture and tension... Were important,” she gasped.

| chuckled. "The men and women who wrote that weren't Avatars, and didn't have an enchanted horn,
though. Try it. Relax your body, and focus your will entirely through your horn. Don't worry, I'll be
caeful.”

Morticianodded, and dowly relaxed, closing her eyes. Her horn glowed brighter, and the shield
shimmered with renewed strength. | tapped it again - it held, and Morticiasmply stood there quietly.

"Reedy for alittle harder hit?"
"Go ahead," shereplied, her eyes il closed.

| rapped the shield smartly - hard enough to shatter a boulder. The shield rang with the impact like abell,
and Morticiastaggered. "Uhhh... No, thiswon't work. I'll have to use some gestures to balance mysdif...
Likein dance. Head steady, body in motion.”

| nodded. "Alright - try that."



Morticia opened her eyes, then flicked out her hands at the level of her shoulders. "Now try."
| rapped the shield smartly again - it ill held, and she didn't stagger. "Good," | said, smiling.
"Harder," shereplied.

| nodded, swatting casudly at the shield. The same blow would have reduced a boulder to powder. The
shield vibrated, but held.

"Harder."

"Not sureif | should, Morticia," | replied. If your shied fallswhen I'm gtriking it too much harder... |
might accidentdly hurt you. Or worse."

Morticiasmply gazed a me. "Hit the edge, Father, not the center.”

| shook my head. "That's not how an enemy will atack you," | replied, and exerted my will. In amoment,
another shield gppeared inside hers, just large enough to cover her. "There. | know how strong thet is.
You'l be safeinsideit. Now - get ready."

"I'm ready, Father."
| nodded, then swatted her shield with enough forceto level ahill.

She staggered, then collgpsed, her shield shattering and vanishing. The nearby treeswere violently shaken
by theimpact, and their songs changed to ones of darm. Morticialay prone beneath my own shield.
"Morticia?"

"l... I'mfine, Father, | wasjust stunned,” she said, and pushed herself unsteedily to her feet. "It'safar
different thing for meto hold up ashield than you, apparently.”

| sghed with relief. "Wdll, you're holding it up with powers from within yourself. The gods of the Land
create and maintain shieds with the power they gain from their worshippers - it's externa to me, not
internal,” | replied, and spent a moment reaching out to the trees and soothing them.

Morticiasmiled, watching me soothe the trees. "1 wish the Northlanders could see you do that, Father.”

| shrugged. "It wouldn't make much difference, | think. They'd just attribute it to some dark and evil plot |
have. Maybe one involving chopping them up and using them astree-fertilizer,” | replied, and Morticia
giggled. "It's not funny, Daughter. They fear me. Not just fear in that they worry about me, but cold,
blood-curdling terror. If they weren't so afraid of what vengeance | might exact on them, they'd al smply
run away. They see the Dark Ones as strange, half-naked savages who dance eerie and erotic dances of
power, worshipping adark and evil god. They seethe undead asasign of my true nature, my true
darkness - and they see you as a poor, pitiful creature, an angelic being trapped in the service of an evil,
merciless god. The only two peoplein the entire Northlander village who aren't terrified of me are Nadar
and Ellsbatha - and | make Nadar nervous as hell,” | said, and shook my head. "And worse, their own
beliefs about me only make my own gppearance more terrifying to them. It'savicious cycle, Daughter,
and | just can't bresk it.”

"Givethem time, Father. In a century or two, once they've seen that nothing bad has happened to them,
once they've seen your plan work, and you peacefully conquer the territories of the other gods..."

"And once the current generations, from children on up, have died of old age, yes. In a century, perhaps
two, they might come around. But a the moment, they fear me," | said, and sighed. "Wdll, I've got alot



of work to do. There hasn't been enough rain in the northeastern quadrant, and the trees need water. I'm
going to haveto scrape up the last of the unmelted snow from the north sides of the hills and other
shaded spots, and try to spread it around on the areas that need water the most. Isthere anything else
you needed mefor?'

Morticiashook her head. "No, Father. Go on with your work," shereplied, and smiled.

| nodded, and turned my attention elsewhere.

Forty-One.

Pius paused in the hunt, his ears perking. Carefully, helifted hisnose and sniffed the air. After amoment,
he shook his head, then glanced to the buck he was stalking, who was utterly unaware of his presence.
"Next time, fat one," he muttered with asmile, then turned and trotted away.

A few minutes later, Pius seated himsalf on one of the shattered stones of Allakbeth'stower. Helifted his
nose, and sniffed the air again. He could smell it. "Soon... Very soon," he muttered, gazing off into the
horizon, where abeam of dark energy lanced upward - the radiant power from the Temple of Degth,
supporting and defining Deeth's sphere of influence.

Suddenly, the sky roiled with the conflicting colors of a dozen spheres of influence. The scent of power
wasin theair... More focused power than had been wielded in the land in centuries.

