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One.

"...and then, in the year 1675 NCC, or one thousand, six hundred and seventy-five years after the
end of the Great War of Devastation by the New Common Calendar we use today, the Ancient
One again entered the realm of man. As one might expect from a creature of darkness and death,
the Ancient One chose to make their appearance by striding out of the blasted wastelands of
Hyperborea, and standing before the Great Wall. From there, the Ancient One did take the
prisoners of the War of the Twins, withered and frail old men who had served decadesin prison,
and spirited them away to within the blasted desolation of Hyperborea, where the final penalty for
their hideous crimes awaited. It is said their deaths were painless... Though, once one realizes just
what these men had done, and just who was their executioner... A cold, inhuman creature who
has seen endless aeons pass befor e those night-black eyes... And when one thinks of the accursed,
barren, beast-ridden lands those miserable wretches were spirited away into... Well, that their
deaths wer e painless seems somewhat unlikely."

- Lord Caladis, The Eddasine Chronicles, 1817 NCC

The Great Wall loomed before me, avast expanse of stone ninety cubits high and thirty cubitsthick,
stretching asfar as the eye could see east and west. On the other side of the wall, therewas agreen
scrubland, and the crysta-clear, babbling waters of the Wailing River. On my side of thewall, therewas
nothing but the bleak, barren, blasted desolation of the Great Southern Dead Zone - league after league
of bare earth, blasted rock, and blowing dust.

| knew what the guards at the wall had to be thinking. "Who or what isthat black-robed, hooded woman
coming towards us out of thewastelands? Isit aghost?Isit awitch? What isit? | know if | wasin their
shoes, I'd probably be wondering the same things. But I'd be wrong from the start. I, the person
approaching them, was neither ghogt, nor witch - nor even woman, if the truth were known. | was
something these guards probably would never understand, even if | took thetimeto explainit to them. |
was a Hyperborean battle-mage, risen from the VVoid and inhabiting the body of this haf-elf femae they
saw dowly walking towards them out of the bleakness of the Hyperborean wastes. | was a great man,
once. Sixteen centuries ago, | had respect, honor, and wealth. Now, | had nothing - not even my
manhood. And here | was, about to perform the duty for King Darian, my friend, that wasto a
Hyperborean the lowest possible work that could still be called honest, atask that to a Hyperborean was
only asmall step above shoveling manure. Executioner.

| rolled my shoulders back, shaking off my maudlin thoughts. There was ill the chance that this may
work out for the best. The deaths of these men would be used for the rebirth of my people, arace and
civilization cut short in the full of their bloom, over amillenniaand ahaf before. My culture, my
civilization might rise again from the ashes like a phoenix, to face abrave new world. Though my task
today might be alow one, it behooved meto put my best face onit. | remembered King Darrak's
executioner - 1'd seen him perform his duties severa timesin the public square of Wilanda-city. He
aways held his head up benegath his hood. He did his duties with professionalism and pride, however low
and base they may have been. | would not skulk about and act ashamed before these guards. Despite
thisbody, | was sill aHyperborean mae. | had my pride.

| stepped into the shadow of the wall to the gate, the only gate in the entire wall, and rapped loudly with
my staff, threetimes. " Send out the condemned! Justice callg!”

After afew minutes, the gate dowly creaked open. Two guards stood behind it, eyeing me
apprehengvey. Ther chainmail armor gleamed in the shaft of sunlight the getelet through, and therr livery
wasthat of the combined battalion of Arcadian and Larinian soldiers assgned to the duty of guarding the
Great Wall. Between them they held an old man dressed in aragged tunic and threadbare breeches, his



white beard hanging long and unkempt. Hisarms weretied to astick passed behind his back, and he was
barefoot. He was the first of the condemned, and the words | was about to say to him had been decided
by King Darian over twenty years ago. "Justice for you, Torin Dorgosson. Justice callsthisday. It was
your lipsthat gave the order to day the children of Thilo village. Now, after twenty-five yearsin prison,
justicefindly cals. What have you to say for yourself?' | asked, my hood throwing my face in shadows.

"Nothing. | have no excuse," hereplied, hisvoice cracking and thin from disuse. "Twenty-five years has
taught methat. Oh, they fed me and kept me healthy with many herbal teas. Even so, | wasaone each
and every day of that time. My food and drink passed through a hatch beneath the door, | never saw a
living soul. My heart achesin londliness, witch. All | ask isthat the end be painless, as surdly thefires of
hell will pain me enough for al the rest of eternity,” hefinished, his voice fading to awhisper ashe hung
his head low.

"So beit. Comewillingly, and your suffering shal be ended painlessy,” | said, reaching out an
ebon-gloved hand to him. Of course, he had to be willing. The Spell of Returning wouldn't work on him
otherwise.

Heflinched back astep, evading my grasp. "'l am afraid,” he said, hisfeeble, aged voice trembling.

"Go on, you mangy cur! Face your death likeaman!" one of the guards swore, and pushed the prisoner
ame

Torin staggered, and would have falen had | not clapped a gloved hand to his withered shoulder to
steady him. | gave the guard acold stare, and he couldn't meet my gaze. | could see he was frightened of
me, and was covering hisfear with thissmall act of bravado. "Enough,” | said coldly. | needed the
prisoner to bewilling for my spdl to work, and frightening him and shoving him around wasn't helping
matters. | redized that Darian's speech, though appropriate, wasn't going to dlow meto take thisold
man with me. | decided to take another tack.

Gently turning Torin around, | drew my knife from my side and parted the ropes that bound him, the
enchanted blade ditting the stout cords as though they were mere thread. The stick fell to the bare earth
with adry clatter, and Torin rubbed histhin, bony wrists nervoudy. | gently turned him around again as|
sheathed the blade, and lifted his aged face with an ebon-gloved finger. He looked up into my face for
thefirgt time, and his eyeswidened. My eyesflashed like twin pieces of jet, and my ebon hair drawn
back into a ponytail accentuated my aquiline half-elven features, making melook beautiful and
dangerous. I'd estimated the age I'd first taken this body at was twenty-three - and at that age, it had
merely been the body of a mundane haf-df rogue of remarkable beauty, but no remarkable physica
prowess. Then, it had been beautiful and agile, but soft and weak. Now, a perhaps sixty-four or
axty-five yearsof age, it wasin the prime of its haf-even youth - hard, fast, deadly, and astoundingly
beautiful, with an alien cast to the features. And more, after forty-two years of living the ascetic lifeof a
Hyperborean battle-mage, forty-two years of life with nearly every drop of water and nearly every
morsel of food being conjured by sorcery, this body had been forged into something far greater than it
once was, or ever could have become otherwise.

It was hardly what I'd intended, of course. I'd cared little for the appearance of this body, asfor years1'd
had none around meto care how | looked, nor did | truly enjoy being awoman in thefirst place, asmy
soul was il that of anorma man. My only concern had been to forge the strength of the feeble half-elf
woman's body | had found myself trapped in, to build the pathetically weak body of amundanethief I'd
been saddled with into something that was as powerful as my old body had once been, that | might be
ableto cast my greater spellsas| once had - and in that, my success had been satisfactory, as this body
was now as strong asit could ever possibly be, and nearly as powerful as my old body had once been.
I'd cared o little for the body's appearance, focusing only on building it's power, that I'd even let my



robes grow threadbare before Ardlafinaly returned that fateful night, three years ago, and I'd eventualy
restored my robes with aspell. Y et, beneath those once-threadbare robes, this body had been hardened
and forged under the hammer of my will, besten againgt the anvil of the ascetic life of a battle-mage - and
the result was much like the smith who works on forging the strongest and sharpest blade, and ends up
with a creation of surpassing beauty.

"You... You're beautiful,” Torin whispered, hisface a strange mixture of fear and desire. "l didn't think
desth would be beautiful "

| suppressed my reaction, and smiled instead. "I am called Raven. Come with me, Torin Dorgosson. |
have waited for you for twenty-five years."

"Th-therewill be no pain?'
"None," | said, stepping back and extending my hand.

His aged eyes gazed beyond me, to the barren wastes of the Great Southern Dead Zone. "Then lead on,
and | shall try to follow - though | don't know how far | can walk," he said, taking my hand in his.

| incanted the Spell of Returning while he was till willing to follow, and the world blurred. In amoment, it
was pitch black. Torin gasped. "Am | dead?' he asked fearfully.

"No," | replied, and chanted abrief cantrip, placing aspark of light at the end of my staff so we could
see.

"l aminatomb!" hecried in fear, looking around.

| nodded, looking about in the gloom of thefirst crypt on thelist. Finding thistomb had been difficult
enough - it had been very carefully hidden in what was once awilderness areain eastern Hyperbores,
within afew leagues of the Elflands. Y es, Gorol Qua had hidden histomb well. It was not surprising.
Despitemy initid lack of confidencein his abilities sixteen centuries ago, he had turned out to be one of
the wiser and more powerful masters of the Dyclonic Circle - and perhaps my closest friend. Thelast I'd
seen of him was at the Battle of Chorim Keep, al these many centuries ago, now. Hed been dainwhen a
company of skeletonsraised by Vayanar overwhemed him and hacked him to pieces. Now, hissoul lay
at rest in hisanimuary in histomb.

Of course, there were well over athousand tombs on the map that the ghost of Arlon-hap had copied
out for me, but only afew could be of any use. Many of the tombs on the map were within the borders of
adead-zone, one of the blasted areas | eft in the final war between the Hyperboreans and the Invaders,
and thus were destroyed. | was also limited in that | had to choose those I'd known in life, and who were
friends. I'd little choice, unfortunately. If | awakened a stranger who had never known mein life, they
might think | was an enemy out to destroy their animuary and crush their soul, despite every precaution |
might take including knowing the words of recognition our circle used. I'd then suddenly find mysdf ina
sorcerous battle that might bring their tomb crashing down around my ears and kill the both of us.

Goral, like many magters, had conjured an eterna guardian for histomb - hiswas agolem madefrom a
marble statue, and armed with asword. Four days ago when | first found the tomb, the thing had nearly
taken my head off with it's ensorcelled blade, and it had been abit tricky dancing around with it and
smashing it with bolts of lighting beforeit finaly shuddered and cracked asunder, destroyed. It was apity,
too - the statue was a marvel ous one, carved by an excellent Hyperborean artist, and depicted anude
femde. It blended in marveloudly with the decor of Gorol's tomb, a shadowed and dusty lair where
dozens of life-like Statuary stood as though stilled between one moment and the next by the bewitching
eyeof agorgon. When | initidly entered the tomb, the stillness and silence of the place, filled with so



many who looked so dive, had set my nerves on edge - it seemed as though at any moment, they might
move with life and animation. When onefinaly did, 1'd been truly sartled. If the gleaming sword the
golem had been carrying hadn't caught my eye, ablade untarnished by sixteen centuries of time, I'd
probably have been utterly surprised by Gorol's eterna guardian and dain. I'd restored the statue with a
Spell of Repairing, and used my Ring of Telekinessto move it back into position - though Gorol would
haveto animateit again if hewished it to be aguardian, asit's enchanted life had sped with its
degtruction.

After making sure there were no other guardians or traps, 1'd sealed the place with my own sorcery to
protect it while | waited for King Darian's first condemned man to be sent to the Hyperborean Wall.
Now, days later, I'd brought the cowering wretch with me using the Spell of Returning, and led him over
to the sealed door behind which Gorol's sarcophagus lay. The darkness of the tomb and the eerie
gtillness of the statuary made the ancient, feeble war-crimina of the Larinian-Arcadian war whimper with
fear, and | turned to look at him. "Did you not say you wished your death to be painless?’

"Yes, I'm sorry. | wasjust frightened. | greatly fear my death, as| greatly fear the pains of hell."

"And if | can assure you that you will not fed the pains of hell? What would you say to that?' | asked,
trying to make the woman's voice | was cursed with sound as smooth as silk and as sweet as honey.

"Y ou can do that?' he asked, amazed.

"Only if you obey me."
"Whet shdl | do?' he asked, trembling.

"Walk with meto those doors," | replied, gently leading him by the hand towards the enormous stone
double-door that dominated the nearer wall of the tomb. The scenes of battle and chaos engraved upon it
did little to reassure him, and he trembled violently.

We had taken just three steps when it happened - we were within the range of Gorol's animuary. |
suddenly felt atwinge, as Gorol'swill reached out from his animuary and swept over thetwo of us. In
me, he found no space, just as though my soul was aso linked to an animuary, like his, rendering me
immune to the possession-attempt from the Spell of Hidden Life. It wasn't, however. The skull of
Hyarlanoth, in the exercise of its ultimate power that also destroyed it, had bound my soul to thisbody as
though it was my own, reducing my animuary to dust the same asit did for Vayanar - which had dlowed
Daiantokill him. Still, the binding itsdf had been in astrange manner, and something in its nature il
protected me, somehow. | knew not what it was - | only knew that when | astrally projected from this
body, my true form could be seen on the astral plane - my spirit was ill that of amuscular, adult
Hyperborean mae, as| dways had been, despite my body being that of ahadf-ef female. My research
and study had revedled no explanation for thisyet, but | wasworking oniit.

Torin Dorgosson, unlike me, had no protection from Gorol's reach, however. He trembled violently as he
felt Goral'swill upon him, his ancient frame shuddering as hisfeeble will attempted to resst the powerful
one of Gorol Qua struggling towards light and life. | released him, and stepped back to knedl upon the
stonefloor, as per my plan. Beside me wasthe black robe | had lft here before sealing the tomb - |
picked it up and lay it in my lap quietly as Torin suffered his last moments of existence.

Torin groaned, then spasmed as Gorol's more powerful will crushed his, scattering hiswill and hissoul to
nothingness. His flesh then seemed to flow as Gorol'swill, focused through the Spell of Hidden Life,
followed the pattern laid down in his animuary to re-shape Torin's flesh and bonesinto hisown. His
threadbare prison-ragstore and fell from him as hisflesh filled out and hardened into that of the
Hyperborean battle-mage | had known many centuries ago, the skin smoothing and darkening from that



of apae, wrinkled Larinian into the olive-hued flesh of my people. | dropped the cantrip | had cast
before Gorol could return to full awareness, plunging the room into darkness again, and smply listened.

Gorol took adeep breath, obvioudy savoring it. "Hah! | live again!" he said in the tongue of the
Hyperboreans, grinning broadly in the darkness.

"Indeed you do, my old friend, and | am glad of it. It is|, Eddas Ayar. It'sgood to see you again,” |
replied quietly in the same tongue, my native language. | hated the sound of my woman'svoicein my
ears, but there wasllittle to be donefor it. The only pleasant thing wasthat | didn't need to use my ring of
trandation to speak to him, and it was almost ajoy to speak my native tongue after so long.

Gorol jumped, startled, then extended his hand, hiswizard's staff gppearing into it ingtantly. It wasa
candle about half acubit long, lit. The enchantment of the Spell of the Wizard's Staff meant that it never
went out and never grew shorter. I'd seen it Sitting in a candlehol der above his sarcophaguswhen | first
entered histomb - after sixteen centuries, it had made the air totally foul and unbreathable behind the
sedled doorsthat protected hisburial chamber, and if | hadn't had my Ring of Adaptation, | probably
would have suffocated when | first opened the tomb days ago. Of course, | aready knew it would be
there, and I'd willed my ring of adaptation to protect me against theinvisblethreat. Yes, | knew...
Becauseit was| who carried hislimp and mangled body from the aftermath of the Battle of Chorim
Keep, thetearsrolling down my bearded cheeks, and it was | and High Master Frarim who sealed
Gorol'stomb according to hislast will, al these many centuries ago, now. Having hisfind defenseashis
daff wasthe type of ingenuity Gorol had become famousfor in the circle during hislife - such wasthe
caiber of the mage | once knew, sixteen centuries ago.

Gorol dropped into an en guarde stance, peering into the gloom by thelight of hissingle candle. | held
completely still, so as not to make him think | was attacking. My defensive spells were dready prepared,
maintained by asmdl effort of will, and | made no motion. Thiswas the moment of truth.

"Who are you, woman?' Gorol growled at me.

"Itisl, Gorol. Eddas Ayar. Risen from the void and inhabiting the body of this haf-df, for the nonce.
"Eddas?" he asked, squinting into the darkness.

"Indeed, my friend,” | said, keeping my head bowed.

"Thewind whispersin thetrees..." he said, hisfree hand raised for aspell.

"...and brings with it the sound of laughter,” | replied, giving the counter-sign. There was dwaysthe
possibility that the circle might need to raise aman from the Void who did not know any living member of
the Dyclonic Circle, so the system of sign and counter-sign had been devel oped ages ago by High
Magter Dyclon himsdf. "It isgood to see you again, my friend,” | repeated, raisng my head and smiling.

Goral grinned, lowering hishand. "By the godsit's good to see you, aswell. For amoment, | thought |
wasin trouble," he said, and we shared a chuckle. "So, someone tried to raid your tomb, eh? They must
have had amighty will for you to be unable to re-shape their body into your own."

"No, my friend. Thisbody was nearly dead when | took it four decades ago, ablow to the head having
caused its owner's spirit to have fled just at the moment | took it. It was the strength of my will alone that
forced thisbody to live, whereit's previous owner'swill could not. It'salong story - I'll tell you after we
have left thisplace” | replied, standing and holding out the robe to him. "1've brought you arobe, friend.
Come- let usgo into your burial chamber and recover your skullcap, candleholder and other itemsyou
retained.”



Helooked disapprovingly at the black robe | held out to him - Gorol had aways preferred robes of
brilliant crimson. "I had spare robes stored in achest by my sarcophagus, they'll do for now, thanks," he
replied, opening the grest stone doorsto his burial room with aspell of telekiness.

"No, my friend, they'velong sincerotted to dust,” | said, shaking my head.

"What? Wait - thelast | remember wasfaling at the Battle of Chorim Keep. What happened after that?
How long have | been dead?'

"Theformer isalong story, my friend. Asfor thelatter, | don't know precisaly. At least sixteen centuries,
I'm afraid.”

Gorol seemed grestly taken aback by that, and after he donned the robe | gave him, we walked into the
buria chamber in silence. He placed his candle into the holder above his sarcophagus, and dipped on the
black robe | held for him before he spoke again. "Well, after Sixteen centuries, | imagine | have abit of a
surprisein storefor me. Our cities must be truly enormous by now, and our people and culture much
grown and improved over the centuries, en?' he said with agrin, telekineticdly lifting thelid of his
sarcophagus and setting it aside.

"No, my friend. All our people are dead. All our citiesarein ruins, and much of our lands are blasted and
dead, wastelands popul ated with fell beasts and ghosts,” | replied quietly.

Goral gtared at mein shock and horror. "Wh-what? How?"

"War, my friend. It'salong, long tale. Come - recover your things, and | shall take us back to my tower
with a Spell of Returning. It truly isalong, long story, and I'm sure you'd rather Sit by awarm firewith a
mug of byalar in your handswhile| shareit with you. Y our tomb is safe, I've sealed it with the Spell of
Warding - though | had to destroy your golem to gain entrance, sorry. I'verepaired the statue, and you
can re-enchant it later.”

"Aye, the golem is nothing - worry not. Tell me, though - in Sixteen centuries, did you ever manage to
bring your beloved Dyarzi back to you?' he asked, dipping the sted skull-cap of the Dyclonic Circle off
his corpse, blowing some dust fromiit, then fitting it on his own shaven pate.

"That, too, isalong tale, my friend. | have the spdll to do o, but cannot cast it just yet. I'll fill you in when
we return to my tower," | replied as he picked up ahooded lantern made of brass and an enchanted
leather bag and belt from his sarcophagus. All looked as good as new, protected from the ages by
sorcery. Buckling the belt to hiswaist, he dipped asmal knife from his sarcophagusinto a sheath in the
belt. The blade was dso ensorcelled, aswas my own knife, and it was till keen, bright and sharp. Ashe
restored thelid to his sarcophagus telekineticdly, | could see by hisface he was very troubled and
depressed by what I'd told him so far. | couldn't blame him. I'd lived with the knowledge of our people's
fate for over four decades, and it rested no easier on my shouldersthanit did his.

"That'sdl. Let usbeoff,” he said, placing his candle into the lantern and shutting its cover before
extending his hand. | nodded, taking his hand and casting the Spell of Returning.

Two.

"I remember that day well, now - the day | first met her. All | knew was that the court wizardess,
Arella-tor, was to take us to meet my father's Hyper borean executioner, the one that would
dispose of those ancient war-criminals from the War of the Twins. | was seventeen at the time,
brash and young, and though | refused to admit it, | feared the visit. Hyperborea was, to all
accounts, a barren wasteland populated with ghosts and fell beasts - a place to be avoided at all



costs. My mother was a woman of Hyperborea, by her own admission - and, as rumor had it even
in her day, at least half giant. | suppose that would make me a quarter giant or more - | don't
know. Certainly she taught my sister and | the tongue of the giants and much of their ways, so |
suppose it may have been true. Anyway, at the time, | feared the trip, and did not wish to go.
"Why should a king, his gueen, and the prince and princess of the realm go visit a lowly
executioner?" | asked. Yet, | went along quietly and was as polite as could be, for my father had
told me this was his greatest and oldest friend, the one who taught him how to be a king and
taught his court wizardess Arella-tor the art of sorcery, and he ordered me to make my best
impression. My mother, however, gave me a strange, almost cryptic warning, and | can still hear
her words today, over five decades later. "You shall treat her with the greatest and utmost respect,
my son,' she said. 'l am merely of Hyperborea. Raven is Hyperborea."

- King Noril, Autobiography, 1729 NCC
"Ah, Eddas. Y ou till grow the best bydlar in dl theworld,” Gorol said, smiling as he sipped at his cup.

"Thank you, my friend,” | replied, Sitting down acrossfrom him at the table in the top of my tower. The
sun nearing late afternoon, now, and the beams of sunlight streaming in the western windows brightly lit
my room.

"So tell me, Eddas. What has happened while | dept in my tomb?* Gorol asked.
"Itisalong story, my friend, so bear with me," | replied, and began.

Much of the tale Gorol aready knew. Our people, the Hyperboreans, had once been the masters of
warfare. We'd learned war through painful object lessons taught at sword-point and axe-edge from the
elves and dwarves over the millennia, and had reached peace with our neighbors as we reached the
pinnacle of our knowledge. We had even devel oped magitech - that curious blend of magic and
technology - and had both wing-boats sailing the waters and ornithopters sailing the skies. Our most
powerful unitsin battle, however, were the battle-mages - of which | was one. Each school or ‘circle’ of
mages studied to be supremein their ability to wage war and to assist an army in waging war, and of al
the Battle circles, the Dyclonic Circle, the Circle| caled my home, was by far the most powerful.

Then, about sixteen centuries ago or so, astrange race of humans| only knew by the name " The
Invaders' arrived on our shores from the Western Sea. Their homeland was an idand that was many
hundreds of leagues from here, and it was dways suffering vol canic eruptions. Their sages said that
eventudly theidand would sink into the sea, so they fled, and ended up here. They were as skilled a
warfare as we Hyperboreans were, and in fact, their magitech wasfar superior - they had walking war
machines the Size of ogresthat could spit flame and death, smash down castle gates, ssomp enemies
gtanding nearby, and do dl thistiredesdy - our own magestired fighting them, and werekilled in the
various battles. The war was long and fiercely fought, but one-sided from the beginning. Finaly, we
Hyperboreans were defeated and scattered, our civilization in ruins, when one lone battle-mage
discovered the secret to defeating the Invaders. He devel oped a spell which would unleash raw
Mana-energy in asingle-devastating blast, their body vaporizing astheir Talent was turned inwards
sef-destructively.

"Gods, Eddas," Gorol said quietly, shocked at that part of my tale. | smply nodded and continued - he
had to hear it al.

Using the spell was suicidal, but the Hyperborean people were aready near death asit was - we had
nothing moreto lose. This battle-mage taught the spell to what few other battle-mages remained, and
they scattered and searched out the enemy army, using this spell time and time again to blast them to



vapor a the cost of their own lives. They even blasted the port-city the enemy had established, daying all
their women and children in asingle stroke. Findly, the enemy assembled on the southern plainsfor a
'peace talk’ with the few remaining Hyperborean soldiers and the last of the Hyperborean battle-mages.
What was said was unknown, but the results were what is called 'The Great Southern Dead Zone' by the
giants. The surviving members of the Invader's army, perhaps a hundred thousand men, collected what
few surviving Hyperborean women they could find and fled southwards to escape the raging
Mana-storms.

"Mana-storms? Gods, how bad was the destruction?' Gorol asked, interrupting me.

"Bad, my friend. | spent two years searching our lands, locating the tombs of the Dyclonic Circleand the
Followers of the White Witch of 10lo Mountain, hoping to find ones that weren't destroyed in the fina
war by being caught in adead zone. The smalest dead zone I've found is over aleague across, roughly
circular, and iscompletely devoid of life. Mogt are larger, anywhere from ten to fifty leagues. Nothing
livesin these zones - no plants, animals, insects - nothing. The astra plane in the dead zonesis utterly
chaotic and disordered - spellcagting is extremely difficult, for theinability to grasp asingle frequency of
Mananeeded for the spdll you may desireto cast. Enchanted items till function, but initiating anew spell
or enchantment in adead zone is extremdy difficult. Also, they're rife with the ghosts of the dain, who
haunt them fairly regularly. The Mana-storms have subsided over the last few centuries, but the ghosts yet
remain. Theland isonly now beginning to hedl the damage. Of course, my friend, dl this happened after |
was dead. | don't know how long | wasin my tomb before the invadersfirst set foot on our shores, but
my best guessis| had been dead no less than twenty years,” | replied, and Gorol quietly shuddered. |
refilled Gorol's cup, then continued my explanation.

| didn't bother to explain the parts that he aready knew, only that which had transpired after hisown
death. The story of Vayanar waswell known to him. Around the time | was thirty-eight, Gorol Qual and
another man, Vayanar Eddahom, were the next in line for the position of master. One day, Master
Uragdar Jorgd collgpsed in the middle of alesson on higher mathemeatics he was giving some
apprentices, the sword he used ashiswizard's staff collapsing into dust ingtantly. Sorcerous investigation
reveded his animuary had been found and crushed, though by whom, nobody knew. We aso found his
grimoire had been stolen, compounding the scandal.

When each mage attained the rank of master, they were given the Spell of Hidden Life so that they may
build their animuary. Each sdlected the location of their tomb carefully, and only the High Master knew
wherethey were. If aMaster died of old age, their body would become that of aliche and they would
live on as an undead, subject to the cdl of the Circle should their particular skills ever be needed againin
the future - and as aliche, each aso was more powerful than they werein life, their will enhanced by
UnLife energy. If they died of disease or violence, they could till be recovered through the use of
condemned criminas (as | had done with Gorol) should their skills and knowledges ever be needed by
thecirclein the future. All this was done because each master represented years of investment in training,
and a so represented arepository of experience and wisdom that the Circle didn't want to smply lose.

Master Jorgal's destruction had been a serious scandd. 1t meant that the High Master's secret files of the
locations of everyone'stomb might be compromised, so dl the masters (mysdlf included) moved their
tombs and their animuaries with them over the next few months. Still, we knew not who had done the
deed, so we waited until after we had moved our tombs before we would consider the matter of who
would replace Master Jorgal. Then, we debated for several weeks over which of the two candidates
should be chosen. | objected to Vayanar - he seemed suspiciousto me, but | couldn't quite put my finger
on what the problem was. Gorol was my friend, but he so wasthe inferior candidate - Vayanar was
samply astronger and more highly skilled mage. | couldn't in al honesty vote for Gorol, but | so couldn't
bring mysalf to approve Vayanar. Astime had passed, | had gotten to know Vayanar, and | felt he was



evil, somehow. | suspected he might even be guilty of Jorgal's destruction, though | knew not how.
Findly, | bowed to the will of the rest of the masters and approved Vayanar, but only on the condition
that | be allowed to administer the Test of Acceptance.

| took acrysta goblet and smashed it, then took asmall shard of the crystal via which was Jorga's
animuary and two shards from the goblet and set them aside for thetest. | went to the king's investigator
and paid him for the privilege of copying aspell he usesfrom hisgrimoireinto mine, and the next day |
adminigtered thetest. The king'sinvestigator had given methe Spell of Contagion Comparison, which he
used to determine murder wegpons and similar comparisons. | had Vayanar cast the spdll from my
grimoaire, telling him | wanted him to determine which of three shards of crystal came from the goblet. As
casting aspell that the applicant had never seen before from agrimoire was anorma part of the test,
Vayanar suspected nothing. Two shards legped to the pile on the center of the table and clung to their
mate, but one shard, the one from Jorga's animuary, instead clung to Vayanar's wizard staff, the weapon
he had used to smash Jorgd's animuary.

When | saw that, | raised my staff and struck that villainous bastard down like adog.

The High Master was understandably upset, but after | explained what 1'd done, | wasforgiven. Vayanar
wasn't killed by my blow, though he was rendered unconscious for three days and very nearly died.
During that time, we searched histower to find his grimoire, and discovered held stolen Jorgd's grimoire
after hed killed him. Thisonly sedled hisfate, and we turned him over to the king'sjusticiar to be handled
by the king'slaw. It was a horrible scandal, and the Circle suffered terribly in the eyes of the public for
years afterwards.

Vayanar was executed two weeks later. That's when we discovered the magnitude of hiscrime - his
wizard's saff failed to disintegrate, and afew moments after he was beheaded, it disappeared asit was
willed away. HeEd dready cast the Spell of Hidden Life on himsdlf and conceded his animuary without
the Circles knowledge. We should have suspected it, but we were far too angry for thinking - if thelaw
would have alowed it, we would have smply killed him ourselves. We found out later that Vayanar had
seded hisanimuary in an invulnerable, padded box and smply buried it beside the king's road, crushing
the soul and stealing the body of an innocent passerby.

That was when Dyarzi was murdered, and my life changed forever.

Vayanar had murdered Jorga to open up the position of Master for himsalf, and when | defeated his
plans and struck him down, he decided to take revenge on me. He took some money he'd secreted and
hired the Flame-Knives, agroup of nswho were very famous back then because they used knives
with awavy, flame-like blade. Unfortunately, he had little experience with the Flame-K nife assassins, and
samply told them where my tower was without making surethat I'd bein it at acertaintime. The
Flame-Knives stole into my tower, dew al my household servants and stabbed Dyarzi in the back as she
dept. They didnt kill me, as| was out fighting a battle for King Lothar and trying to help the Circlefind
Vayanar in between times. | mourned my loss donefor the rest of my days. | never replaced the
household servants after their murder - | wastoo distraught to do so, and eventudly learned to live
without them.

The Dyclonic Circle spent fifteen years hunting him down after that, and finaly killed him a the battle of
Chorim Keep at grest lossto oursdves. My friend Fardl Balorim, my friend Master Gorol, they and
many others died that day fighting off Vayanar's stolen spells and an army of undead held raised from an
ancient battlefield. Even then, Vayanar's s&ff did not disintegrate. We knew he had concealed his
animuary again, but we knew not where. We kept his staff for years after that, waiting for when it would
be summoned away, but it never happened. Wefindly concluded that held buried hisanimuary in atomb
somewhere, and it might be ages before it was discovered again.



| lived forty-nine more years after Dyarzi's death from an assassin'sknife. | managed to live without her,
but | never forgot her. In my sparetime | searched every tome and grimoire | could find, but never found
away to bring her back to me. | spent therest of my lifein quiet solitude after the Battle of Chorim
Keep, teaching the gpprentices, fighting the battles of the Dyclonic Circle, but otherwise never leaving my
tower. All | did in my spare time was study every tome of magic | could find for away to bring my love
back to me, but | never succeeded. The apprentices heard the tale and passed it around among
themselves, and ever afterwards they called me 'Gratinrelon’ behind my back, which means'he who
weepsingde in my language, and they bothered melittle with their incessant chatter for fear of my
temper. And indeed, my temper became quite short in my later years, though I think it was because
Dyarzi and | had planned to have children of our own, and the sillence of my chambersin my tower were
sometimes more than | could bear.

Asmy end approached, | realized | had no desire to spend the rest of eternity asamoldering corpse, a
liche who wandered histomb in silence and done, waiting for the Dyclonic Circlés call to fight their latest
battle or to assist them in some thamaturgicd research. | lay myself into my own sarcophagus and closed
thelid over mysdf. Just asthe end came upon meand | felt my soul being drawn to my animuary, | saw a
brief vison of Dyarzi, happy and carefree in the afterlife. | reached out to her, but the pull of my animuary
was stronger. | entered the Dreamless Slegp, and awoke in the body of ahdf-ef female, raped and
bleeding from ablow to the head which caused her spirit to fly and prevented me from reshaping the
body with the power of the Hidden Life spell. Had she not been so near desath, the power of the
enchantment would have alowed meto reshape her body as| took it, making it my own again.
Unfortunately | lost consciousness beforehand, so that part of the sorcery transpired with no effect,
lacking my will to shapeit. | found my memories were scattered and lost from the blow to the head, and
so | could remember little of my lifeat firdt. It took weeks for my memory to return, gradually and a bit at
atime, likethe sun dowly dawning in the eat.

It was at this point | met Darian, the usurped King of Larinia. Darian's twin brother, Dorian, had stolen
his throne from him with the help of Gorlon-mak, the court wizard. Little did anyone know but
Gorlon-mak was, in fact, Vayanar - held stolen the wizard's body as he explored the Hyperborean
Ruins. It was my belief to this day that when Gorlon-mak entered V ayanar's tomb, thinking to find the
Secrets of the Ancients, Vayanar lashed out and overcame hiswill, crushing hissoul (which killed
Gorlon-mak's wolf-familiar in the process, asthe soul and life of afamiliar wastied to that of their
master). Vayanar then used sorcery to determine whose body it was he had acquired, as| had done with
the body of Ellysande Northstar, and assumed Gorlon-mak's identity.

When Dorian betrayed Darian, it was actualy quite smple - Gorlon-mak merely threw a Geas spell upon
Darian, geasing him to never speak of who he redlly was or what had really happened to him, casting him
out of the kingdom saying that he was the "evil" Dorian, and assumed Darian'srightful place as heir to the
throne upon their father's death. Darian wandered the wilderness of Arcadiafor years asasmple hunter,
trapper and fur-trader until he met me, climbing out of my tomb. Darian helped me cometo termswith
the strangeness and unfamiliarity of the woman's body | found myself in, and | in turn vowed to teach him
the kills he lacked to be king, and help him regain his kingdom. Unfortunately, it wouldn't be aseasy as
al that.

Firgt, we were shanghaied, then | was brutaly raped for days and nearly died. Then, the Larinian army
mobilized, intent on conquering Arcadia, and we had to flee the city of Greenhaven with Darian's
sapphite friend, mage Arella-tor. After the sudden appearance of Dragondayer the Giant and Karg the
Terrible (an ancient drake who, fortunately, was afriend of mine from ages ago), it became gpparent to
methat Darian was at the crux of some matter between the gods. | eventually learned that my old deity,
Morgar, God of War and Degath, had changed with the destruction of my people, and had become agod
of Chaos and Death. His opponent in this conflict was Y orindar, God of Wisdom. Y orindar, a deity



brought by the Invaders and now carried on by the Larinian and Arcadian peoples (who were not only
the descendants of the Invaders, but also of the Hyperboreans, through our women), hel ped me survive.
He also gave methe cluesto help me carry on and not only restore Darian's kingdom to him and give the
Hyperboreans a chance to live once more, but aso to bring Dyarzi back from the void again - though |
couldn't yet usethe spell | had developed until | found away to restore my old body. Dyarzi wasn't a
sapphite, and | was certain sheld be unhappy at the idea of her mate being female.

"Morgar goneinsane and evil?1 find that hard to believe," Gorol said, shocked.

"It'strue, my friend. It wasthe death of our people that did it to him. The people of the Southlands, our
descendants through our women, merged their pantheon with ours. Morgar is an insane deity of chaos
and desath to them - and judging by everything that happened to me over the last four decades or so, I'd
haveto say that thisistrue."

Gorol shook hishead, but said nothing, smply staring at his cup for along whilein silence. Findly, he
gpoke, hisvoice quiet. "So, | was thefirst you brought back."

"Yes, my friend. Of dl the men | knew, | deemed you to be the strongest, the most likely to be ableto
adjust. I'll be receiving about one condemned man aweek from King Darian for about the next five
years. With luck, well be able to bring back many of our members.”

"But what good will that do?Well need women if wereto..." he said, hisvoicetrailing off as he glanced
at me."You dont meanthat |...?7" he said, hisface paing dightly as he glanced at me.

| made amou€. "No, no! Not with me, Gorol. My body may be that of awoman, but inside| am till the
same Eddas you knew, and I'm not a sodomite,” | replied. Gorol started to apologize, but | waved him
off. "Do you remember the White Witch of 10lo Mountain?'

"Vagudy. A heder, wasn't she?'

"Indeed, and she had her own order of witches, aswell. They also used the Spell of Hidden Life, in
imitation of the battle circles. | have located their tombsthat survived thewar, and | intend to awaken
them with the condemned men, aswell."

"Then thereis hopel™ Gorol said, hisolive face brightening. "How many of us dtogether will there be?"

"With luck, some eighty-nine women and eighty-five men. A pitiful handful, I'll grant, but it's something, at
leadt.”

"Aye, it'ssomething..." Goral replied, stroking his ebon beard, his dark brown eyeslost in thought.
"When will you raise one of our High Magters?!

| sighed, and shook my head. "Never. | can't, my friend. Despite their being scattered hither and yon, as
fate would haveit al the tombs of the High Masters have fallen within the area of one of the many
dead-zones - they're destroyed. I'll be able to raise their High Mistress, but for us, I'll be the de facto
High Magter.”

"You?' Gorol replied, surprised. "But you're..." he said, then shook his head. "Sorry. In that body..." he
sad, gesturing expansively a me. "It's sometimes hard to remember who you redly are, my friend. | can
accept it, but | think that many of the otherswill not be ableto. Our circle never had any femae
members,” hesad, shrugging.

"Only because none gpplied. It wasn't arule of the Dyclonic Circlethat prevented it, my friend. Merdly
random chance and the general tendencies of the women of our culture to avoid battle and war



becoming, over the centuries, the unspoken tradition of our order. Grand Master Dyclon, when helaid
down the rules of our order, made no stipulation asto the gender of the members - the Tdent falls
equally to both males and femaes, asyou well know," | said, then shrugged. "Besides, thisismerdly a
vess. Indde, I'm till me. The only reason | never went after the position of High Master isthat | was
too busy searching for away to bring Dyarzi back to me. Now, | have that way - though | can't useit yet
until I figure out how to resolvethis™ | said, chuckling as| looked down a myself.

"Well, you did destroy Vayanar, anyway - our greatest scandd, finally put to rest. Y ou should be made
High Master for that act alone. Or High Mistress, as the case may be," he said, and we shared a chuckle
for amoment. After afew heartbesats, though, he looked down into his cup again, and sighed. | could see
he was thinking about everything I'd said, and it weighed heavily on hisheart. And again, | could
sympathize - even after forty-two years, it fill weighed heavily on me, at times.

Findly, Gorol set his cup down, stood, and walked over to the window. Hewas slent for along while
after that, just gazing out over my plantation of byallar trees. After along while, he spoke, hisvoice
showing deep sadness. "Eddas... It'sjust so hard to accept. Y our lands ook almost the same as they did
when | last saw them - just afew months before | died, infact, when | last visited you. Wéll... The bridge
over theriver isgone, and the houses of your servants that used to surround your tower and line the road
aregone, aswdll. Stll, it'shard to believe that... Eddas, isit dl truly gone, now?"

"Yes, my friend. I'm sorry, butitis" | replied quietly.
"Show me, please.”

| nodded, risng from my chair. Taking his huge hand in my small, ebon-gloved one, | cast the Spell of
Returning, taking us up the road the giants had made through my lands, and to the point whereit joined
the king'sroad. It was dl rubble, of course. The steady tread of giants over the centuries had kept it from
becoming too overgrown, but there waslittle to be seen of it anymore. | looked down for amoment, then
brushed off the top of alarger stone so the two symbols carved into it could be seen clearly. Gorol
looked - it said '43. "Thisisthe king'sroad, my friend - or what'sleft of it. This part isactualy in the best
shape, because the giantswalk here frequently, patrolling the edge of my landsfor me. They likemeand
respect me agreat deal, and don't wish to see anything happen to me. Other parts of it are dmost
completely overgrown - only afew stones protrude above the grass. If we go down the road abit to
league-marker 44, we can turn to go see the ruins of Dohbari - but we should probably wait until
tomorrow to do that. The giantslive there now, using the old fields to plant their cropsin, and it will be
dark soon - they might accidentaly step on us. Their village, made of those enormous hutsthey livein,
surrounds the ruins of the city like amother's gentle embrace. They treat it as aplace of great respect and
sadness. Come. Let's go to Wilanda-city, now," | said. Gorol nodded, and | cast the Spell of Returning

again.

In amoment, the late afternoon gloom of athick forest surrounded us. | pointed with agloved finger.
"Wearein the middle of the city, Gorol. Over there iswhere the temple of Vyleah once stood,” | said,
pointing to awhite, cylindrica stone that was half buried benegth the earth and nearly concedled by the
trees. "Over thereis where the Street of the Armorerswas. | went down it to look ages ago, but |
couldn't find my parent's home. It'sal rubble, buried beneath the grass” | said, pointing. "Over thereis
where the Street of the Silk-merchantswas. Come, let me show you the Black Tower."

Aswe walked through the trees, Gorol cast his gaze about, looking here and there and everywhere for
something that had survived, something familiar - but there was nothing. It was all rubble, most buried by
time, and overgrown by theforest. Finaly, | stopped and pointed. "There iswhat's left of the Black
Tower, my friend."



Gorol gaped. It wasn't that the tower wasin ruins, just afew large basat blocks poking above the
ground, but there was an enormous metd thing the size of an ogre huddled againgt the shattered arch of
what once was the front door. "What in the name of nine devilsisthat?"

"That is one of the war-machines of the Invaders. Our mages and apprentices that were present in the
tower blasted through its front armor plate and killed the pilot, badly damaging the machine. Theinvaders
had so many of them, they didn't even bother to repair it. They just left it whereit fell," | explained,
walking with Gorol over to the machine. "The pilot once sat there, and operated it with those leversand
controlsyou seejust there. Don't touch anything in there, though. It assenses as damaged but partialy
operationd. | don't know which switches make it it gouts of flame and which make it scratch itsdlf.”

Gorol nodded, climbing up on the machine to take acloser ook for amoment. He climbed down again
after abrief examination, then came back over to me. "And that... That thing killed dl our magesin the
tower?'

| shook my head. "No. | used the Spell of Communication with the Dead and spoke with afew of the
skulls of the mages and apprenticesthat are buried in the tower. That is only one of the three machines
that attacked the tower. They stopped it, but the other two beating on the wallswith their metd fists
collgpsed the tower and killed everyoneinside.”

Gorol sat on abroken basalt block that once made up the walls of the tower, hung his head, and sighed.
| sat down next to him, wishing there was something | could do. For along while, we were sillent. Findly,
he spoke. "I want to go home, Eddas.”

"To your tower?'
"Aye. | want to see my tower and my landsagain.”

"It'sinruins, my friend. I've dready looked. Everythingisin ruins. Stay with mein my tower. In afew
years, I'll havedl our friends back from the void, and dl the Mountain Hedlers, aswel. We can then
work on rebuilding our livesand our civilization.”

Gorol sighed again, and dowly shook hishead. "No, my friend. Y ou've had time to get used to this- |
haven't. | need sometime... I'm sorry, Eddas,” he said, and stood. "L et's return to your tower. | can pick
up my things, then summon an invisible steed and ride to my own lands."

"Asyou wish, Goral. Still, we should begin regular mestings. Perhaps once amonth, our circle should
gather at my tower, to discuss what planswe may have and try to work out how we will go about
restoring our people and our civilization.”

Gorol nodded. "A good idea, Eddas. I'll return at the full of the moon. For now, let us return to your
tower so that | may be on my way."

| sighed and nodded, rising to take his hand. With aheavy heart, | cast the Spell of Returning again to
take us back to my tower.

An hour later, | stood on the parapet of my tower, watching Gorol ride avay on an invisible steed,
heading down the lane. | understood how he felt - I'd felt the same way mysdlf. | had just hoped that he
would be able to adjust, and perhaps help me with the others. He was the strongest, emotiondly, of dll
the men | had once known of the Dyclonic Circle, and I'd thought he'd have the best chance of being
able to cope with what had happened. Unfortunately, he couldn't - or at least, not yet. No, it would take
timefor him to get used to the idea that everyone he knew, everyone he ever cared about, dl his hopes
and dreams, everything that mattered in his entire life was gone. Perhagps agrest dedl of time. Even now,



over forty years after | learned of what happened, | till had days when | caught myself smply staring of f
at the horizon, thinking of thingsthat once were... And never would be, again.

Finaly, Gorol disappeared behind the trees at the bend in the road. | sighed, and turned to go back
insde my tower. | had only six more daysto prepare for the next condemned man, and there was a greet
deal of work yet to be done.

Three.

"At first, of course, most of us were in shock. We'd been trained to accept much upon awakening -
the hand of time on one's culture, language and history can be heavy and shocking, indeed, and
those few ancient masters who'd arisen from their tombs over the course of our Circle's history
had written many long works on what it was like to awaken in a world where everyone you knew
was dead, and everything about you had changed. Still, nothing could have prepared us for what
we encountered. Many of us spent weeks sifting through the ruins and poking about the rubble,
hoping to find something familiar... But there was nothing. Some nearly went mad. | know | was
closeto it for several weeks as| struggled to make sense of it all in my mind. And, | think, perhaps
some did go mad, in the end. Particularly Cordo..."

- Gorol Qual, Personal Diary, Date Unknown, presumed 17+ century NCC

Ardlapoured me another cup of byalar aswe sat in the shade of the tree at the base of my tower.
Swift-wing, her raven familiar, sat quietly on her shoulder, sill considering what 1'd told them. "How
annoying. Why arethey likethat, | wonder?' he grackled.

"They haven't had time to get used to what's happened,” Ardlaexplained, reaching up to stroke
Swift-wing'sfeathers.

Swift-wing fluffed his feathersin annoyance. "Bah. They've had five years, now - or at least thefirst few
have. Y ou'd think they would have adjusted to thisby now. After dl, Raven did," he said, using the
nom-du-guerre that Darian had given me years before, when we first met - and the name Ardladill
caled me by out of affection, despite my having gently reminded her once or twice | would prefer it if she
caled me by my red name, Eddas Ayar.

| nodded. "I don't know what the problem is, either, my friend. I've tried very hard to get them to come
to gripswith this, but it'sjust not working. It doesn't help that the M ountain Hedlers have gathered
together on lolo mountain, instead of staying here with me. So far, the only woman they've seenisme.
Well, and you, Arella, on those few occasionsthat your visits have coincided with our monthly
mestings.”