Pius gazed at the horizon, watching the beginning battle. All he could do now was hope. Fortunately, that
was something held had agreat dedl of practice at.

Forty-Two.

Try ashe might, Nadar smply found he could not concentrate on his prayers.

He knelt before the worship areawith the others of his village. Though the ground still had agreat dedl of
brown, dry grass from winter's touch, the spring grasses were growing, making the ground soft on one's
knees. Theair was cool and crisp, yet comfortable. The sun was shining, birds were singing - indeed, the
day was perfect. Yet, Nadar still could not concentrate. The reasons, of course, were dancing before
him, fifty yards away.

Ellsbatha and Morticia danced together with the Dark Ones, side by side, circling the dtar. The others of
hisvillage were, of course, horrified by Ellsbatha's dance - it was quite erotic, and she was a skeleton.
And yet, as Nadar looked at them, his heart siwelled with pride and love.

For there, before him, were the two femaesin hislife heloved most.

Ellshatha, hiswife, was hisfirg love, histrue love. Despite her condition, despite everything, he would



love her for the rest of eternity. She was once beautiful - but no more. Y et now, as he watched her dance
what she had told him before was called the 'Dance of the Strong Woman', somehow, she seemed to
reclaim some of her beauty, and her womanhood, aswell. She had survived. It may not be much of alife,
but it waslife - and hiswifelived it to the fullest. Nadar found he admired her strength, her courage...
And thismade him love her dl the more,

Morticia, dancing beside her, was his second love - and he had to admit that he did, indeed, love her.
Not in the same way heloved hiswife, but morein theway hewould love aspecid, dear friend. She had
shared with him avery specid gift, and eased his spirit at atime when he dearly needed it. They had not
lain together in months, yet thisdid not change how he felt about her. Shewas, in truth, the second
closest person to his heart, and only Ellsbatha was more important.

'What an utterly odd life | lead," Nadar thought, gazing at the two women he loved, and smiling.
And Nadar continued smiling dl the way to the very moment the sky split asunder.

It happened suddenly, ingtantly. Railing, swirling colors, and arolling of ominous thunder. The music of
the dancers stuttered and died, the dancers themselves stared at the sky, and severd long heartbesats
passed as dl gazed at the shifting, violently conflicting colorsin shock and astonishment...

...and then, Morticiawhinnied loudly. "It's an attack! Everyone, stay closeto thetemple!™ she shouted.
As Nadar watched, too stunned to move, her horn glowed and she tossed out her arms, forming avast,
shimmering shield over the temple and the surrounding area.

It wasthe screamsthat finally startled Nadar's paralyzed mind into action. The other Northlander
worshippers, seeing the violent colors of the sky, roseto their feet, screamed, and began scattering in al
directions. Nadar |legped to hisfeet, and shouted to them. "No, you fools! Stay near thetemple! Death's
Avatar will protect ud" Hiswords went unheard, however, and the others smply ran.

"Nadar!" Ellsbatha screamed, running to him. "We must get the other villagers here!™
"No, Ellsbathal Stay here- I'll go get them! Y ou stay here wereit's safel™ he shouted.
"Nadar, I'm dready dead, there's nothing that can happen to me! Y ou stay, and I'll go get everyone!”

Nadar shook his head. Hiswife was dressed in little more than two strips of cloth - the sight of her
skeletd form running through the village was hardly likely to inspire confidencein his people, combined
with the terror of the skies. "No, Ellsbathal Stay herewith Morticia, whereit's safel”

"But Nadar! I-"

"Do you love me?" he shouted, trying to be heard over the roar of distant blasts of energy.
mWhat 2"

"Do you love me?" he screamed.

"Y es, Nadar, with dl my heart and soul!"”

"Then stay herel™ he screamed, and turned and ran towards his village.

"Nadasaaar!"

Nadar did not look back. There was no more time. His people had to get moving towards the temple,
where Morticiacould shield them. At least, he hoped she could shield them. She was merely an Avatar -



though powerful, she could hardly match the full power of agod. And judging by the skies, there was
more than one god attacking.

Nadar's lungs burned with the run. Ahead of him, he could dready see blasts of lightning striking the
village, the people panicking, fleeingin dl directions...

"Run to the temple! Run to the temple!l™ he screamed, trying to get his people to turn and head for safety.

Suddenly, an orb of emerad light hovered above the village, directly over the center. ‘A god!" Nadar's
mind screamed - but it wastoo late.

Therewas abilliant flash from benegth the god's gleaming form, and the village exploded.

Nadar lay on the ground for many long moments, his eyes gazing up at theroiling sky. Hetried torise,
and found he could not. 'l am hurt," he thought groggily, and tried to look down at himsdlf.

'How utterly odd," he thought, his mind hazed by shock as he gazed at the tree-branch projecting from his
chest. 'l distinctly remember that not having been there thismorning.'