Ardlashook her head. "I try to avoid them, to be honest. They don't seem to like me much,” Arella
replied, pouring hersalf acup of byallar and sitting back in the chair 1'd set out for her.

"W, part of that isyour origins, Ardlla. To them, you're ahdf-caste. Less, actudly. Y our people are
our descendants, but our blood is so thin in your veinsthat it doesn't even show in you. Y our people and
Darian's people have pasty-white skin, like the elves. Our people were more olive-skinned, with black
hair and dark brown eyes. My friends view the people of the Southlands as rapists, despoilers, and
half-castes."

"Y ou mean they're bigots," she said coaly, Spping her bydlar.

| winced. "Well... Yes. They're my friends, but they're aso norma Hyperborean men in that regard.
Asde from what your ancestors did to our people-"



"Which no one aive in the Southlands today even knows about save for Darian, Swift-wingand |. The
Larinians and Arcadiansthink they are the direct descendants of the Hyperboreans, and have no idea
about their true origing" Ardlainterjected.

| nodded. "Well, we Hyperboreans were a proud people, and when | and my friends were dive sixteen
centuries ago or so, there really weren't any other human races we knew of . I'm sure they were out there,
of course, but we had never met any of them. So, asawhole, we never had time to get used to people
with different skins. | traveled extensively in the lands of the elves and the dwarves, so | got used to
seeing people who looked different than | did, and learned to accept them as being equd to me - but |
did al that travelling because | was searching for away to bring Dyarzi back to me. These men didn't do
thet."

Arelanodded. "Wdll, | understand it, but | don't know that | can forgive them for it. It's very annoying,
to say theleast,” she huffed.

"Wadll... Wdll, givethem time, Ardla They'll come around. They dl know it was King Darian's
contribution of the condemned men that made it possible for our race to be reborn. Once they've
adjusted to what's happened, they'll see your peoplein abetter light, | think," | said, then smiled.
"Besdes, not dl of them aretruly bigoted against you, | think."

Arellashrugged noncommittaly, then Swift-wing spoke up. "I'm curious, Raven - how have the monthly
meetings been going with your circle?’

"Not well, realy. My friends seem... | don't know. Distant. Many of them show up only irregularly for
our meetings, and many times al we do is argue various points of order or wrangle over the merits of one
or another plansthey come up with that run contrary to mine. | don't know if it's because they can't
accept me asthe de facto High Magter, or if it'sthat they're just uncomfortable with seeing meinthe
body of awoman,” | replied, then sighed. " Perhaps both. Only Gorol and Faral show up regularly, and
oftenit'sonly those two. Whenit is, we often smply sit and sip byallar, and talk over old times."

Ardlanodded, then smiled and changed the subject. " So, today isyour big day?"' she asked, gesturing at
the rows of benches I'd set out. The giants had provided the wood to make them years ago, and | had
worked very hard to have enough benchesto hold al eighty-five men and eighty-nine women - the sole
survivors of my people.

| nodded, smiling. "Y es. Today well bring together the Mountain Healers and the battle-mages of the
Dyclonic Circledl at once. With luck, my plan will work and they'll pair off, and our race will be reborn,”
| said, then reached out to take Ardlashand. "1... I'd be very pleased if you'd stay here with me today,
and share thismoment with me, Arella”

"I'd be happy to, Raven," Ardlareplied, squeezing my hand and smiling. "When will they be by?"

"Well, the plan was wed al meet here at noon,” | said, glancing at the sky for amoment through the leafy
canopy of the tree above us and guessing the time. "That's not long from now."

We waited quietly in the noonday shade, spping our byalar and chatting of the eventsin King Darian's
court, where Ardladtill served as Court Wizardess. Findly, the air before us shimmered, and a
white-robed Hyperborean woman appeared. She wastall and quite beautiful, her jet eyesflashing from a
regd, olive-skinned face. In her right hand, she carried her quarterstaff - it was more than asmple
weapon, however, as| knew it to be her Wizard's Staff. It was, of course, Pelia Cydalion, the White
Witch of lolo Mountain. "Greetings, Master Eddas Ayar. Greetings, Ardlator," she said, bowing.

We stood and bowed in return. " Greetings, High Mistress Pelia Cyddion. How are you today?" |



replied.
"l amfine, thank you.”

Ardlatook amoment to cast aspell of trandation, as Peliawas speaking in my native language, then
smiled. "Would you like a seet, High Mistress Pdlia? We have byalar already brewed,” Ardlasad
Swedtly.

"No, thank you. I'm merely hereto deliver amessage.”
"Oh?What message isthat?" | asked.

"We of the Mountain Hedlers have listened to your plan to save our race, Eddas Ayar. Y ou ask usto
select from within the ranks of your circle potential husbands, by ot if necessary, and to birth as many
children aswe can. | will not alow thisto happen. | have no desire to see the women of my order
become mere millstones to be used by the men to grind out the next generation. Whether we chooseto
find ahusband or not will remain our prerogative. Whether we choose to have children or not will dso
remain our prerogative. We are not like the Arcadian and Larinian women you have spoken of. We are
not chattel. We are Hyperborean women, and we will not relinquish our rights under Hyperborean law
and custom,” she said with findity. "1 beg your pardon, Arellator, | mean no offense,”" she said, nodding
to Arela

"Nonetaken. Thewomen of Lariniaare still working for equality, and though my position as the Court
Wizardess hdpsin that regard, we till have along road to travel," Arellareplied camly.

| ignored the brief exchange between Arellaand Pelia, speaking out as soon as | could overcome my
shock and find my voice again. "But our entireraceis at stake, here! If you refuse to have children, we
are doomed!"

"We are not refusing to have children, Eddas Ayar. We are smply saying that we will not be reduced to
mere breeding stock for these men. | will not alow the women of my Circle to be used in this manner,
and assuch | will not alow them to participatein your plan asit currently stands,” she said firmly.

| struggled to keep my voice cam. "L ook - with your skills as healers, this should not be a problem. Our
best chanceisto have each woman give birth to ten children - with luck, well have about four hundred
femae children who will come of agein acouple decades. If this processis continued for a century or
two, we may survive."

"No, I'm sorry. | smply can't support that idea. | thank you for your attention,” she replied, then cast the
Spdll of Returning and vanished.

| stared in slence for along moment at the empty space where she had stood. Findly, | sghed. "I can
sympathize with her position, | suppose. After dl, I've been awoman for over forty-seven years, now.
I've found during that timethat just the thought of aman looking at melustfully isvery upsetting.”

Swift-wing cackled as Arellashook her head. "Raven, you found it upsetting because your spirit is
actualy that of aman. Though asasapphitel find | have no interest in men at al, we women aren't that
upset by it. Infact, norma women find the attentions of maes asinteresting as you find the attention of
femdes" shesad, giggling.

| Sghed again. "I don't understand the problem, then."

"The problem isthat they fed they are being told Y ou will pick from among these men, copulate, and
have as many babies as possble.”



| blinked. "But, Arella, that is exactly what | am telling them! The future of our raceis at stake herel”

"They know that. Hmmm... How to explain it to you..." Ardlasaid, thinking for amoment. Swift-wing
amply began preening hisfeathers - the behavior of mammals was generdly amystery to him to begin
with. Finally, Arelareached out to me, squeezing my gloved hand. "1 know thisisdifficult for you to
understand, because in some things, men and women think completely differently. | guess the best way to
say it to you isthat they fed they can't just lie down on their backs, spread their legs and have adozen
babies smply becauseit's needed. They want to meet the men, get to know them, build arelationship.
They want to take their time, Raven, not just be told that due to the whims of fate, their bodiesare no
longer their own to command. They aso need to take time to adjust to what has happened to your
civilization and people - for many of them, their last memories were of everything being fine, and now
they wake up and seeit'sdl gone. Givethem afew years."

"Pfft. How long will they take? Ten years? Twenty? We don't have that kind of time, Arella. They havea
gpell of rguvenation - you should be familiar with it, asit's the same one | cast upon you to restore your
youth and beauty, now copied to your own grimoire. They can congtantly restore themsdlvesto their
youth, and eadily take a century or so to make up their minds about whether or not they areinterested in
trying to restore our race. The men of the Dyclonic Circle do not have such aspell, and cannot do the
same. It'sbeen five years dready. Most of our Masters were between the age of thirty and forty when
they cast the Spell of Hidden Life. By the time these women redlize that they have to choose, the men
they will have to choose from will be old - some may be dead. And those that are dead, | won't be able
to recover, aswe have no more condemned men. More, if old age claimsthem rather than accident or
something e se, they will smply become liches, and spend eternity as awalking corpse until time or
accident finaly destroystheir body, and returns them to their animuaries. Even should they kill themsdves
to prevent becoming aliche, the spell you and | worked on to bring Dyarzi back to me won't work on
them, astheir soul isn't in the afterlife, and never shall be- it's seded into their animuaries.”

"Well, | don't think it will take them that long, but you can give the same youth-restoring spell to your
circle. They can restore their own youth, and eventualy the women and men will meet and nature will
takeitscourse."

| nodded. "I intend to do so today, when our circle gathers here. Still, the plan would work. It's quite
annoying that the Mountain Hedlersrgect it."

"Well, try to imagine how you would fed if you, right now, till in the body of awoman, were presented
with thissolution. Try also to imagine you have an attraction to men in thefirst place, so the thought of a
man isn't repulsive. Could you go through with it?”

| thought about it for along while before| replied. "Well, I'm sorry, | can't redly view men as attractive,
S0 it'sdifficult for metoimagineit. Still, having consdered it, | have to answer 'l don't know.' Logicdly, |
would haveto doit - it'samatter of surviva of our race. Emationaly, | don't know if | could. Aside from
thefact | smply don't find men attractive, Pdiaisright - it would be somewhat dehumanizing, like being
breeding stock. But | just don't know... Perhaps, if | wasin their situation, | might suffer the indignities of
being with aman for the greater good of restoring our race. Perhaps | wouldn't. | just don't know."

Ardlagiggled, and Swift-wing cackled. "What? What's so amusing?' | asked.

"Theindignities of being with aman'? Oh, Raven, the things you say sometimes;”" Ardlareplied, and
reached over to hug me. | hugged her back, chuckling a mysdif.

Wewaited, and the day dowly dragged on. "Where could they be? They were supposed to meet us here
by noon," | wondered aoud.



It waswell into the afternoon by thetime| had an answer. The air before us shimmered, and my old
friend Gorol appeared. | smiled, and stood. "Hello, Goral. Y ou're the first today."

"Hello, old friend. I'm afraid | shdl bethelast, aswell," he said, declining my outstretched hand.
"What?' | asked, dumbfounded.

"My friend, the otherswill not be coming,” Gorol said quietly.

"Why not? What's happened?’

"Master Cordo - you remember him, he drank byallar with us often in the Master's Lounge?" he asked,
and | nodded. "Well, he sought out the towers of the others, and spoke with each. He fdlt that your
rgjection of Morgar was heresy, and fedls that the story you told us may be made from whole cloth.”

| gaped. "L ook about you, Gorol! Our civilizationisin ruing | didn't make that up!”

"No, you didn't. Even the briefest of examinations shows that the war did indeed happen, and our people
are, indeed, dead. But your insistence that Morgar has become agod of evil... That they cannot believe.
Morgar isthe deity al we of the Dyclonic Circle have given homage to since Master Dyclon founded the
Circleages ago. It'ssmply difficult to believe that he has changed, my friend. Cordo has convinced them
that rather you have been corrupted, somehow, or are insane. They held a meseting afortnight ago,
elected anew High Master, and they..." Gorol said, and stopped.

"They what, old friend?" | asked, my mind redling.
Gorol looked to me, hisface sad. "They gected you from the Circle, my friend.”
| was too stunned to speak.

"Cordo claimsthat your story about why you failed to re-shape this body into your ownisamere
fabrication to cover your own feeblewill, and that amage as wesk-willed as yoursdf is unworthy of
being High Magter, much lessamember of the Circle. He dso claimsthat whileit isnot againgt the rules
of our circlefor awoman to be amember, it definitely isaviolation of tradition. He has pointed out that
you have declared yoursdlf to be the High Master smply by benefit of your having returned from the void
before any of usdid, which he claimsisamere quirk of fate. And findly, he has pointed out that
Ardlator hersdf, whom you inducted as an apprentice and promoted to mage, then left the order to
become the court wizardess of King Darian of Larinia- aserious scandal.”

"But - but | can explain al of that, and have before!™ | snapped.

"I know, my friend, and | accept your explanation. Cordo and many of the others, however, do not.”
| couldn't reply. Words literally would not come - | was Ssmply in shock.

"I did not support thisaction, Eddas. | voted againgt it, in fact.”

"Thank you," | replied numbly.

"Cordo isthe new High Magter, of course.”

"Of course" | replied, Stting in my chair.

"He's sent me here to ask you to surrender what records and documents of the old High Master you may
have."



"Why?What do they intend to do?"

"Well, the first thing Cordo plansisto try to bring dl those Masters whose tombs are not within the dead
zones back from the void, not just those who knew you in life. Given there are over eighty of usinthe
Circle, there are more who were friends with those who have yet to be revived.”

"But how? There are no more condemned men Ieft to do that with."

"Cordo intends to smply appropriate afew of the people from the south-lands.”
Ardlagasped, and | stared at Gorol, dumbfounded. "But that would be murder!”
"I know. And | do not approve of it."

"Then why areyou here?" | asked, my anger building. Everything had failed. Everything. Now, | wasn't
even amember of the Dyclonic Circle. | was nothing.

"Totell you what has happened, my friend. | felt | owed you that much, at least. | intend to tell Cordo
that the only information you had of the old High Master was what you said you had - amap showing the
locations of thetombs. | intend to tell him that having recovered thelast of usthat you could, and lacking
other condemned men to recover more, you destroyed the map to protect the location of the tombs of
those yet discovered and insure that they would rest in peace.”

| ground my teeth together in anger for severa seconds before | managed to rein in my emotions. "Tell
him that, Gorol. Because for the most part, it istrue. The map wasall | had of the old High-master'sfiles.
And though | haven't destroyed it before thismoment, | certainly shal now, if for no other reason than to
thwart Cordo's plans of murdering people of anation that isallied with us, and anation directly
responsiblefor us being aive now."

"He views them as being nothing, Eddas. Half-castes, despoilers. Descendants of those who killed our
people. To him, their deaths are meaningless,” he said, then nodded to Ardlla. "Forgive me, Ardla-tor, |
merely repeat what High Master Cordo has been saying. | do not see your people thisway mysdif. |
find..." he said, then shrugged. “"Well, to be honest, | see your people as being distantly related to us.
Cousins, perhaps. Or grest, great grandchildren. | don't see you as being strangers or despoilers, but as
friends, and perhaps even distant relatives.”

"Thank you," Ardlareplied quietly.

"So, thisisthe way thewind blows," | muttered.

"Yes, my friend. Thereismore, aswell," Gorol replied.

"More? What more?"' | asked, struggling to keep my voice even.

"I've been to the tower of the White Witch. She and her followerslivein and around it inasmall village
they have built. It'smorelike anunnery, redly. Many work hard to feed the others, but some smply st
and weep, or pray. They have no interest in us, my friend. | honestly believethat..." he said, hisvoice
tralling off. Hesghed. "May | Sit, please?'

| nodded, and he sat down on the nearest bench to Arellaand . Y ou know the Mountain Healerswere
agroup of women who lived apart from the rest of our society, coming down from their mountain aslone
wanderers, hedling people they ran across, birthing children, but dways returning there, never staying
away and making families," he said, and | nodded again. "Wdll, | believe now that the reason why they
lived apart was... They were, and are today, a colony of sapphites.”



"No!" | shouted, hating the sound of my woman'svoicein my ears. "It can't bel”

"I truly believeitis, my friend. Why esewould they live gpart from the rest of our people? Why eseare
they dl unmarried? Many of uswere married in our previouslives. Being amember of athamaturgica
circle does not preclude our having lives outsde that circle - but for them, it did," he said, then waved his
hand at the empty benches. "And since | do not see them sitting here, ready and willing to choose men
from among our number to help restore our race, | can only presume | wasright.”

| Sghed. "I have been the victim of agrand cosmic joke, then.”
"I am sorry, my friend, but | think you have been. | cannot see how Morgar could be evil."

"Ask the dragon, Karg the Terrible. He can tell you. It was the desth of our people that drove him
insane," | snapped.

"Someday | shdl, my friend. For now, thereisonly one last thing | may ask of you," Gorol replied
quietly.

"What isit?'

"Cordo wishes the spell you created. The one you said you would useto raise Dyarzi from the dead,
once you had restored your origina body to yoursdlf. He plans on smply going to our graveyards and
raising as many aswe can. The wives and daughters of the members of the Circle, female friendswe
recdl from our living days.

| started to reach for my glove in preparation to pull it off, open the compartment in the ring on my right
thumb, and pull out my grimoire from the extra-dimensiona spaceit was hidden within. After dl, a
member of the Dyclonic Circle may ask any other member for aspell they have researched, and receive
it without charge. Then, | stopped. My anger roseto the surface. "Tell Cordo that he can goto hell!” |
shouted, standing. "He cannot g ect me from the Circle, then come to me and expect to receive aspell |
worked decades on for free, asthough | still was amember of the Circle! If he wants my spdll, he will
haveto pay for it, like he would any other mage who was not amember of the Circle!"

Gorol endured my rage quietly. "I agree, my friend. How much gold would you want for it?"

"Gold? What need have | for gold? All the merchants are dead! All their shops are rubble poking out
from sixteen centuries of overgrowth! Thereis nothing for me to spend gold on!™ | roared.

"Then what would you have in exchange?'
| glared at Gorol. "'l want two things. Listen carefully, because | am only going to say thisonce.”
"l amligening, my friend."

"l want an gpology for theway the Circle has trested me today, and | want the Circle to acknowledge to
my face that they were wrong, and Morgar isevil."

Gorol looked a me quietly for amoment before he replied. "That isn't going to happen, my friend.”

"Then tdll them that they can research the spell themsdlves! | am only one man - and if Cordoisright, |
am amadman, anyway. Y ou are over eighty men - some of the brightest and best the Circle ever
produced. Find it yoursdves!"

Gorol stood. "We shdl try, my friend. We shdl try. But you and | both know that eighty-five brainsare



not necessarily brighter than one.”

"Congdering that Eddas brought you al back from the void to save your race and you reward her by
cagting her out like unwanted trash, I'd say that wastrue," Arella snapped coldly. Swift-wing said
nothing, merdly glaring at Gorol with one beady, black eye.

"| agree, Ardlla. | think that waswrong, and | voted againgt it. So did many others - but not enough of us,
I'm sorry. By two-thirds vote, he was cast out. But there still remains one-third who think the decision
waswrong, and wish to still call Eddas 'friend’," Gorol replied quietly.

"| gppreciate that, Goral," | replied, struggling to contain my rage. "Leave me now, before | say
something that may hurt our friendship.”

"I understand. Farewell, old friend,” Gorol replied, bowing, then cast his Spdll of Returning and
vanished.

All my plans had failed. All my hopes and dreams were ashes. Themen | had raised from the void had
rejected me as a heretical madman. Thewomen | had raised from the void were sapphites. My race was
dead, and would forever be that way.

With ahowl of frustration, rage and anguish, | raised my wizard's staff and smashed thefirst bench - the
blow split it in haf acrossthe middie. No mere club did | wield, but an extension of my will - and my will
wasto destroy. Again and again | struck the inoffensive wood, until I'd reduced it to flinders. | stepped to
the next, and did the same, striking it again and again until it was little more than broken bits of wood
scattered hither and yon by my fury. Then | stepped to the next, and Sarted again.

An age passed - | knew not how long. Perhaps an hour, perhapsless. Finally, | was spent. My arms
trembled with exhaustion, sweat poured from meinrivers. | let my saff fal from nervelessfingers, fell to
my knees, and covered my facein my hands.

A soft caresslike the brush of a butterfly's wings touched my shoulder. | looked up, and Ardllastood
before me. She held her arms out to me, and | stood and hugged her. "It'sal gone, Arella. Everything.
All my hopes and dreams - ashes."

"I know, Raven. But you did theright thing."

"I did? When?I've ruined everything! My people are gone forever,” | replied, by voice cracking with
SOITOWw.

"No, you haven'. Y ou did the right thing. Come sit with me. Come," she said, leading us back to our two
chairs. | allowed her to lead me by the hand, and when I'd seated mysdlf, she pulled her chair over to Sit
before me, taking my handsin hers. "Ligten, love. Hereishow | see what happened. Y ou decided that
the best way to build the numbers of your people was for the women of 10lo Mountain to have as many
babies asthey could. Their spdls and midwife skillswould mean that none of them would die, and in fact
they wouldn't even show stretch-marks on their bellies afterwards because of their heding spdlls. I've had
timeto think about it, and | have realized you wereright - that plan would have worked. Y es, it would
have meant that those women would have had to choose men who were essentidly strangers to them and
couple repeatedly, bearing their children over and over, and that was something they couldn't accept -
but it would have worked. Y ou wereright. Y our plan may have been unpdatable to them, but that
doesn't mean it was wrong. No, they were wrong, Raven. They should have sat down with you and
discussed an dternate plan, and together worked something out that would have satisfied their honor as
women and yet allowed your race to be reborn. But instead, they rgjected you utterly. Y ou wereright,
and they were wrong. But that's not all, love. Y ou told the men of the Dyclonic Circle that Morgar was



evil, and they should owetheir dlegianceto Y orindar. And you were right again - Y orindar, through we
of the Southlands, made it possible for your people to come back from the void and have achanceto
restore your race. Morgar, on the other hand, is opposing this as best he can. Y ou wereright, in every

"Morgar isopposing me? How?' | asked, confused.

"Raven, think of what Gorol said Cordo was saying. "Y our failure to re-shape this body into your ownis
amere fabrication to cover your own feeble will." Cordo has to know that's not true. He was your friend
for years before, wasn't he?"

"Wdll, yes. We often chatted over a cup of byallar in the Master's Lounge in the Black Tower, and we
often played chatto together. He and | weren't as close as Gorol or Faral and | were, perhaps, but still,
we knew each other fairly well."

"Precisely. How can someone who knows you even moderately well claim you are weak-willed, and
unworthy to be High Magter, my love?' she said, and stroked my cheek softly with afinger. " Surely that
isMorgar influencing histhoughts. He would have to know you well enough to know that's smply not
true"

| clasped her hand to my face, closing my eyes, and sighed. It was many moments before | could speak,
| was smply too depressed. Findly, | found my voice again. "Thank you, Ardla I... 'm sorry," | said,
and kissed her hand gently.

"Sorry? For what?' she asked.

| looked down to the ground, the tears coming unbidden to my eyes. "l... I'm sorry that | can't call you
love inreturn. To me, you still are and aways will be my specid, dearest friend... But my one, truelove
liesdegping in her tomb. She till holds my heart in her tender grip, and wayswill. I'm sorry.”

Ardlareached out, lifting my chin with afinger, and smiled a& me. "Oh, Raven. Don't you think | know
that by now?" she said, and kissed me gently. | smiled weakly. "Raven, I've had many yearsto think
about this, and | have accepted the fact that you love me as much asyou can - asafriend. | love you far
more than that, and to me, you will dways be my only love. Even so, | understand, and I'm not unhappy
with you. Y ou have to understand - to my eyes, you are like some powerful, beautiful, immorta being
who said she'd hold me close to her forever, if only | would let her. Instead, | rejected her, because she
couldn't give me her heart - and that was wrong. Now, | seethat your lovefor Dyarzi is greater and
grander than even the old plays of chivary and lovethat still are shownin Larinia. It'sapart of your soul.
It'swhat drivesyou, day after day. It'swhat kept you going al those lonely years when | abandoned you
in my foolishness, and it'swhat kegps you going today,” she said, then suddenly giggled.

"What?What's o anusing, now?" | asked, smiling.

"Oh, Raven! The story of our relationship would make for agrand, tragic play that would draw audiences
in Lariniafor agesto come! My lovefor you, your love for Dyarzi, and I'm sure from the afterlife she
looks down on you and loves you till. Yes, it would be amarvel ous play, and I'm sure the author would
make afortunein ticket sles- if only the audience could get over the fact that al three of us are women,”
she said, and laughed harder. Swift-wing joined her, cackling loudly.

"But..." | began, about to object that | wasn't redly awoman, | merely had awoman's body, but |
couldn't finish. | burst out laughing. | reached out to Arella, and we hugged each other tight. For many
minutes, the sound of our giggling echoed over my quiet, lonely lands.



Four.
"The heart of a woman is like the sea - deep, mysterious, ever-changing, and trackless.”
- Vilandian Proverb.

"l haveto go soon. My dutiescdll,” Arellasaid, stroking the point of my ear softly with her fingertips. |
looked at her and sighed. Thelast hour between usin my bed had been pleasant and swest. | was about
to say something, but she silenced me with afinger acrossmy lips. "Shh. It'sdright. I'll be back in afew
dayswhen | have some more freetime, love. Until then, and from now on, | want you to be careful.”

"Careful? Why?" | asked, surprised.

"I've been thinking. Y ou spent decades trying to research aspell to bring Dyarzi back. Infact, al told,
you spent almost acentury on it. Despite what your former friends may think, | honestly believe you are
the best battle-mage Hyperborea produced - perhaps the best mage ever. And yet, you failed. Why?"

| shrugged. "Because the way | was trained to think about magic, theway | wastrained to structure
spdls, wasn't the way it needed to be done. It took you spending years developing your own way of
thinking about magic before you and | could come up with the red answer.”

"Precisdy. But they don't have an Ardlator helping them, do they?'

"No, they don't," | replied, nodding in understanding. "They may work on thisthe rest of their livesand
never discover the answer, smply because of how they were taught to think about magic.”

"And what do you think will happen in ten or twenty or forty yearswhen they fail?"

"They'll be angry and frustrated, of course, and they'll want me to give them the answer - or want to take
it," | replied.

"But they aren't going to be able to take the knowledge from you. Y ou're the best - they'd haveto kill
you. And if they did that, they till wouldn't have the answer. It's not so much having the spellsand
reading it from your grimoire, but knowing what order to cast them in, and what kind of preparations you
need to make to the body."

| nodded again. "Y es, everything hasto be just so for it to work. And, the person has to want to come
back. Someone who died in pain, or who just finds the afterlife to be more enjoyable than their life had
been might not want to come back. And this can only betried once - if they fumble casting the spells, or
try to bring back someone who smply doesn't want to come back, they can't try again on that person.”

"And they probably are going to be smart enough to know they need you alive, both to get the spell from
you and to learn the miscellaneous detail s you didn't bother to write down in your grimoire. Which brings
me to my next point - thisiswhy | think you are till in the body of awoman.”

"Oh?" | asked, surprised.

"Y es. Think for amoment, Raven - what would happen if Dyarzi were here, living with you, and these
men failed? And you know they will fall, it'sonly amatter of time."

| nodded, understanding - it was obvious. "They'd grow frustrated and angry, and perhaps use her as
leverageto force meto tell them what they want to know.”

"Precisely. And that iswhy | think you are ill in this body - aside from the fact thet, as you mentioned,



Y orindar probably has much more for you to do, if you had restored yourself to your old body and
revived Dyarzi, she would become a potentia hostage to be used against you," she said, then sat up.
"And that'swhy | want you to be careful while I'm gone," she finished, then leaned down to kissme again
before she stood to go fetch her clothes.

| rose from the bed and began to help Arelladon the multiple layers of undergarments she wore beneath
her dress. | till was amazed that the women of the Southlands actualy bothered to wear dl of these
garments - bloomers, dips, and a dozen other arcane items which somehow the men of Lariniafound
fascinating, but | found amost silly. When she was dressed, Arellahelped me dip on my gloves, boots,
and the df-chain garment that | till wore benesth my robe. | still wore Dyarzi's df-chain garments, asit
seemed an gppropriate way to honor and remember her, and after forty-seven years of doing o, it had
become habit. | dso wore it for smple convenience - | had to wear something beneath my robe, after dl,
and these elf-chain garments, like the gloves and boots, were enchanted to never wear out, and they
didn't hold stains. It consisted of two triangles of efin-mail that covered the breasts and another that
covered the sex, dl held together by efin chain. The upper part was held on by two fine chains (one
around the back, one behind the neck), and the lower part was held in place by a chain that went around
the waist and another that went between the buttocks. | remember she used to like to weer it as she
pretended she was some fantastic warrior-princess and danced for me, and the memory still brought a
smile to my face. The enchantments on the gloves and boots were smple ones - they alowed the wearer
to move asdlently asacat, climb like aspider on any surface that would support their weight, and were
invulnerable to harm. They were dso very thin, being made of black-dyed kidskin, the gloves coming to
just above the elbows and the boots coming to just above the knees. Dyarzi wore them with ablack silk
bodysuit back in her thieving days, but that garment had long since rotted away. | only wished my
hooded robe was smilarly enchanted. | was aways having to cast a Spell of Repairing on it to clean and
restore it. However, | wasn't willing to weaken this body to enchant the robe, and then spend weeks or
monthsin rigorous physical and menta disciplinesto restore my strength, dl just to save methe
convenience of washing my robe.

Ardlalooked me over once | had the robe back on, and shook her head. ™Y ou know, you really should
take that robein here and here," she said, pointing. "It would look much better on you, and show off your
figuremore.”

| chuckled. "I don't think I'm redlly dl that interested in showing off my figure, Ardla”

"Why not? Y ou're beautiful, love," she said, and smiled warmly. "Listen: When you had your old body
before, didn't you dress and act in ways that would impress people and get them to listen to you?"

“Well, yes, but-"

"Y our robestailored so they'd hang well, your beard aways perfect, everything looking just right so that
when you spoke, kings and princes would listen?”

"Wall... Yes, | did, but-"

"No 'buts. It'sobvious Y orindar has sdlected you to be hisraven and fight his enemies, and that you'rein
this body for areason. Y ou should dress and act the part, and be proud of who and what you are. Just
asyou dressed to impress your peers, your employers and your enemies ages ago as a Hyperborean
battle-mage, you should do the same today."

| nodded - she had apoint. "You'reright. | shouldn't just let my appearance go, or people might not take
me serioudy. Certainly, each time I've picked up one of the condemned men over thelast five years, the
guards at the gate of the Great Wall were impressed with me - some were petrified. But then again, they



were expecting an executioner of some kind, and seeing awoman dressed in black robes appear, then
walk towards them out of the wastelands... Well, that aready had them worried. This doesn't mean that
otherswill always see me the same way, though. Perhaps that's another reason I've had so much trouble
with the men of my circle. To them, | just look like somelittle haf-elf in arobe that's severd sizestoo
large and shortened at the hem so | won't step onit - they aren't impressed,” | said, glancing at myself in
the full-length mirror | had stlanding againgt onewall. "Dressed as| am, | might not be dl that impressive.
What do you suggest?’

"Well, | would suggest that you and | go shopping for aproper kirtle, but | know you'd never wear it,"
Ardlareplied, giggling.

| nodded. "I've worn your dresses when | had to, back when Darian was here years ago, but | just don't
fed comfortable in something like that. By the same token, this body looks silly in trousers and atunic, so
dressing asaman or boy isn't an option, either. That'swhy I've just continued to wear robes, as| aways
have. It'sagenderless garment,” | replied, and gazed at mysdlf in the mirror again. "Hmmm... | suppose |
could get a better robe from Tdliad, the elven trader...”

"Wadl, let'stry this" she said, and tugged at the lacings for her waist-belt. Once she had it off, she
wrapped it around my waist and laced it up again. After afew tugs on the sdes of my robeto give my
arms full freedom of movement again, she stepped back and looked me over. "There - how does that
look to you?' she asked.

| looked a mysdlf inthe mirror. The belt was alittle over ahand and ahdf widein the front, and half a
hand wide in the back, peaked at top and bottom in the front. Laced tight on me, it made my hooded
robe resemble some kind of loose, long-deeved dress, and definitely improved my appearance. Asmy
hands and feet were concealed by the black gloves and boots, this enhanced the effect, drawing the eye
to my face and my pae, aquiline features. "Interesting. But | hate the color - it's brown, and looks bad on
thisrobe."

"I'll get you ablack one, love. I'll have it when | come visit you next time. Meanwhile, you can keep that
one so you'l get used to wearing it and how you'll have to adjust your robe," she replied, smiling at me.

"No, don't bother - | have aspell of dteration that can permanently change the coloration of pretty much
anything. | used to save afortune using it. Black robes are more expensive than gray or brown," | said,
gesturing briefly. In amoment, the belt darkened to match the ebon hue of my gloves and boots.

Arelasmiled and held out her hand, summoning Swift-wing with amenta call. Swift-wing avoke from
his perch on the mantle, and fluttered over to her outstretched hand. She then turned back to me, and
grinned wickedly as shelooked me up and down. "Well, one thing'sfor sure - once you clean up the
mess outside, you'll have plenty of firewood stored,” she said, and kissed me with agiggle before she
cast her Spdll of Returning and vanished.

| chuckled, then turned back to the mirror to ook at myself again. Arellawasright, thisdid look better. It
wasasmal change, but it was the right change. Dressed like this, the woman in the mirror now looked
likea"dark" versgon of the Mountain Healers - powerful, beautiful, impressive, and deadly. Then
suddenly, | stopped and stared.

It wasn't just "the woman in the mirror" - thiswas my body, now.
And | gill didn't want it.

Certainly, over thelast four and ahalf decades| had gotten used to seeing what | now looked likein the
mirror, and only rarely did | catch my reflection in the mirror or in apane of glassin the windowsand



glance behind me, looking for the strange woman | saw reflected there. | knew who | redly was, and |
remembered (more or less) what | used to look like. | was Eddas Ayar, amuscular, bearded
Hyperborean male, about four cubitstall, and about fourteen stone in weight.

And the woman in the mirror wasn't me.

Oh, shewas beautiful to look at, to be sure. Her high cheekbones, ebon hair and eyes, and her aquiline,
half-elven features gave her asensud, deadly beauty. But it wasn't mein the mirror, it was someone e se.
Y orindar's Raven, perhaps, but not me.

| ran my fingers over myself, feeling my face and body again, trying to reassure myself that the body was
indeed mine. Arellasometimeslaughed a mewhen | fet likethis- | was glad she wasn't hereright now. |
didn't want to have to hear her tell me for perhaps the thousandth time that thiswas my body and I'd
haveto get used to it. | Smply couldn't. There weretimes | wasn't bothered by it, because | didn't think
about it. Then there were other times, like now, when | hated it.

| tried not to look at the face of the woman in the mirror as | opened the closet and again did the mirror
back ingdeit. Ardladidn't likeit when I hid my mirror likethis. She said | had to look at mysdlf, and be
reminded of the change to be able to get used to it. When she saw my mirror was put away, she aways
opened the closet and did it back out again. Perhaps she was right - but after over four decades, | had
learned that the best way for meto be able to ded with my fedingswhen | fdt like thiswasto smply put
my mirror avay, so the strange, haf-elven woman in the mirror would stop staring at me with those dien,
ebon-irised eyes of hers. | was certain Arellawould visit again in afew days, gently scold me, and drag
the mirror back out again, as she dways did. Even S0, it was better than smashing it to pieces and
screaming, whichiswhat | felt like doing right now.

It took hoursto finish picking up al the smashed flinders of the benches outside my tower and store them
in the storage barn Darian and | had built ages ago, even using my spell of telekinesisto quickly lift and
move many pieces at once. Arellahad been right - forty benches smashed to flinders did make for a
substantial amount of firewood, and | chuckled as | climbed the stairs back to the top of my tower. Many
of the pieceswere small, and idedl for starting fires or for use in making aquick, hot cookfire. Though it
had taken quite awhile to clean up the mess my rage had made, it now seemed I'd have enough firewood
tolast easily over ayesar.

| sat down a my table, lost in thought. It was several minutes before | noticed along, black feather laying
there atop the table. One of Swift-wing's, surdly, dropped while he flew acrosstheroom to Arella. Even
90, | knew what it meant. | picked up the feather, stroking it with afinger for amoment, then looked
upwards, beyond the celling. "Now, Y orindar, or merely soon?"

There was no answer, of course, but | didn't really expect there to be one. | reached behind my head,
dipping the feather beneeth the magic slver-ring | used asahair-band, diding it next to the one | had
from forty-five years ago before shrinking the hair-band tight again. "Alright, Yorindar. | am till your
raven, and | will till serveyou,” | said, and roseto my feet. | didn't know what it was Y orindar needed,
but | knew where his genera concernslay. At athought, my staff leapt to my hand from its place by the
hearth. | cast my Spell of Returning, and the world blurred.

Fve

"...eventually, of course, the Mana-storms died down, and all was quiet in Hyperborea again. It
took a century or so, and off and on a mana-stormwould flare again in one or the other of the
numer ous dead-zones, but the worst of the disaster seemed over. Ever the opportunists, the
goblins declared that the lands of Hyperborea now belonged to the Unseelie court, and swarms of



goblins and their kin, the kobolds and hob-goblins, rode to capture the lands. The goblins,
mounted on their dreaded dire-wolves, and rank after rank of hobgoblin infantry armed with
kobold-forged weaponry and bearing the colorful clan-banners of a hundred different clans made
a dashing sight as they rode across the blasted wastelands. Unfortunately, they failed to reckon
with the giants, who viewed the goblins astiny little pests, and viewed the dead Hyperboreans,
who now had been gone over a century, as their ancient and deeply-mourned friends. The battle
was amusing to watch, though it was rather one-sided from the start. As the goblins quickly
learned, giants have very thick hides, and very large feet. There was much wailing of widowed
goblin-wives deep in the Iron Mountains thereafter, and it was nearly two centuries before the
goblins were again able to mass a reasonably sized army to resume annoying the dwarves..."

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

'How long will you be gone, Eddas? Longtooth asked in the language of the giants. The other giants of
Dohbari village looked onin concern. | smiled reassuringly as| looked them all over.

My relationship with the giants had been along one, and agood one. They patrolled and guarded my
lands not merely because they dways had done so since before living memory (mysdf not included), but
because they cared for measan dly and friend. | sat on one of the stones from the ruins of the
Hyperborean city of Dohbari, where I'd be out from underfoot while | talked to them - the giants never
walked upon the ruins of Dohbari, but instead their village encircled it. Their enormous huts, eech the size
of asmall keep to me, surrounded the village protectively in agentle embrace of quiet eulogy. Beyond the
circle of their dwellings, the lands that had once been the fields of Dohbari were now used by giants, as
wastheir rule, today. In Hyperboreatoday, the giants owned dl the lands, save that which wasthe ruins
of our cities and towns, which they Ieft in peace and guarded out of respect for the dead, and adesireto
not be haunted by the ghosts of the dain.

| smiled reassuringly at the sad gaze of Longtooth, who sat before me. "I do not know how long | shall
be gone, my friend,” | replied, my ring of trandation allowing meto speek their language. "I believe
Y orindar wishes me to serve him again. Perhaps afew months, perhaps ayear or so. | do not know."

L ongtooth nodded. " Then perhaps now isagood time to give you the gift | intended to give you, rather
than waiting until the midwinter festiva,” hereplied, and gestured to hiswife, Charity. She nodded, and
stepped into their nearby hut for afew minutes, then returned with asmall leather sack, barely large
enough to stuff adog into. Longtooth nodded his thanks, taking the bag from her, then opened it and
emptied it into his pam. Therewas aclank of metal, and he lowered hishand so | could see what he had.
"Here aretwo rings, made for us by the smiths of the lIbars Mountain giants," he explained, showing me
two smdll hoops of sted, looking like the banding of abarrdl, but large enough to fit on my thigh. "They
are enchanted so that the wearer of one may speak to the wearer of the other, no matter how far apart.”

| nodded, reaching out with my will to assense the Mana-flow of therings. " Quite a neat enchantment, my
friend. They are dso enchanted to be invulnerable to harm, so they will never rust. I'm impressed - |
didn't know the llbars giants had het-men capable of enchanting anitem,” | replied. | noticed the rings
aso had astandard sizing enchantment, though that would be of little use to me - the Sizing enchantment
only changed the inner diameter of the ring, not it'swidth or thickness, and asit was afinger thick and
over ahand wide, | couldn't possibly wear it asaring.

"They do not - such sorcery is till abit beyond our reach. Our magic is not as strong asthat of the Little
People," Longtooth replied, bowing hishead briefly. "The Ilbars smiths paid to have the rings enchanted
by adwarven wizard, and we then paid them for both the work on the rings and the enchantments.”

| reached out, taking one of the hoops, and Longtooth smiled. He then dipped the remaining one on his



finger while did the right deeve of my robe up, dipped the ring over my arm, and shrunk it down over
my upper arm as abracelet. "l thank you, and | appreciate the gift - it certainly will comein quite useful if
| need to contact you or you need to contact me. Even so, it must have cost you afortune. What
possessed you to have it made, when you could simply walk down the road to talk to me?”

Longtooth looked up to the sky. "One of our gods came to mein adream, and said that we might have
need of it," he replied, then looked down to me asthe rest of the giants gathered around nodded. "1 told
my people, and they agreed. We dl contributed a portion of what gold we had accumulated from trading
byallar to the dwarves, and had thismade for us. It isnot merdly agift from me, itisagift fromdl the
giants of Dohbari village."

| smiled, then stood and bowed both to Longtooth and al the giants assembled nearby. "1 appreciate the
gift, my friends. | shall return as soon as possible. Farewell."

"Farewell, Eddas Ayar," Longtooth called as| cast my Spell of Returning. The world blurred for a
moment, then | was standing outside Steelgate, the king'scastlein Larinia

Darian's castle had changed dramaticaly since | last saw it, forty-five years ago. Back then, we had just
concluded the siege which a so ended the war, and the grounds surrounding the castle were torn and
trampled from months of men and undead marching about. Now, the grounds were immacul ate - for
nearly half aleague surrounding the castle, there was nothing but short grass. | spotted a shepherd
tending aflock of sheep, and realized how Darian kept it that way. "He learned hislessonswell,' |
thought to mysdlf. ‘With local shepherds using the groundsto feed their sheep, there is no place nearby
for an enemy to hide, and at the sametimetheloca shepherds owe a debt of gratitude to the crown.
Yes, I'd haveto say | taught him well.’

As| waked up to the castle, | looked it over at length. Gone were the red-and-black pennants of
Dorian'srule. In their place, Darian had put his own flag - acombination of hisfather's crest, asable
drake rampant, and his own persond colors, afield vert. | thought it was a stroke of genius, mysdlf, and
smiled at theflags as| approached the castle.

There were two guards at the gate, and as | approached, they stepped forward to bar my way. Each
was armed with aloaded crossbow, and wore a green surcoat with ablack dragon over their chainmail
armor. At their left hip, each carried abroadsword. Thetaler of the two looked down at me, a
suspicious ook on hisface, and pointed his crossbow a me, holding it at his hip. "What business have
you here, witch?"

"I am hereto see King Darian. It isentirdly possible | may be expected. Will you passthe word to him
that Raven ishereto see him, please?' | said, smiling plessantly.

"I will not. Theking is quite busy at the moment, and cannot be disturbed.”

"l aman old friend of his, and hewill certainly maketimefor me,” | said, ill smiling - which was difficult
to do, consdering he till pointed his crossbow at me menacingly.

"That, | truly doubt, witch. Begone," The guard replied with asnort.

"Certainly he'stold you to be on the lookout for me - his Court Wizardess visits me often. My nameis
Raven - the king himsdlf gave me that name. I'm aso known as Eddas Ayar. Haven't they ever
mentioned meat dl?'

"No, woman. Begone."



| gritted my teeth in annoyance, but pressed on gamely. "Please, won't you just passthe word that | am
here - if for nothing else, at least to seeif | really am expected?

"No. For the last time, woman! Begone!" the guard snapped.

| considered my options. | couldn't use my Spell of Returning to just enter the castle - I'd never been
ingdeit. | had a Spell of Teleportation in my grimoire, but that would take too long to cast, | didn't have
the reagents handy, and without having ever been where | wanted to teleport to, it was highly likely to

fal, anyway.

As| thought about it, | became quite angry. | found the whole situation highly annoying. Ardlacould vist
me any time shewished, as could Darian (with her help) or anyone e sein the castle who might want to
seeme, but | couldn't come see them. They'd never even bothered to tell the guardswhat | look like, and
who | was. | was nobody to them. They visited me when they felt likeit, or when Darian needed some
advice, but when | wanted to visit them, | was shut out. | looked to the guard, trying to control my
temper. "Y ou can inform the king that | am extremely displeased at being turned away at hisgate, and |
think thisisa particularly poor way to treat an old friend.”

The guard smply smirked at me, which infuriated meto no end. "Certainly, madam. Oh, I'll tell him that
right away," he said sarcadticdlly, and his companion guffawed.

"l will not be mocked!" | shouted, hating the sound of the woman's screech in my ears.

"Think not to cast any spellson me, witch. I'll feather you before you finish your first cantrip! Now,
begone!" the guard snarled, lifting his crosshow for emphasis.

He probably could, too. He had me covered - he only had to squeeze the trigger, an action of amere
eyeblink, while | would take at least a heartbest to spit out even the fastest incantation | knew. 'l don't
want to return to my animuary - it might be many more millennia before my tomb isfound again, and
moretimelogt intrying to bring Dyarzi back to me," | thought to mysdlf - then it hit me.

| didn't have an animuary anymore. If | died, | would smply be dead. | would most likely join Dyarzi in
the afterlife. | had nothing to lose anymore.

That thought shook me to the soul - and what was more, | realized | had no reason to stay among the
living anymore. | had been gected from the Dyclonic Circle. They would probably rebuild Hyperborea
without me. Perhapsthey could discover the same spell | discovered, or perhaps they could woo the
Mountain Healers despite their being sapphites - | didn't know. Either way, it no longer mattered - I'd
been rgected by both groups. | was nothing to them. And | was obvioudy nothing to Darian, or he'd
have thought to tell his guards about me so that | might be ableto visit. | was nothing to Ardlla, or sheld
have done the same. No, to Darian, | wasjust an occasiona source of advice, and his Hyperborean
executioner. To Ardla, | wasjust afriend whom shetoyed at the idea of being in love with, and an
occasiona sexud release. | was nothing to anyone anymore.

| was once agreat man, long ago. Power, respect and prestige were mine. The love of my lifewasat my
sde, and | had more wesalth than some kings hidden away in my tomb. Now, | had nothing, not even my
manhood.

| looked the guard in the eye.
"Shoot me, then.”