The answer lay all about him. The entire village, trees, houses, and dl, had been blasted asunder - and a
bit of the debris, abranch, had flown faster than the eye could see and caught him just below and dightly
to the right of the center of hisrib cage. Nadar lay back, shock fogging his thoughts. 'Ellsbathawill not be
pleased,’ he thought. 'One shouldn't grow odd branches and such at random moments. Quite
inconvenient in Stuationslikethis." After along moment, Nadar shook his head. "What an utterly odd life
| leed," he whispered, hislife ebbing.

An explosion blasted the ground nearby, sending tons of earth into the air. Nadar had the brief
impression of crushing force, like amountain had falen upon him, then knew no more,

Forty-Three.

| should have suspected something likethis- but | didntt.

It was very swift, and apparently carefully planned. All my dliesand dl my enemies- Lysander's former
alies- had gathered together to make one massive strike againgt me. Thefirst | knew of it waswhen
twelve spheres of influence suddenly intersected mine, overlapping each other.

'Dammit!" | thought, kicking mysdlf mentally as| looked the Situation over, time frozen for the moment.
'Why didn't | seethiscoming?

It took me an hour or so to figure out why, but eventually, | did.

None of my enemies or my alies had moved their people. They had simply moved their temples, leaving
their people behind, and unprotected. Of course, like the nuclear powers | had grown up with on another
world, war in the Land was dl offense, and little possible defense. Some of the attacking gods had
apparently moved their templesin severd rapid hops to reach my territory, others had madeit in only one
or two hops - but it had al been timed to happen at the same instant. What would happen to their people
afterwards was debatable - it was obvious they had dl arranged some sort of temporary "peace accord,



but whether or not it would hold after | was dead wasimpossible to say.

| searched about my lands, considering the attack. A dozen creatures raced for my temple from adozen
directions - and amore digparate assortment of Avatars| couldn't possibly imagine. Most were
humanoid, though one was smply an enlarged ape. They ranged from pristine crestures whose
snow-white fur sparkled with an angdlic glow, to twisted, nightmarish beasts that were dl claws and
fangs. None of them were the gargantuan creatures that Lysander had been able to create, of course, but
each was deedly initsown right. | glanced to the temple - Morticia had aready thrown up ashield to
protect the worshippers. | let time flow just long enough for me to conjure astronger shield atop hers,
then stopped time again, consdering the Situation. After several minutes of thinking, | sghed.

It was obvious. Both my alies and my enemies considered meto be athreat - and | only had mysdlf to
blamefor it.

The more | met the Gods of the Land, the more | was convinced the explanation I'd once given to
Morticiawas correct. They were, in many ways, like the Greco-Roman gods. Their evil was achild-like,
unempathic evil, and their activities hardly showed a high maturity level to me. Put smply, they weredl
immeature bully children with enormous power. | couldn't smply talk to them - they wouldn't listen. So, I'd
intimidated and badgered them into aliances, and spent years advertising mysdf as being the biggest bully
of them all, ableto crush any or dl of them. 'Join me or fall by the wayside' was my basic message - and,
to acertain extent, it had worked. Unfortunately, someone - or perhaps several someones - had
apparently decided that | needed to be destroyed before | really was unstoppable, and managed to get
everyone near meinto avast dliance for the purposes of crushing me and restoring the status-quo.
"Probably Verdana," | thought with asigh. She had dways eyed Morticiaoddly, and every time shed
looked &t her, | could seein Verdanas mind that she couldn't believe someone could be so utterly evil
and yet have an Avatar who was pristine and good. She believed | was bluffing - and, to a certain extent,
| was. Now, it appeared I'd pay the price for having underestimated her - and, perhaps, several others of
my former dlies.

After considering which problem to tacklefirgt, | decided that getting rid of their Avatarswould be the
first thing on the list. The attacking gods were busy setting forests ablaze and otherwise cresting a dozen
digractions - a the moment, the red threet lay with their Avatars charging my villages. Hovering over the
nearest one, | released my will, and got to work.

Thefirst Avatar, aroaring bear with gleaming, golden fur, | blasted to vapor with abeam of raw energy. |
zipped to the next, avicious looking black panther, and repested the effort. Ten I&ft, then nine, then eight,
quickly working my way through their numbers, hoping that this might cause my enemiesto pause, and
withdraw. Seeing thiskind of ademonstration of power and losing their Avatars might - just might -
cause them to redlize they were making amistake.

Unfortunately, it wasn't until I'd killed the last of them that | redlized the whole assault by their Avatars
had been nothing but another diversion.

And al of my people had been utterly annihilated.

| held time Htill, gazing in horror at what they'd donein those precious seconds I'd wasted killing their
Avatars. | smply hadn't counted on how determined they werein their desire to destroy me. They had let
their Avatarsdie, just to give them the opportunity to do what they'd done.

Therewas Verdana, frozen in the act of zipping away from what remained of the Northlander village. It
was asmoking crater - with many smaller craters and an enormous amount of debris scattered around
where sheld gpparently spent afew momentskilling those her initid attack missed. Above my temple, the



combined forces of €even gods had smashed through Morticias shield and mine, searing the ground
beneath with enough energy to blast everything surrounding my temple to vapor.

| searched every inch of my lands, looking for even asingle survivor - but there were none.
Every sngle one of my people were gone.