The guard blinked in surprise, and hesitated - this apparently wasn't the reaction he expected.



| glared at him. "What's the matter? Are you afraid? Go on, shoot! | say I'm afriend of theking. If I'm
not, what difference will it make? If | am, he would have told you about me. Since he didn't, obvioudy
I'm lying. So shoot me! Come on, shoot!"

The guard hesitated again. | could tell by his expression he was now shocked and surprised. | was
supposed to be afraid of him - afraid of death. | wasn't. | wasfar too old to be afraid of death anymore,
and | had nothing to livefor that | knew of. "What's the matter with you, are you afrad? SHOOT ME
NOW, COWARD! DO IT! KILL ME NOW!"

| could seeit in hiseyes. He was afraid of me now. It had findly dawned on him that | was a spellcaster,
and | just might have enchantments on my body that would kill him the ingtant he pulled the trigger (there
were some spellslike that, such asthe Spell of Missile Reflection). Evenif | didn't, | just might be afriend
of the king, and shooting me just might make the king annoyed with him - or worse.

"What's going on here?" aman's voice caled. | looked past the annoying guard. A man with
sat-and-pepper hair was trotting towards us from the courtyard, and judging by hislivery, hewas
probably the captain of the King's Guard. | looked at hisface, and redlized who it was.

"Javan Tybalt. At last we meet,” | called, struggling to regain control of myself.

Tybalt looked me over apprehensively - | could see the memories of the War of the Twins and the mad
witch that served the king were till fresh in hismind. " Do we know each other, madam?'

"Rhane the Dryad still speaskswarmly of you. Because of your kindness, she carried five hundred acorns
into the forest, planting them far and wide. Today, there are ahundred young dryads who owe their
existence to your generosty. Unfortunately, they share none of your features, they areinstead their
mother's daughters. The biology of dryadsisn't quite the same asthat of humansin regardsto heredity.
I'm glad to see you rgjoined the king's service," | said, dtill trying to cam mysdif.

Tybalt looked taken aback. "Aye, thank you, it was ablessing that the king took me back after two
decades. All my family waslong since dead, and | had nowhere elseto go. But who are you? How do
you know of Rhane?'

"I am Raven, the king's Hyperborean executioner. The witch who took away al the condemned men at
the Great Wall. I've spoken to Rhane many times. Sheand | are good friends,” | replied, then looked the
guard who had been the cause of the trouble. "Better friends than the king has been. When | visit Rhane,
shewelcomes me with open arms. When | vidit theking, | find his men pointing their weapons at me and
telling meto leave"

"That was you at the wall? Some of us had begun to think it was aghost or spirit of somekind..."

| shook my head - the ridiculous notions that entered the heads of mundanes, sometimes. " Ghosts can't
be seen in broad daylight. They're only ectoplasmic forms - in direct sunlight, they'reinvisible, and
powerless. Now, if you don't mind, Tybdlt, thisman and | have some unfinished business,” | said, then
turned back to the guard. "WdI?I'm waiting. Shoot me. | tire of life. Truly."

The guard sammered, and Tybalt cut him off before he got very far. "Thedrin, put aside your bow."

"No, Tybdt, don't tell him to do that. | see the way the wind blows. The king no longer needs me, and
hasn't even bothered to tell hisguards| exist. | guessthat'sto be expected - I'm merely his executioner.
Where | come from, that's the lowest possible job that can still be called honest, and only a step above
shoveling manure. Thedrin, here, has said helll shoot me. Fine - shoot. If that'sthe way the king treats his
friends, then so beit. Kill me. I've nothing to live for, anyway."



"No, no, err... Raven, you said your namewas?' Tybat said, and | nodded. "The king isn't likethat - he's
redly akind and wonderful man. I'm sureit'sjust asimple oversight. What wasit you came herefor,
today?"

"| came here to see the king. After how I've been treated by his guards, however, I'm not sure | want to
anymore,” | replied, drawing back my hood and glaring at the guard. Thedrin, the guard, now held his
crosshow at his sde and looked at me with aface that was a mixture of embarrassment and fear.

"Wdll, Raven, | don't know whereyou're from - | can't even tell judging by your appearance. I've never
seen anyone like you. Y ou look like a half-dlf, but... Y our hair and eyes are dark as cod. I've never seen
thelike. No matter - wherever you're from, Raven, herein Larinia, aking's executioner isn't that low a
professon. Come," he said, holding out hishand. "I've someredl byalar in my office. The dvish trader |
get it from saysit'sgrown by giantsin Hyperborea."

There was an old Hyperborean saying; ‘Never refuse acup of byallar offered in friendship.' | put my
gloved hand in his, and he clasped my hand by the fingers briefly, and smiled.

A few minutes later, | found mysdlf Stting in Tybat's office. He had arather nice desk as Commander of
the Roya Guard, though his office gpparently doubled as his quarters, since | could see hisbed againgt
the far wall and what apparently was a clothes cabinet in the corner. | Spped at my cup of bydlar - it
was good, but not grest. Apparently it wasn't from the giants of Dohbari village or from my own fields,
but probably anearby tribe, instead. " So, you worked as the king's executioner in Hyperborea, en?' he
asked, once held poured his own cup.

"Yes" | replied smply. It wasn't something | was particularly proud of, and my hopes of being ableto
restore my race through it had been utterly dashed.

"If you don't mind me asking, what was the name of thefirst crimina you executed for the crown?”

| thought about it for amoment. It was obvious why he was asking - he wastrying to verify my story.
"Dorgosson. Torin Dorgosson. He gave the order for the murder of the children of Thilo village, as|
recal.”

Tybalt nodded, and appeared to visibly relax. It seemed | had proved my identity satisfactorily - few
people would know whom the first one was, since for many of them their crimeswere so heinous that the
order they would be executed in was determined by adraw of lots, and al information concerning where
and when they would be moved was suppressed to prevent the Arcadians from ambushing the Larinian
guards escorting them north through Arcadiato the Great Wall. There was till much hatred for those
feeble old men, even after dl those years, and Darian feared mobs would tear them to piecesif they
knew (and, in the end, he was probably right). "I've dways wondered... | mean, it'sobviousyou'rea
spellcaster. What did you do to them? | mean, what wastheir fina punishment?’

"You redly don't want to know," | replied dryly, Sipping a my cup.

"I'm curious," heingsted, smiling. "Trust me - you won't offend me. I've fought in war, I've seen deeth,
and I've attended the executions that have occasionally had to be performed here with some of the more
dastardly criminals by our executioner, Avrick. The crimes of those old war-criminas were heinous - but
what wastheir punishment? I'm quite curious.”

"They were dain by sorcery. Painlesdy, but permanently. More than that, you redlly do not want to
know, Tybdt," | said warningly. | was certain that Tybalt would be horrified if | told him the truth - the
souls of those condemned men were crushed and destroyed, their bodies taken over and reshaped by
the men of my circle and the women of the Mountain Hedlersinto their own. The condemned men didn't



even have the comfort of a least surviving their degth in Hell, though in eterna torment for their deeds.
No, they were smply gone, with no trace of them remaining on earth or in the efterlife.

"Ah, sorry, | didn't mean to offend you, my lady, | was merely curious.”
| waved off hisgpology. "I'm not offended, don't worry."

Tybdt smiled. "Wdll, thank you, Raven. Tell me, you said to my guard 'I've nothing to live for, anyway.' If
it'snot prying, may | ask what you meant by that?"

"I have no family, no loved onesleft dive, Tybat. In many ways, you and | aredikein that regard. My
closest friend is Ardla-tor, and she visits me often in my tower in Hyperborea - though apparently we
weren't close enough for her to bother to tell the guards what | looked like, should | one day decideto
vist her in return.”

"Wadl, as| sad, I'm surethat's merely an oversight. If | may ask, how long have you worked as an
executioner for theking?"

"Well, technically since about three months before construction was begun on the Greet Wall."
Tybadlt blinked. "Redly? But you look so young!" he said, gazing into my face.
| smply smiled, and decided not to tell him my redl age. "Thank you."

"Tel me, though - I've been in the King's employ about that long, and yet 1've never seen you come here.
Did you come here today to pick up your find sdary?'

| shook my head, smiling. "No, I've never been paid-" | began, but Tybat cut me off.
"What? Never?' he asked, obvioudy surprised.
"No, never. You see-"

"Incredible! In all thistime you've never been paid for the service you've rendered the crown, and the first
time you cometo collect your pay you find that the king has never even acknowledged your existenceto
hisguards?" Tybat exclaimed, then hopped to hisfeet, setting down his cup of bydlar. "My lady Raven,
please comewith me," he said, stepping around the desk and holding out his hand.

"BLJt—"
"No arguments, please. | think it'stime we seethe king.”

| finished off thelast of my cup, then rose. "Asyou wish, Commander,” | replied, smiling. After dl, that
waswhat | came here to do, and any way that got me to Darian was fine with me.

A few minuteslater, Tybat gestured to a seat beside one of the doors deep inside the castle. "Please, my
lady, have aseat.” | nodded, and complied. Tybalt then opened the door and stepped ingde without
knocking. "Sire, | must spesk with you,” | heard him call. The ears of my half-ef body were ill keen,
and | probably would gtill have heard him easily, even had he closed the door behind him.

"What isit, Tybdt?' | heard Darian's aged voice reply.

"Your mgesty, | have here just outside your throne room a person who has been in the crown's employ
for over twenty-five years, and has never been paid for the services they rendered. Even at the usudl
rates for a person of their employment, the debt owed this person comesto at least fifty gold, Sire - most



likely far more than that."

"What? Never been paid? Joy, do you know anything of this?"

"No, Darian, | don't," Joy replied, her voice sounding surprised and confused.
"What about you, Ardla?

"No, your Highness," Ardlareplied, her voice dso sounding surprised and confused. " Should we
summon the Roya Exchequer?'

"Immediately. And bring this person in that we may hear them out,” Darian replied.

| grinned. | could see Darian and Arellawould have abig surprisein store for them.
"Wait, gre - theresmore.”

"More? What more?'

"This person came to the castle today to collect their pay, and neither mysdlf nor any of my guardswere
even told before hand that they existed, despite the importance of the duty to the crown they were
performing. Asaresult, one of my guards nearly shot and killed them for refusing to leave the castle when
ordered. Y, | have questioned them sire, and | am certain they are who they say they are. Sire, | submit
that the way this person has been treated is benesth the dignity and honor of the crown, and an
immediate redressisin order.”

"What? Bring them in, Tybdt. Thismust be resolved immediatdy.”

| smoothed my face just as Tybat stepped back out through the door. He then held out hisright hand for
me, and | took it. With an act of will honed through years of chatto-matches and in meeting and desling
with kings, | kept my face totally calm and expressionlessand Tybdt led mein, waking with al the
dignity and pride | could muster. | bowed as Tybat released my hand and introduced me. "Y our mgjesty,
| present goodmaid Raven."

Both Arellaand Darian looked stunned. " Good afternoon, your magjesty,” | said camly, only barely able
to suppress agrin. Queen Joy, who sat to Darian'sright, chuckled dightly as shelooked a me. Joy
towered over Darian, even with them both sitting. Of course, that was to be expected - unbeknownst to
the people of Darian's kingdom, Joy was agiant - though one that never attained full growth, as shewas
also amidget due to her mother being caught in a Mana-storm while very young.

It was Darian who found hisvoicefirg. "Raven, what are you doing here? Isthis some kind of joke?
Ardlawasonly at your tower afew hours ago - if you had a problem, why didn't you talk to her about it
then?'

My mirth ingtantly turned to annoyance. Normally, | preferred it when friends | hadn't seen in years began
conversations with "Hello, how are you?' or something smilar. Arelaand Joy smply stared at Darian,
and | could see out of the corner of my eye that Tybalt was surprised by Darian's poor manners, aswell.
"l am fine, your mgesty, thank you for asking.”

Darian rolled his eyes, looking highly annoyed. "Come, come, Raven. I'm very busy today. Could you
cometo the point quickly?"

"Yes, your mgesty, my byallar treesare flowering nicely, thank you. If we don't have acold snap this
gpring, | think I'll have agood harvest thisfall," | replied coldly.



Darian sghed, running hisfingersthrough his snow-white, thinning hair. "Alright, look - | know Ardlasaid
you had some sort of tiff with the other members of your order. Isthat what thisis about?"

"Tiff? Tiff2 | was cast out! Ejected! Humiliated! It wasn't a'tiff', all my hopesand dreamsarein ashed” |
shouted, then struggled to regain my composure. Findly, | looked at Darian, my face smooth again. "No,
your mgjesty. What this was about was two things: One, coming to visit an old friend. When your guards
gave methe greeting they did at the gate, | grew angry and assumed that the reason they were treating
me this way was because you no longer considered meto be your friend - | was merely atool you had
used, and now no longer had ause for. Tybalt dmost had me convinced otherwise, but now, | seein
your rudenessto methat | was correct. Two, Y orindar gave me asign that | should come and see you
today," | said, and tugged the feather 1'd found today |oose from my hair-band. "Thissign. | thought
perhaps | was needed. | can see that not only am | not needed, | am not even wanted. | have never been
treated so rudely by any king, not even by ones who wanted to kill me, Darian,” | said, and plucked the
second feather from my hair-band, holding it in my fingers dong with thefirdt. "If Y orindar wants your
family protected, he can damn well get some other fool to do it. I'm through being trested like nothing by
you," | said, and let the feathers go. Asthey fluttered gently to the floor, | spoke again. "Sinceitis
obvious | am not welcome a your castle, then you and yours are no longer welcome at my tower,” |

said, and pulled the hood of my robe up. "I tried to teach you to choose your enemieswell, Darian. |
hope you have chosen well thisday. Goodbye,” | said, and incanted my Spell of Returning. Astheworld
blurred, | heard Darian's voice call "Wait!" - but it wastoo late. | was aready gone.

Sx.

"And Honor! Aye, the Hyperboreans did know Honor. They did fight with honor, and they did die
with honor. Ye may say what ye may about the dandelion-eating elves, but they do yet have honor.
Even the wretched, evil Dark-elves do yet have honor of a sort, though it be yet warped and
twisted, belike gnarled wood left to rot in a darkling sea of hate. And yet, the Hyperboreans did
know honor even better than the elves, and ofttimes better than yet we did, ourselves.”

- King Gunim IV, Commentaries on History, 1348 NCC

| sat inthe small chair I'd placed in Dyarzi's crypt, gazing at her bones as she dept the eternal deep. I'd
had an earth eemental move her crypt in toto to the tomb I'd had dug beside my tower, hidden deep
beneath the earth. The dementa did the job without disturbing even the dust that once was her flesh.
When I'd first lain her body upon the marble bed that was her bier al those centuries ago, 1'd wept hot
tears of sorrow as | looked over her perfect, motionless body. She had still been beautiful, even in desth.
Now, only her bones remained. | had stroked her cold, dead hands then, and touched her face. Now, |
dared not touch her, for fear of collapsing the delicate arch of her ribcage or scattering some of the dust.

| gazed into the grinning skull of her face, and sghed.

| loved her ill, and aways would.

| gazed down into my lap, at my knife. Its blade was enchanted - sharper than the sharpest razor, it was
aso invulnerable, and would never loseits edge. Its damage was augmented by sorcery, aswell, and
could pierce armor and rend flesh aswell as a shortsword, despite the modest length of its blade.

| wondered if it would hurt much.

| had nothing left, now. Nothing at dl. And with my animuary destroyed by the skull of Hyarlanoth, | was
freetojoin Dyarzi inthe afterlife.

| wondered if athousand years from now, when this tomb was discovered again, or perhaps athousand
thousand years from now, if anyone would wonder about the skeleton of a haf-elf woman in thisroom



with that of a human woman. | doubted it. Mot likely, whoever found thistomb would smply be grave
robbers. They'd take what they wished, then leave. Mot likely, my people would be long forgotten, even
to the elves. No, no one would know what happened, or who we were. No one would care.

| wrapped my hand about the hilt of my knife, lifting it from my lap. A hard, fast, clean cut across my
throat should do it.

"Eddas," adeep, rumbling voice caled in my ears, sartling me. After amoment, | recognized it as
Longtooth's, and remembered the magic giant'sring | wore as abracelet on my right arm. For severadl
heartbests, | consdered just ditting my throat anyway. Nothing he could say would make any difference,
and I'd dready said my goodbyesto them, anyway.

| Sghed - hewasafriend, and | owed him better treatment than that. | wasn't Darian, after dl. 1 willed
the ring to transmit my voice, and spoke quietly. "What isit, my friend?’

"The Little One, Ardlator. Sheishere, in Dohbari village, with Joy the little giantess and her husband,
King Darian."

"YS?'

"They want to ask me of you, Eddas. They have been to your tower, and called for many hours. | have
told them you are not there. | did not know if you were even dive, since | thought you were with themin
the Southlands. Where are you? Are you dright?'

"l do not know, Longtooth. | think | am at the brink of my soul, aswe Hyperboreans used to say," |
replied, struggling to keep my voice cam.

There was along pause, then Longtooth spoke again. "I have told them what you said. The Little People,
Ardlaand Darian, do not understand it. | told them that | understand it. Joy, the little giantess, hastold
them she understandsit. We giants do not remember much of the deeds of the Hyperboreans, aswe
were never much interested in what you had done, but were deeply fascinated with who you were.
Something terrible has happened to you, my friend, to push you thisfar. Tell me, please.”

"l..." thewords stuck in my throat. It was too much. Ardladidn't understand. She couldn't possibly
understand - she was no Hyperborean, though she might be distantly related to one.

"Tel me, my friend. Who understands you better than the giants, and of al the giants, who understands
you better than we of Dohbari village, who have lived beside you nearly haf a century, and of dl those of
Dohbari village, who understands you better than I, your het-man? For as surely aswe think of you as
one of us, more than friends but kindred spirits of thisland of Hyperborea, then | am your het-man,
Eddas Ayar. Speak to me. Tell me what has happened, please.”

"I.... | have been gected from my circle, Longtooth. They called me amadman, aheretic, for rgecting the
god Morgar, who himsdf isinsane. They cannot accept this half-elven woman's body as being me. The
shame s great, Longtooth. The shame upon meisgreat. To be gected from my circle.. Itisto be
marked as being a shunned one. It isan act done to those who commit grave crimes, those who prove
themselves to be unworthy of the brotherhood of the Dyclonic Circle. And yet... And yet thisisnot all.
The Mountain Hedlersrgject my plans, and reject me. | believe they may be sapphites. My raceis
doomed, and | havefailed. My shameis even gresater for this."

"Thisisnot dl. | can senseit inyour voice. Y ou are strong. Strong enough to bear this rgjection for the
poor and foolish choiceit is, strong enough to bear thisfailure for thewhim of fateit is. Y our body may
betiny and frail, but your will isgreater than mine could ever possibly be. No, there is something more,



something which has pushed you to the brink of your soul. Tell me - what € se has happened?’ Longtooth
asked, hiswisdom as histribe's het-man showing. Hismind, like that of al giants, might be dow, but he
wasfar from stupid.

| struggled to control myself. It was unbecoming, and unmanly to weep. | may bein the body of a
woman, but | would not weep like awoman - not now. "Darian. Heismy friend - my firs friend in this
life. | endured five years of disgrace as his executioner, in the hope that my people might be revived - and
thisfailed. Today, he cals my gection from thecircle... He calsthe greatest shame of my life... A 'tiff." |
mean nothing to him. | am merely atool that he has used, and now no longer needs. Thewadll isbuiilt, the
condemned men are dead. My usefulnessto himisat an end,” | said, then paused as| struggled to
compose mysdlf. "There. | have said it, and by speaking of it | have shamed mysdlf even further by
reveding how truly smal and insgnificant was that thing which has shamed me beyond measure. Please,
do not ask meto speak more of it. | smply cannot.”

There was along pause after that. | assumed Longtooth wastalking to Darian, Arellaand Joy. | hated it.
| found that even knowing | was being discussed, that my weaknesses and my shame was atopic of
conversation, perhaps even mirth, brought even more humiliation to me.

"Come to Dohbari, Eddas," Longtooth said at last.

"And bear the shame of them staring at me, now that you have told them what 1've told you? No, |
cannot,” | replied.

"Then comeinvisible - but come now, please. Asyour friend | ask this. Asyour het-man, | command it.
Come, Eddas. Come to the stone you sat upon earlier today."

Of course, Longtooth wasn't redly my het-man, any more than | was agiant of Dohbari village. Even o,
| understood what he meant. The giants had accepted me as one of them - akindred spirit, if not afellow
giant. Asfar asthey were concerned, | was apart of their tribe. It was a high honor, of course, and one
enjoyed by only ahandful inal of the history of Hyperborea. To regject him now would beto rgect the
honor they bestowed upon me, and spurn their friendship - and | couldn't possibly do that. Withasgh, |
gpoke again. "Alright, Longtooth. Just this once. Because you asked. For no other reason.” | thought
about casting aspell of invisibility, then decided againgt it. | had been totally stripped of my honor -
having them stare upon mein my misery would makelittle difference, now. Sheathing my knife, | scood
and looked to Dyarzi, laying quietly upon her bed of stone. "I'll be with you soon, my love. Only one last
humiliation to bear, then | will bewith you." Dyarzi said nothing, of course, but smply lay there quietly, as
she had for over Sixteen centuries.

| cast my spdll of returning, and in amoment, | stood before L ongtooth. He was seated, facing theruins
of the old Hyperborean village his own surrounded. Between he and |, and facing him, stood Darian,
Ardlaand Joy, with Swift-wing riding Ardlas shoulder. | looked behind me for amoment, then sat on
the stone | had seated myself on earlier. "1 am here, Longtooth,” | said, and pulled the hood of my robe
forward to shadow my face. "L et this humiliation be over soon, that | may go. | tireof living," | said, and
sat on the stone.

Darian, Ardlaand Joy turned around. Through Joy, Darian and Arellaboth understood the language of
the giants, so my words had not been lost on them. Darian spoke first, bowing hiswhite-haired head.
"Raven, I'm sorry. | didn't mean to treat you that way. It was-"

| cut him off. | could read hiswordsin hiswrinkled face long before he said them - it was obvious. "Y es,
| know. Y ou have amarvelous excuse, and you'reterribly chagrined that | might take offense to what
you said, or in any way be upset with having been nearly shot to death at your gates by your guards, or



having been treated like unwanted baggage by you. Y ou'd like to express your sincere condolences for
what happened to me, as the depth of my fedings of embarrassment and shame over my expulsion
weren't clear to you until now. Does that about cover it?" | snapped angrily.

"Well... Yes, but-"

"Oh, Darian, | can read you like adamn book. | can seethe biggest mistake | ever madewith youisl
never sat you down and taught you chatto. Y our thoughts are as clear to me on your face asthe sunin
the sky. Y ou're now probably thinking that there was more you wanted to say. | can guess - you don't
want meto die, you don't want to lose agood friend, and you probably have need of me again.
Something important, I'll wager, or you'd never have bothered to apologize. Y ou have aneed for your
Hyperborean executioner again, or some other lowly deed that you think only | can do, and you certainly
don't wish to lose so vauable atool as mejust at the moment you realized you need it. Y ou're probably
thinking of holding meto my promise to serve you for aslong as you needed me. Well, | did - and today,
you showed me that you no longer needed me, and showed me your red fedingstowardsme. | am no
friend of yours, Darian. Y ou chose to rub my deepest humiliation in my face. That is something you only
do to an enemy. | tried to teach you to choose your enemieswell, Darian. Perhapsyou have - | find | can
no longer live with thisshame, and | certainly have no other reason for living, so very soon, I'll be dead
by my own hand. Perhaps you have chosen your enemieswell. A dead enemy isno threet to you," |
snarled.

Darian stared at mein shock, and | can see that though | probably hadn't guessed right, | wasn't far off.
He stood therein silence, and Joy glared down at him. Joy was still impressive to gaze upon - her
snow-white hair and flashing blue eyes stared out from an aged face that till held acommanding, regal
presence as aremnant of her youth and beauty. She aso was il two headstaler than Darian, as she
stood five cubitsin height. "My husband, | tried to tell you. Eddas may have the body of ahaf-elf
woman, but inside, heis still a Hyperborean male. They do not see the world the same way the Little
People of the Southlands do, nor do they see the world the same way the giants do. They were an
ancient, proud and honor-bound race, like the elves or the dwarves. To smply come here and apologize
might have worked if Eddas wasindeed a haf-elf woman, with a human parent of Larinian or Arcadian
extraction. But heisnot. Treating him thisway has only made him more shamed and angry than he was
before. We giants know the Hyperboreans. They were our friends and neighbors. Y ou do not.”

"Alright, Joy. Handleit your way, then," Darian said, nodding.

Joy turned to me, and began to speak in the language of the giants. "Master Eddas Ayar, | ask that you
let me take the wife's privilege as Fridmagga under the customs of your people. | gpologize that | cannot
ask you in your language, as your tongue has been lost to the giants for many centuries. | also ask that
you forgive meif | do not follow the proper customs exactly as you may remember them, for I am only
recaling what | have been taught of your people, | an not one of you," Joy said, and Longtooth and the
rest of the giants gathered around nodded their approval.

| Sghed. | could seethiswas going to take awhilelonger. "I am listening.”

"Master Eddas Ayar, my husband wronged you, and | do not agree with his reason for doing so. He was
distracted by family matters. Our sonis..." she began, then paused and shook her head. "No métter.
When you left, | said to him 'Why did you do that? The one person who could possibly have helped us
with Noril, and you treat them so0 badly that they renounce their friendship to you and their duty to their
god and leave? Have you lost your mind? He apologized to me, but could not apol ogize to you because
you were gone, and the offense he has done to you goes beyond mere apology.”

"S0 he is here because he needs me. | thought as much. | am just atool to him, nothing more," | snorted



inreply.

"No, heisnot. Heis here because he till considersyou hisfriend, and wishes to make amends for what
he has done. We are willing to live with our problem and let his pogterity fail. We are not willing to let you
go. Y ou are more important, and your friendship is more important.”

"What do you mean, 'let his pogterity fail"? What's the matter with Noril ?* | asked, curious.

"That is of no consequence right now, Eddas Ayar. The only thing that isimportant isthat you understand
| am here as Fridmagga. It isimportant enough to usfor meto agreeto this, and my husband truly wishes
to make peace with you and be your friend again.”

| snorted again. "Does he have any ideawhat that means?' | asked, gesturing & Darian.
"No, he does not.”
"Then you should tell him," | said, and crossed my arms beneath my breasts and waited.

Joy turned to Darian, who had been following aong with the conversation since she had taught him the
language of the giants years ago. "Darian, what an offer of Fridmagga meansto aHyperborean isthat |
give mysdlf to your enemy by your consent, to do with asthey wish. It isa show of how seriousyou are
about making peace - you give your most valued possession, your wife, over to the enemy as a show of
the seriousness of your desire to make peace.”

Darian and Arellalooked on in surprise, and Swift-wing muttered nervoudy on Ardlas shoulder. "What
does that mean, Joy? What can Eddas do to you?"

"Anything hewishes. To aHyperborean, it isafinal and sincere offer of peace and friendship, and how |
am trested reflects your enemy's desire for peace. Traditionaly, a Hyperborean who is your enemy will
ether call off their argument with you and become your friend out of respect for your sincerity, or they
will publicly acknowledge that the matter between you two will only be settled by deeth - usudly by
Single Combat, following the ancient dueling codes of the Hyperboreans.™

"But what happensto you?' Darian asked.

"Whatever he wishes. Traditionaly, the wifeis returned unharmed - Hyperborean males consider it
dishonorable to war upon awoman unless that woman wars upon them first, and the exchange back and
forth of the wife was handled with agreat ded of ceremony and chivary, usually with aspecia paanquin
and many armed men as guards from both sides. However, by Hyperborean law and custom, the enemy
has the right to do whatever they want. They can kill the Fridmagga, rape them, mutilate them, anything
they wish, without legal consequences. That iswhat makesit ashow of the sincerity of your desirefor
peace - both you and your wife agree that the causeis vauable enough for her to risk the possible
consequences. If there were no possible consequences, then the whole thing would have no meaning - it
would just be an empty gesture. The only thing they cannot do is keep the Fridmagga. The wife must be
returned by the end of three days, whether dive or dead, unharmed or in smdl pieces. No matter what
the condition of the wife, or her corpse, she must be returned by the end of three days.”

"Y ou mean Eddas could kill you for my insult?’

"Yes, of course. That's what establishes the sincerity of the custom. There's abit more than what 1've said
toit, but that'sal you need to know to understand it,” Joy replied calmly. " Such were the ways of the
Hyperboreans. They are not like the Larinians or the Arcadians. They were human, yes- but of a
different culture.



Darian looked very nervous for several heartbests. He turned to look at mefor along time. Findly, he
shook his head, and smiled dightly. "Alright, Joy. Do whatever is necessary.”

Joy nodded, then turned to me and knelt in the dirt. | looked at her - knedling only brought her down to
my height. She sat back on her hedl's, then bowed her head. "I present myself to you as Fridmagga,
Eddas Ayar." | looked beyond her to Darian, Ardlaand Swift-wing. Arellaand Swift-wing both looked
nervous, but Darian seemed very calm, and was smiling dightly.

'Oh, so sure of yoursdlf, are you? | thought. "Welll see about that.' | held out my tiny, black-gloved hand
to Joy, and shetook it in her enormous one. Then, to Darian's shock and surprise, | cast my Spell of
Returning.

In amoment, Joy and | werein my room at the top of my tower. | walked over to my table and s,
pulling down the hood of my robe. | then just glowered at her for several minutes. Joy didn't look up, she
merely sat there quietly on thefloor.

"I should kill you, you know," | said & last, speaking in the tongue of the giants.
"I know," shereplied, her head till bowed.

"It'swhat he deserves - and you, for manipulating this Stuation.”

"I know."

"Hewas smiling before we left. Smiling! He thinks thet thiswill solve everything, and that naturdly | won't
do anything to you. He doesn't understand the Hyperboreans. Y ou do. Y ou manipulated thiswhole
Stuation! Y ou manipulated Darian and me, forcing meinto aposition wherel will have to make peace
with him, or duel him to the death. And you know | don't want to kill him. He saved my life- | cantt kill
him, and you know it," | said angrily.

"Yes, | know," shereplied, her voice quiet.
"And I'll wager there's nothing wrong with Noril, ether.”

Joy hung her head. "No, Eddas. He has some troubles with his studies, and | think that both my son and
my daughter would benefit from becoming your students, even as Darian was your student, but no, there
isnothing wrong & the moment other than that.”

"| can't believe you'd do thisto me, Joy. Y ou astound me."

"I did it for my children, Eddas. My children are everything to me. Darian isold, Eddas, and growing
senile. We had our children latein life - though not for lack of trying. For along while, | wondered if |
would have children a al. Ardlagives him herbsthat keep hismind dert, but he till has bouts of
confusion and forgetfulness, sometimes. He both fears and is frustrated with his own forgetfulness, Eddas.
He can fed hismind going, sometimes. This makes him very short tempered, and sometimes very
crotchety and rude - as he waswith you. My children need you, Eddas. They need you astheir
protector, and astheir teacher. Darian cannot finish instructing his son in the skills needed to be king - it's
al he can do to handle the day-to-day affairs of the kingdom, now," shereplied, then sighed. "My
children need you, Eddas. They need Y orindar's Raven to guide them, to mentor them, and to protect
them.”

"To protect them from what?'

Joy dghed. "'l don't know. | don't know! Cadl it Mother's Intuition. Cal it whatever you want. | only



know that they will need you to protect them.”

| nodded. "Alright, | understland why you did it. Still, you didn't tell Darian everything. Fridmaggaisthe
ultimate form of surrender, Joy! It isarequest for meto either make peace with him, or to duel him
one-on-one. And you know | can't do the latter, so you have forced me to make peace with someone
who has insulted me more deeply than | can bear!™ | snapped.

Joy sniffled. "I know, Eddas. He didn't mean to hurt you. He'sjust an old, dightly senile, crotchety man.
He il thinks of you as hisfriend. He doesn't realize how deeply he hurt you by rubbing your humiliation
inyour face - he doesn't understand you, Eddas. He never redly did. He thinks he does, but he doesn't.
Only we giantstruly understand you, and perhaps the elves and the dwarves. Even so, heredlly does
care for you deeply, Eddas - asdo |. He didn't come just because he needs you, he came because he
gtill thinks of you as afriend, and he's sorry he hurt you. Forgive him, Eddas. He didn't mean it. He didn't
mean to hurt you."

| sghed. "Alright, I'll forgive him," | said, then rose from my chair and stood before her. "Y ou, on the
other hand, | can't forgive. How dare you manipulate melikethis?"

Joy held her head up. "1 dare for my children! They need you now, and they will need you in the future,”
she said, then reached into the deeve of her dress and extracted the two raven feathers1'd dropped
before Darian'sfeet back in histhrone room. "I beg you, Eddas. Take back the feathers. Be Y orindar's
Raven again. Protect my children, asonly you can. Yes, | lied to my husband by not telling him the whole
truth, and yes, | manipulated you. | called upon atradition that was ancient even back when you were
aive, and had ossfied over the centuriesinto asmple, brief exchange of ahostage to cal atruce and end
awar between two kings, one way or another. | admit it normally would never be applied in this
gtuation, and | admit I manipulated the Situation to force you to make peace with my husband for the
sake of my children. | admit all this, and | accept whatever punishment you deem appropriate for this. |
only ask that you please take back the feathers, be Y orindar's Raven again, and guard my children.”

"And yet you know aso that thereisnothing | can do to you. Y ou're my friend, | don't want to hurt you.
Evenif | did, if I harmed you in any way, | would dishonor myself, and Darian will never understand or
forgiveit," | said, then shook my head. "Y es, Joy, you've manipulated things quite neetly."

"For my children, Eddas. It was dl for my children. | care for you deeply. Without you, | would never
have met Darian, and | would never have known four decades of love and happiness. | owe you a debt
greater than | can ever repay, and | care for you deeper than | can ever say. But yes, | manipulated you.
For my children,” shereplied, her head held high. Joy held the feathers out to me again.

| sighed, then reached out and took them, dipping the two feathers beneath my hair-band again. Joy
dumped, looking down to the floor, then suddenly sobbed. "I'm sorry, Eddas. | really am. | hadto do it.
| couldn't let my husband'signorance and pettiness destroy your friendship and remove your protection
frommy children. I'm sorry.”

| leaned down and hugged her, patting her back gently. "It'saright, Joy. Do the giants ftill remember
what the Hyperboreans meant by ‘forglamma?"

"Yes" shereplied, till sniffling as she hugged me back.

"Forglamma, Joy. It'sforgiven, and forgotten. We shal not speak of this again once we leave thisroom.
It never happened.”

"Thank you, Eddas. It is Forglamma, then. And | shdl be eterndly grateful," she sniffled, and hugged me
painfully tight.



When she let me go, | looked down on her and chuckled. "Tell me, Joy - where did you learn to be so
devious and manipulating, though?Y ou were never like thiswhen you lived here on my lands.”

Joy wiped her eyes, then grinned wryly. "Y ou cannot be wife and queen for over four decades and not
learn something of the hearts of men,” shereplied, and tapped my chest over my left breast with an index
finger asthick asmy thumb. "And you, my dear, old friend, till have the heart of aman, despiteall
appearances,” she said, and chuckled. | chuckled with her, and she rose to her feet and brushed off the
front of her dress. She then took my hand, and smiled. "Take me back, Eddas, then come back to
Steelgate in the morning, please. Tybat wasright - it was merely an oversight that the guards were never
told to anticipate you might visit. We had planned on telling them after the wall was complete, but other
things came up, and we forgot. Let ustry again, please. Forglamma - the incident earlier today never
happened. Come back in the morning, and we shall greet you as you should have been greeted.”

| smiled in return, craning my neck to look up to her face. "Asyou wish, Joy," | replied, and cast my
Spell of Returning again.

Seven.

"No one really understands what it's like, I'm afraid. My single night with Rhane was lovely...
Glorious, in fact. It was, perhaps, the most powerful, intense and erotic experience of my life, and
to thisday | often dream of her and that single night we spent together, inside her ancient Oak.
She was a wise, powerful and incredibly beautiful being... Yes, it was perhaps the happiest
moment of my life. But the price! To return and find twenty years had passed, all my family dead
(I had no brothers or sisters), all my friends old and many of them dead, as well... And everything
had changed. Yes, no one really understands what that islike, I'm afraid. Well, except for perhaps
Dame Raven. | could seeit in those dark, mysterious, beautiful elven eyes of hers... Somehow, she
seemed to understand.”

- Commander Javan Tybalt of the King's Guard, Personal Diary, 1681 NCC

The morning sun shone down brightly, and a crip, westerly spring breeze plucked lightly a my robe as|
walked up to the gates of Darian's castle, Steelgate. The guards at the gate spotted me as| approached,
and one of them darted inside the castle. | walked up to the gates, hoping that the guards there wouldn't
be the same men that were there the day before. They weren't - apparently, either Joy or Tybalt had seen
to that. The men who were there smiled in welcome, and bowed as | passed them.

Asl| looked around the courtyard, | spotted agrinning Tybalt trotting up to me. | smiled pleasantly in
return, and when he had reached me, he bowed deeply. "Good morning, my lady. I'm happy to see you

agan."
"Good morning, Tybalt. It isapleasureto seeyou, aswell,” | replied.

"| should warn you that the King and Queen have quite a bit planned for you today, to make up for how
you were treated yesterday,” he said, winking a me.

"Oh? That sounds quite nice."

"Oh, it will be morethan nice, | assure you. A woman of such grace and refinement as yourself deserves
to be treated properly.”

| managed to keep the surprise off my face, and smply smiled again. Tybat again led meto the throne
room, past severa guardsin the castle who al snapped to attention smartly aswe passed. | was quite
impressed, though | was sure that the display was more for Tybalt's rank than for mysdlf - hewastheir



commander, after al, and | was nobody.

Aswe entered the throne room, | smiled. Darian, Joy and Arellawere there, and they were dressed in
their finest raiments. Instead of asmple circlet of gold, both Darian and Joy were wearing their
‘ceremonial’ crowns. Noril and Dawn, their children, were also there, aswere several dozen men who
appeared to be royd functionaries, and al were dressed in what appeared to be their finest. Even
Swift-wing seemed preened to perfection as he sat on Arella's shoulder. | wondered what it was they
hed in mind. "Good morning, your mgesty,” | said, bowing.

"Good morning, Raven. And how are you, today?"
"l am fine, thank you, your maesty,” | replied, smiling.

"We are glad you cametoday. It has cometo our attention that you have performed a service for the
crown without compensation for well over two decades. Y our service has been honorable, yet without
compensation. This, we believe, wasin error. It istime that we corrected this problem, and rewarded
you for your patience dl these many years," Darian said formdly, using theroyd 'third person’. "Come
before us, and knedl," Darian commanded, pointing to the red-carpeted floor before histhrone.

| kept my face smooth and did as he wished. | aready knew what he had in mind - Darian truly wasan
easy man to read, particularly now, in the fading years of hislife.

A young man, apparently a page, stepped up to Darian a agesture, and held out asword to him. Darian
took the sword, then spoke, tapping each of my shoulders with the flat of the blade. "'In compensation for
her loya serviceto the crown, let it be known henceforth that we have dubbed thiswoman Dame Raven,
and elevate her to the esteemed rank of Defender of the Realm," he said, then handed the sword back to
the page. "Rise, Dame Raven."

"Thank you, your mgesty,” | replied, putting asmile on my face to conceal my red fedings. Darian il
didn't redly understand me - he was knighting me as Dame Raven, asthough | was happy and
comfortable both being Raven and being afemale. And | wasn't. The young Prince Darian | had known
over forty years ago knew that. The aged King Darian before me now had forgotten it. He smiled
broadly, hiswrinkled face showing he thought he was bestowing a great honor upon an old friend. |
smiled back, glancing over to Joy. Arellawas standing next to her, and they both smiled nervoudy. Our
eyes met briefly, and | could see Joy and Arella understood. | nodded to them, and both Joy and Arella
seemed to vigbly relax. | imagine Darian had proposed thislast night, and neither of them could talk him
out of it, smply because Darian no longer understood me.

Asl rose, | glanced over to Darian's children. Princess Dawn beamed a glorious smile at me, and
appeared very happy for me - and | suppose shetruly was, asit would ordinarily be consdered an
enormous honor to be made a Dame, and a Defender of the Realm was aknight of the highest order in
Larinia, with the usua knightly rights of meting out low justice combined with having the King's ear. Noil,
however, merdly smiled politely - it was highly unusua to make awoman a Defender of the Realm (|
was, quite possibly, thefirst to receive such an honor), and | could see he was probably wondering just
exactly what | had done to deserve the honor other than act as Roya Executioner and kill afew old men.
| suppressed asigh - neither of them redlly knew me, save through storiestheir parents might have told
them. | managed to smile and bow my head asthe rest of the people gathered to witness the event
applauded politely.

Darian spoke up again, interrupting my thoughts. "Now, Dame Raven, we have something we would like
to ask of you."

"What isit, your mgesty?"



"Wewould like you to begin tutoring our heir, even as you tutored us forty-five years ago. The lessons
you taught us have served us wdll in the years we have been king, and we think our heir's education
would aso benefit."

"Certainly, your mgesty. When shdl | begin?”

"Well, our heir'slessons begin in an hour. Perhaps you could meet with the Roya Schoolmeaster then?
Tybdt can takeyou," Darian replied with asmile.

"Certainly, your mgesty,” | replied, inclining my heed.

"Very good! Well, for the moment, we should return to the affairs of state. Why don't you dlow Tybadlt to
show you around the castle in the meantime?”

"Asyou wish, your mgesty,” | said, and Tybat stepped up to me, extending hisarm with asmile.

"There is no wegpon more graceful, more elegant, or more deadly than the bow - save, of course, for a
maden'samile”

- Elven proverb.
Eight.

"And from here, our archers can strike any enemy who approaches closer than that league marker in the
road,” Tybat explained, pointing off the battlement of the west side of the castle, the Ssde where the
drawbridge was.

"What distance isthat? It looks to be about a hundred paces,” | asked, fascinated in the castl€'s
defenses.

"You'veagood eye, my lady. It isindeed a hundred paces."

"Bah. Y ou should be able to shoot a bit farther than that from here atop the wall. What kind of bows are
you using?"

Tybalt again looked a me strangely. It had been like thisfor the last haf an hour - whenever | showed
knowledge or understanding of warfare, he seemed surprised by it. "I'll show you," he replied, and called
to one of the guards nearby. A few moments|ater, two guards came up - one was carrying a crossbow,
and the other a straight-limbed yew bow. "Here you are, my lady. This hereis one of our best bows -
fully four stone draw weight. This crossbow has a greater draw at ten stone, but its boltsfall short of that
marker by abit over haf," he explained.

"Ah. Y ou should use arecurve bow, like the elves. You'll get a greater draw weight, and be able to shoot
farther. Asfor your crossbows, you really should use spring-sted for the bow like the dwarves do, not
oak, and awindlassto cock it rather than afoot-stirrup.”

Tybalt shook hishead, dismissing the two guards with agesture. "My lady, I'm afraid we've no idea how
to do either. Besides, with al due respect, my lady, these weapons are more than sufficient to keep an
enemy at bay. No one could hit anything beyond a hundred paces, anyway."

| smply smiled. "Tell that to an €lf, Tybalt - but be prepared to have him chuckle at you. Asfor me, I've
seen them doit. I've aso seen dwarves do the same thing, with siege crossbows that have apull of
twenty stone and can send abolt completely through platemail armor, through the torso of the warrior
beneath, and out the other side. Dwarven firearms don't shoot asfar, but then again they reload faster



than acrossbow, so it balances out.”

Tybalt just stared a me. "I beg your pardon, my lady - please don't think I'm doubting you, but..."
"Yes?' | asked.

"Just how do you know dl this?!

| smiled again. "Wdll, | can't tel you, Tybalt - but | can say that Darian's choice of me as histutor
forty-five years ago wasn't by accident. | can honestly say that there are few individualsin the world he
could possibly have approached for a better education in the art of war."

Tybalt reached out to me, gripping my upper arm. "Please, tel me... | have to know something, and it's
very important.”

"What isit?'

"Did you... Did you know the witch who fought in the War of Liberation? The one who commanded the
Army of Darkness?"

"Pardon?’ | asked, surprised.
"Mease, | must know. Areyou her?' Tybalt asked, hisface unreadable.

"No," | replied after amoment. After dl, can any man truly claim to be the same man they were forty-five
years before?

"Did you know her?" he asked, till gripping my arm.
"Yes" | replied camly. After dl, who aive could say they knew me better than | knew mysdlf?

"Were you related in someway? Y ou look to be her sster. Her face was alittle different than yours...
Softer, perhaps. | don't know. | noticed that the first day | met you, but dismissed it asit seemed so
impossible. Now, I'm not so sure.”

"Why do you want to know, Tybat? Are you worried | might actualy be her, and be athreat to the
king? If so, please don't worry. | doubt the king would have knighted me if he thought | was alove-sick,
insanewitch,” | replied dryly.

"No, that'snotitat al. I..." hesaid, then let hisarm drop from mine. "I'm sorry. | must know, though.
Wereyou her sgter?’

| thought about my answer carefully before | replied. "We shared aline of consanguinity, yes, but we
were not ssters. More than that, 1'd rather not say - it isarather personal matter to me,” | replied - an
answer which was completely truthful.

Tybatm sghed, and turned to look off the battlements, leaning againgt the crenellated sonewdl. "I'm
sorry - | had to ask.”

"Alright - but why did you want to know?"

"l..." hesaid, then sighed. "I don't know her relation to you. Cousins, I'd imagine, given your Smilarity.

Y ou may not have cared for her much. To be honest, few did - not even the king. He used her to obtain
the throne, then destroyed her. Shewaslike arabid dog. But..." He said, hisvoicetraling off into
dlence



"But what?" | asked, wondering what was on Tybalt's mind.

"| flt sorry for her. Shewasinsane - she couldn't help hersdlf. The king used her, played upon her
insanity, and turned her againgt hisenemies. Y es, perhaps shewas evil. But often | wondered if she
couldn't have been helped... Perhaps even cured, with sorcery? | don't know. I'm no mage, I'm just a
soldier. | only know that on the few times| saw her, | didn't fear her. | pitied her. Writhing in the dirt and
mud, nearly naked, insane with love for the king, and yet he was dready married to Joy, and was using
her as merely aweapon..." he said, then shook his heed, asif dismissing the memory. "Bah. I've said too
much, and taken up too much of your time, My Lady. Please - |et me take you to the roya classroom.
The schoolmaster should be getting there shortly, and you can meet him there," he said, turning back to
me and smiling as he held out his hand.

| considered pressing him for more, but then discarded the thought. My red identity wasn't asubject |
wanted to discuss around him, anyway. | merdly smiled and let him lead me back into the castle.

The schoolroom turned out to be reasonably well equipped - there were two student-desks and a
lecturer's podium, and asmall chair set to one side by atable. A large dab of date was set into thewall,
apparently for use as achalkboard. | examined what remained on the board - smple mathematics, for
the most part. The wall opposite the door had a short shelf, upon which were two dozen books and four
scrolls. Noril was dready there, asmall date and piece of chalk atop his desk next to histextbook. He
rose briefly to nod hishead in greeting. "My lady," he said, then sat down again.

"Your Highness," | replied in turn, inclining my head to him. | walked over to examine the bookswhile
Tybalt leaned against the corner next to the door. Thefirst book was atreatise on history and geography,
but asit listed the beginnings of history at only about one thousand years ago, | knew it was worthless.
The eves and dwarves both had accurate histories that went back much farther than that, and their
textbooks weren't secret. "Is this the book you're being taught from now, Highness?" | asked, holding it
Out.

"Yes, my lady," hereplied, nodding his blonde-haired head.

"Pfft. 1t'sjunk,” | replied, and dropped it on thefloor. | ignored the shocked widening of his blue eyes
and picked up the next book, reading through it. It was the most basic, the most el ementd of
mathematicstexts. "And this, Highness? Isthis the book you are learning mathematics from?”

"Y-yes my lady," hereplied nervoudy.

"What'sit doing here, then?'

"My lady? | don't understand?' he asked in confusion.
"Have you magtered it? Do you understand everything in it?*
"Yes my lady."

"Good. Then take it with you when you leave here today, and put it in your own chambers. Y ou have
learned the book, you keep it. It'sagood reference book, but it shouldn't be here. Y ou should already
have covered dl this. Put it in your own book collection, and refer to it at need.”

"But-but my lady!"
"What isit, your Highness?'

"None of those books are mine, they belong to master Korvin!"



"Pfft. Then he can take it with him when heleaves,” | said, and dropped it atop the other book. |
browsed through the other books, and discarded each of them in turn. None of them were irreplaceable
- infact, | could easily get better books from the elves or the dwarves. The scrolls turned out to be maps
of Lariniaand the surrounding territories. "Have you memorized these maps, Highness?'

"Yes my lady."

"Good, then you don't need them anymore. | can get better maps from the elves,” | said, and dropped
then atop the books.

"What in the hell do you think you're doing?" avoice shouted from behind me.

"Ah - Korvin, theroya schoolmaster,” | replied, turning around and seeing awrinkled old man standing
next to princess Dawn in the doorway. "I'll dedl with you in amoment. Good afternoon, your Highness.
Won't you have a sedt, please?' | said, inclining my head to the princess. She nervoudy darted into the
room and sat at the empty desk, carrying adate and atextbook, like her brother.

"Just exactly what isthe meaning of this? Why have you tossed my books and maps on the floor?" the
schoolmaster snapped, pointing.

"Because they'reworthless,”" | said, and pointed to Noril. "The prince is twenty-three. He should have
mastered everything in these books years ago. The princessis eighteen - she also should have mastered
thisyears ago. Why haven't they been moved onin their studies?'

"Because they haven't quite mastered it dl, woman. What would you know of teaching?' he snorted in
reply.

"| was teaching apprentices ages before you were ever born, little man, and | taught Darian how to be a
King," | replied dryly, then used my ring of telekinessto lift hisbooks and maps from the floor and float
them across the room, to his shock and surprise. "Take thisand go. Oh - and my nameis'Dame Raven,
not ‘woman', and the king has made me a Defender of the Realm. In future, you will kindly remember
that. Now shoo, little man. I'll be teaching these two for the next sx monthsto ayear, not you."

Korvin stormed out of the room without afurther word. Tybalt, till leaning against the corner near the
door, chuckled. "Hell maketroublefor you, my lady.”

"Hed better not. I'm in no mood to brook foolishness from him, and if he attemptsto interfere with me I'll
turn him into aturtle and toss him in the moat to ponder hiserrorsfor ayear or 0," | replied dryly, pulling
down the hood to my robe.

Tybalt garted to laugh, but the grin faded from hisface as he looked at me and redlized | was quite
serious. He cleared histhroat briefly, then spoke. "I'll go tel him that, my lady, and try to get him to
understand thisisaroya decison.”

"Thank you, my lord," | replied, and Tybalt turned and I eft the room, trotting after the schoolmaster.

| turned to the prince and princess, and looked them over. Both looked very apprehensive of me - a
good beginning. "My nameis Raven. For the next 9x monthsto ayear, youll belearning from methe
same skills | taught your father - how to be aking. Or queen, asthe case may be," | said, nodding to the
princess. "Now: Do ether of you have any questions before we begin?’

"Yes, | do, my lady," Noril said, raising his hand briefly. "Would you redly have turned Master Korvin
into aturtle?



"Y es, your Highness. For ayear. And tossed him into the moat to nibble on the plants there so he
wouldn't starve,” | replied camly. "One of the most important lessons you can learn asking is politeness
and diplomacy. A smooth tongue and asimple smile often ismore useful to aking than amighty army.
Always remember that.”

"Y-yes, my lady,” Noril replied nervoudy.
"I have aquestion, Dame Raven," Dawn said, raising her hand briefly.

"Go ahead - and just cal me Raven, you two, and I'll smply call you Noril and Dawn. Bandying about
titleswill quickly becometiresome,” | said, and smiled.

Dawn smiled back. "Well, do you redly think it's necessary to teach meto rule? | mean, after dl, it's
Noril that will be king. Master Korvin thought | didn't really need to learn much more than | aready
have.

| snorted. "Noril, tell me - do you ride and hunt and compete in tournaments?”'
"Yes, my la-err, yes, Raven,” Noril replied, blushing.

"And do the knights you compete againgt in tournament hold back againgt you, to keep from injuring you,
and perhaps dlow you to win?'

"Certainly not, Raven! I'd be highly insulted.”

"Then therésthe possibility you could die accidentaly, isthere not?'Y ou could fall from your horse while
hunting, or be mortally wounded accidentdly in tournament, yes?"

"Well, yes, but I'm askilled rider and among the best inthe lists a tourney - it'svery unlikely,” hereplied,
holding up hishead.

"But it'still possble, yes?'
"Well... Yes" Noril replied, nodding.

| looked back to Dawn. "There's your answer, Dawn. It'sunlikely, and we dl pray to Y orindar that
nothing like that ever happens, but it's gill possible. If Noril dieswithout an heir, or if hisheir istoo young
to assume the throne, the power falsto you. Also, Noril might one day haveto go to war. Who else
would heleavein charge of hiskingdom if not hisloving sister? Who e se could he possibly trust more?”

"Oh..." Dawn replied, looking down at her hands.

"It'sdright, Dawn," | said, and smiled at her. "Now - let's begin by assessing just what little Master
Korvin has managed to teach you two. Well start by reviewing your knowledge of the art and science of
warfare - that's the most important thing aking or queen can ever know. Everything €lse you can make
mistakesin, and learn from. In war, you cannot make mistakes - if you do, you'll be dead,” | said, and
picking up the piece of chalk as| stepped to the date on thewall, | began.

Nine.

"Thus it was that Dame Raven became the schoolmistress for my sister and |, even as she had
been for my father before me. She was not a harsh teacher, as Master Korvin had been, not at all.
No, her style of teaching was compl etely different. Rote memorization had been Korvin'srule, and
a dreadfully dull method that was, indeed. Dame Raven, on the other hand, taught by example,



and by story, and by involving my sister and | with questions and answers, all with an ease and
style that both showed she had taught these lessons countless times before, and yet made each
lesson seem new and fresh. She would explain in careful detail those parts that were difficult to
under stand, and phrase important things as simple stories, easily remembered. And there was so
much she taught us! Each day, it seemed like my head would burst from being filled with all the
things she talked about - and yet, the next day, there were a thousand more thingsto learn. Stll, it
was more a process of discovery than it was one of learning, and to this day | remember each of
her lessons well. Onelesson in particular, | have always remembered, though it was not taught in
our little schoolroom..."

- King Noril, Autobiography, 1729 NCC

It took a month for the messenger Darian sent to the df-landsto return, bearing the books I'd asked
Darian to buy. None of them were terribly expensive, but of course, they weredl in evish. Asl didn't
want to spend ayear or two trandating them, | snuck off quietly one night back to my tower and
summoned alesser demon to trandate them al for me with sorcery. Hiswill couldn't match mine, sol
forced him to the task rather easily. He did an adequate job, so | thanked him for the work, and
complimented him on his efforts. The squat, toad-like, fanged and clawed thing blinked at mein surprise
at the compliment, then chuckled. "Y ou're the Hyperborean battle-mage Eddas Ayar. Y ou're gaining
quiteareputation in Hell," he said, then vanished in a puff of flame.

Dawn and Noril's education was only fair - about what Darian had when [ first met him. | concentrated
on the same areas | had with Darian, forty-five years before. First, the art and science of war, followed
by mathematics, economics, and the various other knowledges needed by aruler. Dawn was an adept
and eager student, and she worked hard to grasp everything | tried to teach her. Noril, however, often
seemed digtant, and only worked at his studies enough to meet the grade. Thingsfinadly cameto aheadin
the fourth month, and | had to do something.

Outside the castle, the king had set up the listsfor asmall tourney he planned to hold. Single Combet for
the knights, on foot, was the main event of the day, the intent being the knights might hone their skillsand
build their reputations - the prize was amere ribbon, entitling the wearer to ask whomever they pleased
to dance with them at the feast that evening. There were also contests of archery and axe-throwing, that
the commoners might display their skillsand win small prizes. A duck, goose or pig wasthe prizefor
most contests, though the Archery contest had a prize of ten gold coins - an astounding sum to a peasant,
and onethat kept al the peasant's kills at archery well honed. | smiled when Arellaexplained that to me
the day of the tourney. Darian had learned hislessonswell, indeed. Unfortunately, the prince had not, and
would haveto be dedlt with.

Prince Noril had entered the single-combat event for the knights, of course, and was a heavy favorite to
win. | walked out of the castle, heading over to the tournament. | was not terribly pleased with Noril, and
the peasants who were gathering to witness the tourney caught aview of my face and gave way.

| walked over to the prince's pavilion, pushed past the guards and stepped in. Noril was about halfway
into his suit of armor, and looked up a mein surprise from the stool where he sat, adjusting the straps on
his chausses. "Raven? What isit?’

"Noril, I have just completed grading your last examination. Y our Sster passed. Y ou did not. Y ou will
withdraw from this tournament immediately, and return to the castle with me - you're going to take the
examination again, and we're going to go over those parts you are having trouble with.”

"I most certainly will not! I've waited for this event for months! Besides - what doesit matter if | didn't
pass your examination? Who'sto say that what you claim to know of war and fighting istruly correct?



Y ou're only awoman, you've never fought before,” Noril snapped.

"Oh, you're so sure of that, en?' | growled. "Before the day isout, I'll have you over my knee and spank
you like achild before dl the people gathered here today - including your father, your mother and your
sgter,” | replied, and turned on my hed and | eft the pavilion.

Spotting Tybalt over by the stands, | walked over to him. "My lord Tybdt - who isin charge of the
ligs?"

"That would be me, Dame Raven. How can | help you?' he replied with asmile.
"Enter meintheligtsfor Single Combat."

Tybalt looked shocked. "But my lady! | cannot!”

"Oh? And why not?'

"Because... Because you're awoman!”

| glared a him. "I'm al'so a Defender of the Realm, am | not?’

"Wel, yes, but-"

"And assuch | havearight to fight intheligts, do | not?"

"Wdll, yes, but-"

"Then enter meintheligts Tybat."

Tybalt looked exasperated. "But, my lady, please! Y ou cannot use your sorcery to win - that would be
most unchivaroud”

"I will not. I will win using only my staff - you can ask Ardllator to verify that | am not using sorcery on
any of themen | fight. | have amagic ring which gives me protection as though | was wearing armor, but
I'll use nothing else. 1t will be skill againgt skill, not spell. Now enter me."

Tybalt nodded. "That seemsfair. Asyou wish, my lady,” hereplied. | smiled politely, and bowed to
Darian and Joy, who were just getting seated next to Ardllain theroya box. | didn't bother to tell Tybalt
that my ring actualy gave me protection superior to anything the Larinian's articulated plate ever could - |
would aready be seen as operating at a disadvantage, without using spells, and saw little need to tell
them that | was probably at adight advantage.

An hour later, my first bout came up. The prince had aready had hisfirst match - he was a powerful and
fast warrior, and defeated his opponent by literally pounding him into submisson. When my match findly
came up, my opponent lifted the visor of his helmet for amoment, then shook his head. "No, | will not
fight her. 1 do not fight women," he said, and tucked his mace back into the loop at his belt.

"Fortunately, | do not have such compunctions about fighting you, Sir Brontian,” | replied, and stepped
forward and smashed him in the hdmet, denting it. He went down with a dissonant crash of metd, and
was dragged off the field, unconscious. The women in the crowd cheered meimmensely, but the men
seemed to mutter more than applaud.

My second opponent was alittle smarter - he wasn't about to just stand there and let me beat him over
the head. Maces and flails were the only wesapons used in the Single Combat portion of the tourney, as
they were lesslikely to kill an opponent in plate armor. Sir Orick stepped forward, wielding his mace



menacingly. As he approached, | swung my staff at hisshield. Therewasaloud crack as| struck, and
the oak of the shield split acrossthe middle, only the steel rim of the shield keeping it from having been
gplitintwo. Sir Orick grunted in pain at the shock of the blow transmitted through the shield and his
armor into hisarm, and | whirled and smashed him in the head while his arm was momentarily pardyzed
from the pain of the blow, preventing him from raising his shield to block the attack. He dso was dragged
off, unconscious.

My third opponent wasn't going to be defeated so easily. Sir Javas kept moving, swinging with hisflail
and blocking my blows with the stout edge of his shield rather than the flat. For amoment, | wondered if
| could take him - | couldn't parry hisflail, | had to dodgeit. This meant he was using far less energy
againg methan | was using againgt him, despite hiswearing five stone of armor and shield. Eventudly,
he'd wear me out. Suddenly, he dipped on a patch of grass. In the moment's distraction, | smashed his
right wrist with my staff. He grunted in pain, his mace flying from his grip, and hopped back.

"Hold!" cdled the Knight's Marshdl. | stopped, waiting, and two physickers came out to examine Javas.
"Broken," the older of the two physickers said after they had his gauntlet off.

"Aye, aclean break, too," the other agreed, stroking his graying beard.

"Damn," Javas swore, looking down a hiswrist then up to me.

"Doyouyidd, Sr Javas, or will you fight on?' the Knight's Marshd | cdled.

Javas shucked his shield, then reached up with his good hand and lifted the visor of hishelmet. "Nay - |
yied. Dame Raven hasfought well, and proven why sheisaDefender of the Realm. | would not have
her break my other arm to prove her skill - I'll need at least one good arm to lift atoast to her tonight at
thefeast," he said, grinning broadly.

I grinned back, and we bowed to each other briefly. Thistime, all the crowd applauded. After we both
had |eft thefidd, | walked over to him. The physicians were dready going to place hiswrist in acast, but
| held up ahand to stop them. "Wait, please,” | said, taking his broken wrist in my hand. Tugging gently
to make sure the boneswere straight, | drew lightly from my staff and cast aspell of hedling, knitting and
healing the bresk.

Javas grinned even more broadly, flexing hisarm. "Thank you, Dame Raven. That feels much better."
"You're quite welcome, Sir Javas," | replied, and we bowed to each other again.

Findly, thelast round began. It was, as| expected, down to the prince and mysdlf. | looked at him
acrossthefied as the echoes of the trumpets announcing the beginning of the match faded into silence.
"Right here, Noril. Before everyone. | will doit," | said, and grinned ferocioudy.

"The hell you will," he growled in reply, and closed the distance between us. | hauled off and swung at his
head with all my strength - asmple, straightforward blow | knew he would easily block. He did block it,
amodt reflexively, the result of hisyears of training, but couldn't possibly have anticipated the result. My
gaff was no mere shaft of wood, but aWizard's Staff, an extension of my will - and my will wasto
humiliate Noril. Therewas aloud CRACK, and his shield split in half, top to bottom. Noril cried out in
pain, and | leaped back and waited.

"Hold!" the Knight'sMarshdl called.

"Nay!" Noril caled back, shucking the shattered pieces of hisshield. "I'm dright. Just bring me a
quarterstaff, and then let uslay on again," he growled, then glowered at me. "Well fight on equa ground,



then."

"Not likely, your Highness" | replied dryly, and spun my staff before me at blurring speed, the shaft
splitting the air with an ominous whoop-whoop-whoop sound, then stopping it in an en-guarde’ position.
The gasp of awe from the crowd seemed to only irritate the prince even more. A quarterstaff would
actually have alonger reach - but | was faster, more skilled, and armed with aweapon considerably
better than amere club.

Oncethey'd brought out a quarterstaff for the prince, he closed with me cautioudy. | smply waited. He
feinted low, then lashed out high in asurprisingly fast move. | blocked, then stepped in and swung
downward at his head with al my might. He dodged backwards, as| expected, and my staff connected
with the center of his quarterstaff, snapping it in two.

"Damn!" Noril roared, tossing the broken halves of the quarterstaff aside as he legped back out of range.

| tossed my own staff aside. "Come, your Highness. Unarmed. Come," | said, and crooked afinger a
him.

Noril roared and charged in like amaddened bull, tackling me and taking us both to the ground. We
grappled for several long moments, Noril grinning benesth hisvisor. He was two headstaller than |, and
his strength was legendary - he had the strength of three grown men, easily. The crowd gasped ashe
wrestled with me - the conclusion of a contest of strength between atiny half-elf and the enormous Prince
Noril seemed amost aforegone conclusion.

Sowly Noril's eyes went wide beneeth hisvisor.
| waswinning.

Like any mage, the power of Mana-energy flowing through my veins made mefar stronger than | looked,
and | had honed this body to the maximum possible strength it could attain. | was dmost as strong as
Noril, and far more experienced at grappling - which wasn't surprising, considering | was sixteen
centuriesold.

"Don't!" he hissed, his helmeted face close to mine as he grunted and strained.
"Don't what?' | hissed back through clenched teeth.

"Don't... spank me before my father and all these people! | waswrong, I'm sorry!™ he hissed, gasping for
bresth.

| wasn't sure| could anymore, actualy - Noril was strong, and agood wrestler. | could win, but | wasn't
sure| could humiliate him like that. He was smply too powerful to take over my kneethat casudly. He
was, after dl, haf giant. | didn't tell him this, though. "Thenyield,” | hissed a him.

"Hold!" he shouted.

"Hold! Release each other!" the Knight's Marshall called. | let Noril go, and stood. Noril lay therefor a
moment, gasping and exhausted, and findly rolled himsalf over and pushed himsdlf to hisfeet. "Do you
yield, your Highness?' the Knight'sMarshdl caled.

"Yes- but wait," he said, bending over to catch his breath. After amoment, he straightened up, and
raised the visor of his helmet. "Dame Raven has bested methisday! Let no one say that sheis not worthy
of thetitle 'Defender of the Redlm'!" he shouted.



The crowd cheered, and | smply bowed, snatching up my staff as| did so. My robe was amess - it had
severd tearsinit, and severa ground in dirt and grass stains. 'Ah, well - nothing a Spell of Repairing and
abit of washing can't fix,' | thought to mysdlf. | walked over to Noril, and smiled, pulling him down for a
hug. He grinned sheepishly - | normally didn't hug anyone - and bent down to hug me back, as hewas
fully two headstaller than I. The crowd cheered thisdisplay of gentility - but it wasn't. "Tomorrow
morning, in the classroom, bright and early. Bethere," | hissed into hisear.

"Yes, my lady,” hewhispered in reply, and smiled.

Though | wanted to smply leave, | knew that wasn't going to be possible. | walked up to the roya box,
where Darian, Arellaand Joy were dready standing and waiting for me. Once the cheering and applause
had died down, Darian spoke. "Dame Raven, we award you the victor's prize in our annua summer
tourney, and we congratulate you on your skill at arms," Darian said, coming down from thebox totiea
white ribbon about my upper left arm. | smiled and bowed in return as he resumed speaking. "Now, let
us adjourn for the feast in the castle.”

| smiled at Ardlla, pointing at the ribbon, and she smiled back, but shook her head. Swift-wing launched
himsdlf from her shoulder and fluttered over to land on mine. "Y ou're thinking of using the victor's
privilege to dance with her, aren't you?' he whispered in my ear aswe walked back to the castle.

"Yes, actudly," | whispered back, smiling.

"My mistress asks you hot to, please. Thisisn't Hyperborea - many people wouldn't understand, and it
would hurt her reputation badly."

| Sghed. "Alright. I'll just go back to my roomin the castle.”

Swift-wing shook hishead. "Y ou can't do that elther, Raven. That would be dishonoring the King. Y ou're
the victor of the tournament - you have to make an appearance at the feast, and you should probably

stay until at least the king leaves. And you'll have to select at least one partner to dance with at least

once, it's expected.”

| Sghed again. "Alright, who does she suggest? Noril ?*

Swift-wing was slent for amoment, gpparently communicating with Ardlathrough their mentad link.
Findly, hewhispered in my ear again. "No, that probably would be abad idea. Some might takeit asa
Sgn you wereinterested in him. She suggests Tybalt.”

"Alright, if | haveto,” | replied, and Swift-wing fluttered away as| passed through the castle gates.

An hour later, having cleaned mysdlf up and cast a Spell of Repairing to restore my robe, | went to join
the king and his guests at the feast. It was only the nobility that were invited - the commoners had their
own feast outside the castle walls, which Darian was kind enough to provide much of the food for (again
making the people love him even more). | smiled politely through the mgority of the events - | wasredly
too depressed to be overly interested. Sir Javan raised the first of many toaststo me, histoast being long
yet polite, but | scarcely listened. 1t had been four months since | had been with Arella, and it was
beginning to become quiite frustrating and depressing. She couldn't meet with mewhile | was hereinthe
castle - too great a chance that someone might notice our liaison and cause ascanda for her. While we
Hyperboreans had only mild socia prejudices against sapphites or sodomites and our ancient dlies, the
giants, had none at dl (they merdly found the notion odd, as the behavior was totaly unknown to them),
the Larinians and Arcadians were adifferent people. In truth, they shunned and despised sapphites and
sodomites as beind debased deviants. Arella couldn't afford that kind of scandal - she was the Court
Wizardessfor the King of Larinia Her position and her power had been a great influence in helping the



women of Lariniato obtain the measure of 'equd rights they had managed to gain so far. Having it
reveaed that she was some kind of sexua pervert would be an enormous handicap to her cause, and
could not be allowed.

"Tdl us, Dame Raven..." the brunette woman Sitting next to me whispered, touching the back of my
gloved hand lightly to catch my attention.

| looked to her, and remembered she was Princess Lyssa, of Arcadia - she was the daughter of King
Strago, adistantly-related cousin that | had found for Darian after the "War of the Twins, so he could put
them on the throne of Arcadiaand have one less headache to dedl with. Strago had been promoted from
aminor and relatively unknown Baronet to an adequate if unimaginative monarch, and hisrule had been a
relaively quiet one. It was quite an honor that Princess Lyssa choseto visit and see Prince Noril fight in
the tournament - rumor had it that she had come because she might have some interest in the prince, but
it was mere rumor. "Y es, your Highness?'

"Wdll, you're the Prince's teacher, are you not?"

"Yes, your Highness" | replied with apolite nod.
"Well... How well do you know him, Dame Raven?'

| shrugged. "Probably better than most here, | imagine.”

"Well..." she said, then looked around furtively, and leaned forward to whisper into my pointed ear.
"What does awoman have to do to catch his attention? Defeat him in tournament? If that'sit, I'm afraid
I'll never be able to compete with you, Dame Raven,” she hissed quietly.

| struggled to suppress alaugh. Theintrigues of the court held little interest to me, and the ideathat
Princess Lyssaof Arcadiawould even have the dightest interest in Noril came asatota surpriseto me. |
turned and whispered back into her shell-like ear. ™Y our Highness, | have no interest in the prince & all,
nor heinme. | am histeacher, nothing more - and today, | taught him perhaps his most important lesson:
Never underestimate anyone.”

The princess nodded, her expression showing rdlief. "Still, Dame Raven - isthere at least anything that
you might possibly tell me about how to attract the prince's attention?”

| smiled. "Why would you want to know, your highness? Are you attracted to him?" | whispered back.

The princess blushed. "Well... Yes," she whispered, her eyes glancing about to make sure we were not
being overheard by those near us at the table. "But | trust you to keep that to yoursdlf, on your honor as
aDefender of the Realm.” She paused, and looked at me strangely. "I honestly don't know why I'm
telling you any of this. Still... | had adream the other night... A dream of awoman in black, awoman
whom | could talk to in confidence... | think the dream was of you."

| felt achill run up my spine. Dreamswere how Y orindar communicated to me - on those rare occasons
when he had anything to say to me at dl. | nodded quietly. "Ask me anything, Highness," | whispered
back, and smiled.

"Well... What advice can you give me about the prince?’

| thought about it for amoment. If she truly was being guided by the gods to speak to me, she didn't need
just ahint asto how to attract the prince's favor - she needed advice that went far beyond that. "Well,
he'sastrong, proud man, but at heart he's gentle. Hissister is his closest friend and Ardlla-tor his closest
advisor, and | think that any woman who runs afoul of either of them will do poorly in the princes eyes.



My suggestion to someone who wanted to get closer to the prince would be to make friends with those
two, and let them lead you to the Prince. This same person would also have to say friendswith these
two, as| have afeding that the relationship between them will only grow over the years, not fade, and
any woman who tries to come between the prince and his sister or his court wizardesswill most likely be
looked on with disapprova,” | whispered, then paused amoment asinspiration struck. "His favorite
horseisaproud black destrier named Bathazar. Ask him about it. That might help you at least spark a
conversation. Shared interests often lead to shared lives,” | finished, quoting an old elvish saying.

Princess Lyssasmiled. "Thank you for your advice, Dame Raven. | shdl remember it dways," she
whispered, and rose from her seat to walk over to the prince.

Finaly, the dancing began. It was most ardief, actualy. The men seemed bound and determined to use
their traditiona dinner-toasts to shower me with honor as some brave warrior-woman, and | found it not
only uncomfortable to be the object of dl their chivarous attention and affection, but somewhat irritating,
aswell. The knights spent agreat ded of time citing examples of brave warrior-women of Larinian
legend, afew of whom were actually elves and many of whom | doubted ever existed. Of coursg, |
smiled and nodded, as was appropriate for the occasion. They were only trying to honor me - there was
little reason for me to cause a scene by not appearing to appreciateit.

| rose from my seat asthe music started - it appeared that | was expected to make my selection for the
person to dance with at the beginning of the affair, not near theend. | cast my gaze across dl the men
gathered in the banquet hal, asthough | wastrying to make up my mind. | wasn't, of course. | wasfairly
certain that Arellas suggestion was most likely the sensible selection. Commander Javan Tybdt wasa
good man, and seemed least likely to pursue ardationship with me, which | did not want. | smiled at
Tybadlt, then walked over and held out my hand. ™Y ou'll haveto forgive me, I've not danced in quite some
time, and | don't know any of the stepsto the dances of the Larinians,”" | said, smiling. Y es, about Sixteen
centuries or so, to be precise,' | thought to mysdlf. '‘And if | wasreally going to be completely truthful, I'd
smply admit I've never danced before at all.’

"That'sdright, my lady," hereplied, and smiled. "I'll teach you."

| watched and listened to Tybalt's patient instruction, painfully conscious of the dozens of eyes upon me. |
didn't want to make afool of myself and fud the gossp-mongers. "Place your |eft hand here" he
explained putting my gloved |eft hand upon hisbelt, "and hold your right hand out, like s0," he said, taking
my right hand in hisand placing his other hand on my waist. "Thisis cdled the 'box step', my lady. It's
done asamirror to the man's steps. For you, this means you step forward with your |eft foot, then right
with your right foot, then back with your right foot, then Ieft with your left foot,” he explained, leading me
through it. The musicians played dowly, and the crowd weatched quietly, waiting. | felt mysdf flush - this
was highly embarrassing. | could fed Tybat gently pushing with hisright hand against my waist, guiding
my steps - that was embarrassing, as well. "One-two-three, one-two-three, one-two-three... See?

Y ou're doing quitewdl, my lady," he said, guiding me along.

After afew moments, the musicians began to play alittle faster, then faster ill. | suddenly redlized | had
it, and smiled. "Don't look at your feet, Dame Raven. Look up, into your partner'seyes," he said, smiling.
| did s0, and grinned back a him.

Before | knew it, Tybalt was moving me about the dance floor, in between and around the other couples
who had finally joined the dance. The music was graceful, elegant, and stirring. It was dso the first music
I'd heard since | laid my drummersto rest, over forty-five years before, and | found | was smiling in spite
of mysdlf. It was very enjoyable. More than that, redlly - after awhile, | realized that | wastruly having
great sport. It was quite exhilarating and thrilling, and the music seemed to move something deep within
my soul. | tried to tell mysdlf that it was only that | hadn't heard music in so long, but till | couldn't deny



thefact that | wasthrilled and thoroughly enjoying the experience.

Finally, the music stopped, and | gazed up into Tybalt's smiling face. A tingling thrill passed through me as
| inhaed the scent of his body, standing so closeto me. Suddenly, | recognized these fedings for what
they were, and was horrified.

| was aroused by him.

| stepped back, taking my hands from him and placing agood pace of distance between us. Tybalt'sface
took on a sudden look of surprise and concern. "Dame Raven? |s something wrong?' he said, having
noticed my expression.

"N-no. Yes," | replied, wishing | could curl up into asmall ball and die. "1'm not feding well - perhaps|
over-exerted mysdf today. | think I'll go lie down," | said, then sketched abrief bow to where Darian sat
at the head of the banquet table. "If you'll forgive me, your mgesty, | realy must go,” | said, and before
Darian could reply, | cast my Spdll of Returning.

| sat quietly onthelittle bed | had been provided in my quarters. The cold granite wals of Steelgate did
not completely muffle the sounds of the music from the feast, and after afew minutes, | could hear the
music had resumed. | pulled my knees up to my chest in the darkness of the little room, and hugged
mysdlf tightly. "What is happening to me? | wondered in horror.

Therewas aknock at the door. "Raven? It's Ardlla. May | comein?'
"It'snot locked," | replied, sghing.

The door opened and Arella stepped into the room, blinking at the darkness. | could see her clearly with
the haf-elven eyes of this body as she peered about in the gloom. Swift-wing was perched upon her
shoulder, and he glanced about in the darkness as her eyes unfocused - she was apparently looking
through his eyes and using his ability to seeinto the astral. She felt about near the door until her handsfell
acrosstheiron sconce on the wal. Casting a brief cantrip of ignition, the sconce burst to life, thelittle
pool of resin it held burning fitfully. She then quietly closed the door, picked up the lone chair in the room,
and came near meto Sit before me. "Raven, what's the matter? Are you hurt or ill?"

"No. Morefrightened and disgusted,” | replied quietly.

"Why?What happened?’ Ardlaasked. Swift-wing said nothing, he merdly gazed at me curioudy with
those beady black eyes of his.

| pulled mysdlf into atighter ball, and buried my facein my knees. "I don't know if | can eventell you."
"Try, Raven. Please.”

We st in silence for along time, with the only sounds between usthat of Swift-wing's beak clacking as
he quietly preened himself. Finally, | managed to work up the courage to speak. "I was dancing with
Tybalt, asyou suggested...”

"Yes?' Ardllaasked.

"It was... It wasthefirg time | had ever danced, redlly. It was exciting. It was wonderful sport. | had
never danced before, and..." | said, then shuddered. "When it wasover... | found I... | was..."

"Titillated?" Arellaasked, samiling.



"Yes" | replied, feding my face hot from abone-deep blush. It was horribly embarrassing and
humiliating. "I'm not interested inhim - a al! | am not asodomite! But..."

"But your body still responded,” Arellafinished for me. She sat down beside me, and hugged me briefly.
"Raven, don't worry about it. If | had been in the same Situation, | would have felt the same way - terribly
titillated, yet il not interested in Tybdlt at al. There's nothing wrong with you, aright?'Y our body
responded to his scent and the closeness and the excitement. Y ou can't help that - your body isthat of a
woman, and your response was completely natural for thisbody. Like your mensesor like your leg
twitching when | tap your kneejust so, it's nothing you can control, it's smply the way the body is made.
It has nothing to do with who you areinside, it's not areflection on your manhood, it'sjust anatura part
of the way thisbody was designed.”

Stll curled inatight ball, I turned my head to the side and looked at her from behind my knees. "Y ou
redly think so?"

"Yes," shereplied, and smiled.
| hid my faceagain. "But | fed so... Filthy."

"Itsdright, Raven. Redlly, itis. It'snot your fault a al - your body responded the way it was made to
respond. That has nothing to do with who you areinside. Y ou are still Eddas Ayar, Magter battle-mage
of the Dyclonic Circle, aman | am proud to cal my friend.”

| threw my feet to the floor in aflare of irritation, and glared at her. "No longer of the Dyclonic Circle,
they gected me! The greastest humiliation of my life, even worse than what happened tonight!*

Ardlapaused for amoment, staring at me asif carefully considering what to say in return, then drew
hersdlf to her full height as she sat next to me on the bed. "No! | say that it wastheir humiliation!
Someday they will redlize what greeat foolsthey have been! | am the grestest magein al the Southlands,
both Lariniaand Arcadia, and my knowledge is nothing compared to you! Y ou were my teacher, | was
your student! Y ou spent a century researching away to bring Dyarzi back to you, and in the processyou
have accumulated what is probably the largest collection of spellsin history! No, | say that you are
probably the mightiest mage of your day and mine, and someday when your circle redizesthat they are
nothing without you, they will beg you to return to them!”

| paused for amoment, taken aback by what she said. Then, asit sunk in, | grinned ferdly. "That would
be nice, wouldn't it?" | said, and stared off at the far wall, theimage vivid in my mind. "I'd have Cordo
crawl to me on his hands and kneesin supplication, let him spend an hour begging me to come back to
them, then smileas| told himto go to hell!"

"Someday, they shdl have causeto regret their folly. Someday, they will wish they had treated you more
fairly. And when that day comes, your revenge will be sweet, Eddas Ayar," Arella continued, holding her
head high and speaking to mein an dmost imperioustone.

"Aye, that it will. Quite sweet, indeed,” | replied, feding much better about mysdif.

"You, my friend, felt shamed by the naturd response of your body, did you not? Even though you knew
thiswas anatura response of thisbody, and no reflection on you asaman?' she continued, speaking in
an amogt imperioustone, her head held high.

| nodded. "Aye, that | did," | said, stroking my bare chin for amoment. "And you'reright - | guess| did
know deep inddethat it was anatura response of thisbody to his scent and his closeness and the thrill of
the moment, but | couldn't accept it. | feared it meant there was something wrong with me. But yes, | did



fed shamed."

"It isnothing, Master Eddas Ayar. Nothing!" she said, and snapped her fingers for emphasis, the same
way aHyperborean would when dismissing something of little importance. | nodded, listening as she
continued. ™Y ou have been treating this body as ahandicap - acurse. Y ou should not do that. This body
isagift - apowerful and terrible gift, and agreat weapon.”

"What? How s0?" | asked, surprised.

"Think, Eddasl Women get by in the world of men not by being stronger, but by being subtle and
manipulative. Now, you have been given the basic tool we have - and yet, you till retain al your
strengths, and an age of experience. Who better to serve Y orindar as his Raven than one who can bend
thewill of aking withamere glance, asmd| amile?'

"Aye, thereisthat. Aswe Hyperboreans used to say, Thereisno spell more powerful than the smile of a
woman," | replied, nodding.

"So stop being ashamed and embarrassed of thisbody! Thisisagift from Y orindar - agreat and
powerful gift, asit isawegpon more deadly than your staff, and more powerful than the most potent
sorcery you know. Be proud of your body, and keep it honed and sharp as your own knife," she said,
and pointed at me, waggling her finger. ™Y ou said once that you found the lustful gaze of men repulsive. |
say to you, Eddas Ayar, that you should see each lustful smile as an acknowledgment of the power of the
gift you have been given. Stop seeing this as a handicap, and start seeing it for the advantageit is. After
today's demongtration, no onein al of Lariniawill think that you are amere wesk femade. Y ou defeated
the Prince in hand-to-hand! He's renowned as perhaps the strongest man in dl the Southlands! No, when
word spreads of this, you'll have little to fear from most men, and till retain the ability to enforce your will
over them without so much as uttering asyllable of the most inggnificant cantrip - no, you'll doit dl witha
samplesmile, or aglance,” she said, and rested her handsin her lap.

| looked to Arella. "Thank you, Mage Ardla-tor. | feel much better, now," | said, and grinned.
"Y ou are quite welcome, Magter Eddas Ayar," shereplied, inclining her head briefly.

| raised an eyebrow to her. "Where did you learn to speak thisway? Y ou've never talked to melike this
before, Ardla. | do thank you, asit waswhat | needed to hear, but... Where did you learn this?'

Ardlardaxed, then grinned a me while Swift-wing cackled. "From Joy. I've been talking to her every
day since you had your argument with Darian four months ago, trying to learn about the Hyperboreans.
Shewasright - you Hyperboreans are not like the Larinians, or the Arcadians. It suddenly dawned on
me that the only thing that would make you fedl better about what happened was to have someone speak
to you the way a Hyperborean would. She wasright, and I'm glad you fed! better."

| grinned. "Y ou truly did. I'd never thought of thisbody as agift before - but now, | seeit just might be
that, after al.”

"More than that, you know. It's more than just aweapon. If you'reto truly be happy, | think you haveto
relax inthat body, aswdl," Ardlasaid, amiling.

"Rdax?How s0?"

"Wadl, | mean that certain things you normally keep from doing as part of being aman, you no longer
haveto refrain from doing. Joy explained that Hyperborean men never hugged other men unlessthere
was deep, brotherly affection between them - it just wasn't done. Hugs were an expression of affection,



and Hyperborean men were supposed to be reserved towards each other. Y et in this body, you can hug
other men where you fed it would be appropriate, and no one will think less of you for it. In fact, it's
what awoman would do. Evenin your own culture, women hugged in greeting to those they liked and
fdt closeto,” shesad, then grinned. "I guesswhat I'm redly trying to tell you isto just relax and have fun
inthisbody. Enjoy yoursdf!"

| chuckled. "Wdll, I'll try, but..."

Ardlarolled her eyesfor amoment, then held her head up high again and resumed her imperious voice.
"Would you limit yoursdlf, make yoursdf miserable by consgtraining yoursdlf to the actions of aman and
thus demean this gift you have been given? Nay, | say! Relax, and do have sport! Make merry, and
smile!" she said, and then broke down into giggles. Swift-wing cackled, and | smiled back.

"Alright, Il try, Ardla”

"Good. Now - come. We have to get back to the banquet. Y ou still haven't eaten, and I'm sure that there
are severd more men who are hoping you'll dance with them.”

"Hrm... Areyou sureit will bedright?'

"Of course. | smply told them that you most likely were having... Femde difficulties” shesad, and
grinned impishly.

"Wdll, | guess| wasat that," | said, and chuckled.

"Well, I'm not merely the court wizardess, I'm aso widdly known asthe king's physicker. Everyone will
amply assume| gave you an herba potion and fixed you right up,” she explained, grinning even more
broadly, and stood.

| rose, then took her hand. "Wait, though. 1'd like to ask something..."
IIYS?I

"Could you... | mean, it's been four months. | know you're worried that someone might notice us
together, and that would ruin your reputation here, but could you possibly...?"

Ardlasmiled. "Tonight, at midnight. Well meet at your tower," she said, then kissed me softly. "It's been
along timefor me, too," she said, and smiled again.

Ten.
"The more you learn, the less you know."
- Hyperborean proverb.

The months dowly passed, one by one, and dowly Noril began to catch up to hissister in hislessons. It
was hard for him - like hisfather, Noril was more interested in physicd things than menta, and his
giantish heritage made winning at tournaments dl theeaser. Indl my life, | had known only ahandful of
warriors as strong as him, and certainly he was probably the most powerful warrior in dl the Southlands.
His sigter, on the other hand, favored their mother - she was beautiful, and very intelligent. Her sharp
mind quickly grasped even the most difficult concepts, and she devoured information with great relish. In
the end, it was only Noril's pride that saved his education - he certainly couldn't allow hissister to
out-shine him while I was watching. Thus, aswinter dowly dragged on, he buckled down and findly
managed to catch up to Dawn.



There was more to their relationship than smplerivary, however. Asthe months progressed and Noril
truly began to work at his studies, his sister tutored him as best she could during the hours they had free
to themselves. Over time, Dawn became just as much Noril's teacher as | was, and worked hard to help
him master his studies. It reached the point where the two of them were together nearly congtantly,
exchanging thoughts and ideas. Each place where Noril's mind had aweakness, Dawn's had a strength.
Noril was bull-headed like hisfather, often seeking the smplest, most direct route to asolution. Dawn
was quiet and introgpective, and had inherited her mother's brilliant mind - she was often willing to
consder other pathsthat might, in the end, prove better. Before| knew it, they had forged themselves a
trueintellectual partnership, and Dawn had become Noril's closest advisor, dong with Ardla-tor. It
occurred to me that thiswas probably why Y orindar had wanted me here - not merely to finish Noril and
Dawn's education, but to provide them afocus, and away to forge them together as true friends and
intellectua partners. | redized that when Noril finaly ascended the throne, he would have probably the
best advisors he could ever have wished for - Arellaand Dawn. It made me smile to see the three of
them together, chatting and sipping byalar, and | could easily envision the three of them doing greeat things
inthe future, building on the foundations Darian had laid in hiskingdom and hislaws.

| found mysdlf spending more and more of my time with Tybalt asthe months progressed. At fird, it was
merely because | redized Arellahad been right, and because he was agood man, | didn't want him to
think he had done something to offend me at the dance. Astime passed, though, | began to see more of
him asmply because | liked him. He had a good sense of humor, and asharp mind. Sitting with him and
spping byallar as we chatted about wars and battles and court intrigues was an enjoyable way to spend
my freetime, and helped pass the long winter evenings. | found that he, like me, redly had few othersto
speak to. Arellawas often too busy to join us, asthe care of the king was her greatest responsibility and
only her herba teas gave him the mental acuity necessary to continue hisrule. Even so, when she could,
we spent many an enjoyable evening just Stting together and chatting.

By the eighth month, though, | found Tybdt's attentions were growing a bit too close for my comfort. |
knew hewas only trying to befriendly, but I certainly didn't want him to befdling in lovewithme. |
needed an excuse to spend time by mysdlf on aregular basis. Fortunately, one came readily to mind, and
| told Ardlathat | would study the phenomena of the Dead Zones. Perhaps| could find away to
accelerate the healing process of the lands, and return the Dead Zonesto usable, arable landsfor us. This
would alow my peopleto build new citiesin these zones (should the Circle ever learn how to woo the
Mountain Healers from their sapphite ways), and aso give the giants places to expand into astheir
population grew over the millennia. It made agood enough excuse, and soon the table in my room of the
castle was covered with notes and various mathematica formulas| used in an attempt to model the chaos
that wasthe astrl planein aDead Zone. | visited the Great Southern Dead Zone regularly with my Spell
of Returning, taking measurements, studying, and generdly trying to understand what was happening.

By the last evening of the ninth month | had been at the castle, Ardllacameto vist mein my room,
Swift-wing perched on her shoulder. "How goes your research?' Swift-wing asked, speaking before his
mistress had a chanceto.

| sighed. "Not well. It's very hard to quantify the astral chaosin aDead Zone. | think perhapsto truly
understand it will take many, many years. It literdly will require anew understanding of the mathematics

of magic."
"It'sthat complex?' Arellaasked, her eyebrow raised.

"Well, yes" | said, and pointed to thefire crackling merrily in the fireplace. "It's like that fire, there. How
can you predict a any given moment the exact position and strength of the flickering flameswhich makeit
up?'



"Perhaps you're approaching it wrong," she said, then stepped over to thefire, pulled out asmal stick,
and came back. A smdll flame, perhaps half ahand wide, flickered at the end of the stick as she held it
up before me. " Perhgps you need to just understand asmall part of it, like studying thislittleflaneasa
separate part of the larger fire. Or perhaps, dl you need to doisjust find out how to snuff the fire, asmall
pieceat atime."

"I'vetried that - what appliesto atiny part doesn't apply to the whole. | also can't snuff thefire - it'stoo
hot, too bright. It would beliketrying to snuff that firein thefireplace with just your hands. Even snuffing
asmall section of it, likethat little flame you hold there, would be extremely difficult. Y ou'd burn your
fingerstrying to snuff it."

"No, | wouldn't,” Ardlareplied, and pursed her lips. She blew on the flame hard, and in a moment, the
gtick was only smouldering.

| stared. Anideahad cometo me. "Y ou know..."
"What, Raven?"

"You just gave meabrilliant idea. Now, I've got to do the math and seeif it would work," | replied with
agrin, and turned back to my worksheets.

Ardlasmiled, stepping back over to the door. "Cdl meif you need more inspiration,” she said, and
giggled while Swift-wing cackled. | chuckled and bid them goodnight, then returned to my work.

A fortnight later, Ardlacameto vigt me again and see how | was doing, again bringing Swift-wing with
her. "How goes your research now, Raven?' Arella asked.

| sighed. "Well, I'm done. Unfortunately, the answer isn't good. I'm afraid the ideayou gave me won't
work - but at least | understand what's happened in the Dead Zones better, now."

"Canyou explainittome?' Ardlaasked, smiling.

"Hrm. Well, the math isa bit complicated and would take me severd daysto go through with you, but |
cantry to explainit by analogy. Y ou see, | wastrying to solve the problems with the assumption that the
mana-flow in the areas was totaly disordered, like the random flames of afire. It'snot. It'smorelike
each frequency of Manaisthe strings of aharp. Normaly, each spell sounds only aspecific string on the
harp. The spell that made each of the Dead zones doesn't sound just one string of the harp, or even a
handful of strings. It sounded ALL of them, a once, and hard. It's as though you went up to the harp,
and dapped aboard across dl the strings at once. The result is adiscordant sound, anoise - but it's not
pure chaos. Astime passes, the harmonicsinherent in each string will cancel out many of the others, and
dowly the noise from the harp will fade into afew chords, then findly slence. My ideawasthat alarge
enough blast might snuff out thefireif it was weak enough - like sngpping my staff in aDead Zone, for
ingtance. Unfortunately, it's not afire, and the type of energy released by snapping my staff would only
gpark aMana-storm in a Dead Zone - and the larger the dead-zone, the bigger the Mana-storm.”