Every one of the Northlanders, charred to flying ashes, or corpseslying beneath piles of rubble.
Sapphire - lovely, beautiful, wise Sspphire - and al her people. Gone.

And more, Morticiawas gone, aswell.

| sat on the ground in my humanoid form, and smply wext.

It wasn't that | feared my death. It was obvious that the moment | released my will and alowed timeto
flow again, they would smply destroy my temple, and | would be gone. No, | didn't fear my deeth...

| smply mourned the loss of my daughter, and apeople | had grown to love.

They were lovely, beautiful people. Their hearts were good, and they had none of the hatreds and
prejudices I'd seen in the hearts of the Northlanders. Perhaps it was their centuriesin Koloth's service
that had made them thisway. Perhapstheir culture waslike that even before the Age of the Gods, when
the humans of the Land foolishly destroyed their civilization through their endless quest for greater and
greater power. No matter - they were who they were.

And now, they were gone.

And Morticia- my beautiful, gentle, loving daughter... How could | possibly live without her smile, her
laugh...?

And findly, asmy tears subsided, | redized | couldntt.
With adeep sigh of grief and resignation, | roseto my feet, and released my will.

Verdanajoined her dlies, and as one, they blasted my temple with enough power to level amountain.
The ground bubbled and glowed, the stones of the ground turning molten, and the dirt fusing into glass.

But nothing happened.

My temple still stood.

| stood there, as stunned as my enemies were.
"What? How can thisbe?" Verdana snapped.

"Y ou must have missed one, Verdana," caled one of the other gods - but | knew they had not. With time
flowing, I'd have heard the fearful prayers of one of my people, or at least sensed their minds somewhere
around. They were dead - each and every one.

"Or more," sngpped another god, angrily. "Come - let'slook around. He's finished, anyway, and he
knowsit. Look at him - he'sjust standing there, waiting for the end. Let's get this over with."

| frozetime again, and started carefully searching my lands. Had someone wandered off into the woods?
Was there one last worshipper somewhere, one last believer | had overlooked whose very existence



saved my own life?

| spent days searching. No time passed for anyone else, just me. | searched every inch of my lands.
But there was no one.

They had killed everyone - and yet, | ill lived.

| Sghed. | didn't know what was keeping me dive. All | could think of wasthat | wasn't summoned from
the Void, asthey were, but was a dead man who's spirit had been drawn from another world. Not that it
mattered - they'd eventually find away to finish off my temple, as soon as | released my will and gave
them time to work on the problem. 1t was, quiteliteraly, only amatter of time.

| rose, time still frozen, and decided to Ssmply look around, and seethe Land. After dl - thiswasmy
Singularity. | could hold time frozen eterndly, should | desire. In truth, time wasn't actudly frozen for the
Land, it'sjust that my time-frame was sped up, infinitely. So, as| had an infinite amount of time available
tome, | decided I'd smply explore the Land. I'd never truly taken the time to examine the world before.
Now seemed as good atime as any, asit was apparent | was about to die, anyway.

By the end of six months, | came to the sad conclusion that the Land was beautiful.

Oh, there were scars, yes. Vadt tracts of land burned and blasted raw by thewar. Villagesin ruins, and
even traces of ancient cities, destroyed long ago. But by and large, the mgority of the Land wasalovely,
pristine, trackless wilderness. | couldn't help but wonder how my people would have enjoyed one lovely
spot or another that | found in my wanderings... And couldn't help but weep each timewhen | redized
they were goneforever.

The Land abounded with animas of al shapes and descriptions. All were familiar, save for their warped
versons | found in the lands of the darker gods - and yet, some of those warped, twisted beasts retained
abaroque beauty dl their own.

And then, of course, therewerethelost Avatars.

There weren't many - perhaps no more than ahundred in al the Land, each struggling to survive asbest it
could, astheir god had been killed earlier in the war. They ranged widdy in shape and coloration. Some
seemed to be wandering about, living aswild animas. Some, apparently trained to help humansand
having done only that dl their lives, were gpparently spending their time doing just that - wandering the
Land, conjuring food and drink and homes and clothes and whatever € se they could for the humans they
ran across, asthey smply knew no other life.

My heart ached each time| found alost Avatar - those sad, lonely immortals. My heart ached a
thousand times more, however, each time | Smply ran across an ordinary, pae horse, and was reminded
of my own daughter.

The Land was s0 lovely, so wonderful...
And yet, it had no room for my people, or my daughter.

| lost track of time, eventualy. Whether it was ayear or two years, | smply could not say. The sun did
not rise or set on me as| traveled, so | smply lost track of time.

But eventualy, as my wanderingsfinaly brought me back to my tower and the scene of my destruction
perhaps ayear or two later, | found | was angry.