"Well, if we're plucking the stringsin the first place, can't you reach out and grasp each vibrating string of
the harp and il it, then move onto the next?" Swift-wing asked.

"No, I'm afraid not. The gods might have the power to reach out and still each string, but no mortal does.
The way we are getting the 'harp' to sound when we cast spdllsis not by physicaly plucking the strings.
It'smore like Singing a clear note next to the harp - the string closest to the note you sing vibrates
sympathetically. It'stiring to Sng loud enough to do it, and it takes agreat ded of training and skill to hit
the right note you want, but if you do it right, the string vibrates, and the spell happens.”



"Ah - so with that analogy, the reason why you and Arellacan cast spells and an ordinary person can'tis
because they were born mute," Swift-wing said, brightening.

"Inessence, yes," | sad, smiling a him.
"So how did the mages who made the Dead Zones sound al the strings at once?' Swift-wing asked.

"By devisng aspd| that literdlly ripped their bodies apart, blasting them to vapor - one voice, for abrief
moment, split into an infinity of voices, the energy of their dying strike lending force to their sound.
Literdly, they sounded the 'harp' in thisandogy with their death-scream,” | said, and both Arellaand
Swift-wing shuddered while | tapped the formula on one of the sheets before me. "Thisisthe formulafor
the spell they used. Having finally understood what it wasthey did, | reverse-engineered the formulafrom
the effect. It'sagreater, more refined version of the Spell of the Final Strike. Whoever discovered thisin
thefirst place must have truly been agenius.”

"Why do you say that?" Swift wing asked, fluffing hisfesthers nervoudy. "It seemsto me arather slly
thing to do to even consder aspell that causes your own destruction.”

"Precisdly the reason why this person was agenius, my friend. Y ou can't experiment with aspell likethis
to seeif you havethe formularight. If you have it wrong, nothing happens. If you haveit right, you die.
That means whoever discovered how to do thisin thefirgt place did it entirely from theory - no
experimentation at al. A truegenius. | wish | had met him in my previouslife. 1'd have loved to have had
the opportunity to st down with amind of that quaity and discusstheory for afew hours,” | said, and
amiled.

Ardlasighed. "It'sjust so sad, Raven. To even consider aspell likethis... Who were they, | wonder, to
have made such a sacrifice?"

"I don't know, Arella. The Invaders came to Hyperborea at |east two decades after | died. It's possible
thiswas someone | knew, but it's so possible they were amere child when | wasin my declining years.
Whoever he or she was, they were very brave and noble to make such a sacrifice,” | replied quietly. 'Or
very desperate and suicidd,’ | thought to myself.

"Oh! Raven! If you figured out the formula, couldn't another person figure it out, too? We might bein
danger!" Swift-wing squawked.

"Possibly, but | doubt it. First, they'd have to be as good at research as| am - and | can honestly say
without boasting that there are probably only a handful of magesin theworld with my leve of sKill at
research, and most of them are probably going to be researching spells other than onesthat will cause
their ingtant desth. Also, in another century or so, the Astral Plane will havefinally calmed in even the
largest of the Dead Zones - the smaller ones are nearly quiescent asit is. Once that happens, nobody will
be able to reverse-engineer the formulafrom the effect - they'll have to develop the formulathemsalves.
And | honestly cantell you that | don't think I could have developed this formulawithout seeing the
effect. Whoever devel oped thiswas atrue genius, far greater than mysdlf. It may be another thousand
years before we see another mind of hisor her quality again.”

Ardlagrinned, Stting next to me and hugging me gently while Swift-wing fluttered off her shoulder to land
on thetable and take alook at my notes. She hugged mein silence for many moments, then findly leaned
back and grinned. "Y ou and your modesty! | think that the world already hasamind of that quality - in
you. | think you could have doneit, if you had to," she said, and kissed me.

"Thank you, Arella," | replied, and kissed her back. When she had let go of me, | stood, taking the sheet
with theformulaonit and al my notesregarding it over to thefire, then dropping themiin.



"What are you doing, Raven?I've never seen you burn your work beforel” Arellaexclaimed, surprised.

"I've dready transcribed the formulainto my grimoire, Ardla, and al the notes regarding the Dead Zones
I've transcribed into my works on magic theory. | don't want to leave these paperslying around.

Perhaps, in athousand years, if we have grown to awiser people, | will reved them. Otherwise, | will
keep them to mysdlf,” | said, and stirred the ashes with a poker to make sure.

"Alright," Arellasaid, then was slent amoment before she spoke again. " So the end result of your
research is you now know how to make a Dead Zone and you know how to spark aMana-storm inside
aDead Zone, but you can't make the Dead Zones hedl any faster, right?”

| nodded, staring at the fire. "Correct. Nobody can make a Dead Zone hedl faster, save perhaps the
gods. And right now, | think they're quite busy with some sort of project that involves Darian and his
children - though what it might be, | have no idea.”

"Well, dright. Now that you've at least finished thisresearch, you redly should spend more time with
Tybat."

| blinked in surprise. "Tybdt? Why?'

"Wdll, Raven, helikes you. He has few other peoplein the castle he can talk to, you know - most are far
younger than him. He'stwenty years out of histime. I'm sure you can understand whet it fedslike to be
out of your own time and not have people of your own generation around. He enjoys your company,
Raven, and | think you enjoy his company. Y ou should spend some time with him."

"But, Ardla, | am not interested in him. | don't want him to get the impression that | might be, and... Well,
| just don't want to have to dedl with that kind of Stuation.”

"Raven, trust me - Tybalt isnot going to press arelationship with you. Heisfar too chivalrousto do that.
| think he's wise enough to see by now that you aren't interested in being anything but hisfriend - give him
achance."

| sghed. "Wdll, dright. Y ou've known him longer than | have - I'll just haveto trust your judgement.”
Ardlasmiled. "Thank you, Raven. I'm sure you and hewill be good friends."”

For the remainder of thewinter, | spent most of my free time with Tybat. Arellacameto chat with me
amost every night about him, and after talking to her for saverd weeks, | findly became more relaxed
around Tybalt again. He redlly wasn't the kind of man to press me for ardationship - Arellahad been
right. Once |l redlized that, | tried to pay attention to her advice more often, so | could perhaps get used
to being female - with no red solution in sight, | might be stuck in thisbody for along time.

Findly, one morning, | was standing on the parapet of the castle wall, looking out over Darian's lands.
The winter's snows were haf-melted away from the lands surrounding Steelgate, and | could even seea
few shoots of green grass coming up from the earth. | leaned againgt the stones of thewall, taking in the
beauty of the arriving spring, and sighed.

A soft footstep came up behind me, and Ardlas gentle voice cdled to me. "Raven? Areyou dright?'

"Yes, Ardla It'sjust that | must return, soon,” | replied quietly, till gazing a the budding treesin the
distance.

"Oh? So soon?" Swift-wing asked, fluttering from her shoulder to land next to me.



"Yes. I'm sorry, but my work is done, here. Just astheir father before them, Noril and Dawn have
learned al that | can redlly teach them - the rest they will have to learn themsdlves through study and
practice. I've made sure they each have copies of the best texts | could get for them, trandated into their
own language,” | said, then shook my head. "I don't know if they appreciateit, but those books are
worth afortune. Some of the finest el ven texts on history, economics, warfare, and severad other
subjects, dl trandated into their own language. Though the origina texts weren't terribly expensive,
paying someoneto trandate all those workswould cost an enormous sum, and would take yearsto
complete.”

"Redlly? How did you manageit, then?' Swift-wing asked, cocking his head a& mein curiogity.
| grinned a him. "I cheated. | popped over to my tower and summoned alesser demon to do it for me."

"A lesser demon. Brr..." Swift-wing shuddered, fluffing hisfeathers. "I sometimes forget how powerful
you are" he said nervoudy.

"Raven, | don't understand why you haveto leave, though. | mean... Why do you haveto go back to
your tower? Aren't you happy here? Is something the matter?' Arellaasked, her face amask of
concern.

| sighed. "Arélla, | know you won't understand this, but... It's againgt the rules of my Circleto bethe
vassa of aking. | was asked to do ajob - finish the education of his children. | have done so. It istime
for metogo."

"But, Raven, youreno longer..." she said, catching hersdlf. Her fingersflew to her lipsfor amoment, and
her eyeswidened. "I'm sorry."

"It'sdright,” | replied quietly. "Y ou'reright. They cast me out. It isthe greatest shame of my life. The
same trestment they would give one who had committed rgpe or murder, just before they turned him
over totheking'sjustice,”" | replied, my gazelost in the distant clouds. "They caled me aweak-willed,
heretical madman, and cast me out,” | said, then turned to face her. "But this does not changewho | am. |
cannot be something | am not, Ardla. | am over sixteen centuries old. Even if you only count the years|
have seen with my own eyes, Ardla, | lived afull life before | died thefirgt time, and I'velived afull life,
now. | have seen ahundred and thirty six winters come and go, Ardlla. | anold,” | said, and turned away
from her again. "Y ou see my face, you hear my voice, and to you, | am Raven, ahdf-df woman who
appearsrelatively young. But | am not she. Benesth this garment of flesh liesthe spirit of Eddas Ayar, an
ancient man from aforgotten civilization. | cannot change now. | know you don't understand, but thisis
who | am. They have cast meout, yes. But | shall not change. | shdl il livemy lifeas| dwayshave.”

"Thereismore. | can senseitinyour voice," Ardlasad, stepping closeto me and placing agentle hand
upon my shoulder. ™Y ou wish to return to your research. | can fed it. Y our dream to bring your love
back to you till leads your heart.”

| was dlent for amoment. Ardllahad known mefor along time, and this showed it. Finally, | Sghed.
"Yes, Ardla I'm sorry.”

Ardlagently hugged me, and | hugged her back. She then stepped back, holding my handsin hers. "l am
not angry, my love. | know that you love Dyarzi, and you dwayswill. Thisissomething | think is
wonderful and nobleinyou. As| told you before, love - I've had many yearsto think about this, and |
have accepted the fact that you love me as much as you can, and that isas afriend. Even so, to me, you
will dwaysbe my only love. To my eyes, you are fill like some powerful, beautiful, immorta being who
holdsalovein her heart greater and grander than even the old plays of chivary and love. It'sapart of
your soul. I am not angry, my love. | loveyou - | could never be angry with you," she said, her eyes



brimming with tears. " Someday, you will bring Dyarzi back to you. And when you do, | want to be there.
| want to hug her, and tell her how lucky sheisto have someonelike you. | think she dready knows,
though. I think she looks down on you even now from the afterlife, and smiles.”

Then, heedless of the fact that there were easily half a dozen guards who could see us standing on the
castlewal, she leaned forward and kissed me gently, lovingly, and passionately.

When she leaned back, we both shared agrin for amoment before she spoke again. "Are you going to
tell anyone dseyoureleaving?'

"I think not. If I announced it formaly, | think Darian would come up with something to get meto say,” |
replied, frowning dightly.

"Y ou're probably right - Joy will have to keep him distracted until you're gone. Even o, you should a
least tell Tybat you'releaving. Helikesyou alot.”

"A lot? How muchisalot?' | replied, grimacing.

Swift-wing cackled as Ardlagrinned wryly. "Now, now. Let's go down and well have you say your
goodbyes more formdly," she said, holding out her hand to Swift-wing, who fluttered over and perched
onit.

An hour later, Noril, Dawn and Tybalt had joined Arellaand | at the castle gates. Dawn smiled and
hugged me. "I'll missyou very much, Dame Raven,” she said, wiping atear from her eye.

"Well, if you ever need me, just tell your Court Wizardess, Ardla-tor, your Highness. She can come
fetichme"

"Y our pardon, Dame Raven, but | don't understand why you haveto leave," Noril said, taking my hand
and clagping it lightly in hismassive paws.

"I have my own landsto take care of, your Highness, and | have been absent for far too long. | so
have... Someresearch | must attend to."

"May | ask... What kind of research?' Noril asked, hisface showing heredly didn't understand.

Ardlasmiled, spesking up before| did. "Dame Raven is doing some magica research that is none of our
business, your Highness. | should also mention that she is probably the greatest spellcaster dive today -
and | should know, as| was her student.”

"You, Ardla? But yourethe greatest in dl Larinia, maybein dl the Southlands!" Dawn replied, gaping.
"Just 50, your Highness™ Ardlareplied, dill smiling.

| smply bowed my head. "Y ouretoo kind, Ardla.

"It'ssmply thetruth, Raven.”

When| lifted my head, Tybdt findly stepped up to me. | could tell he had something on hismind,
something he wanted to say, though | had no ideawhat. He reached out, gently taking my gloved hand
and dlasping it by thefingers, then lifting it to hislipsfor amoment as heinclined his head. He then
lowered my hand, and smiled. "I shadl missyou, my lady," hesad quietly.

A year ago, | wouldn't have been terribly comfortable with him kissing my hand, but now, after Arellas
patient counseling and the incident &t the dance, | wasn't bothered by it. | redlized it wastotally



appropriate, considering my outward appearance - and Ardllawasright, the courtesies men gave to
women were actualy quite enjoyable, and my alowing them wasn't adight to my manhood, it was smply
an acceptance of the body | now found mysdlf in. After dl, if Ardla, aconfirmed sapphite, could alow
these kind of gentle graces and compliments and still not be interested in men, then certainly | could, as
wdll. | smiled. "Thank you, Tybdlt. I'll missyou, aswell. Y ou've been very pleasant company these past
months.”

| stepped back from the group, gently drawing my hand from Tybalt's and summoning my staff to my
grip. "If I am needed, have Ardlasummon me," | said, and bowed to them. "Farewell,” | called, and as
they dl called their farewdlsin return, | cast my Spell of Returning.

Eleven.

"Cordo often explained that he knew he was on the right path, because Morgar would come to
him at night in his dreams, and guide him. At first, we all took this as a good sign, for our hearts
were full of fond images of Morgar, the calm and stoic god of War and Death. Each morning,
Cordo would awaken with new thoughts, new ideas, all of which he claimed were received from
Morgar in his dreams. And yet... Each morning, he seemed a bit more erratic... His temper
shorter, hisfury morewild... And his hatred for Eddas Ayar grew beyond measure. Eventually, he
ruled the order not with logic and reason, but with cunning, guile, threats, and intimidation. Some
followed himwillingly, seeing him as being the true and proper leader for us, guided by the god
our order traditionally paid homage to. Others simply followed out of fear. One morning, Faral
reminded me of what Eddas had said; Morgar, to the people of the Southlands, was an evil deity -
a god of Chaos and Death. And, watching Cordo's madness slowly grow, | found | had to agree.
But what to do about it?"

- Gorol Qual, Personal Diary, Date Unknown, presumed 17+ century NCC

A few weeks later, spring had fully arrived, and the byalar trees on my lands were laden with white
flowerslike agentle dust of snowflakes upon them. | had been working on my research, trying to find a
way to restore my old body, and had met with little progress. | took regular breaks each hour, gazing off
into the distance of my lands so as not to damage the keen eyes | had gppropriated from Ellysande
Northstar so long ago by focusing on my own terse handwritings for hours or days on end. It was during
one of these rest periods, while | stood on the parapet of my tower stretching my legs and gazing off into
the distance, that | noticed awagon coming down theroad. 'Ah, | have avisgtor,' | thought with asmile,
farly certain who it was, and immediately went back into my tower to try to make preparationsfor them.

My visitor rounded the bend in the road and cameinto view after afew minutes. The wagon was
somewhat smal, but laden with many boxes and barrels. It was drawn by two smdl horses, each the sze
of ponies but much more stocky and sturdily built. Sitting in the driver's seet was abroadly built dwarf
wearing garments of bright red and blue, ablunderbuss by hisside. 'Ah - | wasright. It'sMungim. He's
probably cometo see what | might be willing to trade for some of my crop of byalar thisfdl,' | thought,
aready carrying two chairs out to the shade tree at the base of my tower. Mungim drew up to the shade
treejust as | was setting the chairs near the little fire-pit | used to warm byallar. He hopped down from
the wagon, grinning broadly at me. | tried not to chuckle as Mungim quickly checked himself over,
gpending afew moments smoothing his oak-brown beard, brushing abit of trail-dust off hisblue

pantal oons, red doublet and hose. "Ah, Eddas Ayar. Seeing ye be in sooth the high point of mevisits
here to Hyperborea, now," he said in my language, pulling his feathered cap off his head and bowing
low.

| smiled and extended my gloved hand, and Mungim took it lightly in his, inclining his head, but not kissing
my hand (he was truly awell-mannered dwarf). As soon as he had released my hand, | turned to head



back to the tower. "I'll beright back out, Mungim. I'm going to get my pot and brew us a cup or two of
bydlar," | caled, smiling a him.

A few minuteslater, Mungim's team was hobbled and quietly nibbling grassin the shade of the trees
growing by the road while | was pouring him hisfirst cup of byalar benesth the large shadetree | used
for meetings. "Ah - much thanksto ye, Eddas Ayar," he said in his own language, hisvoice gravelly but
warm. "An yedo not mind | do say so, | do find ye do be the true treasure that yet draws me out to
these god-forsaken, giant-infested lands time and again these last few years,” he said, grinning.

| smiled, and was once again grateful for Ardlas gentle tutelage and my time spent in the castle these last
few months- | found that indeed, | didn't mind at dl. Mungim, likeall of the traveling merchants who
dedlt with the giants, had heard my story for weeks before he ever ran across methefirst time, well over
forty years ago, now. He knew | was aman in the body of awoman, and that | had no interest in men.
He wasn't being insulting, he wasn't thinking | was a sodomite, nor was he trying to make a sexud
advance - hewas smply being friendly. Before, | found thiskind of banter alittle upsetting, but did my
best to hide my fedlings. Now, thanksto Arellaand my months spent at Steelgate, | redlized he was
amply trying to be nice, and make alittlejoke. "Thank you, Mungim," | replied.

"Y e do seem much happier thisfine spring day, | do notice," he observed, still smiling a me.

| knew what he meant - despite my attempts to be polite over the years, it was obvious to any who knew
methat | was not terribly comfortable with being awoman. | smply smiled. "1 think, perhaps, I've gotten
used to my Stuation, and am able to be more comfortable withit," | replied. "That, and it isstill possiblel
may be able to restore my old body someday - and once | can do that, I'll try to summon my beloved
fromtheVoid."

Mungim grinned broadly. "I do wish yethe best of luck in that, Eddas Ayar - though | must admit, an' ye
do succeed, | yet shall sorely miss seeing the Gem of Hyperboreaon melittlevidts" hereplied in my
language, and winked. | laughed at hisjoke, and Mungim joined me with adeep chuckle.

For anyone who has never met adwarf, meeting Mungim would be an unusua experience - though I'd
met my first dwarf back in my previouslife, ages ago. They arelong-lived, many living over threeand a
half centuries before old age felled them. In appearance, dwarven men were, for the most part, about
three and athird cubitstal, their skin ranging from paeto ruddy, their hair and beards usudly black or
brown (though some were blonde or copper-haired), and their eyes usudly brown (though some
occasionaly were blue). In build, though, they were very broad, barrel-chested and stocky - eleven to
twelve stone was about average. They were aso very powerful - atypica dwarf was haf again as strong
asatypica human.

In my day, many of my contemporaries believed that there were no femae dwarves, asal that were ever
seen above ground were mae. Others sometimes joked (though not to a dwarf's face) that there were
female dwarves - they just had beards, and we couldn't tell them apart. The truth, however, wasfar more
prosaic. Female dwarves were more dender than the males, beardless, and a bit shorter - Mungim once
described his sister as being abit over seven stone and about a hand shorter than himself. In dl the years
| had dedlt with dwarvesin my previouslife, I'd only seen onefemale, so | had to take hisword for it -
the same quirk of germ plasm that made it so only oneinfour of their births was femae dso gave these
females extreme agoraphobia. The smple sight of the endless bowl of the heavens above them wasa
terror to their gentlelittle hearts. They had no desire to leave the safety and security of the dwarves
underground realms, and their rarity meant they were highly protected and grestly revered. Dwarven
society was matriarchd in nature, though their rulerswere unilateraly mae. Asan old dwarven saying
went, ‘A man may build the house, but it's hiswoman wholl tel him where.



Mungim, like all bachelor maes, was still working hard to accumul ate his Bride-Price. Without awife, he
had no status among his people. Even should he get one, his status would be determined more by hiswife
than by his own efforts - her wit, wisdom, charm and socia graces made up alarge part of it, asdid her
own socid status before marriage. Of course, even if he did manage to accumulate his bride-price, he ill
had to find adwarf-maid willing to be his bride - they retained the right to refuse a suitor, no matter how
much hemay offer.

Sadly, it was the very necessity of accumulating a bride-price that made most other racesview dwarves
as greedy and gold-hungry people. A beautiful, graceful and skilled bride from agood family could easly
command thousands of gold as a bride-price. Thus, the bachelor males were forced to accumul ate vast
wedlth, or spend their lives alone - and as few individuas had spent time among the dwarves and learned
their culture as| had in my previouslife, few outsde their people understood them.

Once | had poured the two of usacup of bydlar, | picked up our conversation. "It till amazes me,
Mungim, that you speak our language so well."

"Aye, thankee Eddas, but the blessing or blamefor that belongs to me great-great grand-pater, not me.
Sixteen of our generations ago, when your people were defeated in the Great War of Devastation, aswe
dwarvesdo yet cal it, he predicted that someday, your people might yet return. May Moradim blesshim
and forge his soul anew, ashewasright,” he said, making the fist-to-palm hand-clap that was the sign of
reverence to Moradim, God of the Dwarves (I believed it symbolized a hammer striking an anvil, but as
their religion was a private thing and quite persona to them, | had never asked).

"Me great grand-pater had abook from your people, alanguage-dictionary that placed your words aside
oursthat the finger might enlighten the mind. We did read from it and did keep the tongue dive among
our family for generations, both in the hope that someday ye would return, and because it were a useful
secret language for our little family of merchants once dl the other dwarves did forget it," hereplied,
giving meawink and awry grin, which | returned with an equaly wry grin. "Belike aswere atota
surprise, howeer, when ye did return from the Void and | heard the tongue of the Hyperboreans spoke
aright. It were yet many days before | did have the trick, though I needed not to worry, as your magic yet
alowsyou to spesk me tongue better than do 1," Mungim finished, chuckling as he finished his cup of

byalar.

Of course, | was very polite and didn't mention that the book Mungim's ancestor had obtained was
gpparently severa centuries old when | was born - the words and grammar Mungim used, while easly
understandable, were quite old to me. They fit the Structure and grammar of Dwarf-Tongue quite reedily,
however, and that apparently had been ahelp in preserving it. All Mungim redly needed to know when
he first met me was how we Hyperboreans pronounced our words - his ancestor's language book had
only contained an gpproximation of pronunciation, and over the years they had adapted our tongue as
their 'secret language, the pronunciation they used had shifted to that of Dwarf-Tongue. | refilled my own
cup of byalar as| continued our conversation. "So tell me, friend, what news have you brought me from
your travels?'

"Bah. Some good, much bad, | be sorry to say," Mungim replied, fishing about in his belt-pouch and
extracting his pipe.

lloh?l

"Aye, Eddas. | did pass through lolo mountain, and the Mountain Hedlers be yet cloistered therelike
nuns," he said, pulling out his pouch of pipe-weed. | nodded - Gorol had made the same observation.
"They did buy but little from me - afew hand-tools, flour, sugar and other oddments, and a.good axe, but
naught else. | told them | would yet trade, not sdll, but they did have naught they wished to trade and did



rather come up with two gold coins of ancient demeanor - | think careful-like they did hoard them, and
they be asum quite vast for their tiny purse. | did take but one, asthe value of such ancient coin is greater
to certain folk I know and | would not chest them,” he said, pulling astick from the small fire beneath the
byallar-pot to light his pipe with. Once he had it lit, he carefully put the stick back and puffed on hispipe
for amoment before continuing.

"l went to Wilanda-city, and did seethat your circle re-built the Black Tower. It be an amazing edifice,
aswdl. Yet, | did notice that the ancient machine that once did lie before it was now nowhere to be seen.
| did ask dl politewhat did befall the thing, but they did answer it were none of me business. Bah!"
Mungim said, and spat to hissdein thedirt.

"They were arude |ot, Eddas, and me patience were sore tried to deal with them. Naught did | have that
drew their interest. Books of magic were al they did want. | did ask ‘what kind? asthere be many
books on matters thamaturgic, and | be no mage. They did say their need were for books on magical
theorems and principles, astherr library be long since gone to wind-blown dust from war and time. | did
al polite ask why they did need such, and they again did answer it were none of me business. Then | did
tell them that | did need to know, as| be no mage and would have to ask skilled wizards among our
people and have them determine which books it were they did seek in sooth. So, they did answer that
they did wish to givelifeto the dead. | did reply that they should just ask ye, asye dready did havethis
knowledge. Indeed, so far as be known to me, ye be the sole mage in the world today with this sorcery,
perhaps the sole mage ever to live to magter thetrick - and | did tell them so, aswell. They did reply they
did gect yefrom their number, and they did no longer consider yetheir brother. When | did dl polite ask
why, they again did say it were none of me business. Bah!" Mungim said, and spat again.

Mungim puffed on his pipe for several moments before he continued. | remained silent, listening, aswas
polite. "l tell ye, Eddas, with Moradim asmejudge, | think I'll not travel their way again. They did offer
me much gold, many thousands of coinsthey did say their members did have cached in their tombs, dl
for the booksthey did want. Ancient coins, aswell, that be worth more than their weight to theright folk.
Me bride-price, it be certain. Me eyes did gleam, aye, and me heart did fill with gold-lust for many a
breath. | tell ye forsooth, | did dream of that gold, and how it could get me afair and pleasant bride, and
| did open me pie-holeto say 'Aye!". Then, their leader, High Master Cordo he did say his name was,
did spesk. 'Well, hurry up, little one, and make up your mind!" he did call to me. Bah!" Mungim replied,
and spat again. "l be no child for him to speak to like that, Eddas, | be seven score and nine years old
and | out-weigh him by at least astone! 'Little on€, indeed. Bah! | did climb back onto me wagon and
did leave them there, me ears desf to their entreatiesfor meto return and trade with them.”

| nodded. "I think you did the right thing, Mungim. Asthe saying goes, 'Tainted Gold buysa Tainted
Bride," | said, quoting an old dwarvish saying. To adwarf, ‘tainted gold' was gold obtained through
greed, cheating or other methods dwarves consider unsavory. Dwarves like that very often get brides
who have smilar moral outlooks - the ones who are more honest and upright refuse them. So, they often
end up with abridewho isjust as greedy and grasping as they are, and end up unhappy.

"Aye, that it does- I've seen it happen many atime, mesdlf,” Mungim replied, puffing his pipe
thoughtfully. "Perhapsit were indeed best | did refuse. E'en so, | might not did that Master Cordo not
treat me like some child,” he replied, then pointed his pipestem a me and waggled it as he spoke.
"Eddas, ye be sixteen centuries old, and from all | have yet seen of ye, ye do act likeit. Well and in sooth
deserving be ye of me respect, and that of any other dwarf. Master Cordo, on the other edge of the axe,
| find to be an annoying little human who be quite full of himsdf, and | shdl not trade with him,” Mungim
said, and tucked his pipe back into his mouth and puffed with findity.

"I knew him once, long ago, and we called each other 'friend'. | suppose that seeing the devastation



around him has changed his heart.”

"Bah,” Mungim replied. "Y e saw the face he did present to others, when Hyperborea were aright. Now,
intimesof tria, we seethe true cut of hisaxe."

| nodded. "Y ou're probably right,” | said, then changed the subject. "What other newsisthere, friend?”

"Ah! Me pardon. | did tell ye the bad and neglect the good,” Mungim replied, and grinned around his
pipestem. "Our king did come to an agreement with the Queen of the Elves, where their merchants may
trave free-like through certain passesin the mountains to do trade with the humans of the south-lands
without having to skulk about and sneak across our lands like thievesto avoid our patrols. To do trade
with ye, of course, they just do travel around the northern foothills and avoid our lands al entire. It be not
much, but it be a start towards a better relationship, | be thinking.”

| grinned broadly. "That is good news. Perhaps even the start to alasting peace between the elves and
the dwarves."

Mungim nodded. "Aye. E'en though | have no particular love of the dandelion-eaters, asamerchant, |
think peace be good. War be bad for business.”

"Unlessyou sdll weapons," | added with agrin.
Mungim chuckled. "Aye, Eddas. Just 0."

We chatted for abit more after that, then finally got down to the business of trading. My needs hadn't
redly changed in al the nearly five decades Mungim had been trading with me - powder and shot for my
blunderbuss, mainly, along with the occasiond tool and small items like soap and tooth-brushes and
tooth-powder. In the last few years, however, hed learned that | could be tempted grestly if he brought
theright items. [, inturn, found | had to control my expression asthough | was playing chatto for my life-
Mungim was a shrewd bargainer, whose skills were matched by few.

The byalar grown on my lands which the giants harvested for me was the strongest and richest available.
By the old agreement we had worked out years ago, in exchange for harvesting for me - in fact, for doing
al thework for me - the giantstook three partsin four of the harvest. Thisusualy left me with anywhere
from fifty to ahundred and fifty barrels of ground and roasted seeds, which wasfar morethan | could
possibly drink in severd centuries. Nearly al of what they took themselves they brewed and drank
themselves - giants brewed it by the barrel. Their own variety, while good, wasn't as strong and flavorful
asthat grown on my lands - the giants had spent ages breeding their trees for quantity, not quality. What
they got from methey rarely traded, but instead saved for specia occasions throughout the year. So,
sncethe supply of my variety of byalar waslimited, it was highly vauable. Though | hadn't been present
for thefadl harvest, and as such the giants had been alowed by our agreement to claim all of the harvest,
they had been kind enough to give mefive barrels so I'd have something to trade with. Aside from finding
out what it was | would like to trade for when he came by again in the fal, Mungim was determined that
he would leave none for the even trader he knew was due to come by my lands any day now.

After trading two barrels for the basic supplies | needed (more powder, shot and flintsfor my
blunderbuss, four toothbrushes and another jar of tooth powder, two dozen cakes of soap, astone of
sugar, two stone of flour, awhed of sdt, and a stone of ground pepper), | really didn't need much else.
Mungim knew | didn't need anything, but he was determined to try. He showed me adwarven invention -
apercolating pot for making byalar in that could make up to thirty cups at once (I wasn't interested - |
rardly have more than onevistor at atime). He showed me a collection of delicately painted ceramic
plates and cups (I wasn't interested - | had plenty of cups and mugs, and dl thefood | ate | summoned
by sorcery, and it came in wooden bowls that were easily disposed of by tossing them into thefirefor



firewood - no dishesto wash).

"Y e be ahard bargainer, Eddas! Would ye have me a penniless pauper, now?" Mungim exclaimed,
mock-grief in hisvoice. | chuckled, and Mungim grinned. "'l do have one more item that may yet tickle
your fancy," he said, and pulled out another box from hiswagon. "Me sster did suggest this, may
Moradim bless her heart,” he said, clgpping his hands briefly, then opening the box. He pulled out a
bundle of cloths he'd used as padding, producing asmadller, flat box, and then opened it. Inside, | could
seethelid had asmall mirror, and there were severa brusheslike paint brushes, and small compartments
ingdethebox. "I know but little of this, yet me Sster did suggest it, so | will but try to explain whet little|
know. Inside each compartment be various pigments and belike that women-folk of our people do apply
to their faces and lips. The brushes are used in some manner | do not understand, but the sorcery they
weavein the right hands belike rea magic at times."

"Hmm..." | said, thinking. While| had no interest iniit, it occurred to me that once | succeeded in
returning Dyarzi from the void, she would want something likethis. | had spent years stocking my tower
with things | wanted, needed and enjoyed, as sixteen centuries had destroyed everything | once owned in
the tower - it wastime | planned for the things she might want, need and enjoy.

"Well, | have no usefor it, but someday | will be ableto return Dyarzi from the void, and | do believe she
would like that, my friend. Even so, it hardly seemsto beworth abarrdl,” | said, and Mungim nodded - |
couldn't tradein less than one-barrel units, as barrels of ground and roasted seedswere dl | had to trade.
"Do you have any other itemsthat your Sister suggested?”

"Aye, that | do, some smadl things," Mungim replied, pulling another cloth from the larger box and
unwrapping it. Indde were three smdl glass vids, each marked with adifferent dwarven rune. "Here be
three different perfumes she did suggest | bring - each be a different scent. Shelikesdl three” he
explained, unstoppering each and holding out thetiny vid for meto sniff. | sniffed carefully, trying to recal
the scent Dyarzi wore, and hoping one of these might be close. Good perfume wasn't cheap, and the
three bottles were probably enough to make up the difference.

Findly, | shook my head. "These are very nice, but their scent isn't redlly her. Y our sster iscertainly a
very thoughtful and sweet girl for suggesting it, though. Tell me, isshe married yet?' | asked, amiling
wryly.

Mungim sighed, then smiled briefly. "Aye, thankee, Eddas, she beindeed very sweet. Her voice belike
that of asmall slver bell, her hair the color of white gold, and her eyesthe blue of the sky - quiterare
among me people. She be five score and five years of age, and an accountant of great skill, belike her
mother - agreat asset to our family. Her hair she does wear behind the head in a ponytail, even asye do,
Eddas. She be not yet married, howe'er, and | doubt she €er will be."

"Oh?Why not?"

Mungim grimaced for amoment, then finaly smiled weekly. "Well, ye be agood friend and | be sureye
can keep it under the anvil, so I'll tell ye. Me pater asks ten thousand pieces of gold, which be afair
bride-price conddering her station, heritage and her skills at keeping the books of abusiness. Even o, it
be not expected any will pay that much for her, as she do have the bgjas.”

| felt my face flush dightly with embarrassment at having even brought it up in thefirst place. "My
condolences, friend,” | replied quietly.

"Thank ye," Mungim said, hisgravelly voice soft as he looked at the bottles of perfume.

| truly felt sorry for Mungim's Sister. Bgjas was a disease that showed up in perhaps one of every two or



three thousand female births, if that many - it was quiterare. It normally appeared at puberty, when the
female begins growing facid hair. Not much, usudly little more than athin moustache, but sometimesa
thin beard, aswell. Asit was adefect of the germ plasm, it couldn't be cured with magic, since nothing
was redlly wrong with thevictim - it smply was the way their body naturdly was, smilar to how Joy the
Giantesswas smdl. Shaving the hair only made it grow back thicker, and because of the way the skin
and hair of adwarf ismade, plucking it left ugly little pock-marks. So, the victims normaly Ieft it asit
was. It greatly reduced the value of abride, but Mungim's father couldn't reduce the bride price without
dishonoring his daughter.

Suddenly, athought occurred to me. "Ah! | have anidea. Wait here, Mungim.”
"Wheét be ye up to, Eddas?’ Mungim called after me curioudy in his own language.
| grinned. "Y ou'll haveto wait and see, my friend," | called over my shoulder.

A few minutes later, | came back out and sat down again, holding out asmall hemisphere of Soneinthe
pam of my gloved hand. "This stone has a depilatory enchantment on it. Be very careful, because the
effect is permanent. Wherever on your skin you stroke the flat surface, the hair will be destroyed and
never grow back."

Mungim looked at the tiny stone, hiseyeswide. "1 could not trade this. It be too vauable. | would cheat
yeif | did 0."

"Pfft. It was acommon item back before the Great War. It's not worth that much - agold or two."

"Aye, Eddas, perhaps. But today, ye have the sole one | ever did hear of, and to us, it beworth a
fortune. Even if me pater leaves the bride-price unchanged, it means ten thousand gold - five thousand
gold to her and five thousand gold to our mother for the family treasury. More than that, in sooth, asit be
possible me pater would increase the bride-price to reflect her genuine beauty and worth.”

"Alright, then she can borrow it. Just bring it back in the fall when you come next. Remember to tell her
to be careful, though - wherever you rub the flat part, the hair will go awvay and never grow back. If she
accidentdly touchesit to her eyebrow or eyelash or scalp, it can't befixed, not even by me- and I'm
possibly the most powerful mage you could even ask to do the job.”

"Aye, Eddas," Mungim replied, carefully securing the stoneinsde his belt-pouch. He then handed methe
makeup-kit. "This be yet sill enormous profit for me family yet littlefor ye, | bethinking. Yewill not €en
see use of thelittle kit, there, asit may yet be yet awhile afore ye do manage to bring Dyarzi back to you
S0 shemay yet useit.”

"You areagood friend, Mungim. Think nothing of it," | replied, and smiled a him.

Mungim doffed his hat, went to one knee before me, took my hand in hisand inclined hishead again. "'l
cannot thank ye enough, Eddas. | will return this comethefal.”

Half an hour later, | watched as Mungim's wagon disappeared behind the trees at the bend in the road. |
was sureif Dyarzi were here, sheld tell me I'd done agood thing. Even so, it merely seemed the right
thing to do a thetime.

Twdve

"Beware elves bearing gifts."

- Dwarven proverb.



"l am gtill amazed that the hairy one beets me here nearly every year," Tdiad said in thelanguage of the
elves, and made amoue.

| chuckled. "Well, my friend, he's been trading with the giants for many, many years - he knowsdl the
saferoutesaswdl asyou do,” | replied in the same language.

"Aye, thereisthat. | never thought to trade with the giants, and now | play ‘catch-up’ with Mungim and
the other hairy oneswho have for centuries.”

| had nearly been taken completely by surprise by Taliad'sarriva, four days after Mungim bid me
farewdl - the green-clad ef seemed to literally appear out of nowhere, wagon and dl, while | was
checking the blooms on my byallar trees and seeing if any of my trees needed pruning. Of course, that
wasn't what had happened. His small wagon had an enchantment on it that suppressed noise, asdid the
shoes of hisdf-pony. Hed smply ridden silently up on me. Now we sat benegth the shadetreg, inthe
same spot 1'd traded with Mungim, sipping byalar and chatting. It was fortunate my ring of trandation
allowed meto spesk hislanguage. For hispart, Taliad could spesk the language of the Arcadians and
Larinians, as he often traded with them, but he could not speak Hyperborean - afact he found quite

annoying.
"Wadll, bethat asit may, | do believe you have a problem, my friend,” Taiad observed.
"Oh?" | replied, dready fairly surewhat he meant.

"Indeed. The women you raised from the void remain on lolo mountain,” he said, gesturing eestward,
"whilethe men remain in their newly-restored tower in the ruins of Wilanda-city," he said, gesturing
westward. "1 beg your pardon, but it isSmple to see that thiswill never work. Y ou must get them
together, somehow."

"Ah-youvisted them?’

"Indeed | did. Thewomen | found to be typical of your race - somewhat hairy, if you forgive me saying
s0. Of any human or haf-elven woman, only the body you inhabit now have | ever found to be attractive.
It is clean-limbed, and has the beauty of arose - sweetly formed and scented, but yet with sharp thorns.
Y ou have honed that body well in the four or five decades you've inhabited it - forgive meif it isill
uncomfortable for you to hear me say so, however,” Taliad said, bowing his head briefly.

"I've grown used to this body, and don't mind it as much, my friend. Thank you," | replied, and smiled.

Tdiad smiled back, and after brushing astray strand of golden hair out of his green eyes, he resumed
speaking. "In any event, | dso went to visit the Black Tower. What a confusing mess. It was an hour
before they could bring out someonewho knew aspdll of trandation, for they knew not my tongue and |
knew not yours. Y our tongue has been dl but lost to living memory, | am sorry to say, though a handful
of our scholars till know it. While | waited for them to finally sort themsalves out, | pondered adding a
trandation spell to my grimoire. What transpired theresfter, however, made me no longer wish to
bother.”

"What happened?' | asked, pouring another cup for myself.

"Ah, Eddas. The Black Tower isfull of foals, | think. They wished to trade for books on genera magic
theory, and research works regarding conjuration, summoning, ateration, ectoplasmic manipulation and
soul-theory. It would be obvious even to a hedge-wizard that they are attempting to create aformulafor
revivification, which you, of course, have dready done. The purpose was obvious, aswdll - they
intended to raise your race from the Void, one person at atime - or at least raise their wives and loved



ones. | thought this strange, Eddas. Why spend dl that time and effort researching a spell formulathat
you, amember of their order, aready knew? So, in curiosity, | asked," Taliad said, and rolled hiseyes.
"Their leader flew into arage at the merest hint that they might ask you, and said they'd cast you out of
their order as aheretic and amadman. What utter nonsense. If it weren't for their age, I'd have told them
to their facesthey werefools."

| nodded. Elves had a greeat respect for agein their culture, and al the members of the Dyclonic Circle
were over Sxteen centuries old. "The qudity of foolishnessis not limited to the young,” | replied, quoting
an old elven proverb.

"True, Eddas - as you Hyperboreans used to say, There's No Fool Like An Old Fool'. In any event, |
asked them what they might have to trade for these books. 'Gold - your weight in gold, they replied. In
deferenceto their age, | did not sneer. | am no grubby dwarf, whose every waking thought is occupied
by gold. | tradefor things that interest me, as you know, and thingsthat | can trade for other things that
interest me. Gold | have aplenty. It is not the accumulation of wealth that drives me, but the acquisition of
interesting things, and the act of trading itself. | find bartering and haggling to be as enjoyable as pleasant
conversation with friends - more, sometimes, asit's a bloodless and sometimes exciting exchange as each
side makes offer and counter-offer in pursuit of the best dedl they can get,” Tdiad said, then Sipped a his
cup quietly for amoment.

Thiswas the aspect of even culture that Arella had the hardest time understanding when she had met
Tdiad afew years ago, and took methelongest to explain it to her. She, like most humans unfamiliar
with elves, used to see them as being flighty, aoof, and unconcerned with anything other than frivolous
activities, yet at the same time she knew they were beings of incredible age, experience and wisdom who
are often possessed of such intengity and focused purpose that they are impressive - sometimes even
frightening. Their desires and gods often seemed so dien to humanstheat their true intents and purposes
seem to defy understanding. Thisdichotomy in their nature is resolved when one understands the two
main dements of an df'sexistence: Long Life and Obsession.

The primary reason eves are seen as being flighty, aoof and unconcerned with day-to-day affairsisther
very long lives. What reason is there to hurry when your average lifespan is Six to seven centuries?
Barring accident or illness, atypical ef can easly expect to outlive any human or dwarf. Many eves have
seen severd human kingdoms rise and fal in their lifetime, and met one or two members of their own race
who are over athousand years old. To an df, nothing isredlly permanent. Even the mightiest castlein the
world will crumble before they are middle-aged. Also, where ahuman femae comesinto season once
each month, an elven female comes into season only once ayesar, in the springtime. Without the pressure
of rapid population growth and short life, eves dwayslook to the long-term, laying out plans and ideas
that will take not months or years but decades or centuries to complete. In conflicts with humans or other
short-lived races, elves are sometimes content to avoid conflict and smply out-livetheir foe, returning in a
century or so to deal with their descendants (who may be more reasonable).

Sinceelvesare so long lived, they do not have the same concept of time or time-related conflict that
humans do. An activity that seems like a heart-pounding pace to an ef will seem like amaddening crawl
to ahuman, and an hourglass that seemsto empty at a snail's pace to ahuman isempty in avery brief
timeto an €f. On the one occasion Arelamet Taliad, our conversation was congtantly interrupted with
regular pauseswhile | carefully trandated what was being said to Ardlla, then trandated her words back
to Tdiad - Ardla, like most humans, was driven to distraction by the delay, and smply cast her spell of
trandation. Tdiad didn't mind, however - he smply waited patiently. Elves haveinfinite patience at times.
Thisisnot to say that elves are dow, but rather that their sense of timeison adifferent scaethan a
human's. In fact, the physiology of eves gives them bodies capable of incredible feats of speed and
dexterity, and afluidity of movement that makes many human acrobats seem like plodding oafs by



comparison. Unfortunately, living for such along time also causes the other mgjor psychologica attribute
shared by dl elves, Obsession.

The greatest fear of an df isinsanity. Thelength of ther lives meansthat even eveswith the keenest of
minds tend to have the memories of their earliest experiences blur into amelange of images and
sensations. While elves mature at the same rate humans do, upon reaching maturity at about age 18 to 24
or S0, their aging processes dow to avirtud crawl until the very end of their life, when they rapidly grow
old and die within aspan of afew decades. This meansthat an elf experiencestheworld asawildly
chaotic, unstable place where nothing is permanent and nothing is certain except the fact that they will
eventudly die. To give some sense of order to their lives, evestend to focus on things called Obsessions,
which are pastimes or interests which form the central focus of an ef'slife. An obsession can have any
focus - sometimesit wasto seek out a particular experience, activity or emotion in an attempt to
"Experiencelt To The Fullest”. Other Obsessionsinvolving the setting and accomplishing of a specific
god, anything ranging from adventurous obsess ons such as exploring the world, to the bizarre obsessons
such as collecting one of each type of flower in the world. Sometimestheir Obsession was with mastery
of aparticular ability or skill, again ranging from adventurous gods such as becoming the world's greatest
swordsman, wizard, linguist or actor, to bizarre obsessions, such as becoming the world's grestest
flower-arranger. Of course, the more bizarre Obsessions are only bizarre to someone who is not an €lf -
to an df, such desires seem perfectly norma and understandable.

Many eves had acombination of these things, as Taliad did - he was obsessed with bartering, haggling
and trading for itemsthat interested him. In the pursuit of this, he traded with me for my byalar, which he
traded to other elvesfor the things he wasinterested in, asthe elves had grown asfond of byallar asthe
dwarves were.

All eves have an Obsession, but not dl evesare as strongly affected by it. Y oung evesin therr firs or
second century of lifearerarely strongly Obsessed, but older dvesin ther fifth and sixth centuries of life
arerarely mildly Obsessed. Tdiad was over four hundred years old (1'd met his great-grandfather in my
previouslife, in fact, and fought alongside him at the battle of Rathas Pass), and his Obsesson with
trading for ‘interesting things was beginning to form acentrd part of hislife. When in the pursuit of an
Obsession, an df losestheir air of aoof casuaness and becomes deadly serious; abeing of great age and
power who is often impressive or even frightening in their alien nature and psychology to lesser beings.
And, should they day ever come when the df truly fedsthey have satisfied their Obsession to thefullest,
they smply choose another areathat interests them and become obsessed with it instead.

| had no ideawheat the "interesting things' Taliad collected were, and as he had not ventured the
information, | thought it impolite to ask. Even so, | knew that there was a chance that someday he would
fed he had collected dl the "interesting things' he could, and he would no longer live thelife of atraveling
merchant and trader - on that day, he would most likdly bid me afind farewdl, then slently fade awvay
into the trees, never returning again. It was likely held return to his studies of sorcery, when that day
findly came. Elves have ahigher percentage of their population than humans do with the Tdent, the
inborn ability to manipulate manarequired to be aspellcaster, and afine, strong Talent like hiswas
wagted in alife asatraveling merchant and trader, in my opinion - but that was an df for you.