Oh, they would kill me eventualy. Whatever quirk of sorcery or fate had protected my temple through
their incredible blasts couldn't possibly last. But that wasn't what | was angry aboit.

| wasangry that the Land, thislovely, beautiful world, would no longer have any of my beautiful, beloved
Dark Onesinit.

And | wasfuriousthat my daughter, thelight of my life, would no longer be by my sideto shareinthe
beauty of the Land.

But most of dl, | was utterly and completely livid that thiswar would, apparently, never end.

Oh, yes, they would kill me. They would work at it and work at it, and eventudly their greater experience
and smple knowledge of how the Land worked would allow them to thwart whatever odd quirk had
temporarily protected me, and | would be gone. Then, they would return to the way they'd aways done
things, wheedling worshippers here, killing worshippers there, gobbling up enemies, or being gobbled up
themsalves.

And dowly, the beauty and wonder of the Land would be scarred and blasted into desolation. The
people of the world would suffer, and bleed, and die, and their populations eventualy would dwindle to
nothing.

I'd seen the ruins of ancient cities, destroyed long ago and lost to the wilderness. I'd seen the traces of
ancient roads, long buried and forgotten. 1'd seen countless traces of man's past that remained in the
Land - and once, the Land wasfull of humanity.

But now, athousand years later, the population of the world was perhaps half what it had been before
the Age of Gods.

Where would it end? | did not know. It seemed gpparent that eventualy, perhapsin ten or twenty
thousand years, there would only be one god remaining. One last god, with ahandful of worshippers, a
sad and pitiful remnant of humanity who cowered in fear of their inhuman master, who himsdf thought of
them aslittle more than talking ants. And then, an eternity of misery would follow, as, lacking opponents
to challenge them and prevent their immature persondlities from becoming bored, the last remaining god
would be forced to turn to his helpless worshippers for amusement.

| snarled. That vision of the future would never be. Better to die free than live asadave, an old memory
whispered. "Better to die swiftly than live asadave to an inhuman god” | muttered in reply toiit.

And in that moment, | knew what | had to do.
Vordenai had brought me to thisworld to end thiswar, to end the Age of the Gods.
And that, | would do.

| stood before the murderers of my daughter and my people, atowering giant of cold fury astall asthe
spire of my temple, and released my will.

"I did not miss anyone! He should be dead!" V erdana snapped, and lashed out a my temple with ablast
of lightning - to no effect.

"No, Verdana, you did not," | replied, and even to my own ears my voice was as dark and chilling asthe
fury in my heart. "They aredl dead. Y ou and your cohorts have succeeded in murdering the most gentle
and kind peoplein al the Land, aswell as my beloved daughter. And for that, you will die. You, and dl
the gods of the Land shdl die"



"Bah, were not afraid of you!" Verdanaretorted, and the other gods laughed. "Well soon find your last

worshipper and day them, and once that's done, your temple and life will be forfeit." Y et, somehow, her
confidence seemed more bravado than true courage, and the laughter of her companions, who could not
explain my surviva anymorethan | could, seemed strained.

| wanted to let out a scream of fury, ahowl of grief from my heart at both my loss and the tragic
destruction of the Land these so-called gods had perpetrated for athousand years...

But | did not. Instead, the cold fury that now dominated my heart rose up, and adark, chilling chuckle
wasmy reply. "Youllittlefool. You till do not understand,” 1 said, shaking my head. "'l told you once that
it was you who had truly summoned me... Y ou and al your kind brought me into being through your
endlesswar. And now, in truth, | think it was. | told you then that | was something uniqueto the Land...
And now, with my last worshipper dead and my temple il inviolate, it's apparent that | am. No,
Verdana Thisends, now. Thiswar ends, now. Thisendless, casual destruction of abeautiful world your
inhuman minds smply cannot appreciate... Ends now," | said, and suddenly snarled, the cold fury in my
heart burgting forth into aflare of rage. "For if the Land has no room for my gentle, lovely people... If the
land has no room for my swest, loving daughter... Then it hasno room for ANY ONE!"

And with that, | began.

They ignored me, at first, not redizing what | was up to, gpparently attributing my wordsto the pathetic
bluster of one who was doomed. Once my temple began to disappear from one spot and reappear in
another, swiftly devouring the miles between it and my goal, they suddenly redlized they needed to move
to protect their people. But, to them, my movements were blindingly fast - they smply could not act
quickly enough.

| began with Verdana. | suspected she was the ringleader, so she seemed as good as any to begin with. |
placed my temple near the middle of what once was her lands, easily encompassing dl her villages, and
got to work.

And by the time she findly managed to get her temple back whereit Sarted, I'd dready committed a
thousand of her peopleto my dtar.

Verdanadid not beg or whine, as Lysander had. She fought. She struggled as hard as she could to
preserve her people, and save her life. She attacked my temple - ineffectualy. Shetried to shield her
people. Shetried to move them. She worked and fought and struggled every moment, never giving an
inch.