"Dogoon, Tdiad," | said, refilling his cup.

Tdiad nodded histhanks, spping at his cup for amoment before he continued. "Well, | told them | could
obtain the books they wished with little trouble, yet | had little interest in gold, but rather | sought small
itemsthat interested me, or things | could trade for things that interested me. Out of politeness, |
mentioned that if dl they had to trade was gold, they should keep an eye out for Mungim, for asa dwarf,
hewould beinterested in such an exchange. Well! That, my friend, appeared to be the exact wrong thing



to say! Ther leader exploded into such afit of rage he grew quite tiresome, so | [eft.”

| managed to suppress alaugh, and told him the story of Mungim's experience, which gpparently
happened afew daysto aweek or two before his. "Ah, that would explainit," Taiad replied with anod
of understanding, and again Spped at his byallar for amoment. ™Y ou know, Eddas, | find it quite difficult
to believe that you and High Master Cordo are from the same Circle of mages. Y ou are over sixteen
centuries old - older than the oldest éf by at least four centuries, and probably more. This showsin you,
asyou are polite, well-mannered, and pleasant company, as one would expect an Ancient Oneto be.
Cordo isthe same age, but has no manners and no self control. | wonder why?"

"Perhapsit's merely that heis distraught over the ruins he sees about him?' | ventured, just as1'd
suggested to Mungim.

"Perhgps. Still, you saw the sameruins, and are not like him. | think perhaps the ruin of your civilization,
the death of the Hyperboreans, has driven him insane," Taliad replied, and shuddered. Elves greetly fear
insanity, and avoid the insane as though they had a contagious disease.

We chatted for abit longer after that, then finally Taiad opened one of the boxes he had brought and
begun trading. He had brought abook on magic theory representing the collected knowledge of the
Arcadians and Larinians. The book had been written by a Larinian researcher, and contained a great ded
of information gleaned from work with some of the finest mindsin both lands - Arella-tor among them. |
didn't refuseit - it was Ardlasinspiration that led usto discovering the secrets that the Dyclonic Circle
now struggled to find. The Arcadiansand Larinians, particularly Ardla, thought about magic differently
than did we Hyperborean battle-mages - not necessarily better or worse, smply differently. | thought the
book would make afine and vauable addition to the theoretical works | already had, and agreed. It was
eadly worth abarrdl by itsdlf. | dso asked Tdiad if he might bring me afew black robes when next he
vidited, asmy own robe wasn't asimpressive asl'd like (being asit was the same robe I'd taken off the
Vilandians ages ago, the hem shortened and the hood added by my own mediocre hand at needlework).
Asit turned out, Taliad had anticipated my need, and had half adozen loose hooded robes of soft,
findy-made ebon fugtian for meto take alook at. Each had dight variationsin the length of deeve and
hem, so | selected the one that was closest in length to what | was dready wearing, and traded another
barrel for it.

Finaly, Tdiad swung himsdlf into the driver's seat of hissmal wagon, and smiled & me. "I may have
something interesting for you when | come back in thefal - it depends on whether | can make the trades
| am thinking of before then. | trade your byallar for something, then trade that for something € se, then
trade that for something ese, and so on. Quite enjoyable - and if | succeed, | think | may have something
that iswell worth your time, and most of thefdl harvest," he said, and grinned.

"Oh? And what will you do with severa dozen barrds, my friend? Do you have something in particular
you are trading for with them?”

"Oh, yes. A very interesting item indeed caught my eye last winter. 1've been searching for something like
it for many decades. It should be an interesting trade,” he replied, then winked. "Farewell, Master Eddas
Ayar. Until we meet again,” he caled, then flicked the reinsto his pony. Silently, they moved away down
the road, the enchantments he had on the wagon and the shoes of his pony muffling the sound of their
movement to nothingness, until finaly they disappeared behind the trees at the bend in the road.

| Sghed. 'He may beright,' | thought to mysalf, considering our conversation and what 1'd learned fromit.
'Cordo may have been driven insane by the death of our people - like Morgar.' | tucked the book and
robe |'d traded for under my arm, and turned back to my tower with a heavy heart. It seemed my people
werewe| and truly gone, and with amadman in charge of half of the surviving population, it didn't seem



likely they would ever return.

Thirteen.

"'Dig through the ruins!’ That was Cordo's order. There were seven other circles of mages that
once had their homesin Wilanda-city - it was possible we might find scraps of their libraries, and
with spells of repairing might restore some kind of works we could use in our research. Natchok,
Faral and | considered telling himtherisk, but decided against it. No one could really tell him
anything he didn't want to hear, now. Each day, he would come to us, and demand to know what
progress Natchok, Faral and | had made. And each day, he flew into a rage when he found we
had made little, if any. Yet, there was little we could do. Despite how much Cordo screamed, we
needed proper research texts to have a decent chance at success. So many, many times, | thought
of Eddas, and was saddened by the waste, and the futility of it all. Then, the first ghost came
through the wall of my chamber one night, and we had other things to think about..."

- Gorol Qual, Personal Diary, Date Unknown, presumed 17+ century NCC
"There. That formulais morewhat you want,”" | said in the tongue of the giants.

Longtooth looked at the largeflat rock | was using as a'chakboard', his enormous brow furrowed in
concentration as he studied my work. It was difficult for him to bend down to my level and remain so for
hours on end, so he had smply lain down on his ssomach to see what | was doing. His own grimoire he
had open before him, and | recognized hisfather's blocky, smplewriting in it - apparently, hisfather had
passed his spellbook on as Longtooth's inheritance. The book was enormous to me - amassive tome
that was two cubits long, acubit wide and haf a cubit thick with pages of soft cowhide pounded thinner
than vellum. For him, however, it wasasmall book that sat easily on one hand held flat, and could be
conveniently tucked into his belt. "Aye, Eddas. | seeit now. By reducing thisvaue here," he said,
pointing with thetip of hiswriting brush, "you reduce the cost to the caster in endurance. | wonder why
my father never thought of that?"

"Because he, like you and those few other giants who have the Tdent, was aso possessed of an
enormous amount of strength. He could cast this disease-curing spell in your grimoire Six or saven times
before fainting with exhaustion - and usualy he never needed to cast it more than once or twice. This
spell, however, ismuch more efficient. I'll wager you can cadt it twenty-five times without fainting -
perhaps more. Combined with the meditation techniques | taught you last year, that should be enough to
handle any outbreak of Black-Tongue or Dropsy you may have, eveninthelarger villages."

Longtooth nodded his massive head. "I thank you. | believe | shdl copy it now, if that'sdright. The
remainder isthe same, yes? | mean the reagents and other miscellany?"

"No, the changein the value here," | replied, pointing, "meansthat it cannot be imbued into an item or
made into a potion, and has no reagents - and without reagents, you cannot cast it from agrimoire,” |
replied.

"I'll have to take sometime to practice it, then, though it may be many weeks of practice before | can
cast thisnew formula'on thefly', asit were," Longtooth said, grinning, and | nodded as he dipped the tip
of hiswriting-brush into the bucket of ink he brought. He then very carefully began to scribe the spell into
hisgrimoire, writing in what for him was very small |etters, using just thetip of the brush. Histongue was
clenched between histeeth, his brow furrowed again, and he looked quite comical as he concentrated - |
had to struggle to keep my expression smooth. It wouldn't do to break his concentration and cause him
to make a mistake, much lessto have him see me grinning at him and have him perhaps beinsulted. For a
giant, Longtooth was agenius with aquick mind and an innate grasp of the mathematics of magic - his



father would truly have been very proud of himif he could see him today. For a human, hewas only
dightly above average intelligence, and till somewhat dow of wit.

When hewasfindly done, he carefully cleaned hiswriting-brush in abucket of water, then wiped it dry
on hisenormous tunic. With agentle, careful hand, helifted the small bucket of ink and capped it with the
|eather-wrapped wooden plug that was its stopper. Carefully, so as not to raise too much dust which
might fall upon his open grimoire beforetheink dried, he sat up. "There. That will take abit to dry,
though,” he rumbled.

"Well, while we wait, you can tell me the news of Dohbari,” | replied, sitting down in the chair | had
brought out of the tower.

Longtooth pondered for severd minutes, stroking his bearded chin in the warm summer sun before his
rumbling voice replied. "Well, Dragondayer and Felicity's oldest son, Stronghand, has been courting one
of the girls of the village. Congtance is her name. Quite nice, | think. My own wife Belindathinks she'sa
bit flighty, though. Mot likdly if they decide to marry, they will have to betested. The spring planting
went well, and if the rains come as they should, welll have agood harvest. Dragondayer hastaken to
walking with Stronghand when they patrol for goblins, asheisgetting on in yearsand no longer can
chase them asfast as he used to. They encountered the mages of your circlein the ruins of Wilanda-city.
The mages rebuilt the Black Tower, apparently, and now liveinit. They are picking through theruinsin
amall groups - even though thisisour territory, it isstill their city, so Dragondayer said nothing. Thishas
stirred up severa ghosts, though, so Dragondayer and Stronghand no longer patrol a night there - only
during the day. Stronghand asked if they wanted me to come by and try to appease the ghosts, but they
declined. They arenot likeyou at al. Y ou talk to us often, and treat us asfriends. They tend to ignore us,
and spesk to us very little," Longtooth said, then scratched his head with amassive digit. "1 wonder why
they arelikethat?'

"It'sseeing dl the destruction and ruin, most likely. They are fill quite upset,” | replied.

"Ah. | imagine that would be disheartening. The ghosts must be quite frightening at night, aswell. Perhaps
this aso upsets them. No matter - they are no friends of ours. Mungim the dwarf said that they had

g ected you from their Order. All of us of Dohbari think that isaterrible way to treat you, so they are not
our friends.”

'Gods, isthere anyonein Hyperboreathat Cordo hasn't annoyed yet? | thought to myself. "Perhaps
they'll changetheir minds astime goesby," | offered.

"Perhaps, Eddas. | do not know. | only know that you are our friend, tried and proven. They make no
pretense a friendship, and betray you, who are our friend. They aso stir up ghostsin our territory, which
wedo not like. If they mind their own business, we will mind ours, but if they do nat, | think the giants of
our village may go over there one morning and ssomp them flat."

| blanched - they may have turned on me, but these were, for the most part, my friends we were talking
about. "l don't know if that would be agood idea, my friend. There are over four score of them, and
each isapowerful and skilled battle-mage.”

"We have spread the story of them and what they did to you. Few giants are pleased with them - your
fame asaheder and asagiant-friend iswell known. | can gather the giants of three or four villages
together easily. They will not be aproblem,” Longtooth replied.

| smiled - Longtooth was only trying to show me how much his people cared for me, and sounding
disapproving would not be agood idea. "Thank you, my friend, I'm sureyou'reright,” | replied. And he
was right - three or four villages would be around ten or twelve score angry giants - and perhaps afew



giantesses, aswell. My friendswould die, and rather rapidly. This didn't make me happy, but there
wasn't much | could do to try to help them. They had made me an outcast - | couldn't even speak to
them, redlly. An outcast member of the Circle was, by our rules, a shunned person, and wasto be
avoided. Therewas, quiteliteraly, nothing | could do.

When theink on the page in Longtooth's grimoire wasfindly dry, he tucked it back into hisbelt and
carefully put hiswriting gear away in abox he carried in hishand. "'l thank you again, Eddas," He said,
carefully risng to hisfeet. "Are you sure there is nothing we can do for you in return? Thisisavauable
gpell to us, and will comein very handy in thefuture.”

| smiled. "No, my friend. The Giants of Dohbari village dready do so much for me, | fed | will never be
ableto repay them werel to live ahundred lifetimes,” | replied.

Longtooth grinned back. "Wefed the sameway, my friend. Farewell for now," he caled, then turned
and began striding away down the road.

Arella peeked out from the door to the tower as the low booming of Longtooth's footsteps faded away,
and Swift-wing fluttered down onto her shoulder from the shade tree at the base of my tower. "Ishe
gone?"' she asked.

"Yes. I'll get the shove and start digging. Can you drag them out here?!

"Yes- | canusemy spell of telekiness and get the one you caled Horgoth down herefairly quickly,” she
replied, and went back into the tower.

What | hadn't told Longtooth, because it would have enraged him, isthat | had two corpsesinsde my
tower, and the count of members of the Dyclonic Circle was now down to eighty-three.

It had gtarted innocently enough. | was Stting aone on the parapet of the tower, having just finished my
smple breakfast of conjured fare. The air before me shimmered, and two of my old friends appeared -
Master Horgoth and Master Nids. | greeted them in friendship, asit had been amost ayear sincethe
Circle gected me, and | hoped that perhaps they had changed their minds. Horgoth and Nials smiled and
clagped my forearm warmly in greeting. Horgoth wore his usua brown robes, and Niaswore his usud
black - both of them aso wore the stedl skullcap of the order, though it looked like Horgoth's needed a
bit of apolish.

"How goesit within the Circle, my friends?' | asked, resuming my set.

Niassighed at that. "Ah, poorly, Eddas. We sorely need the spell you researched. The Circleslibrary is
long gone - afew scraps and the spines of afew tomeswas al we could find. Even after we restored
what little we could find with spells of repairing, they turned out to be worthless - just copies of
spellbooks placed in the library for use by the apprentices and mages of the Circle in building their own
grimoires. We've no theoretical worksto refer to, and only three of us are good enough at spell research
to try doing it off the top of their heads - Gorol, Natchok, and Fara. They're working onit, but it will
take years - possibly decades. Only two traders have come by - an ef and adwarf. The dwarf got some
sort of bee up hisrear at something High Master Cordo said, and took off. The éf - well, you know how
they are. One moment things were fine, then he said something that insulted Cordo and rode off. A pair
of giants wander by two or three times aweek patrolling for goblins and ogres and such, but they said
they weren't coming by at night anymore because we accidentally roused afew ghostswhile seeing if any
of the other librariesin Wilanda-city survived. Hell, Eddas, the placeis so badly ruined, we had to digin
as many places aslooked right - who knew we'd disturb afew bones belonging to some restless spirits?
They're quite annoying, aswell - they keep coming into the tower and wailing at us, keeping us awake dl
night. Cordo says we should just ignore them and eventually they'll go away, but so far it hasn't worked.



Weredlly need your spdll, Eddas. Do you think you could see your way clear to giveit to us?"

| shook my head in reply to them. "No, Nias. Cordo gected me from the Circle. HE's not getting free
access to my spellbooks and research works as though | was still amember, he's going to have to pay
for it like he would any other mage not in the Circle. And I've dready said my price, I'm not going to

repedt it."

"Ah, that'stoo bad," Nias said, then looked around. "Tell me, isthe mage Ardla-tor here today? The
oneyou trained?"

"No, not yet. She normdly vists methisday of the week, but she hasn't arrived yet,” | replied,
shrugging.

Niasthen threw his hands out in amagical gesture, rapidly incanting. Caught unprepared and sitting, |
tried to begin a counter-spell - but it wastoo late. A rope asthick as my wrist appeared, flying from
Nias fingertips, while Horgoth legped on me, knocking me out of my chair and to the parapet. Ina
moment | was bound hand and foot by the massive rope, and Horgoth was pulling the knot of a gag tight
- | was helpless. "There. That spell can hold an ogre - it should hold him easily. I'll search the tower for
his books, you keep an eye out for the Southlander woman. If | can't find what we want in the books,
well use her asleverage.”

Horgoth didn't reply, however. This was because someone had dit histhroat from ear to ear.

Niasturned a his companion's death-rattle, and realized someone invisible was on the parapet - neither
he nor | knew it a the time, but Arellawas there. While Horgoth clutched at histhroat, blood pouring
between hisfingers as he thrashed out hislife at Nids feet, Nias began casting the Spell of Truesight. As
soon as he began casting, Arelladarted around the corner of the tower.

Though | didn't know it at the time, Swift-wing had preceded his mistress, as she wanted to tell me she
would be alittle late. He had spotted Nias and Horgoth talking to me, and in curiosity had examined
their astrdl auras - anatural talent of Ravens. As soon as he saw their auras, he warned hismisiress - he
didn't dare speak up to warn me, or heldd probably have been blasted into a puff of smoking feathersfor
his efforts. Swift-wing told me later hed rarely read more dangerous auras - two very powerful mages,
their base auras were both dark green and shot through with brown flashes, splotches of purple, bluish
purple, green and red. They were desperate, they were contemplating treachery, they had nothing but
contempt for me, and they were determined to get what they wanted at any cost. When Swift-wing told
Ardlathis, she had pulled off her shoesto be as sedthy as possible, cast a Spdll of Invishility on hersdf,
and used her Spell of Returning to come as quickly as she could. Niads and Horgoth had not cast any
defensve pdlls before they came, on the off chance | might examine them, suspecting treachery, and find
proof of it. That wasto be Horgoth's undoing - if held had his Spell of Protection up, Arellanever would
have been ableto kill him with her knife.

Nias searched the parapet carefully, but saw nothing - Ardlasmply wasn't within sght. | looked around
- on the very top of my tower, Sitting right at the peak of the dome, was Swift-wing. He held perfectly
dill, watching Nids carefully - and obvioudy telling Arellawhen to move so he wouldn't spot her.
Swift-wing was smply so small and perched so far above Nid's head that he hadn't spotted him. | was
again impressed with how well they worked together as ateam, just asthey had during the war for
Darian'sthrone.

Their srategy was awise one, though. Arellamay have been the most powerful mage in the Southlands,
but Nia s was a Hyperborean battle-mage, and easily her superior - if he could see her, or even just
know roughly where she was, he could kill her. Nidswalked around the parapet stedlthily, and



Swift-wing watched closdly. As soon as Swift-wing told her Nidswas on the other side, she quietly
padded back around to me, her bare feet making almost no noise on the stone of the parapet. With a
careful touch, she dipped her knife between the gag and my cheek, and cut the gag. Ingtantly, she darted
for thefar corner of the tower again, gpparently a Swift-wing's silent, menta warning.

| looked up to Nias, who was just rounding the corner again in his search for Ardla. "So, thisiswhat it's
cometo, eh, Nids?' | ydled, spitting out the gag and hating the sound of the woman's shriek in my ears.

"Y es, damn you! Cordo says you worked amost fifty years before you died trying to find it, and another
forty inthislifel I'm not waiting a century or more for Gorol and histeamto find it - I'll be dead by then!
Give me the damn formula”

"No," | replied coldly.

Nials pulled out a kerchief from his pocket. "Well see about that. Let'sjust put this gag back, then well
just see" hesaid, and grinned at me evilly. "That'salovely body you stole, Eddas. It's been quite some
time since | saw any woman, much less one with abody aslovey asthat one. Oncel kill your friend,
perhaps I'll take my pleasure of it for amoment or two. Afterwards, well find out if you don't sing a
different tune once you've bled alittle under my blade.”

Being bound limited my options dragticdly. | could cast, snce | wasn't gagged, but being unable to
gesture meant that | would have to limit mysdlf to smple spells, most of which wouldn't hurt him if he had
even the most basic of protection spells up - and judging by how openly he approached an un-gagged
mage, it seemed likely he now had his best spells of protection up, most likely cast while he was on the
other sde of the tower. | did know one spell, however, that would completely ignore his protective
spells, asit didn't do direct damage. | quickly spat out the incantation to the spell of the Elementa Blast
of Air, struggling to gesture as best | could in my bonds. Just as he was bent over me, | finished the spell.

The massive gust of wind smashed into him, lifting him into the air, and throwing him off the parapet. His
rapid and urgent incantation of the Spell of Hight was cut off by a sickening thud as he hit the ground,
forty-two cubits below the parapet.

"You got him," Arellabeamed, peeking from around the corner. She dashed over to me as Swift-wing
fluttered down to her shoulder, and with agrin, cut meloose.

"Yes. It'sasmple spdl - you should know it well. | taught it to al my apprenticesin the latter part of their
training as an introduction to dementa theory, and astharr firg truly offensive spell. Just an enormous
blast of air. Doesn't redly hurt, but can throw you about and give you some scrapes and bruises from the
fal or dam you into awall hard enough to stun or render you unconscious - of course, when cast by a
master, it hits considerably harder then when cast by an apprentice. Unfortunately for him, | never forgot
that spdll, and he wasfighting on top of my tower,” | replied grimly, rubbing my wrists. "Longtooth's
coming a noon - go to my linen closet, pull out a spare blanket, wrap Horgoth up in it and drag him
ingde. I'll go downgtairs and do the sameto Nials, and try to rake the ground a bit so L ongtooth won't
notice the blood.”

"Why bother hiding it from him, Eddas? He can help dig graves,” Swift-wing asked.

"Because he would be so enraged held grab whoever wasin the village and go charging over to the
Black Tower - and the eighty-odd battle-mages there would easily kill ahandful of giants. Come- let's
hurry.”

Now, hourslater, | put the last bit of sod back over the two graves. | tamped the sod back down in
place, then leaned on my shove and sighed. The bodies I'd stripped of their rings and other magic items,



and my blankets could be washed in theriver then hung to dry. Yes, in afew weeks, after arain or two
that let the sod grow smooth again, there would be no trace of them. No trace at al of two menwhom |
had once caled 'friend.’

Ardlacame over an hour later, having finished washing the bundle of cloths sheld used to clean up the
mess on the parapet and the blankets we'd used to wrap up the bodies to keep them from trailing blood
everywhere while we moved them. All the blood-stained cloths and blankets now hung on arope shed
tied between two trees, drying in the afternoon sun. She looked at me, and studied my face quietly for
severa minutes before she spoke. | was staring off into the distance, looking down the tree-lined road
that led to my tower.

"What isit, Eddas?'

| Sghed again. "l just wish..." | said, then shook my heed. "They just wanted the formula, Ardla. And
now two old friends are dead."

"Raven, it had to be done. Y ou heard what he said. Perhaps he wouldn't have killed you - but he'd have
doneworse," she said, then hugged me.

| let go the shove and hugged her back for severd minutes. Finally, we let each other go and just stood
there, holding hands.

| looked down to the graves again, and she followed my gaze. "They were my friends, once," | said, and
sghed. "But you're right - when Nias said hewould... Use melikethat..." | said, and in aburst of anger |
let go Ardllas hands, turned and stomped down on the dirt over hisunmarked grave.

"l saw you going through their pockets and such,” Swift-wing commented.

"Yes. | thought | would recover their rings and their other items and return them to their tombs. Now |
am so angry a these two for doing this, for forcing me and you to kill them, | think | may keep them
myself,” | said, and ssomped on Horgoth's grave, aswell. My emotions were a confused whirl. Part of
me felt deep grief at the death of two men | once caled 'friend’, yet another part of mewaslivid with
anger and humiliation that Nials would consder raping me. "Between the two of them they had twenty
rings and various other items, but only two were enchantments | don't already have. Nialswore aring
that was enchanted with the Spell of Summoning the Invisible Steed. He dways said | wasfoolish to
wear aring of flight, as hefelt an invisible seed summoned without effort was far more useful and faster
than flying. Asit turned out, he waswrong. If hed had aring of flight, he'd have been able to halt hisfdll
before he hit the ground,” | replied, and picked up the shovel. | gestured for Arellato follow, and walked
back to the shed to put away the shovel as| continued.

"Anyway... Horgoth had aring of extra-dimensiond space like minewith hisgrimoireinit - | etimateit's
worth around five thousand gold pieces, perhaps more. | didn't seeany spell init | didn't aready have,
but then again, | only skimmed throughiit. I'll haveto review it carefully this evening, and that will give me
abetter ideaof what'sin it and how much it'sactudly worth. If you like, you can copy anything init into
your own grimoire - you helped beat him, you've certainly earned it. Nials grimoire wasn't on him. It's
probably back in the Black Tower, or insde his Hidden Sanctuary. Instead, he had aring of invisbility,” |
sad, and sghed. "I'd dwaystold him that being invisble was of only limited use on the battlefield, snce
you were not only invisible to your enemies but to your alies, aswell, but Nias disagreed, and said it had
other uses. Considering asit was your invishility that alowed you to kill Horgoth, | suppose he wasright.
I'll probably keep the ring to use mysdif.”

"Eddas, | hate to remind you of this, but there's till moreto do," she said, taking my handsin hers after
I'd finished putting the shovel away.



"Oh?Likewhat?'

"They're not redlly dead - their bodies are, but their souls deep in their animuaries somewherein thelr
tombs. Someday, they may rise again. Y ou will probably have to go to their tombs and crush their
animuaries,” shereplied quietly.

| blanched at theidea- as she didn't have an animuary hersdlf, she couldn't know how chilling her
suggestion was. Crushing and destroying someone's soul was not something | would do lightly. "No. It's
not necessary - | sealed each of their tombs mysalf using the Spell of Warding when | first raised them
from the void. No-one except me can get in there without first dispelling theward - and aside from the
Dyclonic Circle, | sncerely doubt any mage today is up to the chalenge. Of course, they would haveto
find thetombs, first. They've lain hidden thislong, it doesn't seem likely anyone's going to find them
anytime soon. It's not necessary, Ardlla”

"Well, dright. Even so, well haveto stay very dert from now on - Cordo will send more once heredlizes
thesetwo failed.”

"Cordo didn't send Nialsand Horgoth, Ardla. | used the spell of communication with the dead, and
asked their corpses. They just grew impatient with waiting, concelved of the idea of trying to force meto
give them what they wanted, and acted onit. They said thereisagreat ded of discontent among the
members of the Circle, and Cordo is hard-pressed to keep everyone working and following hisplan. |
suspect there may be others who aso are growing impatient, though, and they may make smilar
attempts. When these two are noticed to be missing, that's only going to make matters worse for Cordo -
the others will think they have abandoned Cordo and his plan. At that point, Cordo may be forced to act,
and may choose to do what thesetwo tried,” | said, walking back to the tower with Arellain tow.

"Alright, what do we do, then?' Arellaasked.

"Wll, 'we do nothing. Y ou have your duties at the castle, Ardlla, and it's at Steelgate where Y orindar's
interestslie. Asfor mysdlf, sooner or later, Y orindar will show mewhat he wants meto do. So, | smply
walt."

"Assuming he hasn't forgotten about you," Ardlareplied, making amoue.
"What do you mean?' | asked, opening the door to the tower for her.

"Eddas, you said before this conflict between Morgar and Y orindar is over Darian - or some descendant
of his. And yet infiveyearsal youve doneisfinish educating Darian's children. Y ou seem to be left here
by yoursdlf. | understand what you're saying, and you'reright - my duty is at Steelgate, helping Darian
and his children. Still, that means you're having to dedl with Morgar's ruining your plans and preventing
the restoration of your people without anyone's help.”

A thought suddenly occurred to me, like the flame of acandlefindly flaring to life. "Of course!™
"What?' Arellaasked, looking a me as we reached my room at the top of the tower.

| smiled, sitting down at my table and patting the chair besde me. Asshe s, | beganto explain. "Arella,
I've had months to think about this, and it'sfinally dawned on me what's happening, and why | am il
herein my tower, doing what is, for the most part, nothing.”

"So what is happening?' Arellaasked.

"Have | ever explained to you the concept of abattle fought as a delaying action?"



"Yes' sherepled, then suddenly, her eyeswidened. ™Y ou mean that you're here to keep Morgar
digtracted?"

| nodded. "Sofar as| cantell, especialy after interrogating Nias and Horgoth's corpses with my spell,
Cordo isreceiving advice directly from Morgar, through his dreams, amost nightly. Y orindar explained
oncethat doing that takesalot of energy from him - he said 'It's very tiring, and can't be maintained
indefinitely." Cordo has become the main focus of Morgar's efforts, and probably al the energy he hasis
going into guiding Cordo. I'm here as part of adelaying action, while Y orindar continuesthe real work
with Darian and hischildren.”

Ardlanodded in understanding, leaning back in her chair as she stroked her chin, thinking. "What do you
suppose hisplans are”?’

"Hard to say. Darian is over seventy, now, so hewon' livefor too many more years. | think it'sgoing to
fal to you very soon to look after their children, most likely in your role as Court Wizardess - and | think
you'll have to keep a close eye on them from now on. Either way, my task for the moment apparently is
to keep Morgar distracted, which | am. Morgar has apparently decided that his plans require being the
dominant deity of the Hyperboreans when our race findly arises from the ashes of our civilization. | think
it was probably hard enough for him to help Cordo to get al the other mages of the Circleto turn against
me, S0 how he'sjust struggling to maintain control,” | said, and raised afinger. "But - and thisis the most
important thing - Morgar'swhole plan isgoing to fail, and fail utterly if he continuesthe way he's been
going.”

"Redly? Why?' Ardlaasked.

"Well, Ardla, thisismy thinking: He's presenting himsdlf as being the correct and proper deity of the
battle-mages of the Dyclonic Circle. And yet, everything he has ordered them to do through Cordo has
been an utter and complete failure so far. Since the moment they decided to gect me from the Circle,
everything they havetried hasfailed. If they continue like this, eventualy even the most rabid of those
who support Cordo and Morgar will redlize that they are on the wrong side.”

"Unless Cordo blames all this on you, and they al come hereto blast you at once," Swift-wing said
cynicaly.

"That's possible, too, my friend. Sometimes delaying actions cost you the troops you committed to them.
Even 5o, | think Y orindar still needs me, probably for some event or person in the future, and | don't
think he's quite willing to let medie just yet. He's building up to something that hasn't happened yet -
something in the future. And he'sdoing it quietly, keeping Morgar's attention focused here, while he
brings the future plans of histo fruition,” | explained, and Ardllanodded as | continued.

"Also, | think Morgar will be hesitant to have Cordo try to kill me so openly. Morgar isinsane, not
stupid. Certainly, they would succeed - but Morgar knows | am dlied with the giants, friendswith Karg,
and that the elves and dwarves hold mein high respect. The Dyclonic Circleisn't strong enough &t the
moment to stand againgt dl the giants and Karg, much less have the elves and dwarves annoyed at them,
too."

"l il think it'svery dangerous," Swift-wing commented, and Arella nodded.
"| agree. | think that this'holding action' is very dangerous,” she said.

"Of courseitis,”" | replied, and leaned forward to kiss Ardlabriefly, then stroked Swift-wing's feathers
for amoment before continuing. "All war is dangerous - and thisisawar between two gods. Like | told
you before - mortals fight wars with sword and spell across bloody battlegrounds. Gods fight wars with



souls and paradox acrossthe Arc of Time," | said, and smiled. Eventualy, Ardllasmiled back.
"So you were drawn from the past to save the future,” she said at lagt.
"Exactly,” | replied, and felt achill asthe word passed my lips.

Fourteen.

"Avyear had passed, and | found | missed Dame Raven greatly. What had started as ssimple
friendship had, indeed, blossomed into love. Yet, she was gone - and might never return, unless the
king needed her again. For many weeks, | considered leaving my post, abandoning what little |
had in my life, and simply getting a good horse to ride north, past the Great Wall, and perhapstry
to find her in the wilderness of Hyperborea. Finally, however, reason prevailed - eveniif | could
dishonor myself by abandoning the king's duty, Hyperborea was a large and dangerous place,
abounding with giants, dragons and fell beasts, if all that | had heard was true. It was far more
likely I'd end up in the gullet of some hideous creature of those barren wastelands than it was |
would be in the arms of the woman | loved. At last, in desperation, | asked the court wizardess,
Mage Arédlla-tor, if she might help. Arella-tor simply smiled sadly at me, and shook her head. "Let
her go, Commander. Your love can never be, for Dame Raven loves another, and has for sixteen
centuries." Shocked at her immense age and saddened by my misfortune, | returned to my duties.
Yet, at night, | often found | dreamed of her. To thisday, | find I love her still."

- Commander Javan Tybalt of the King's Guard, Personal Diary, 1682 NCC

Ardlasvistsgrew less and lessfrequent as spring dowly turned into summer. Darian's senility was
dowly but steadily worsening, and she had to spend more and more of her time watching his heath and
mixing herba tonicsto give him to try to maintain the clarity of hismind. | staved off my londliness by
throwing myself into my research, hoping to find away to restore my old body to me.

The problem was not smple. While | had the Spell of Body Alteration in my grimoire, aspd| that
allowed the caster to dter their body in nearly any way they desired, it wasn't what | needed. The spell
would alow meto transform my body into amale human, if | wished, even into aHyperborean mae
human, but not into any particular person, certainly not into my old self, and the spell wasn't permanent.

About the middle of summer, as| was poring through my grimoaire, | suddenly stumbled upon the answer.
| nearly whooped with joy. It was an effort to cadm mysdlf, and begin to do the calculationsto seeif it
would work. After two hours, | found it would. "Yes!" | shouted, my heart legping in my chest. After
fetching asmal reagent pouch from my research supplies, | cast my Spell of Returning to transport mysdlf
down into my tomb.

The theory was smple, and it surprised me that it had not occurred to me before. Many spells specify
their effects through the use of samples from the intended target, or adirect example of the intended
effect, usng the Law of Sympathy or the Law of Contagion. For example, one of the spells of
summoning in my grimoire had very little drain because its palliations were based around requiring a
sample from the target to be summoned - ahair, afingernail paring, adrop of blood, what have you. This
used the Law of Contagion to reduce the drain by limiting the possible effect to a specific target. If |
could get asample of hair or something smilar from my old body, | could then create aspell that used
this sample to restore my form, using the Law of Sympathy to guide the spells effect.

Using my ring of telekiness, | lifted the lid of my sarcophagus and bent down to the ancient skeleton that
had once been my body. With agentle touch, | took alarge pinch of dust from benegath the skeleton -
dust that had once been my flesh. | then carefully sealed the sarcophagus again, and cast my Spell of
Returning to take me back to the top of my tower.



After copying thefinished formulaand the incantation onto severa blank sheets of vellum and spreading
them across my table, | stripped and set the garments on the bed. The formula didn't account for clothing
and other itemsworn, and | didn't want to waste time trying to adjust it for that when | could smply
remove them.

| sat back at the table again, nude, and looked down at mysalf. This body was very beautiful, yes- but |
had tired of it. | wanted my old body back. "Hah! Goodbye, breasts! No longer will you pain mewhen |
haveto run!" | crowed, grinning. "Goodbye, womb! Y our monthly interruption of my lifewill not be
missed!" With greet care, | extracted afew grains of the dust from the ret, holding them between my
thumb and forefinger, then began reading the spll. | rattled it off rapidly - | didn't want to take even a
moment more time than | needed. | had severd pinchesof dust - if | failed, | could awaystry again.

The grains of dust between my fingertips puffed into smoke, and | sat back and awaited the
transformation. | was certain it would be uncomfortable, and | shut my eyes, seding mysdlf against
whatever may come, and waited.

After amoment, | opened my eyesagain.
Nothing happened.
| look down a mysdlf, and swore. | was ill apae-skinned femde half-df.

"I must have mis-cast. Or perhaps | need more than just afew grains of the dust from my corpse,” |
muttered aloud, and carefully emptied the reagent bag into my open pam. Sighing, | began again, taking
my time and casting carefully. | spent an hour, weaving the Manainto the desired pattern, repesting the
words of power carefully and precisely. With afina gesture, | released the spell, and the dust in my palm
puffed into smoke. | again shut my eyes and steeled mysdlf against the pain of transformation from
woman to man.

After afew heartbeats, | opened my eyes and swore again. Nothing had happened.

| pored over the formulafor the spell, and the incantations and gestures | had written down. | knew | had
followed what 1'd written precisdly - perhapsthe error lay in what | had written. Or, perhaps, the spel
violated the Law of Tantivity. And the Law of Tantivity did, indeed, apply here. The spdl'sdrain was
minor, and | could amplify the effect by applying my will. However, evenif | gpplied every bit of my will
and fainted with exhaustion, the spell would till fail if resisted by the Law of Tantivity. | carefully
re-checked my work.

After an hour of study, | swore again. There was nothing there. I'd checked by work carefully, and no
dip of the pen wasto blame. I'd been right in my initid caculations, and the Law of Tantivity was not
violated. Anyone with apinch of dust from acorpse, abit of hair from someone living or dead, or other
amilar material components could use thisformulato transform their body, following the pattern that was
laid down in the material component they had used. The spell should have worked. Some kind of
transformation should have occurred in me - but nothing had happened.

'Or at leadt, nothing | can seelooking down at mysdlf,' | thought suddenly, realizing the possihilities.

For abrief moment, | wasworried. It suddenly occurred to methat | still did not have an explanation for
what had happened to me when the skull of Hyarlanoth had destroyed my animuary. The skull had bound
my soul to thisbody asthough it was my own, reducing my animuary to dust. Still, the binding itsdlf had
been in a strange manner, and something in its nature protected me, somehow, from the effects of the
Hidden Life spell. | knew not what it was- | only knew that when | astrally projected from this body, my
true form could be seen on the astrd plane - my spirit was till that of amuscular, adult Hyperborean



male, as| always had been, despite my body being that of a half-elf female. 'Perhaps a change did occur,
but the effect was warped by that of the Skull!" | thought, and leaped to my feet. | dashed to the mirror,
worried that | might see something horrid had happened.

| looked into the mirror for along moment. Then, | bresthed an enormous sigh of rdlief, and grinned.

Standing before me, gazing out of the mirror with abroad grin on her face, was the same half-elven
woman | had gotten used to seeing dl these years. Her eyesflashed like twin pieces of jet, and she
tossed her ebon ponytail with glee. Her smooth, hairless body was beautiful, sensua, and well-muscled.
Thewoman in the mirror seemed to dmost flaunt her body a me - and it was an astoundingly beautiful
body, with an alien cast to the features that made her look even more beautiful. | ran my fingers over
mysalf to assure mysdlf again that the body wasindeed mine, turning to look over my shoulder and see
every part of me, and watched the woman in the mirror do the same, an expression of relish on her face.

It was some moments before | redlized that this was perhaps the first time | had looked at the woman in
the mirror, the strange person who had gazed back out at me for years, and was actualy glad to see her.

| went back to my bed, and began pulling on my clothes. It seemed obvious, now - whatever effect the
Skull had on me, it prevented me from atering this body. | sighed. It seemed that before | would be able
to transform thisbody into my old one, | would haveto find out just exactly what the Skull of Hyarlanoth
had done to mein thefirst place.

And that research might take me decades. Perhaps centuries.

| had dready spent time studying my own agtral aura, and trying to find out what change the Skull had
madeinme. I'd spent yearsonit, in fact. To date, | still had no clue. | could tell something had changed
by examining my own aura, but exactly what had been done was unclear. Yes, it could take me agesto
unravel the mystery of what exactly had happened to me - and apparently, until | did, | couldn't resume
my origina form and become aman again. In thisbody, | had that kind of timefor research - ahaf-ef
could live threeto four centuries. More, with the youth-restoring spell 1'd copied from the grimoire of the
White Witch of lolo Mountain, | could smply restore this body's youth asit neared the end of it'slife,
and take millenniato work on the problem, if needed. But even having along lifespan to research the
problem didn't necessarily mean | would find the answer.

When | was dressed, | roseto my feet and summoned my staff to my hand. With asigh, | cast aminor
cantrip of light and placed the glowing spark on the tip of my staff. Drawing lightly upon the reserves of
strength it contained, | then cast my Spell of Returning. In an ingtant, | was degp below my tower, inthe
smal chamber | had set aside in my tomb for Dyarzi'sfind resting place. | gazed upon her quiet, skeletd
form, laying upon her cold bed of stone, and tears cameto my eyes. "I'm sorry, Dyarzi. | guesswell have
towait alittlelonger,” | said, then knelt on the floor beside her, and wexpt.

Fifteen.

"The Law of Tantivity: Whenever one is designing a new spell formula, one must always keep the
l[imitations of the Law of Tantivity in mind. In brief, the Law of Tantivity states that the effect of
any given application of mana is directly limited by the absolute relative effect in accomplishing
the caster's intent, with the universe resisting the application of mana logarithmically, the amount
of resistance related to the relative relationship between effect and desire. This means that an
incidental effect which accomplishes the desire has a low resistance by the universe, while a direct
effect which completely and uniquely accomplishes the desire has near infinite resistance. Thisis
why a formula producing a blast of flame is far easier to derive than a formula to simply cause
your neighbor's rooster who keeps waking you up at the crack of dawn to lose its voice. A blast of



flame could be used to start a forest fire, or light a forge - the fact that you can incinerate an
enemy with it isincidental. A spell whose effect will only work on your neighbor's rooster, on the
other hand, is a unique effect, not incidental, and the universe resists that to an almost infinite
degree. Or, to put it simply, if the formula you are trying to design would only work for you in
your current situation, it won't work. Now, a spell that works on any chicken, not just a rooster
and not just your neighbor's rooster, is possible, though difficult. It is easier if it works on any bird
, and easier still if it works on any animal, and child's play if it works on any living being.”

- Eddas Ayar, The Mathematics of Magic, Chapter 42, Date Unknown, presumed 17+ century
NCC

Thefdl harvest was going very well. A dozen giantesses from Dohbari-village had been working for the
last two weeks on it, and it seemed they'd have the work finished in about another week. Dragondayer
and his son Strongarm were visiting, taking abreak in their patrols of the areato chat with me. Of course,
they also were taking advantage of the fact that with agiantess grinding the harvest on my millstones, two
others roasting the seeds in enormous pans over a bonfire and athird boiling an enormous cauldron to
make bydlar for the workersto drink, there actualy was enough for them to share amug of byalar with
me - or abarrel, for them. Strongarm paid his respects, grinning broadly, when his eye caught upon one
of the giantesses, and he politely excused himself to go chat with her while she worked, leaving
Dragondayer donewith me (if one can truly be said to be aone with adozen giants within afew hundred

paces of you).

"Hedth and Long Life, Eddas Ayar," Dragondayer said, raising his enormous giant-cup, aslargeasa
barre, that one of the giantesses had filled for him. | raised my cup back to him, smiling. Dragondayer
had gone completely white-headed over the last few years, and his beard was sat-and-pepper gray. The
armor held made from the dragon he'd killed dl those years ago showed little Ssgn of age, however, nor
did hisweapon - both he cared for well, as was expected of awarrior. His weapon was an enormous
club made from the bole of atree and tipped with an enormous iron sphere fully four cubits wide, the ball
festooned with gigantic spikes a cubit long. Swift-wing had once commented years ago that it looked
eadly capable of smashing down acastlewall in one blow. I'd told him at the time that it'd probably take
two or three blows, and he laughed at me once he realized | wasteasing. It wastoo bad he and Ardlla
weren't here today to share acup of byallar with Dragondayer and I, but Darian's senility had worsened
over the summer, and now required Ardlas almost constant attention and skills as a physicker to keep
his mind sharp enough to rule - she was only ableto vist once amonth or so, now. Still, I had achair
next to mein the cool shade, on the off chance she might be able to visit today. There was, after all,
aways hope.

"And to you, my friend," | called back, and sipped my cup in the cool shade, chatting with Dragondayer.

Suddenly, the air before me shimmered, and Pelia Cydalion, the White Witch of olo Mountain,
appeared. Her face waslivid, and she visbly trembled with barely controlled rage.

"Eddas Ayar!" she shouted in our language. "If you do not immediately return the twenty-eight members
of our order you have stolen, I'll... I'll... 1..." she said, her shout trailing off into awhisper as she noticed a
dark, looming shadow rising behind her. She turned, looking over her shoulder, to see Dragondayer had
risen to hisfeet, gripping his club dangeroudy as he glared down at her. The giantesses had stopped
working at the shout, and stared at Peliawith expressions ranging from surprise to aflat glower.

"Oh, my..." Peliasaid, her voice barely above awhisper.

"Lower your staff, Mistress Pdlia, and do not begin any incantations or | am afraid Dragondayer will
most likely smash you where you stand,” | said calmly.



"Who isthis Little One, Eddas, who shouts and raises her hand to a Giant-Friend, but now trembles
before me?' Dragondayer sneered.

"That isthe White Witch of 1olo Mountain, my friend. Something has happened, | know not what, and
shethinks | may be responsible. Don't worry - well work it out.”

"Asyou say, my friend, but | shall watch her. | know of sorcery and it's dangers. If she beginsto cast on
you, she will die before she can finish her first cantrip,” Dragondayer growled, and gripped his club until
the knuckles of his massive hands whitened.

"Sit down, High Mistress Pdlia. Take this seet, here. Tell me what the problem is.”

Pdiasat, her eyes nervoudy flickering to Dragondayer. Her face appeared careworn, and thelivid rage
that had brought her here being suddenly turned to fear had left her hands trembling. " Th-thank you,
Master Eddas."

"Now - what isit you think | have done?"

"T-t-t," she sammered, then fell silent for amoment, struggling to control hersdlf. " Twenty-eight
m-members of our order have been kidnapped,” shereplied, findly managing to tear her gaze from
Dragondayer and look at me.

"l did not doit. They are not here," | replied quietly.

"l know, but you are the High Master of the Dyclonic Circle. It was the members of your circlewho stole
them.”

"No, | amnot," | said, and told her of the eventsthat had transpired since | last saw her in the spring, two
years ago.

"What? They can't have gjected you from the Circle! That'sinsane,” she said.

"| agree- but it's been done. Cordo leadsthem - heistheir new High Master. It seemsthat they have
grown desperate. Since it will take them decades, perhaps a century or more to determine the spdll |
developed to bring Dyarzi back, and your order declined to even meet them here at my tower, much less
choose from among them, their fedings may perhaps be understandable.”

Pelialooked down for amoment. "I'm sorry for that, Master Eddas. It was very hard for usto adjust to
what has happened. Perhaps your years spent here before you awakened us helped you adjust, or
perhaps you smply are astronger person. | think, given that you're a man who has had to adjust to
suddenly becoming awoman and yet you seem to have adjusted quite well, the | atter is probably the
mogt likely. Still, for us, this has been adifficult time."

"It'sdright, High Mistress Pelia. | had ahard time adjusting to the death of our people, aswell. It took
meyears, redly. | know how you fed," | said, picking up the extracup | had hoped Arellamight need,
and handing it to Pelia

| poured Peliaa cup of byallar, and she sSipped at it quietly for amoment. Dragondayer looked down, his
grip relaxing on hisclub. "Isit dright now, Eddas?' he asked.

"Yes, my friend. Come - St down again. Everything's aright. We haven't worked out exactly what the
problem s, but she now understandsit isn't my fault, and we're now chatting about it,” | replied. | wasn't
quite ready for Dragondayer and his people to go charging after the Dyclonic Circle, so | thought I'd wait
until 1 had some kind of answer before | told them what was really happening. The other giants, seeing



Dragondayer sit, dowly began to work on the harvest again, their conversations gradualy resuming.
"l see you calmed your bodyguard down, Master Eddas,” Peliacommented dryly.