It was only when the last of her eight thousand people died in my altar did shetry to beg - but by then, it
wastoo late.

| smashed her templeto flinders, and smiled as her degth-scream rang in my ears.
And then | moved on to the next one.

Severd of my former alieswere scouring my lands, trying to find that one, last worshipper of minethey
were convinced had escaped them. The rest stayed and fought.

And, one by one, they died.

A quarter million desthslater, my sphere encompassed the entire continent, and dl the gods who had
attacked me were dead.

So, | moved on to the rest of them.



At firg, thereaction wasdow. | no longer had to move my temple, asthe entire continent fell within my
reach. These other gods did not know me, and had no idea of the battle that had been waged on my
lands - in truth, they had no ideawhat was happening at dl, at first. Ther first warning had been my
sphere of influence enveloping the continent swiftly, engulfing their own spheresin ameatter of days- and
then their people beginning to vanish, one by one. Many of the smaler ones| completely annihilated
before they even began to try to defend themselves, they were so surprised. The larger ones, having
more worshippers for meto kill, had more time to redlize what was happening, and begin to try to defend
themsdves.

It was no use, however. After half amillion had died in my dtar, my power was utterly and completely
irresigtible, and haf the globefdl within my reach.

| grew immune to the screams, eventudly. | smply no longer heard them. A day passed, and | hardly
noticed. By that time, I'd had the whole action down to one of smplereflex. Searching the Land while
timewas held till, dlowing timeto flow for afraction of a heartbet, just long enough to snatch up
another victim, then returning to my atar and releasing time only long enough to open my hand - | didn't
even wait for themto fal in before | was searching for another victim. An endless stream of screaming
humanity poured into my atar to vanish in aburst of flames, the endless, roaring pillar of fire from their
deaths soaring into the heavens...

...and | continued on.

From my perspective, the processtook nearly six months. From the perspective of the defending gods,
however, the whole of the continent was clean of humanity and al the gods were dead at the end of five

days.

And when I'd searched every last nook and cranny, when | wasfindly certain that each and every god
and each and every human being on this continent was dead...

...l moved on to the next continent, and continued working.

My sphere of influence encompassed the globe, and it was dark, horribly dark... A shadow fell over the
whole of the Land. Noon was hardly brighter than awinter's morning, and at night, the sky was black,
and empty of stars. The combined fears of the rapidly dwindling remainder of humanity and their gods
had darkened my temple to a hideous, obscene, baroque architecture of spikes and terror looming over a
desolate, shadowed land...

...and aharbinger of the end.

A fortnight passed, for theworld. A fortnight of desth, destruction, and terror. A fortnight of endless,
roaring flames, endless, chilling screams, and the death of gods.

Then suddenly, | blinked at the brightness.
| looked around - the sun had returned to its normal strength.

| had paused just after smashing the temple of another god - the last. There were no other gods left in the
Land.

Nor any remnant of humanity.

| returned to my temple, time gill held frozen. The beam of light, the shaft of power that supported and
defined my sphere of influence, a sphere that now was vast enough to encompass even the moon that
orbited thisworld...



..wasapae, pdegray, asit once had been, what seemed like an age ago.

| looked at my temple, and smiled. It had transformed to atower of bone, a gleaming spire of white. It
was, perhaps, not what | might have preferred, but its appearance sgnaed the truth of what | had
aready guessed - the war was over. Humanity was gone. The Land, that lovely, beautiful world which
had been dominated by the folly of men and godsfor athousand years, wasfindly cleansed of it all.

Perhaps, as the millennia passed, it would findly beginto hed.

| gazed down at my temple, and saw the pen - it was empty, of course, but it fill remained. | resumed
my humanoid form, and sat down on the soft green grass. | was, to no surprise, still ahumanoid skeleton
in ablack robe - | hadn't expected that to change.

| looked at the lands that surrounded my temple. They were glorioudy beautiful - a pristine wilderness,
with magnificent, snow-capped mountains looming in the distance. High in the sky, an eagle soared, held
motionless by the power of my Singularity.

Perhaps | would st hereforever and watch the sun endlesdy rise and s, thinking, remembering... And
mourning my daughter. Perhaps | would walk the land, healing what damage | could, helping the trees
and animasas| once so loved to do. Perhaps | would search the land, collect together the Lost Avatars,
and help them. They could be €levated to understanding, and perhaps might even form a better
civilization than man had managed to form. Perhaps, without the influence of men or gods, they might
learnto livein peace. Or, perhaps, | would smply gaze at the stars and weep until the universe cameto
an end.

But, before | could do any of that, time had to flow again. | relaxed my will, then sat back, considering
what | might do. Man was dead - but at least the Land was till dive, and findly at peace.

The burgts of flame from the last deathsfindly joined the other flamesrising above my dtar, thelast of the
echoing screams faded into slence, and the roaring pillar of fire that had streamed endlesdy from my atar
for two weeksfinaly rose, faded, and vanished into the clear, blue sky.

| watched the eagle soar silently in the distance, and gazed quietly at the soft wisps of cloudsthat hung
over the nearby mountains.

"Isit over?' avoicecdled.

| leaped to my feet, Sartled. "Wh-what?' | looked to the source of the voice - and saw my daughter's
head poking out the temple doors. "Morticia? But you're dead!™

"Hardly, Father," shereplied, sticking her tongue out at me, then stepping out of the temple. "Weve dl
been waiting in here for two weeks. We thought the fighting would never stop - the sounds just kept
going on and on and on..." Morticiaturned, leaning back through the door. "It'saright, everyone! It'sall
over now - we can come out!”

And to my utter surprise and complete joy, the Dark Ones began to come out of the temple, one by one,
blinking at the sunlight.

"l seewe've moved again, Holy One," Sapphire said, glancing around. "Did you manage to save our
animas?'

| dropped to my knees, put my head to the soft grass of Morticias pen, and wegpt.

Sapphire stared a me, her eyeswide. "Ummm... Holy One, if you didn't manage to save them, it's not



that serious, redly. Weforgive you."
"Father? What'swrong?' Morticia asked, leaning over me.

| rose, weeping, and wrapped my arms around Morticia. "Oh, Daughter... Nothing iswrong, anymore.
Nothing will bewrong, ever again.”

Morticiasmiled, and hugged me back. "Well, I'm glad, Father. 1-"

"Holy One, please!l" avoice screamed. | looked up - it was Ellsbatha, pushing past the crowd to get to
me. "Please! Nadar! He ran off to try to get the people of our village... He never came back! Please,
Holy One!"

| nodded - | was il their god, and | till bore the responsibility of helping and caring for them. With an
effort of will I calmed myself, and looked to her. "Heis dead, Ellsbatha. Perhaps destroyed, perhaps not
- if heisn't destroyed, he's buried beneath a pile of rubble, somewhere. | do not know. But together, we
will search for him, until we know for sure.” | looked to Morticia. "Daughter, see that everyone hasa
placeto stay, and wait until we return.” | then reached out my hand for Ellsbatha. "Come, Ellshatha - we
will search for Nadar."

Forty-Four.

"What an utterly, completely, and irretrievably odd life | lead!" Nadar said, and chuckled.

Ellshatha giggled asthey sat together beneath the spreading branches of alovely oak, and ran her fingers
over her husband'sribs. Carefully repaired by hisgod, Nadar was hale and whole - though dead, of
course. Nearby, the music of yet another dance at the worship site was beginning. Nadar and Ellsbatha
were both dressed for the dance, and as they heard the music, Ellsbatha rose to her feet, and held out her
hand for her husband. "Oh, Nadar! You'l likeit, redly! Mannais quite ddicious, and Desth saysthet if
we keep dancing and singing and esting and just living, eventudly, it will alow usto grow flesh again.”

"Redly?' Nadar asked, surprised. After taking hiswife's hand and pulling himself to hisfeet, they walked
hand in hand toward the worship area. "How long would that take?"

"Desth saysif wework at it, perhaps a century or two. We'd still be dead, of course, but we'd ook
much better."

"Well, then, since there appearsto be no rush, I'll have plenty of timeto learn these silly dancesyou're
trying to teach me," he said, and looked down at the strip of cloth tied about his pubic bone, then to his
wife, who wore the same, but had another tied about her ribs. "Though | think it's quite odd that you get
to wear morethan | do."

Ellsbathalaughed, and hugged her husband tight. "Oh, Nadar! | love you so!"

Nadar hugged Ellshathain return. "'l love you too, Ellsbatha - from now until the end of time."



Forty-Five.

Morticiasmiled aswe sat together by the stream. " Oh, no, Father. It wasn't my ideaat dl. | wish | could
say it was- but it wasn't. It was all Sepphire'sidea.”

"Redlly?' | said, looking to Sapphire. "How did you come up with it, Sapphire?”

Sapphire smiled. "Holy One, despite your daughter's modesty, | never would have thought of it if it hadn't
been for Morticia. Shetook meinto your heart, and alowed meto listen to some of your memories. One
was very odd - and very frightening. A memory of explosions and desth that rained from the sky, and a
voice shouting 'heed for the bomb shelter!" Well, | looked around, saw explosions and desth raining from
the sky, and thought 'l wish we had a'bomb shelter’, whatever that is, here and now. Then, | redized we
just might - the templeitsdf. | told Morticiawhat | thought, and she opened the doors of the temple and
letusdlin."

Morticianodded. "And from there, | Smply conjured manna and water for everyone for two weeks, until
findly dl the noise died down." Morticiagiggled. "I'm surprised the other gods never thought of
something likethat.”

| shook my head. "They wouldn't want their worshippers going inside, Morticia. If they did, they'd learn
about their hearts - and once the people found out they were little more than bully children who, in turn,
thought of their people aslittle more than talking ants... Well, they'd |ose worshippers. Even Koloth, kind
as hewas, was gill an unhuman being summoned from the Void, and held probably had to do some
terrible things a thousand years ago to free himsdf from his davery - things he would never want his
people to know. Besides, when you'rein thetemple, | can't senseyou, | don't know whereyou are, and
| can't get power from you. Meanwhile, you can learn anything and everything about me, including
exactly what I'm thinking at any given moment. That's not something agod of the Land would have liked
to think about.” | shrugged. "The idea probably smply never occurred to them.”