"Heisno bodyguard, High Mistress, but afriend. All these giants are friends of mine. They're herefor the
fdl harvest of bydlar."

"I'm sorry - | didn't mean to berude. I'm still abit upset by al this.”
"It'sdright - tell me what happened. Perhaps | can help.”

"Wall, early thismorning, agroup of men from the Dyclonic Circle cameto my tower and thelittle village
we'd built around it. They asked usif we had reconsidered the plan you were to have us do two years
ago, and if we were now ready to pick from among their number. In truth, we had been talking about it at
our last mesting the week before, but we had not cometo afina decision. We il didike the idea of
choosing men we know nothing about and having their children - we at least want to get to know them,
and to fed like we are still human beings and not just atool to be used to restore our race. We were
discussing severd other possible solutions, in fact... But | cantell you of that another time," she said, and

| nodded as she continued.

"In any event, we told these men that we till were againgt the plan you had suggested. Then, without a
word, they attacked. All began casting spellsto pin and entangle us, and began to try to gag us. The
faster of us managed to cast spells of returning or teleportation and escape - we are not fighters, Eddas
Ayar, we are hedlers. We know few offensive spells. In amatter of moments, we were scattered over
severd leagues around the tower, hiding in the forests. When we finally gathered together by noon, one
by one returning as each found the courage to see what had happened to the others, we discovered that
twenty-eight members of our order had been taken,” Pelia explained, then sighed. "I once had severd
defensive spdllsin my grimoire, spells| had bought from a battle-mage ages ago. | had a dream they
might be needed, and so | went out into the world to obtain them. Perhaps they might have saved us,
perhaps not. It matterslittle, now. My grimoire was lost when | waskilled by that ogre, dl these many
centuries ago.”

"Ah! I'mterribly sorry, | completely forgot,” | said, and pulled off my glove to open the compartment in
my ring. After dumping out the compartment, | opened the sack | had begun keeping my research works
in, and extracted her grimoire. | then rose to my feet and bowed, holding out the book. "Please forgive
me, High Misgtress Pelia Cydalion, | completely forgot | had not returned thisto you.”

Pdliatook the book, paging through it quickly, her face growing bright with excitement. "It-it ig! It'smy
grimoaire! 1 thought it gone forever! But how did you ever end up with it?" she asked, astounded.

"Well, your tower was and gill isin theterritory of the great dragon, Karg the Terrible. Since you never
cameto his cave or bothered him in any way, he considered you agood neighbor - dragons are like that.
Leave them done, and they'll usually be quite happy with you. When the ogre attacked you, Karg was
flying by, high overhead, on ahunt. He was quite annoyed when the ogre killed you, as good neighbors
are hard to come by, so he ate him to teach him alesson. He recovered your grimoire and other items he
found on you as the spoils of battle, and added them to histreasure-hoard. Well, many years|ater, |
traded him agrimoire for teaching afew spellsto Mage Ardla-tor, who was at that time my apprentice.
One of the spellsin that grimoire, however, turned out to be enormoudly profitable - far beyond what he
anticipated. He decided that my payment to him had been an overpayment, and since he knew | was
seeking any possible answer to bring Dyarzi back to me, he gave me your book in the hopesit might
help, and to balance out the scales. And now, | giveit back to you," | said, and smiled.

"My spdls, my notes, our guild rules and regulations, the map | made of our tombs- it'sal here. | kept



everything inthisbook! | can't thank you enough,” she said, and hugged the grimoire tight to her chest
likealong-logt child findly come home.

"Y ou're quite welcome - It's actudly quite fortunate Karg kept it for you - it wouldn't have survived
sxteen millennialying on the ground next to your skeleton,” | said, and Peliagrinned. "At thetime |l
received it from Karg, | didn't know if | would be able to bring you back from the void, so | smply
added it to my collection of reference works, and updated it as time permitted - | hope you don't mind. |
marked on your map those tombs that were destroyed in dead zones, and the extent of the dead zones.
Also, each tomb that | opened to recover each one of your members | then sealed up with the Spell of
Warding and re-buried with an earth-elemental’s assistance. Y our tombs are quite safe.”

Peliasighed again. "No, no - of course | don't mind, | appreciate what you've added,” she replied, and
tucked the grimoire under her arm. "But how will we get our kidnapped members back? Our order can't
possibly defeat the Dyclonic Circle, and we can't ask you to takethem dl on alone.”

| smiled again. "Don't worry. In my search for spellsthat would bring Dyarzi back, | encountered severa
spellsthat would be useful here. Go back to your tower, High Mistress Pdlig, and have al your members
search the beds and hair-brushes of those who are missing. | need ahair from each of the missing women
- preferably severa. Once you have them, bring them hereand | will seewhat | can do,” | said, then
stood, looking to Dragond ayer.

"My friend, it appearsthat afew members of my order have, in desperation and perhaps extreme
concupiscence, abducted afew of their order againgt their will. | believe | can recover them, so don't
worry," | said to Dragondayer in hisown language.

Dragondayer snorted. "They havelittle honor, Eddas, and that is certain. Do you want help from us?"

"No, | think | can get them back without violence - though afterwards, | will need your help. I'l tell you
later what | intend - for now | have to prepare to try to get these women back,” | said, and set my cupin
my chair, then walked off to the tower as Pelia cast her spell of returning and vanished.

An hour later, Peliahad returned carrying asmal bag, inside of which was twenty-eight little clumps of
hair tied in little leather thongs to separate them. Most had been gathered from hair brushes, and there
were plenty. A few had been gathered from pillows, and there were pitifully few. | decided to start with
the latter, first. Because gppearing amongst alarge group of giants might be frightening to these women,
Pdiaand | werein thetop of the tower, my grimoire open on the table before me and each clump of hair
setinanest littlerow. | had pulled out al the sheets| owned from a cabinet in my room, setting them on
the bed.

"Now, I'm having to cast thisfrom my grimoire because | never needed it enough to bother learning it as
askill sol could cast it off the top of my head. Also, I'm going to have to cast this spell over and over as
fast as| can, because once | start, they'll notice what's happening and try to take steps to stop me - and
cadting quickly from agrimoireingtead of taking my timeto get it right means| will likely fall severa

times. Theré's twenty-eight women missing, and that'sfar more than | can do in one sitting without casting
mysdlf into unconsciousness. High Midtress, I'll need you to ask you to use the Spell of Transferrenceto
restore my endurance after | cast, or we won't be able to get them dl - and even if we do get them dll, it's
likely one or both of us may faint, even tapping our staves. I'll need you to aso try to calm the women as
they arrive, and keep them as quiet asyou can - if my concentration gets disturbed, I'll likely mis-cast and
waste endurance. Alright?"

Pelianodded. "l am ready, Master Eddas.”

"Here we go, then,” | replied, and began.



Like many thingsin life, the process was easy to describe, but hard to do. Pick up abundle of hair, pull
one hair free, set the rest down, hold it in my right hand and begin casting, reading the spell from the
grimoire asfast as| could, flipping the pages with my free hand rapidly. Unfortunately, it wasn't that easy.
A missed word, a bresk in cadence, astutter, and the hair vanished and was wasted.

The first woman appeared after my second cagting, and Pelia snatched up a sheet and wrapped her nude
body init. | had the briefest, tantalizing flash of bare olive skin, then Peliahad her covered and held her
hand over the woman's mouth, whispering rapidly into her ear as| reached for the second bundle of hair.

By the time the ninth woman had appeared and joined her companions Sitting or standing around the
room next to thewadlls, | was exhausted, and beginning to draw on the reserve of strength in my staff. By
the time the eighteenth woman appeared, my staff wastotally drained, my forehead ran with sweet, and
Pdliawas casting her transference spell to keep me from fainting. By the time the twenty-second woman
appeared, Pelia set her staff aside, asit wastotaly drained. By the time the twenty-fourth woman
appeared, Peiacast her transference spdll afinal time and fainted - and | wasn't far from it mysdlf. The
other women in the room wanted to help, but apparently they had been geased to remain mute - they
couldn't cast, because they couldn't speak. There waslittle they could do but take over for Pelia,
wrapping the arriving women in sheets.

Findly, one of them stood and tried anyway. Her body shuddered as the wracking pain of resisting the
geastook hold, and her incantation stuttered - the spell fizzled. Even so, her attempt gave courage to the
others, and the few that knew the Spell of Transference stood and tried their hardest to cast through the
pain of ageas. Two succeeded, and | felt renewed strength flow into me. | didn't stop - | couldn't.
Already | could see red, hand-shaped marks on the wrists of the last two. The Circle memberswere
attempting to move them to within the area of a permanent circle of protection, wherel couldn't draw
them from. | could only pray the women would redize what was happening, struggle, and give methe
time to succeed.

Four |eft - then three, the last with scraped knees. They are struggling!" | thought, and continued casting.

Two l€ft, then one. | gasped with the strain, but couldn't stop. Each incantation took three seconds -
when | didn't fail. By now it had been well over aminute, perhapstwo. | couldn't have much time left
before they would be able to stop me.

A mis-cast - then another. | gasped like someone who had run twenty-seven leagues non-stop, only to
be told they needed to run another league. | fought back the blackness of unconsciousness with an effort
of will. 'l will not passout!’ | screamed within my skull. My fingerstrembled, my bressts heaved, my
heart was pounding - and | cast again.

| felt the energies flow from me, but knew not if | wasin timeto catch the last before they dragged her
within acircle of protection. The strain of the last casting was smply too much. | dipped from my chair to
land heavily on thefloor, unconscious.

Sixteen.

"Though there may yet be a mere handful in number who do make the claim, the reason there yet
be far more who do claim themselves a friend of the giants than those who call themselves their
enemies be that the former do yet tend to live far longer than the latter.”

- Dwarven proverb

| was standing on the parapet, looking to the west at the setting sun. A cool breeze blew into my face,
and | gazed out across the neatly-arranged rows of byallar-trees across my lands, their green leaves



rippling in thewind like waves across a green ocean.

"Oh, well done, Eddas. Very well done, indeed,” avoice said from behind me. | turned to look, and saw
agrey-robed, balding, white-haired elderly man step around the eastern corner of the parapet and walk

over to me. His beard waslong and full, and he carried weight and power in hisframe. He stood before
me, and stared at me with eyesthat glowed yelow-gold.

"Thank you, Y orindar, but why isit you dways prefer to tak to me when | have fainted with exhaustion
or am near desth?”’

"Y our mind is quite strong, Eddas, and penetrating your dreamsis quite difficult. It's easier when you're
likethis" he replied with awry smile. "Now hush - | have something important to say to you, and | don't
have alot of timeto say it. I'm quite busy elsewhere, as1'm sure you've redized by now."

"Y es, with Darian and his children. Go on, I'm ligening."
"What you're doing right now?"
IIY@I

"Keepit up. Oh - and try to remember: You and | are not in thisalone. Vyleah and her rabhbit are with
us' hesad, awry smilelighting the corners of his mouth as he dready began to dowly fade away.

"Keep it up? Keep what up? What I'm doing right now basically amounts to nothing!™
"Exactly," Y orindar's voice replied from nowhere.

| awoke to see an olive-skinned woman's face looming over mine - a beautiful, Hyperborean woman,
and for abrief ingtant, my heart legpt at the thought of Dyarzi. It was severa long moments before my
wits gathered enough for meto realize | was staring into the face of Pelia Cyddion, the White Witch of
lolo Mountain. Behind her were even more smiling women'sfaces| didn't recognize a al for severd long
moments, until | remembered - the summoning! "Did | get thelast one?" | asked, my voice an exhausted

whisper.

"Yes, Master Eddas. Y ou got them all,” Peliareplied, and hugged me.

"Good. How long was | unconscious?’

"Not long, Master Eddas. Perhaps five minutes, at most,” one of the others replied.

"Also good,” | replied, sitting up. My head swam with exhaustion, but | forced my body to comply.
"How areyou fedling, Pdlia? Can you cast aspdl of returning?" | asked.

"Bardy," shereplied.

"Good. Go back to your tower, grab everything of importance you can carry, tell al your followersto do
the same while you rest, then come back here asfast as you can.”

"Alright, but why?"

"Thefirg thing they will try to do isfigure out what happened. They've got restless spirits annoying them
at night and making it hard for them to deep - they're going to be tired, and not focused. It will take them
perhaps haf an hour to analyze the astral residue and figure out that all their prisoners were summoned
away. They'll know only one of two people could have doneit - me or you. They'll redize | don't have
the strength to cast amajor summoning like that twenty-eight times - much lessthe forty timeswe ended



up having to do it. That meansthey'll assume the Mountain Healers got together asagroup to doiit. The
spell wasrarein my day, and no-onein my circle had it - it's not likely any of them haveit now, so they
can't just summon them back. That meansthey'll gather together and go back to your tower and try to
take them back by force. If you're not there, they can't get you.”

"But then they'll just come to the next obvious place - right here."

"That, Pelia, isexactly what | am hoping for. They probably won't, because they know who my dliesare,
but at this point | am sincerdly hoping they do," | said, summoning my staff to my grip. Using my steff, |
gtarted to drag myself to my feet. Peliareached out and helped me up, asdid al the women within reach.
"Thank you. Pdlia, get going. Take these women with you, so they can dress and gather what they may of
their possessions. | can remove their geasalater. Hurry," | said, and staggered out to the parapet.

It took ten minutesto explain to Dragondayer what had happened, and what | needed to be done.
Dragondayer nodded, picked up his enormous club, and told his son to run back to the village while he
watched over the others. A giant'srun isn't like ahuman'srun - it just looks like a human taking long,
rapid and ddliberate stridesto walk very fast, pumping their amsrapidly (if they ran like humansdid,
they'd shatter the bonesin their legs). It'samost comicd to watch - until you redlize that with their
enormoudy long stride, they're easily out-running agalloping horse. The giantesses were nervous, but
seeing Dragond ayer watching over them made them fed better, and they gradually went back to work.

Half an hour later, six giants of Dohbari village came over the hill and down the road. Three had clubs
made from the boles of large trees, two had spears, and the last, Strongarm, had an enormous
two-handed sword nearly aslong as he wastal, made by the smiths of the Ilbars mountain giants. | was
impressed - the blade was essentid |y a sharpened dab of medium-grade stedl a cubit wide, half ahand
thick at the center and twelve cubitslong, atached to a hilt four cubitslong with acrossguard four cubits
wide. The six giantstook up positions guarding the dozen giantesses who were still working on the
harvest, which made them fed very safe. All the giants kept a close eye on the ground, their eyesdert.
Dragondayer smply stood by the tower, waiting, his club at the ready.

A few minutes|ater, Peliaappeared, with al eighty-eight of the other women in her order, at the base of
my tower. | went down and explained the plan to them. It was quite smple, and would preserve the most
amount of lives, which the Mountain Healers approved of. For my part, | felt that there was till the
chance the men of the Circle might cometo their senses someday and realize Cordo was leading them on
apath of destruction, so it wasimperative that asfew as possble die. Sixty of the women gathered near
Dragondayer'sfest, laying their hands on the thick dragon-hide armor over hisankles and feet.
Dragondayer grinned for amoment, then looked up to the top of the tower and spoke to me. "Hah. If my
wife saw this she would laugh hersdlf to degth. Five dozen women of the Little Ones, dl reaching out to
touch mewhilel protect them, yet it isthey who will dso be protecting me? Heh. The micejoin the
oiliphant to beet the rats," he said, and hisbooming laughter rang out for several minutes, joined by
severd giants and giantesses who were close enough to hear. | didn't reply, | was dtill trying to meditate
and recover my strength.

Suddenly, it began. A score of the Circle appeared at the base of the tower - enough to easily crush one
lone battle-mage and re-capture twenty-eight mute and otherwise helplesswomen. They |ooked taken
aback for amoment - they apparently hadn't been expecting to see dl these giants around. Dragondayer
roared at the top of hislungs, a stupendous bellow that sartled them greatly and | was sure was heard at
least five leagues away.

Then, with that as his only warning, he began smashing each of them to a bloody pulp.

Dragondayer's club rose and fell three times before the first response came - severa of the Circle began



to rapidly incant blasts of lighting and fire. Asthey began to cast, the mountain hedlers began to cadt, their
hands till on Dragondayer. Arcs of lightning flashed and boomed, roaring tongues of flame licked over
his enormous form - but as soon as the wounds were made, they were healed by the combined spells of
sixty healers. | had leaped to my feet at the sound of his bellow, and now |leaned over the edge of the
parapet, watching nervoudy. Dragondayer redled backwards from the impact of the sorcerous energies,
but didn't stagger - he smply took one hand off his club and clapped it to my tower for balance so he
wouldn't accidentaly step on the women (the force of that impact was easily felt through my feet), then
kept on swinging. Three moretimes his club rose and fdll, leaving a crushed and mangled body in asmall
crater whereit hit.

| felt | wasasrested as| could afford to be, so | stood, looked over the top of the parapet, and began
casting. Gesturing rapidly, | rattled off the incantation for the Spell of the Wall of Air, stretching itswidth
asmuch as| thought | could maintain. | placed thewall just in front of the women at Dragondayer'sfedt,
between them and the men of the Circle.

It wasasmple spell, redly, one | taught to apprentices astheir firgt effective magica defense spell - and
onel knew | would haveto teach to Pdlia It wasawall of turbulent air acubit thick, four cubits high,
and four cubitswide. It'slength could be stretched, and | made thiswall just long enough to completely
shield the women. It was nothing, redly - the wall could be walked through harmlesdy. But it was
impenetrableto virtualy al ranged attacks, including spells, which fatered in the chaotic mana-flow that
maintained thewdl | itsdlf.

Dragondayer executed the plan well. I'd kept it Smple, so there would be no confusion in his giantish
brain. Bascdlly, there was only one place alarge number of the Circle could go to with the spell of
returning - the front of my tower, the one generd location al of them had been and al of them would fit.
Thelr firg reaction would beto attack the rampaging giant smashing them - a which point, sixty healers
would begin casting. They couldn't possibly compete with that. By the time they redlized the combined
strength of the Mountain Hedlers was enough to easily keep Dragondayer from feding so much asa
scratch, thewall of air would appear to protect the heders - the men of the Circle would see the flying
dust, leaves and grit from the ground, and know what it was. A Wall of Air, though it may have been a
terribly smple spell, was proof againgt any arrow or bolt and even bullets from dwarven firearms, and
certainly proof againgt any ranged spdll. They were dl magters, they would immediately redizethe
Mountain Healers were shielded from their spells. They couldn't back up - there were even more giants
behind them. Some would try to move to the Sides, to cast around the wall, while others might try to
advance forward, intending to dispd thewal by smply walking through it. Dragondayer would Smply
smash them, leaving the onesin the middle done. The onesin the middle, given arespite from being
attacked, would redlize the Situation was hopeless, and flee.

AsDragondayer's spiked club rose and fell in aghastly harvest of degth, the men of the Circlefindly
began to fdter. First one, then two, then suddenly al the remainder cast their spell of returning, and
vanished.

Dragondayer raised his bloody, gore-covered club, lifted his gray head to the sky, and roared hisvictory
to the heavens above. For amoment, | saw him as he must have been after he snapped the neck of the
evil dragon, Chaorlog, whose hide he now wore as both armor and as a badge of honor. He was
indomitable, he was victorious, and for the briefest moment, he was young again.

The other giants raised their wespons likewise, and cheered Dragondayer's victory with a series of
hooting dou-dou-dou-dou-dou ululations, while the giantesses rose to their fet, raised their hands above
their heads and |oosed the ki-yi-yi-yi-yi cry that was their shout of joy and celebration.

The Mountain Healers cheered, as well, stepping away from Dragondayer so he could move fredy again,



and gathering near my shade-tree. The whole of the battle had only lasted perhaps aminute, but to those
who had seeniit, | was sureit would live forever in legend.

After Dragondayer sat down to rest again (he was about seventy, after dl, and he wasn't as spry ashe
once was), the mountain healers gently poked and prodded him to make sure he was aright. Hewas
fine, though - the dragon-hide he wore as a tunic had afew scorched spots, but both it and the giant
benesath were undamaged.

While Dragondayer basked in the attentions of the"Little People”’ and the adulation of hisown people, |
went to St down and rest on my chair on the parapet. | tried to meditate and recover my strength as best
| could, but asudden voice interrupted me.

"Youl" the voice hissed.

| looked up, and saw Cordo had appeared before me. His eyes were wild, his black beard haggard, his
stedl skullcap scratched and dull from lack of polish, and his black robe was stained and wrinkled. He
looked like the last few months hadn't been treeting him well at dl. "Y es, High Master Cordo? How can |
help you?' | replied, keeping my voice calm. | wasfar too exhausted to fight after maintaining thet large a
wall of air for that long, but | didn't want him to know that.

"How dare you interfere with my plansfor those women?" he yelled, hisface livid with anger.

"I have no ideawhat you mean, High Master,” | replied, putting a note of sweetnessin my woman'svoice
| was sure curdled his scomach.

"Don't feign innocence with me! Y ou freed the women we had captured, then killed the men we sent to
get them back!"

"| find that difficult to believe, High Master. Kidnapping awoman is very much againg the rules of the
Circle. Forcing those women to copulateis, by definition, rape, and also against the rules of the Circle. |
merely corrected an error | saw that obvioudy couldn't be of your doing, being as how you, the High
Master of the Dyclonic Circle, would never order someone to break the rules of the Circle. Why, that
would be... Just wrong," | replied with quiet sarcasm.

"Y ou know why it was done! Thisisthe future of our race we're talking about here!”

"Yes, itis. But the moment our race stoops to kidnapping and rape, the moment our race tosses aside the
rule of law and lives by the rule of might, then we are no longer Hyperboreans, we are something lesser -
goblins, perhaps,” | said, then stroked my chin - | deeply missed my beard again. "No, not goblins. They
at least have a code of honor, twisted though it may be. Those who kidnap and rape have no honor."

"Thiswas your doing! Y ou have opposed me at every turn, somehow! The traders, the ghosdts, dl of this
was somehow your doing! Y ou want to be High Master, and you'll stop at nothing, not even the
destruction of our racel Why I'll..." he said, and | extended my hand, my staff flashingtomy gripat a
thought.

"You'll do what, Cordo? Fight me? Y ou've seen ademonstration of my power. Do you redlly want to
chalenge me now? Alone? Do you redlly wish to seewhich of usistruly fit to be High Master?' | said,
dowly rigng from my chair. For once, | was supremely grateful for the half-elven body | had been cursed
with - even wracked with weariness, | was till able to move smoothly and gracefully, conceding the true
extent of my exhaustion from him. Cordo flinched, but did not reply. "High Magter, | suggest you
reconsider who your enemies are. Y ou decided that | was the enemy two years ago. | submit that | was
your friend two years ago, and | have done nothing to impede your plans other than prevent you from



breaking the rules of the Circle heretoday. Y ou contend | am wrong, and Morgar is not changed. |
contend he has. Consider that every death that has happened so far has been adirect result of your
decisions. If we had followed my plans, no one would be dead, and severa babieswould bein the
wombs of the women below us. Consider who your enemies are, High Master, and ask yourself if your
red enemy, the one who has been leading you to make these decisons, isn't Morgar himself," | replied,
then glowered a him.

"Now leave me, High Master. | am no longer in the Circle, by your edict. Y ou no longer have theright to
come onto my lands whenever you want, by that same edict. If you should come onto my lands again
without a proper invitation, amere trespasser, then | am afraid | will have to be quite harsh with you,” |
said, and then glared at Cordo. "And seeing as how everything | have done to oppose you boils down to
my casting merely two of the most inconsequentid pells| know, asmple summoning any journeyman
could cast and afifth-year gpprentices Wall of Air, | do believe you will not likeit when | decideto
become harsh with you," I hissed venomoudly.

Cordo flinched a my gaze, but didn't buckle. He muttered the spell of returning, gesturing briefly, then
vanished.

To my surprise, Pelia stepped out from my room at the top of the tower onto the parapet. "1 came up
here to thank you, and saw you facing him. I'm sorry, Master Eddas, but | was afraid. | smply do not
have the spdlls and skills needed to even attempt to fight him. I'm glad you were able to recover enough
of your strength to face him," she said gpologetically.

| smply smiled as| sat down to rest again. "Think nothing of it, High Mistress Pelia. | knew Cordo from
my previouslife, and we played chatto often. He never could tell when | was bluffing - and every time he
thought he was cdling my bluff, he dwayslost. He dways was aterrible chatto player.”

"Y ou were bluffing?" she asked, stepping over to me.

"Of course. I'm far too exhausted to fight him, or anyone else, for that matter. | think asick kitten would
be a deadly opponent for me, at thispoint,” | said, and grinned. Peliaburst out laughing, and we shared a
chucklefor severd minutes.

Findly, Pelialeaned againgt the parapet and smiled. "Wedl, Master Eddas, what do you think will happen
now? Do you think Cordo will give up and leave us done?"

| nodded. "For the moment, at least.”

It seemed obvious to me that Cordo was insane, gone mad with the devastation wrought by the Great
War and the desths of out people, just as Morgar had - and from what | knew of Cordo in my previous
life, he was never going to admit he was wrong, Smply because he can't seeit. He wasn't that kind of
man when | knew him, and | doubted he had improved with the destruction of our civilization. As|
consdered it, it occurred to me that most likely he would be upset with Morgar, and as such Morgar
may have hisdivine hands full with Cordo for the next few days. Mot likely, Morgar would reinforce
Cordo's thought that everything bad that's happened isal my fault, including today's defeat. After that,
Cordo would probably focus on my degath as his eventua, long-term god, but he wouldn't come back or
send anyone herefor quite sometime. Like Morgar, Cordo may be insane, but he wasn't stupid. If

Y orindar had chosen me as being the best, it stood to reason Morgar had chosen Cordo as being the
best. It was very likely Cordo was easily my match in battle, if not knowledge. | had bluffed him once
with my lifeontheline- I didn't know if | would be able to bluff him again. When next we met, Cordo
would be prepared.

"Yes, High Midtress, I'd have to say that he will most likely not be back anytime soon. He'slearned |



smply am not to be trifled with. He lost fourteen tonight - that means he's down to less than seventy
membersin the Circle. He can't afford to lose many more. He may beinsane, but hes till a
highly-trained battle-mage of the Dyclonic Circle. HEll retreet, regroup, and try to figure out away to
solve the more pressing problems he has so he doesn't |lose membersto ssimple desertion.”

"Desartion?’ Peliaasked, raisng an eyebrow.

"Yes. Not only hastheir digging around in the city caused them to be haunted by severd vengeful ghodts,
but did you see his appearance?’ | asked in return, and she nodded. "Well, if hisrobesarein that bad a
shape, that means they not only aren't getting much deep because of the ghosts, but they haven't gotten
any water from the old city wells yet. They're probably drawing water from the Juvari river in buckets.
Without apprentices tending the fireplaces, it's probably quite cold in the tower at night. Without a
Candlemaker's Guild to buy candles from, it's probably dark, too. The conditionsin that place are
probably quite miserable - and every member thereisaMagter, and knows that they can smply go home
to their own towers which are made to their own design and be far more comfortable. Meanwhile,
fourteen membersdied in an attack he probably told them would be asmpleraid on alone, mad heretic
- moraleisgoing to bevery low. If hetold them that they would also be able to get the formula they want
from my corpse, his morae problem will be even worse. HE's going to have to stop thinking about how
to defeat me for awhile, and start thinking about how to make the Masters happy - otherwise, quite soon,
he may end up done.”

After | had rested for abit, we went downstairs to meet with the rest of the Mountain Hedlers.
Dragondayer had dready covered up the fourteen small cratersin the road, packing the dirt down with
careful somps, and it was difficult to tel anything had happened at al, wereit not for al the women
scattered around, hugging each other and weeping with joy. They had broken off into small groups
scattered around my tower and down the road, with several of these groups scattered in the rubble that
once was the houses of my workers - the giants and giantesses kept a close eye on them, so they
wouldn't accidentally step on any of them. A few of the hedlers who knew spells of trandation were
chatting with the giantesses, learning my story from them - or as much of it asthe giants knew, anyway.
Peliaand | sat down benesth the shade tree at the base of my tower where the group of women who had
been abducted had gathered.

"Master Eddas, I've tried, but removing the geasa on my members appears to be beyond my sKill. Are
you up to trying yet?" Pelia asked.

"Of course, High Migtress Pdia,” | replied, smiling. "I'm il very tired from holding that largeawall for
that long, but | believe | can manage it if we take time between each casting for meto rest.”

The whole process took about an hour. First | had to examine the structure of the geas on each woman -
it wasafairly straightforward gess, a smple command to not spesk in any way. Since that included
incantations, they couldn't cast. | asked the women who had spells of transference to raise their hands,
and | began with them first so they could assst me by transferring some of their endurance to refresh me.
After | was back to my full strength, handling the rest of them was afairly smple matter - just snap off the
Spell of Disenchantment, and the spell damsinto the targeted knot of manathat makes up the geas,
smashing it gpart. The smplicity of the geas on each of them made it an easy task.

| was curious - Peliashould have been able to break these geasa easily, given her kill. "High Mistress
Pdlia, I'm quite curious - would you mind showing me the formulafor the spell you tried to useto remove
these geasa?' | asked. Pdliahad her grimoire tucked firmly under one arm - after losing it once, it was
obvious she didn't intend to loseit again.

"Certainly," Peliareplied, laying her grimoire on her lap, opening it and beginning to page through it. She



stopped about half-way through, then turned the book around so | could see. | examined the spell, then
nodded.

"Ah - | seethe problem. Y ou're using an old Spell of Dispe Magic. We stopped using that formulawhen
| was an gpprentice - the Spdll of Disenchantment is much more efficient. We can St down sometimethis
evening and I'll et you copy it from my grimoire.”

Pdiasamiled. "I thank you, Master Eddas. | would appreciate that very much, but | do not have any gold
to pay you for the spell.”

"l have no need of gold, High Mistress Pelia. All the merchants are dead, their shops arein ruins. What
would | buy with gold?’ | replied, shrugging. "Nothing. You needit, | haveit, and | am happy to let you
copy the spell. Besides - in the years your grimoire was in my possession, | copied three spellsfromiit
that | did not dready have. To my way of thinking, that means| owe you three spells.”

"Thank you again, Master Eddas.”

"It's nothing, High Migtress. I'll let you copy the Spdll of Disenchantment from my grimoire tonight, and
aso two others| think may be of useto you - battle spells you may find helpful. If you find you don't like
them, however, we can smply pick two othersyou will like. Not al are battle spells - in fact, most of the
three hundred spells I've collected in my grimoire are spells you may find useful .

Peliagaped. "Three hundred spdlls? | barely have thirty!" The women around her murmured to each
other, apparently impressed.

| managed to keep my expression composed. My tome was a cubit long, a cubit wide, and two hands
thick - over twicethe size of hers - and each of the nearly three thousand pages were made of fine, thin
vellum of even manufacture. What did shethink I'd put init, cooking recipes? | didn't waste my time
filling my grimoire with irrelevant things, as she had - it was aspellbook, not a notebook. The mages of
the Dyclonic Circle were trained to use their grimoires as aresearch tool and as aweapon of war, not as
ascratchpad for things we didn't want to forget. Where her tome was apparently just a blank book she'd
bought and began writing in, mine was the same asthat of the other mages of the Dyclonic Circle - it was
asturdy pair of hinged stedl plates covered in soft black leather and pierced by six holes, with the pages
bound in between by seven stout cowhide thongs as wide as my finger. Five thongs went from
hole-to-hole, and the last two were tied over the top and bottom of the book, rather than across the
spine. Thisapplied pressure in such away asto not only hold the book together, but to prevent the pages
from moving or spreading out asit was opened. When | needed to add pages, | smply loosened the
bindings, laid the back cover over each new page one a atime asaguideto carefully cut the holesin the
new sheetsto be added with my knife, then bound it al together again. Thisaso alowed meto organize
my spellsand create a useful index.

Two of thefirgt spells | placed in my grimoire as an gpprentice were ablotting spell, dlowing meto clean
up errors and spilled ink on the pages, and an erasing spell, alowing meto erase and re-enter the page
numbers when | re-organized my spells or added new ones. As such, my grimoire wasn't smply a
collection of spells entered from the first one I'd written to the most recent. No, it was an organized,
indexed research tool and weapon of war, as agrimoire belonging to a proper master battle-mage of the
Dyclonic Circle should be. Her grimoire was chaotic, disordered; part diary, part spell-book, part
notebook of things she didn't want to forget. The spells she had in it were good ones, mostly healing
magic, but finding them required you either know where they were or you spent several minutes paging
through her book. Her grimoire may have been perfect for her, but for me, it was atota mess.

Of course, my attitude towards the creation and maintenance of a proper grimoire was influenced by the



fact I'd spent decades ingtructing apprentices and performing research, and my standards for judging the
grimoire of another mage were somewhat more srict asaresult. If 1'd seen an apprentice of the Dyclonic
Circlewith agrimoire that looked like hers, they'd have been scrubbing the floors of the Black Tower for
amonth. | tried to remind mysdlf that other mages didn't have the same high-standards | had set asa
schoolmaster and researcher Smply because they weren't really needed by them, and besides - | wasn't
even amember of the Dyclonic Circle anymore. After abrief mental sigh, | put asmile on my faceand
replied.

"WEell, to be honest, it's not quite three hundred, High Mistress. Two hundred and ninety seven. I'll have
to bind in some more pagesif | wish to add to that, however."

"I am truly impressed, Master Eddas. That'sthe single largest collection of spells| have ever heard of "

"Thank you, High Mistress," | replied, aswas polite. | decided | didn't need to tell her it wasthe largest
single collection of spdllsin the history of the Dyclonic Circle, probably more than any single magein the
entire history of Hyperborea had ever gathered. | could tell by her expression she was aready thinking
the obvious - that the Circle had been foolsto gect me. | sighed. Water under the bridge, asit were.
"High Migtress Pelia, with dl due respect, | believe you and the women of your order are still in danger. |
would liketo discussaplan | have for insuring your safety and the safety of the Mountain Hedlers, if that
isdright withyou.”

"Alright, Master Eddas - you've proven yourself to us, beyond a doubt. | trust you, as do the rest of the
women of my order. What isyour plan?’

"At the moment, the Dyclonic Circleisin the hands of someone | honestly believe to be insane. Perhaps
the other memberswill redize this, perhaps not. Either way, until your order is ableto defend itsalf better,
itistimefor you to come down from lolo Mountain,” | replied.

Pelianodded. "Y es. They may try again. But where would we go? Where would we live?'
"Herewith me, of course" | replied.
Seventeen.

"Ignore the relativist philosophers. The founding principle of sorcery isthat reality is absolute.
The blind man cannot see the cliff ahead - to him, it does not exist. This does not change the fact
that the cliff isthere, nor does it prevent him from dying when he walks off it. Our personal beliefs
and the limitations of our minds and senses to comprehend the world around us do not affect the
world itself, only our perceptions of it. Perception may be relative, but reality is absolute. If reality
was relative, magic would only function against those who believed in it. Certainly a tree does not
believe in magic - it does not even have a mind. Yet a bolt of lightning from my fingertips will
destroy it just the same. Reality is absolute.”

- Eddas Ayar, The Mathematics of Magic, Chapter 12, Date Unknown, presumed 17 century
NCC

It was severd minutes before Mungim noticed | had achair ready for him and a pot of bydlar warming
beneath the shade tree next to my tower. He was too busy gaping.

In the four weeks since the battle before my tower, we had rebuilt many of the houses that used to

bel ong to my workers, using logs provided by the giants. Now, insgde and around those houses were
eighty-nine women of the Mountain Hedlers - young, beautiful, each dressed in the white robes of their
order, and without aman in sight. Mungim had three wagons besides his own with him, each driven by a



brother of his, and they themselves gaped from their seats on the wagons - in the over four decades
they'd been coming here every fdl, they'd never seen thelike.

Mungim finally came over, and bowed deeply to me. "I do greet ye, Master Eddas Ayar, and | be glad
to seeyein good hedth,” he said. | stood and extended my gloved hand to him, and he took it, inclining
his head. When he had finally seated himself and | had handed him acup of byallar, he spoke again. "I be
pleased to see that the Mountain Heders be safe and sound, Eddas. When | passed by their tower and
village last week, belike it were something terrible did befdl them, asal were empty and slent asthe
grave. Yet now | do seethem here, and | be much comforted. Yet, | do wonder, what be the cause of
this?'

"Wdll, my friend, it'sabit of astory. Here- let metell you what has happened,” | said, and began to
explain the events which transpired between now and hislagt vist.

"Ah, would that | could have seen that battle, Eddas. It do sound belike it were agrand and glorious
fight,” Mungim replied when | reached the point in the story of Dragondayer's finest moment.

"It was - Dragondayer was the best choiceto fight, aswell, for hisskill asawarrior isunsurpassed
among his people. He never missed, and did not ssumble, even though he was hit by enough focused
mana-energiesto blast ahole in the sde of my tower. For their part, the Mountain Hedl ers showed that
they are, indeed, the best at what they do. The wounds made by arcs of lighting and searing blasts of
flame closed the moment they opened - he hardly had timeto fed the pain from each spell scorching his
flesh before they had aready hedled it completely.”

"So what did happen thereafter, Eddas?’

"Well, | reasoned that until the Mountain Healers had the ability to effectively defend themsalveswhen
attacked, they were il in danger. So, | thought it best they al stay here, under my protection and that of
the giants of Dohbari village, until they had learned from me what they needed to defend themsalves. |
summoned an earth eementa to go through the ground where the crushed bodies were, moving their
remains to a better |ocation than the road and extracting what magic items may have survived
Dragondayer's blows. | examined the lot, but few were of any useto me, so | gavewhat | didn't need to
High Migtress Pelia. She now wears most of the rings we recovered. | also gave other itemsto various
members of her order who needed them. Unlike the members of the Dyclonic Circle, who most often
died in battle and afterwards their bodies were recovered and placed in their tombs, many of the
mountain hedlers died to accident or bandits and such far away from their home, and lost everything,” |
explained, and Mungim nodded as | continued.

"Sincethen, | have been teaching them afew spells and how to fight, both alone and asagroup -
basicaly, I've been trying to teach each of them how to defend themselves and each other,” | said, and
Mungim nodded in understanding. "They will be with me until the spring, when they will have learned
enough to be reasonably safe on their own again.”

"Aye, that be awise plan, Eddas. Mayhap in afew years, the other men of the Dyclonic Circle will yet
cometo their senses," he said, then stood. "But for now, | do have matters of greater import,” he said,
and reached into his belt-pouch. Gingerly extracting Dyarzi'slittle depilatory stone, he went to one knee
before me, and held it out to me. "Here be the magic stone ye did loan me sister last spring, Master
Eddas Ayar, returned safe and sound. Me family can never thank ye enough - but we will yet try, rest
assured.”

"Y ou're welcome, Mungim. I'm glad it helped your sigter,” | replied politely, dipping the stoneinto the
pocket of my robe.



"It did more than help, Eddas. But here - let me yet give ye the letter she did write," he said, and went
back to hiswagon for amoment, opened asmall box, extracted an envelope and handed it to me with a
flourish.

| broke the wax sedl, then pulled the letter out. The letter wasin Dwarf-Tongue, the Straight, stiff
characters written with a soft, gentle hand.

"My Dearest Master Eddas Ayar: | hope you will forgive my writing thisletter in our own language, for
athough I can speak your language, the trand ation-book we have does not contain your aphabet or the
spelling of your words, but isinstead a phonetic language dictionary. | thought of asking my dear brother
Mungim to writeit for me, as heisthe best a speaking your tongue, but he said that he so did not
know how your letters were formed. So, | have written thisin the hope that you will forgive our
ignorance of your language. | cannot thank you enough for what you have donefor me. | will, of course,
try. Before | do, however, | wanted you to understand how much this meant to me."

"When | was young and bajasfirst appeared in me, | was crushed. | do not know if your people get a
smilar disease, or if thelittle tone you loaned mewasjust asmal cosmetic. Mungim saysthat having
seen many other human femaes, the latter ismorelikely. Well, to us, it isworse than just adisfigurement
- it meansthat we shal never marry. Never to know the love of a husband, never to know the joy of
children. | endured years of childhood taunts, and as an adult, endured the averted eyes, the sllence given
the deformed. Had this been a scar, awound, it might have been acceptable. But it was not. Over the
years growing up, | became accustomed to the idearthat | would forever deep done at night. Sometimes,
though, | would lie on my bed, my faceto my pillow, listening to the sound of my own heartbesat, and
imagining that it was the heartbeat of ahusband, my head tucked into his shoulder. Y et, dways, | knew it
wasjust my wighful thinking. There would never be anyonefor me."

"Then, last spring, by brother brought to me the little stone you loaned me, and explained its use and
warned me the same way he said you had warned him. | was skeptical, of course. | touched it to the hair
of my arm, for the bgjas makesthe hair on my limbs grow thickly, aswell, and it isnot very pretty. | was
amazed to seeit worked! A smdl circle of hair had vanished. | ran to my room in our house, pulled out
my mirror, and tried it on the hair of my face - it vanished, even asyou said it would. Heeding your
warning, | was careful with it. Even so, | noticed the smal circle on my arm looked strange, so | rubbed it
onmy limbsaswell, in fact everywhere | thought | had too much hair. Then | placed it inasmall box for
safekeeping, and waited. A week later, the hair had not returned - | was cured!”

"To say this changed my life would be an understatement. At first, those outside my family thought | had
begun to shave. They warned me this would only make the hair come back thicker. | told them that | had
not shaved, but had rather been cured by the magic of the Hyperboreans. Of course, no one believed
this. After two months, however, even the most skeptical had to admit that there was no sign of
regrowth. All were pleased and happy for me, and for the first time in my life, men began to look on me
with favor. Soon, | found | was surrounded with suitors, and my father increased my bride priceto thirty
thousand pieces of gold, just to get rid of the oneswho were not serious and the opportunists. And
indeed there were many opportunists. Many | had found attractive and gazed at for many ayear who
ignored me utterly when | had bajas, now that | was cured suddenly decided they would court me. It was
several months before | was able to reconcile in my head that those who were now enamored of me
when before they would hardly spesk to me were, in fact, poor choices for husbands. One, however,
had aways been friendly to me - heisafriend of the family, and we have known each other since
childhood. When | was cured, he did not court me. When | asked him why, he said "Because | would
not have you think that | did not care for you before, but suddenly care for you now." Heand | now see
each other. Perhapsin another three or four decades, he will be able to meet my bride price, and

perhapswe will then marry.”



"Even thisisnot the end of the story, however. By four months after | was cured, the word had spread.
Over the course of amonth, nine dwarf-maids with bagjas came to me, one by one, asking if | would
share with them the same cure. | told them the little stone was loaned to me, not given, but | could useit
on them if they wished - most were dark of hair, and their limbs were hairy like those of young boys, so
we used it on their limbs aswell astheir face. Y ou not only have my family grateful to you, but nine other
families aswel."

"Findly, last month, aroya messenger came, asking meto come to the palace of Durin, the King of the
Dwarves, and bring the little stone you loaned me. | was very thrilled and frightened at the sametime.
When | arrived, | was shown to the room of one of hisfour daughters - Princess Dahshti. She had bgjas,
too. | never knew this- | had never seen her in public before. Apparently, few ever had - the king had
hidden her in embarrassment. All that | thought my lifewas, dl the misery and londliness | thought | had
suffered, were nothing compared to her life. | at least was able to leave my house, and my family wasn't
ashamed of me. She had spent nearly al of her four-score years of life insde the palace, hidden away. |
told her dso that the little stone was |oaned to me, not given, then | used the stone on her as| had mysdlf
and the others, and she was cured aswell. So, now you have the gratitude of aking, aswell."

"All good things must cometo an end, of course. As| write this, my brother stands near, and has placed
thelittle sonein his belt-pouch. Such asmall thing, but it brought happinessto many. | have thought
about thelittle stone often in the last six months | have had it. My brother said you told him that to the
Hyperboreans, it was asmal thing - worth no more than agold piece or two. For those of uswho
received itstouch, however, it changed our lives, and was worth more than amountain of gold. | have
often wondered what other small things your people had that are like this - nothing to you, but of
enormous value to others. My brother saysthat last he saw, your men and women lived apart, and it did
not seem likely they would come together. Thisisvery sad, to me. | do not wish to think of your people
disappearing again. | hope that your people will thrive and flourish, and perhaps share more smdll things
like the wonderful little tonewith us"

"I know wewill dmost certainly never meet. Y ou live so far from me and have much more important
thingsto do, what with trying to restore your people and civilization. | greetly fear the enormous open
bowl of sky that hangs above the surface-lands, and the sight of it steals my breath and makes my heart
flutter. | havetried, though. | went to the Great North Gate, and stood next to the guards there for as
long as| could, trying to seeif | could be brave enough to step out of the gate and below that enormous,
terrifying sky. The guardsthought | was very brave for even trying, asal we dwarf-maids gregtly fear the
openness of the surface-lands. | couldn't remain, though - it wasjust too frightening. But | will try again.
And again. Someday, perhaps| will be brave enough. And | will continue to write you. And | will ook
for other ways to meet you. | want to hug you tight, and say ‘thank you' to your face. | want you to see
what your gift has done for me, see the beautiful face you have given me. But most of dl, | want to be
your friend. With Degpest and Eterna Thanks, Jhumni.”

| studied her Sgnature for along whilein silence - it was agentle, elegant hand that wrote this|etter, and |
found | was very moved by it. Findly, | looked up to Mungim. | couldn't find words to express my
fedings. | smply smiled and said "I'm glad | made her happy.”

"Aye, Eddas, she be very happy. As| and she did say, we can never thank ye enough - but we shdl try,
rest assured,” Mungim replied, and pulled abox from hiswagon. "Me sister did spesk with me many a
time, asshedid try to learn what ye might like. Y et little help could | give, as much of what | did think ye
might like, we could not provide. Aye, we did think ye might like new clothes and suchlike, but we knew
not your sizes or what exactly ye may want, and doubted a dressmaker of our people could do the job
without they did measure ye. We did think of perfumes and suchlike, but we did think that asyebein
sooth amale deep at heart, ye may not wish such - and €enif ye did, | might bring a hundred bottles



before we did strike upon a scent ye did like. Many aweek did we ponder what might be of valueto ye,
and yet no answer did we see. At last, me Sster did have athought that just asa smdll thing of yours
were yet of great valueto her, asmall thing of hers may yet be of great vaueto ye. Assuch, shedid send
this" Mungim explained, and opened the box.