Sapphire nodded, glancing at the sun, then smiled at me. "Holy One, I've got to go, my husband is
waiting for me. From what you've said, we've an entire world to repopul ate - and even though the manna
you feed uswill help uslive agood long time, I'm afraid we've got to spend agood portion of our time
working on the serious business of making babies," she said, and winked. Morticiagiggled and |
chuckled, then Sapphire suddenly looked to Morticia. "Which reminds me... Morticia, I've not seen you
at the Maiden's Dancesin half ayear! Just because your father has no oneto fight doesn't mean he has
nothing to do! He still needs regular worship - and, considering dl he'sdone, | think he deservesit.
Besdes... Theway things are now, we've very few maidens|eft,” Sapphire said, and winked again. "'If
someone doesn't keep the dance dive, we may forget it over the years.”

"Ummm... | can't do the Maiden's Dance anymore, Sapphire," Morticiareplied sheepishly.
"Wha? Why not?"

"Ummm... Because | no longer quaify, and haven't for about Sx months," she replied, the pae skinon
theingde of her earsflushing bright pink.

"Oh?" Sapphirereplied, then grinned. ™Y ou must tell me the story sometime, dear.”
"It's... It'salong story," Morticiareplied.

Sapphire grinned again. "Well, dear, we gppear to have dl the rest of our livesto get around to it. And



thanksto your father, that will probably be agood, long time," Sapphire replied, and laughed. "I'll talk to
you later, dear. And thank you, Holy One," she said, looking to me. "For everything."

"Yourewelcome," | replied, and touched her hand briefly before she turned and walked away.
Morticia gazed after Sapphire, and sghed. " She doesn't redlly understand, you know."
"What do you mean?' | asked, looking at my daughter.

"That al of humanity isdeed, and they are thelast. That we will have to feed them nothing but mannafor
centuries, to keep them young, and producing children. That they've awhole world to rebuild, and a
thousand years of war and destruction to dowly repair. That the Age of Godsis, truly, finally, over - and
now beginsthetask of healing the Land, and its people.” Morticiashook her head. "No, neither she nor
any of the othersredlly understand it, yet. They rgoice that the war is ended, Father. They do not redize
that the peace that follows contains struggles of it'sown."”

| nodded, taking her hand, and squeezing gently. "In time, they will, Daughter. And now, they have al the
timein theworld."

Forty-Six.

"And now it'sdone, and the Land is at peace,” agruff voice said.

Morticiaawoke with agtart, blinking rapidly as shelooked around. The sky of the warm summer's night
wasfilled with gars, and abright, full moon hung high in the heavens. She looked to the low wall of bone
that now defined the edge of her pen, and grinned broadly. "Pius! Y ou came back!" she whinnied
joyfully, scrambling to her hooves and dashing over to him. Leaning acrossthewall, she grabbed him and

hugged him tight.

Pius chuckled, diding hisarms behind her back and lapping gently at her face. "'l told you | would, didn't
I? Though your father certainly didn't makeit easy for meto do so. It took me four monthsto walk here,"
he replied, and chuckled again.

"How did you ever find us?' Morticiaasked, blinking astears of joy welled up in her eyes.

Pius smiled. "With the beam of power that supports your father's sphere reaching beyond the moon?
How could | missit?' Morticialaughed, and Pius grinned. "Come, Morticia. Come with me. Let'srun
through the woodsin the moonlight together."

Morticiagasped. "Y ou don't mean..."
Piustipped hishead. "What?"

"Oh, Piusl My father needs me. He wayswill. The people of the Land need me - and they alwayswill.
| can't abandon them, | just can't!”

"I know that, Morticia," Piusreplied, grinning agaping, canine grin. "1'm not asking you to leave them, nor
would I, ever. I'm asking you to come with me, and run through the woods in the moonlight. I'm asking
you to sit with me by the stream, and share our hearts. I'm asking you to lie with me, and share atender



moment in the moonlight. And then, before dawn, we will return.”

"And then?' Morticiaasked, gazing into his eyes. "What happens then, Pius? What happens after, and
from then on?'

Piussmiled. "Wereimmortals, you and |. Weve the rest of eternity to figure that out. So why don't we
just wait, and see?' Morticiasmiled, and Pius stepped back, taking her hand in his. "Come, Morticia. For
tonight, leave the future to the future. We have plenty of time, now."

Morticiasmiled, stepping over the low bonewall of her pen, and squeezed his hand gently. "Alright. For
tonight, we leave the future to the future.”

And together, they turned and ran off into the moonlit forest, hand in hand.
TheEnd.
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