He pulled out some cloths heldd used for padding, gently unwrapping them to reveal avery smal box. It
was about a hand tal, two hands wide and a hand long, the lid extending over the rest of the box to
match its broad base. It was ornately carved with intricate spira patterns - arather nice piece of dwarven
craftsmanship, but otherwise unremarkable. He turned it over gently, pointing at asmall piece of meta
attached to the bottom. "This be the key. It be attached, so never fear ye shall loseit. Yeturn thekey
three times to wind the spring what be inside - no more than three, howe'er, lest ye break the spring,” he
said, and demonstrated. He then turned the box back over, and opened the lid.

A soft, gentle melody came from within the box and | looked on in amazement. The music was gentle,
swet, and had alondy, wisgtful qudity toit. It sounded like it was being played on a series of small bells,
but when | looked inthe box | saw it was alittle mechanism with abrass cylinder that rotated, little
bumps on the cylinder plucking the fingers of ametal comb that gpparently worked like aharp.

"Ah - amusic box. |I've heard of thesg," | said after amoment.

"Aye, Eddas. Me sster did write this melody about four score years ago, now. Me youngest brother be
quite good at small things like this, and as he were apprenticed to the Mechanist's Guild back then, he did
make it for her birthday that year. Me sster yet says| should tell ye she did write the tune when she was
very sad, as she was often sad afore ye did cure her, yet listening to it did make her happy again bye and
bye. She saysthat now she be no longer sad, and yet she did think that mayhap ye often would be sad in
aquiet tower with none for company, your people and civilization in ruins. So, she did ask meto bring it
toye"

"It'sbeautiful," | said quietly, and asthe last note finally faded away into sillence, | spoke again. "Ah,
Mungim. | haven't heard musicin ages. | didn't relize how much | missed it until | heard it again, just
now. After | helped Darian reclaim hiskingdom, I laid my musiciansto their proper rest again. For many
years afterwards, | missed the sound of their playing. It was only martid drums, but to me, it brought
back many warm memories. At Darian's castle there was music occasionally, and it was wonderful to
hear - | nearly stayed there just for that." Mungim nodded, and handed the music-box to me. | carefully
wound it, then listened again. "It's very beautiful, Mungim. Tell your Sster | said ‘thank you'."

Mungim beamed. "Me sister will be glad we did strike upon something smdll that in sooth be something
of great vaueto ye. Asmusic be lacking in your life, then ye will even more gppreciatethis™ he said, and
pulled out another box, about the same Size as the music box. Opening it, | saw it wasfull of thirty-two
little brass cylinders, each fitting in asmall dot ingde the box. Mungim showed me how to change the
cylindersin themusic box (it turned out to be fairly smple), and soon we were listening to another
melody, completely different - happy and joyful.

"The box do contain many melodies me sster likes, each the work of amusician of our people. Some
were written long ago, others only afew years past. Some be happy, some sad, some joyful dance, some
quiet - see ye here on the Side of the cylinder be the name of the melody, who did writeit, and who did
impressit onto brass. We have no melodies from your people that we know of, but we have but yet
begun to look. Perhapsin one of our librariesthere may yet be sheet music containing some of your
songs and melodies our ancestors did like and save. If this be so, me younger brother can yet impress
them on acylinder, and | can bring themto ye."

"Thank you, Mungim. Thisisawonderful gift," | replied, then paused. "But wait - what will your Sster



listen to, now? How can | accept her birthday present and the song she did write knowing shell never
hear it again?"

"Eddas, me sigter says| should tdll yethat like your stone, thisbe atrifleto us. A small thing. She has
four other music boxes, severd cylinders with the melody she wrote on them, and alarge collection of
other cylinders. To us, the box be worth perhaps agold - less, in sooth, because while me youngest
brother now be amaster mechanist, he yet be no master woodcarver - his engraving shows more love
than skill. Each cylinder be worth perhaps asilver, and some are very common and worth only a copper
or two. It beasmal thing to us, Eddas, atrifle. Y et me sigter did think that perhaps this smal thing may
yet be of grest worth to ye - and she wereright, Moradim bless her soul,” Mungim replied, clapping his
hands together once. "'l shdl bring ye more cylinderswhen next | come, asmy sister did hope ye might
likeit, and did say that if ye did, she would yet pick many meodies she liked of dl sorts, buy them for ye,
and send them to ye through me."

| wondered how | would ever repay Mungim for this gift, and then redlized there was no need - Mungim
was a Dwarf, not ahuman, and he and his sster were repaying me. They and their family would probably
continue to repay me for quite some time, because my gift meant so much more than mere happinessto
them - that little loan, in repayment for amakeup kit | had intended to give to Dyarzi when | might
someday be ableto bring her back to me, has meant wedth for their family thousands of timesin excess
of itsworth. | decided to just smile, Sit back and enjoy it.

Mungim reached into the larger box again, and extracted a scroll. "Thisbe from our King, Durin. It be
your copy of an officia proclamation. It do nameye, Master Eddas Ayar, a Dwarf-Friend, and say that
any who turn his hand againgt ye be an enemy of the dwarves. The king did intend to have agreet lot of
roya courtiers and such foppery to deliver thisto ye, but they did ask me afore they did do such, as | did
know ye best. | did tell them ye be aquiet sort and did live for the most part done, and had donefor as
long asever | did know ye, though | did tell them | did think this solitude be yet not of your own choice,
but rather it be asad quirk of fate. | did tell them not only did yelack alarge enough place to receive
such an entourage, but ye could hardly feed and water them as were proper, ye being but one and
without servants. | did aso mention that such alarge amount of dwarves marching through were most
likely to annoy the giants of Dohbari village passing fiercaly, who yet be your protectors and friends, and
asyebe a Giant-Friend and they do care for ye with awatchful eye, they might mistake such alarge
collection of dwarvesfor araiding party and squash thelot,” Mungim said, and gave me awink, grinning.

| chuckled. "Indeed, my friend, aroya entourage passing through would most likely be mistaken by the
giants, as none of them have ever seen anything likethat." | looked over the scrall briefly - it wasin the
language of the dwarves, of course, and bore the royal sedl. It wasagreat honor, actually - this meant
that someday, if | ever had the time and the desire to do so, | could go visit theland of the dwarves and
be welcomed in friendship. It also meant that anyone who warred on me had best do it in away that the
dwarves don't find out about, or they'd face their army. As| rolled up the scroll again, Mungim resumed

spesking.

"There be more, of course. | know ye by sight, but others do not. So, here be an iron band for ye. It be
magicked so that it may only beworn by ye. | be no mage, and know not the workings of such, | be
sorry to say. | do yet know that fewer than six score of those bands we dwarves did ever make. It bea
great honor," Mungim said, and held out asmall box, bowing. | rose and bowed in return, taking the
box.

After we sat again, | opened the box and saw ablack, wrought-iron wrist-band aswide asmy finger in a
velvet lining ingde, the band engraved with the roya sedl of the dwarves. It wasfluted and spirdled, and |
could easily see the smith who had forged it had been highly skilled. | took it in my hand and



concentrated on the mana-flow that was passing through it. It was amoderately complex enchantment,
and quite neatly done. The band was enchanted so that it could only be opened or closed by the correct
person, and would only close about the wrist of the correct person - in specific, it would only operate for
someone who could truthfully claim an identical biography to mysdlf. It was enchanted to recognize only
the touch of someone calling themselves Eddas Ayar, a Hyperborean battle-mage who was bornin
Wilandacity on the fifth day of summer, inthefirst year of thereign of King Darrak I1, when the moon
was eclipsed, about seventeen centuries ago. Other than aso being invulnerable to harm and adjustablein
Sze, it had no other abilities. | closed the band around my left wrist, over my glove, and placed my hands

inmy lgpagan.

It occurred to me they probably enchanted them like this because they knew as a Hyperborean
battle-mage, | probably had an animuary. As such, | may rise from the void in adifferent body at times-
and had before, as Mungim was well aware. So, | would always be able to wear the little band, no
matter what body | may find mysdlf in. Of course, what they didn't know was that my animuary had been
reduced to dust by the effect of the ultimate power of the Skull of Hyarlanoth, and were | to bekilled
now, | would smply move onto the afterlife and never return - worse, | couldn't possibly re-cast the spell
until I had apermanent way of restoring my old body, as any casting of the spell now would attune the
animuary to accept this body as my own, and the next time | arose | would most likely be awoman
again. | saw no need to tell Mungim this, however. My problemswere, in the end, my own.

"It'squite nice, thank you, Mungim.”
"Y e be most welcome, Eddas,” Mungim replied, smiling broadly.

"The harvest has been fairly good thisyear - | do bdieve | shdl have quite abit to trade for the goods
both you and Taliad may bring."

"Ah!I" Mungim said, brightening. "This do bring us quite neetly to the subject of trading for your byalar,
my friend," he said, and winked.

Mungim had brought four large wagons, each driven by abrother of his. Of course, not dl the wagons
were meant to load up what he received from me - he dso intended to trade with the giants of
Dohbari-village, and severd other villages dong hisusua route. After dispensing with the usual trades for
sdlt, flour, and other basic supplies | needed, Mungim opened asmall box and began showing methe
things he had to trade this year in his attempt to beat out Tdiad for the mgority of my crop.

With grest care, he brought out arolled carpet, enchanted so asto be invulnerable. "It never will wear
down, and it be easy to clean asno sainwill cling to it. With winter soon to come, yewill find it a
blessing to keep bare feet from chilled floors," Mungim said with awink. The carpet was of good
dwarven manufacture, made of fine wool and displaying alovely pattern - it was generdly red, with large
interwoven green plant stems and leaves, each bearing blue and white flowers.

| stroked my chin as| considered it. Dyarzi had often complained of cold floorsin my old tower, though |
had never really noticed. Now that | wasin the body of awoman who was much smaller than | had been
inmy previouslife, onewithtiny little fet, it was adifferent matter. Each winter was now heralded by my
being reminded to adjust my ring of adaptation due to the chill of the floors on barefeet. If | ignored
doing so or got busy, | dso found my feet got uncomfortably cold in bed at night until | adjusted my ring
of adaptation. In my old lifewith Dyarzi, | had often teased her, finding it amusing that she dways
complained of cold feet. Now, | didn't find it quite so funny. "Hmmm... The enchantments are of good
qudity, but the carpet itsdf isonly fair. The pattern israther uningpired, | think. Ten barrels.”

"Bah, Eddas! Look again - see ye the pattern be yet easy on the eye, and will not be one to annoy ye



four or five decades from now, as one with abright pattern might. See ye how well it be made - it be not
shoddy workmanship held together with a cantrip, it be afine carpet afore it were ever seen by hewho
did magicit. Come now - it be worth twenty barrels, easy-like."

"Perhapsyoureright. Still, apair of dipperswould keep my feet just aswarm in winter, | think. Twelve
barrels™

Mungim pretended to wring hisbeard in misery. "Ah, Eddas! Think ye on what this does mean to me! It
will yet be many ayear before | can get me bride-price at thisrate! Have pity on me, Eddas. Nineteen
barrds." Hisact looked perfect, and I'm sure would have melted the heart of any dwarf he traded with,
but it was spoiled by my burgting into giggles, which caused Mungimto grin a me.

We dickered back and forth abit more, and finally settled on sixteen barrels on the condition he bring
more carpets likeit next fal, and tapestriesfor thewalls - | gave some suggestions on what | would like
to see on the tapestries and carpets, and he wrote down what | wanted in asmall book he kept in his
belt-pouch. Of course, that many enchanted carpets and tapestries made to order would have been
impossible to get for any reasonable price, so we agreed that normal oneswould be just fine, and set a
price of three barrels per carpet and two per tapestry. | agreed on an advance of twelve barrels, partia
payment on the tapestries and carpets he would bring next fall. Mungim was kind enough to teke the
carpet to the top of my tower (he was adwarf, after dl, and dwarves are quite strong), where | moved
the furniture around and placed it where | thought best. We then proceeded to my storage shed, where
Mungim and | rolled the barrels out so his brothers could load them up.

AsMungim and his brothers dowly drove their wagons away down the road, Peliacame up to me
beneath thetree. | was il listening to my music box, smiling as| re-read the letter from Jhumni. " Good
day, Master Eddas. | see you arefinished with the traders. May | st with you?"

"Pleasedo,” | replied, amiling.

After Peliawas seated and | had poured her acup of byalar, she spoke again. "That isalovely tune. I've
never seen anything like that, though. Isit dwarf-made?!

"Yes, Midress Pdia. It'sagift fromafriend.”

"Ah. | truly wish that we had something like your byallar to trade, Master Eddas. Our order has never
been wedlthy, so we have few coinsto trade - and the way things are today, no way of getting more."

| thought about it, but | couldn't think of anything they could offer Mungim he might possibly want. "I'm
sorry, High Mistress Pdlia" | began, but she cut me off.

"Oh, please. You, of al people, should be able to address me smply as'Pdlid. Y ou've taught us spellsto
summon food and water - and | should add the food is better than what we've managed to get from our
gardens so far, asit's been many centuries since the earth of our little gardens were worked, and they
were ridden with choke-weed. Y ou're teaching us spells to help us defend ourselves, you've taught us
how to fight as agroup, and your lessonsin hand-to-hand and in knife-fighting have made many of usfed
more confident and safe even without spellsto consider. Sometimes| fed like amere gpprentice next to
you, and certainly | know your skills make you easily able to defeat anyonein my order.”

"Perhaps, Pdlia, but think about thisfor amoment: Yes, | know more of battle and war than you. But you
know more of hedling and herblore and the skills of the chiurgeon than | ever will. Yes, | know how to
use my knife asaletha wespon. Even so, | know nothing of being amidwife. Y our skillsarethose of the
heder, the skills of peace. My sKills are those of a battle-mage, the skills of war. Do not think you are
any less skilled smply because you have not mastered the skills | know - the skills of peace arejust as



important, if not more important, than the skillsof war,” | replied, smiling at her.

Pdiaamiled in return. "Thank you. Please continue what you were going to say, Eddas, beforel
interrupted.”

"Well, what | was going to say wasthat I'm sorry, but | just can't think of anything offhand that you could
offer to the traders that they might want. | do believe you're an important part of Y orindar's plan,
however, so perhaps when the timeis right, something will present itsdlf.”

"Ah - the God of Wisdom you mentioned. Our order gave homageto Vyleah, of course, as her sphereis
heding, fertility and agriculture”

"Ah - | fear she deegps, now. There are only eighty-nine of you, and so far as| know Vyleah isn't
worshiped by the multitudes of peoplein the south-lands.”

"She's not degping, she's merely resting, saving up her strength. Sheis very week, and only awakened
when you first saw the ruins of her templein Wilanda-city fifty years ago and spoke her name aloud for
thefirgt timein over sixteen centuries. Y orindar is helping her by protecting us and our order, so that
some day shewill havethe strength to join him. If al goeswell, perhapsin afew centuries, Y orindar and
Vylesh will make up the pantheon of the people of Hyperborea," Pdlia said suddenly.

"Protecting you? How?' | asked.
"Through you," shereplied, and smiled.

| nodded, asit was obvious she wasright, and steepled my fingers. "Alright, but how do you know this,
Pdia?'

Peliablushed. "I... Ummm... | dreamed it," shereplied, and looked at me.

| nodded again. "I understand, and know exactly what you mean. Y orindar sometimes speaksto mein
dreams - but very rarely. He never speaks clearly, though, but rather waysin riddles. | would prefer
knowing what will happen before it happens, of course, but that is mortal fantasy - even the gods are
limited by paradox. The best | can doislisten carefully for hints and clues, and guess at what may be
coming - which apparently iswhat | am supposed to be doing,” | said, then shrugged. " Perhaps Y orindar
has some plan for what you may offer to the traders which he will reveal astime goesby. Certainly | can't
think of anything."

Pdlia suddenly brightened. "'l can," she said, and grinned. "Hedling herbs. We could grow them in our
gardens. We could aso make hedling philters - ails, teas, and unguents. Our order is expert with these
things, and our skillsin this areaare most likely far and away greater than any othersdivetoday. We
would have to stop trying to grow food in the gardens, of course, but what with the spell you taught us,
we no longer need to, anyway."

| could see saverd problemswith her plan, most of which involving the difficultiesin cultivating some of
the more delicate herbs. | opened my mouth to comment on them, but then shut it just as suddenly. 'Y ou
and | arenot doneinthis. Vylesh and her rabbit are with us' Y orindar had said. Slowly, | nodded. "A
good idea, Pelia. Some herbs are very difficult to cultivate, but I'm sure you and the women of your
Order know more about these plants and mossesthan | do, and can easily overcome any difficultiesyou
may encounter in growing them - you smply need some good, clear land to begin with, land not ridden
with weeds. In time, you may be ableto trade equaly aswell as| do, for certainly some of the herbsand
unguentswill be worth as much asabarrel of ground and roasted byalar seedsto the elves and dwarves.
| have severd agricultura spells|'ve collected over theyears- | could let you copy them from my



grimoaire, and then you could easily rid your gardens of the weeds which are causing you problems, and
cultivate enough herbs to have trade goods,” | replied.

Pdliathought about it, then looked a me strangely. "It seems Y orindar has revedled his plans now, when
we needed them. Y es, that can be done - and | do think you areright, it will work," she said, then sipped
at her cup of byallar for severa moments before continuing. "1t is unfortunate there is no priest of
Yorindar | can speak to. | would like to learn more of him."

"l can only tell you what | have learned of him myself, Pelia. He was agod of wisdom brought by the
people | cal the Invaders - they are the ancestors of the people of the south-lands. So are we, through
our women. He has araven, who acts as his eyes and ears in the world, and plucks out the eyes of his
enemies. The Arcadians say he can take the form of an owl if hewishes, and in either form he hasthe
golden eyesof an owl," | said, and stopped to think amoment. "1 met apriest of Y orindar many years
ago, now. It was shortly after | had first awakened. I'm sure he's dead, now. He looked to be perhaps
fifty, and he wasin Greenhaven when Vayanar's army captured the city - he probably would have been
daughtered along with dl the other older men. Even if he managed to survive, he's surely passed on from
old age. They live by begging. They don't accept money, only food and drink,” | said, then looked up.
"That'sal | know, I'm sorry.”

Pdlianodded. "The raven reminds me of the rabbit Vyleah has as her eyes and earsin the mortal world,"
she said, thinking, then she shook her head and smiled. "Perhaps you are Y orindar's raven, Eddas, and |
am Vyleah'srabhbit."

| smiled back. "Perhapswe are,” | replied, knowing in my heart it wastrue.
Eighteen

"Even the lowest, grubbiest dwarf knows that when one encounters beauty, one should sing its
praises - proof that they are, despite appearances, not entirely uncultured.”

- Elven Proverb

"If you forgive mefor saying so, Eddas... But in that body, it isindeed a pleasure to hear you speak our
language - d most enough to soothe my annoyance over the knowledge that once again, the hairy one has
beaten me here" Tdiad said, smiling.

"Thank you, Taliad - and please don't worry, I'm not offended,” | replied, because | wasn't. After many
decades, it seemed | had finally gotten used to this body.

Tdiad closed his eyesfor amoment, listening to me speak. When | fdll silent, he opened hiseyesand
smiled. "Eddas, my friend, with respect, if you could only hear yoursalf speaking the Language of the
Elves. Y our voiceislike gentle music, or the sweet singing of an ancient bird, returned to these lands after
many yearsof dlence”

| smiled. "Come now, Tdiad. Y ou sound as though you're trying to court me."

Tdiad winked. "No, my friend, | am not. It ismerely good manners to comment on beauty where one
findsit - and the effect is partly the voice of the delicate flower you find your soul in at the moment, and
partly our language. With respect, Eddas, having heard the women of the Mountain Healers speak your
language, | find it harsh to the ear, like the growling of awolf. Our language ismorelikethe cal of the
whippoorwill, or the hoot of the night owl," he said, and grinned.

| chuckled. Elveswere very proud of their language - and it was quite complex. There were over adozen



declensions, some of them only used in poetry and song. | was glad for my ring of trandation - | doubted
| ever would have had the time to learn to speak it properly otherwise.

We chatted for abit after that, exchanging news of the events since our last mesting. "A dwarf-friend
now?Well, I'm glad to see the dwarves have findly redlized what we dready knew," Tdiad commented.

"What do you mean, Tdiad?"

Tdiad smiled. "My dear Eddas, we elves greatly respected the Hyperboreans, as both our races shared
acommon love and respect for nature and the wilderness. When you returned from the void, we were
very glad - even though you are in the body of ahaf-elf woman, and one that bears a strong resemblance
to aDark Elf. Some of the older dvesfind this nearly as distasteful asyou do, my friend,” Taiad replied,
and grinned as | chuckled. "More importantly, though, you are an Ancient One - and we greatly respect
age. Many of our number wish to come and ask you what the ancient Hyperboreans weretruly like, as
they have faded from living memory, and our scholars are quite curious. Of course, we would never think
to bother an Ancient One with such trivial questions as ‘what were your people like?, particularly
considering you are quite busy trying to restore your people and your civilization. So, we await hopefully
the day when your numberswill rise again, and you will have moretimeto chat with us. Also, we know
much of your deeds from days|ong gone, and we know abit of your beloved, aswell, Lady Dyarzi
NaEddas," Tdiad said, and winked. "We have always been your friends, Eddas Ayar. It isawayswiser
to be friends with an Ancient One than enemies, don't you think?'

| chuckled again. "It's good that your scholars have not come by to ask their questions, Tadliad, for | am
afraid | would probably have to disappoint them - | am quite busy with spell research at the moment.”

Tdiad nodded. "Our scholars and historians realized you may be busy for acentury or so at fird, trying
to rebuild your civilization, and decided to wait. Asyou know yourself, Elven scholars are elves obsessed
with knowledge - they would hardly come and chat for afew hours, take notes, and then bid you
farewdl. They would be here every day, talking to you for hours on end, asking endless questions about
every little detail of your culture and language and history and dress and a hundred thousand other things
you amost certainly took for granted every day of your life and never realy gave an ingtant's thought
about. They know that would annoy you immensely, and Since we dves respect you, we leaveyou in
peace for the nonce.”

| chuckled again. "If you meet any of them, tell them to Smply write down ashort list of the most burning
guestions on their minds. Y ou can then bring the list with you in the spring, and take the answers back the
following fal. I'm surethat | can probably answer adozen or so questionsin that time with afew pages
of detailed explanation for each, and that will at least satisfy some of them.”

"Indeed, it would - and | shdl do so, Eddas, though I'm afraid that you may cause quite astir in our
academic community asthe specificlist of questionsisargued dl thiswinter," Tdiad said, Spping a his
cup of byalar with awry grin for severa moments before he spoke again. "'l think your plan for these
womenisasowise, Eddas. | shdl visit them next year, and see what they may have grown for trade -
but | shdl be careful, as| fear after they have been under the tutelage of such apowerful battle-mage as
yoursdlf, if | come upon them unawares | may indeed bein trouble, despite my own spells,” he said, and
winked.

| feigned innocence. "Who, me? I'm just adelicate flower, asyou've said yoursdf.”

Tdiad burst out laughing, and for severa minuteswe shared a chuckle. "Oh, yes. Merdly a sweet and
gentlerose, my friend," he chuckled.

| grinned, then changed the subject. "Y ou said you even know abit of Dyarzi? How isthat?" | asked.



Tdiad smiled. "She who sneaksinto the roya bedchambers of the Queen of the Elves and stedls her
magic looking glass from benegath her pillow while Queen Lunitolla deegps unawares can anticipate being
remembered by the eves for many, many centuries afterward, my friend."

"Y ou know about that?" | asked, surprised.

"Of course. The deed is ill sung among our people as one of great bravery and skill in the craft of a
rogue. Queen Lunitollawas both highly impressed and extremely annoyed with her. It wasdmost a
century before she got her magic looking-glass back - she had one of our own people seek it, and his
skills as arogue were comparable to hers. Eventually he recovered it from the treasure-vaullt of the
Hyperborean noble whose hands it had falen into by that time. A year after it was recovered, the
Invaders came to your shores. As| said, we know abit of her tale, too. Lady Dyarzi NaEddas, she who
stole the heart of Master Eddas Ayar, the greatest of Hyperborean battle-mages. The story of your
lifelong search for away to bring her back to you is one of surpassing tragic beauty," he said, and smiled
wamly.

We chatted for abit more beneath the shade, then finally the subject got around to trading. "I have a
aurprisefor you - and | hope you didn't trade dl your barrelsto Mungim, as| do believe thiswill please
you."

"Y ou made the trade you were trying for?"

"Indeed | did, my ancient friend," Tdliad replied, reaching into the little magic bag at his sde and pulling
out along, black feather with abrasswriting nib at thetip. He then held it out to mewith asmile.

| looked at it with agtart - for amoment, | thought it was another raven-feather, and perhaps asign from
Yorindar. "It'saquill. It lookslike it comesfrom ablack goose," | commented after taking it from him
and studying it amoment.

Tdiad grinned. "Nay, most powerful magein dl these lands. Examineit with your wizard's eye and see
what it truly is"

| nodded, and spent amoment assensing its mana-flow. | was astounded. "By the gods, Taliad!" |
exclaimed, unable to suppress my reaction.

"Perhaps by them, but more likely by your ancestors many, many years ago, before even the records of
your histories begin. Or perhaps by mine - it isadways hard to tell with interesting things" Tdiad replied,
grinning wider.

"Possibly. It doesn't have a proper name, since we never knew who made it, so we of the Dyclonic
Circlewho studied such thingsjust called it a'Magic Quill," | said, amazed. It was an artifact - a gpecia
class of magic item beyond the capacity of today's mages to make. Even back in my day, they were
beyond the reach of the most powerful spellcasters. Like all artifacts, it was possessed of powersfar
beyond what could normally be imbued in amagic item by amage today, and wastotaly invulnerableto
harm or the ravages of time.

Tdiad nodded. "Aye, Eddas. We know it by the same name. It's one of the more fascinating things|
have obtained in my search for interesting things. It's attuned to me, so | can operate it for you and show
you what it does.”

| handed the quiill back to Taliad, and he went over to hiswagon and produced alarge writing kit. The kit
was avery nicely-made one, intended to hold alarge inkwell and severa dozen sheets of velluminsde
securely while traveling, and when closed and placed on oné's lap, it served as a portable writing desk.



Dipping the quill intheink, he commanded the quill to write, then resumed talking to me. "Asyou can
seg, it can take dictation for you, in any language you like," he said, and | chuckled as| watched it copy
down hiswords exactly, writing a avery rapid clip. "It can aso copy pagesfor you, including any
illustrations, graphs, diagrams or charts, and can even trandate awork for you from any language into
any other language - though you will have to supply the ink, and replace each sheet of vellum asit fillsit
up with text, of course," he explained, and | nodded. "It dso is quite a passable hand at mathematics.
Givemeaformula- any spdl formulawill do," he said.

"Hmmm... How about the formulafor the Spell of Telekinesis| use?!

Tdiad rolled hiseyes. "Oh, Eddas - theré's at least four variations on that onethat | know of. Which
formulado you use?'

"(T/ICYM+(R*VH/(C-x))-Ng" | said doud, and the quill quickly wrote it down.

"Ah - you use the 'Will as Strength’ variant. The best of the four that I've seen. Now: Assuming the caster
exerts nine sones of forceas T, how much will they lift?" he asked doud.

| pondered the question, trying to do the formulain my heed, and the quill rapidly began writing. In afew
momentsit siopped, and rested in theinkwell. | looked - its answer was correct. "Very nice. Isit dways
correct?'

Tdiad nodded. " Always - but with more complex formulas, it isquite dow. | sometimesfind | am dightly
fagter than it iswith 4"-level calculations, and by the time you get to hyperdimensiona or tempora
mathematics, it isabysmaly dow. On the other hand, | sometimes err - it does not," he said, then
plucked the quill from the inkwell and gripped the nib with hisfingertips. He then held out hishand to me,
and grinned - no ink was on hisfingers. "The quill will not rdlease ink save whereit is supposed to. It dso
never makes an error, thus no blotting spell is ever required,” he said, and | nodded again. "The only
limitation toit | have found isthat to attune it to yoursdlf, you need to write with it for afew days, that it
can learn your hand. Theresfter, it will writein your own style - or better, if you have apoor hand,” he
explained, and tucked it into atube insde the writing kit. After carefully seding theinkwell again he shut
thewriting kit and st it in hislap. "Of dl theinteresting things | have collected, | must admit thisis
perhapsthe least rare - there are athousand that | know of in existence, perhaps more. Even <o, their
ownersare usudly quite loathe to part with them, as you can well imagine.”

| nodded. The magic quill was aboon to ascholar or researcher, and certainly would be an enormous
adto mein my research. | had to haveit - it might save me years of poring over formulas and
re-checking my caculationsto seeif | was correct. Asde from that, it's ability to copy texts would be
enormoudy useful in helping those of the Mountain Healerswho had lost their grimoires over the
centuries. It had been an exceptionaly good year, and the giants had harvested dmost four hundred
barrels of ground and roasted seed - of which, | received one sharein four, of course, and as such | had
ninety-seven barrelswhen Mungim arrived aweek ago. Now, | had sixty-nine barrelsleft. "It's quite nice,
Tdiad, though | havelittle usefor it, of course, seeing as| am easly capable of doing my own writing and
cdculaions. How much were you looking for?'

"Though it'snot truly rare, considering it's age, Eddas, | think it's worth easily a hundred barrels - but |
would settlefor aninety,” Tdiad replied, smiling.

The haggling session that followed was perhaps the most challenging one between Tdiad and | indl the
yearswe'd known each other. Taliad enjoyed every moment of it, pacing, posturing, smiling, frowning,
pointing out every possible usefor the quill he could think of, offering to give me the writing kit dong with
the quill for free (its vaue was negligible compared to that of the quill, however), and generdly usng all



the tricks of an experienced trader to go for the best bargain he could. | waslimited by my purse, 0|
took the position of the reluctant sale, only seeming mildly interested once he began to get below
seventy-five barrels. When hefindly offered to go to sixty-nine, | knew it was aslow as he would
possibly go - so, feigning gresat reluctance, | findly agreed.

When wefinaly opened up my storage barn to load up the large wagon he'd brought, Taliad looked over
the barrelsand burst out laughing. "I count only sixty-nine barrels here, Eddas! Y ou should havetold me
from the beginning that was dl you had this year, | wouldn't have been so hard on you."

"Wheat, and deny my good friend the enjoyment of haggling with mefor an hour?" | replied with agrin,
knowing his obsesson with haggling and trading.

Tdiad bowed. "l thank you, Eddas. Aye, that was an exciting session, wasit not? For along moment, |
thought you would never agree," he said, and laughed again.

After we had the barrelsloaded onto Tdiad's small wagon (he had severa boxes enchanted with an
extradimensiona space enchantment, so we Smply dipped the barrelsingde them one a atime, filling
each one and moving onto the next, until all the barrelswere loaded), Taliad bid me awarm farewe | and
slently drove off down theroad. | held the writing kit beneath my arm and watched Tdiad disappear
past the bend in the road, the Mountain Hedlerswaving a him as he passed. With luck, this trade today
would bring Dyarzi to me years sooner than otherwise possible. Tdiad had, perhaps, done me more
good than he knew. | amiled. It seemed that things were finally looking up for me.

"The brightest candle burnsthe briefest - and the candle of man burns brightest of all.”
- Elven Proverb
Nineteen.

It wasin the middle of winter when the newsfinaly came from the Southlands - news | had been
expecting for years. | was chatting with Peliain my room, just passing the quiet of awinter evening, when
Swift-wing appeared on the mantle of my fireplace. With abrief flutter of hiswings, helanded on the
table before me. "Raven. Y ou must come,” he said, smply.

Pdiawas sartled for amoment, but recovered herself quickly. "Mage Ardlator'sfamiliar, | presume?”

"Yes," | replied, nodding to her, then looked down to Swift-wing. "What isit, my friend? What has
happened?’

"Darianisdying.”

| stared at him in shock for saverd heartbests. Findly, | nodded. | extended my left hand, summoning my
gaff to my grip a athought, then held out my right hand to him. "Take methere." Swift-wing said
nothing, but smply fluttered up, perching on my wrist.

"Wait! Whoisdying?' Pdiaasked, risng to her fest.

"His Royd Magesty, Darian Vemcrior, King of Larinia My oldest friend in thislife. It was hewho
provided the condemned men to bring your Order back from the Void."

"| should come, then - | might be ableto help.”

| shook my head. "No, Pelia. Thisis something we've been expecting for years. Darianisold. It'shis
time"



"But we owe him so much! | could cast aspdll to restore hisyouth, and-"

"And then what would you tell his son, the rightful heir? That he will have to wait perhaps another fifty or
sxty years before he may rule? What will you tell hiswife, the queen? That she will haveto grow old and
die while her husband easily out-lives her? Will you restore her youth, as well? Will you restore his son's
youth asthe years go by, that he may aways be ready to reign? And then what will you tell his people,
when they see their king never ages? Will you then begin casting the spell on those who beat down the
castle gates demanding immortality?' | asked sharply, and Peliatook astep back in surprise.

| sighed. "I'm sorry, Pelia, but the people of the Southlands are not us. We Hyperboreans could accept a
king who restores his youth through sorcery - o long as he was agood king, and ruled well. But not
forever. Remember the story of King Nastar? A paace conspiracy finaly had him assassnated - there
were many who believed it wastime for him to abdicate, and alow one of his descendantsto rule. He
was, after dl, over two hundred and thirty, and his designated heir was his
great-great-great-great-grandson. Nastar's death plunged the whole kingdom into chaos, if you
remember, and it was eventualy conquered by King Lothor," | said, and gestured with my staff to the
south. "The people of the Southlands are not like us. They wouldn't even wait that long. They accept
Ardlator's renewed youth because they know she is amage and a physicker - perhaps the most
powerful mage and the most experienced physicker in thewhole of the Southlands. They assumeit's
amply part of her abilities, and something she can't do for anyone other than hersdlf. If they wereto
discover that she could restore anyone's youth, there would be chaos. Even the King himself has been led
to believe she can only restore her own youth,” | said, then sighed again. "No, Pdlia It ishistime. And he
ismy friend, so | must go. I will return assoon as| can.”

Pdlianodded. "We will wait for you, Master Eddas Ayar.”
| looked to Swift-wing. "Take me there."

Swift-wing smply nodded, muttering his Spell of Returning with aquiet clacking of hisbeak. Theworld
blurred for amoment, then steadied.

| had never been in thisroom before, but judging by what | could see, | guessed that it was most likely
the roya bedchamber. Darian lay in alarge bed, looking more withered than ever. His eyes were closed,
but | could see his chest il lifting dowly, so he dtill lived. Joy sat inachair by hisside, holding hishand
and weeping Slently. Ardlator wasjust rising and stepping away from him, asmal cupin her hand - |
assumed she had just given him another of her herbal concoctions. Noril and Dawn stood nearby. Noril
seemed sad but composed, while Dawn sobbed quietly. Tybalt was there, and two of his guards were
watching the door. The moment | appeared, the guards jumped in surprise and started to reach for their
swords before they recognized who | was. As Swift-wing fluttered off my wrist and over to Ardlla, the
othersin the room turned to look. Tybalt came up to mefirg, striding quickly acrossthe large room. He
clasped my gloved hand briefly, lifting it to hislipsfor asoft kiss. "I am glad you could come, Dame
Raven. The King asked for your presence.”

"I am honored to be here," | replied, and Tybalt led me over to the bed.

| briefly hugged Arella, Joy and Dawn - Joy hugged me with agood portion of her giantess strength, and
| had to suppressagrunt. "Oh, Eddas! I'm so glad you came!™ she said, and sobbed for a moment.

| said nothing - there was nothing that | could say. | smply hugged her silently, and patted her back for a
moment until she released me. Noril looked at me, and seemed to be trying to decide whether to hug me
or smply clagp my hand. | made up hismind for him, and hugged him slently. He hugged me back tightly.
"Thank you," he whispered in my ear.



"He should awaken in afew moments," Arellasaid quietly, and Noril released me. As| turned to hug
Aréla, she spoke again. "Thank you for coming, Raven. Y ou will make him very happy."

"You aredl very welcome," | replied, and Arellaand | hugged each other for amoment.

"That last dose of herbs should bring him around to be able to say goodbyeto you, but | don't think he
will be consciousfor very long."

| nodded, and went to stand by hisside. After afew moments, Darian's aged eyes fluttered open. His
eyesflickered about for amoment, until he caught sight of me. Sowly, hesmiled. "Ah... Eddas... 'm glad
you came..." he said weskly.

"You arewecome" | replied quietly, smiling a him.

"There was something... | dways wanted to tell you... I'd been meaning to say it to you for years... Ever
since you helped meregain my throne... But | was so disturbed by the death of my brother... | forgot to
say it, that day... Then asthe years passed... | awaysgot busy... | never got around to telling you..."

"What, Darian?'

"Thank you..." hereplied amply, and smiled.

| smiled back. ™Y ourewelcome,” | replied, gently taking his hand and squeezing it.
"Ardlasays... 'm dying..." he said, hisvoice dmost awhisper.

| smply nodded, my own eyes beginning to fill with tears.

"Sinceit seems... | may see her soon... Isthere anything | should tell Dyarzi... When | see her inthe
afterlife?" he asked, awry grin lighting hisface,

"Tdl her | love her and miss her with al my heart and soul, and | dwayswill," | said, thetearsralling
slently down my cheeks.

Darian smiled. "l will..." he said, then closed hiseyes. "It'stheleast | can do... For you, my friend..." he
sad, then fell slent. After along moment, his bresthing tilled.

Ardlagently reached out, taking Darian's hand from mine, and feding hiswrist with an expert touch. She
then reached up, gently probing his neck just below hisjaw and to the left of hiswindpipe. Gently, she
laid his hands across each other, then looked to Tybalt and nodded.

Tybalt turned to the guards by the double-door that was the entrance to the royal bedroom, and they
opened it without aword. Tybalt then took a deep breath, and bellowed into the hdlway. "TheKing is
dead! Long livetheKing!"

| stood there, weeping along with the rest of Darian's family, and Arellacame to me and hugged me
slently as Tybdt's shout was echoed and re-echoed by the guards of the castle, passed aong throughout
al of Steegate. It occurred to me that many of Darian's people were probably waiting in the courtyard to
hear the news - and the message would then be spread by word-of-mouth throughout his kingdom long
before the roya proclamation and the coronation of Noril took place. A smooth transition of power was
important, and Darian had apparently provided for it. 'l taught him well,' | thought, looking down at his
gtill form and weeping. Joy sat in her chair, laying her body across her husband's chest, sobbing
uncontrollabdly.



'Yes, you did. You have donewell, Eddas. Very well indeed, afamiliar voice replied. | looked up
suddenly, but no one else seemed to have noticed.

A flash of movement caught my eye, and turned my head. At the window, an enormous owl gazed insde,
it'sgolden eyes staring unblinkingly.

| reached out with my will through my ring of telekines's, opening the window and extending my arm. The
owl swooped ingde silently, to the sunned silence of everyone in the room except Swift-wing, who
squawked in fear at the Sght of what to araven was adeadly predator. The owl perched on my arm, it's
claws gripping me painfully tight through the enchanted, elbow-length gloves| wore. | was certainiif |
hadn't been wearing Dyarzi's gloves, it would easily have torn my flesh without intending to.

| stared into the owl's eyes as silence reigned in the room. Darian had openly worshiped Y orindar dl his
life- particularly since hefdt he owed hiskingdom to Y orindar (which he did). Because of Darian, the
worship of Y orindar had grown from that of atiny sect of eccentric, beggar-priests to one that had
goread far and widein Larinia, and | could tell by the sllence that the othersin the room that this event
had greet significance for them.

My mind was awhirl with questions, but the owl's silent voice cut through my thoughts. ‘Not now, Eddas.
There will be another timefor questions. | have little time to speak to you, and this particular
manifedtaion isquitetiresome.”

'l amligtening,’ | thought back at it, trying to cam mysdif.

‘Thiswas an * Event*. It has been along timein coming, Eddas. Y ou know Tempord Theory. You
should understand,” he thought to me. I smply nodded silently as he continued. ‘Good. Now, you must
take Joy back with you to Hyperborea.'

'Why? | thought back, confused.

'l cannot say - and you know why," Y orindar replied. | was surprised - this was the most direct he had
ever been with me,

'Y es- you are limited by Paradox. The Arc of Time must not be broken, or € se the universe shal come
toanend.

The owl tilted itshead a me, and | imagined Y orindar was smiling. ‘Not completely limited, Eddas. There
aretwo things| may tell you, so pay attention: First, there are severa * Events* | am working towards.
The restoration of your race and your beloved are among them - but this has to happen according to my
plan, not Morgar's, or he winsthe game," he thought at me, and my heart skipped a beat. 'The second is
that thereis another * Event* coming, one which Joy must be present for. Y ou will know it is near when
you are asked to repair awedding-dressfor the bride of Dragondayer's grandson.’

'Morgar wins the game? What game? | thought thiswas war, awar between the gods! And what
grandson? Dragondayer doesn't even have agrandson yet! That may be decades away! Joy isold, near
the end of her lifel" | thought back in confusion.

'Exactly,’ the owl thought back to me, and legpt off my arm, flying slently out the window to vanish into
the night.

| looked after the owl in sllence, my mind awhirl with emotions. Everyonein the room was slent for
severa heartbests, apparently as profoundly affected as| had been. Ardlaregained her voicefirgt. "It
was Y orindar's prophecy, cometrue," she said, her voice hushed.



"Aye, my lady. 'And the Owl shall come & the Raven'scdll, and carry the soul of the First King of Tulan
away to heaven." Tybadlt replied, awed.

"Tulan? What'sthat?' | asked, even more confused than before.

"It'sfrom the Holy Book of Y orindar. It's part of aprophecy,” Noril replied. "The prophecy saysthat
someday, a Golden Kingdom shall arise out of an age of chaos, and through that kingdom, all the people
of theworld shall live in peace and happiness for ten thousand yearsto follow."

| started to object, to tell them that it hadn't exactly happened the way that their prophecy said. | hadn't
summoned the owl, the owl's arrival had been as much of asurprise to me asto any of them. The owl
itself was a physica manifestation of Y orindar - and certainly | couldn't summon agod. Still, | held my
tongue. Prophets don't know everything, and if the ancient scribe who had penned their holy book had
been spoken to by Y orindar with the same numinous phrases he used with me, then it seemed likely that
thiswas as close to the redlity of events as Paradox would alow him to come.

| struggled to master my emotions. | had ajob to do - evenif | didn't understand what that job might be,
or how | wasto accomplishit. It appeared | would have to get a copy of the Holy Book of Y orindar.
Perhaps Ardlacould bring a copy the next time she visited, or | could visit the Southlands sometime and
buy one mysdlf. Either way, it appeared that Y orindar had severd plansfor methat | might be ableto
learn of if | could read the book at some point. | held out my hand to Joy, who il stroked her husband's
dead face gently with ahand, weeping quietly. "Joy, say goodbye to your children. It'stimeto go."

Joy looked up to mein surprise, her tear-streaked, aged face full of confusion. "Me? Come with you?
Why?" she asked, then sobbed, clutching Darian's still form and sobbing into his chest. "My husband is
dead. | have nothing to live for anymore. My lifeisover. Leave me here.”

Princess Dawn burst into tears and hugged her mother, and Noril looked like he might weep, aswell. It
dawned on me why Y orindar needed Joy to leave - she was a giantess (albeit a midget one), and as such
shewould have the traditiond period of mourning for agiant, which would last about ayear. She may
even take the traditiond route of Baishanto that some Giant-Wives did upon the degth of their mate, and
quietly starve hersdlf to degth to join her beloved in the afterlife. Thiswould probably affect Noril very
badly during the crucia first year of hisreign. | struggled over what to say, and | remembered when | had
first met Joy and she had been suicidd over the knowledge that she would never be afull-size giantess. |
gretched mysalf to my full height (such asit was, in this body), and again spoke to Joy theway |
remembered being spoken to by eves and dragons. They aways spoke from the viewpoint of greet age,
and couched their words in numinous phrasesthat implied | might understand were | only asold asthey.
Wédll, now | wasasold asthey. Infact, | was older than the oldest elf, and older than some dragons. It
had worked the last time | tried it on her, nearly five decades ago - it was certainly worth atry now.

"You areright, Joy. Your lifehereisat an end. Y ou havefulfilled your destiny here. Y ou haveraised a
wise, strong and brave son who has at his sde as his closest advisor the one person in the world he can
trust above dl others - hisown loving sster. Y ou have insured that each of them received the best
education they possibly could have, and | can tell you astheir teacher that for each areaNoril hasa
weakness, hissster has a strength. Helping them and advising them is Arellator, the most powerful mage
inal the Southlands - and | should know, | taught her, aswell. As| told you years before - the gods had
areason for you being born, adestiny for you. This part of your destiny isfinished. Now, you have
another degtiny to fulfill. Come, Joy," | said, and held my hand out to her again. "It'stimeto go."

Joy hugged Darian's body again, sobbing. | waited, and finally she released him and rose shakily to her
feet. She stepped over to me, taking my little, gloved hand in her enormous, bare one. "l am ready.”



"But-but mother! What will wetell the people when you aren't there for father'sfunera ™ Noril asked,
his face showing shock.

| spoke up, interrupting Joy's reply. "Y ou will tell them that she has gone home to the lands of her birth,
Prince Noril. Sheisawoman of Hyperborea. She loved aman of the Southlands, and helped him regain
his throne and become king. Now, heisgone. It istimefor her to go home."

"Dame Raven... |..." Tybalt said, hisvoice strained, the words catching in histhroat. | could tell he
wanted to say something, but couldn't bring himself to say it.

| looked around the room at the faces of everyonethere. They &l looked to mein awe. | was no longer
merely Darian’'s Hyperborean Executioner, or even Darian's ancient and respected friend. No, the Owil
had transformed me in their eyesinto the living embodiment of Legend and Prophecy - the Raven of
Yorindar. | knew that if | tried to quietly explain, they would never alow meto take her. No, therewas
only one way to speak to them. "It'sdright, Tybdt. Thisisas Y orindar wills. |, the Raven of Y orindar,
have spoken,” | said, keeping my face perfectly straight asthough | was playing chatto for my life. | was
hoping that | had guessed right, and that my words didn't come out sounding asinsipid to their ears as
they didto mine.

'Raven of Y orindar, indeed,’ | thought to myself. 'I'm no divine messenger or holy warrior - I'm me,
Eddas Ayar. I'm aman who haslost everything - his power, hisriches, his prestige, hishonor, his

bel oved, and even his manhood. | am nothing. Less than nothing, redlly.’ Y et, as| looked at their faces, |
knew that to them, | wasfar, far more... Something beyond humanity, something beyond even mortdity
itsdlf - and the knowledge of that saddened me.

Only Joy looked at me as she dways had, and in that moment, | was glad of it. To her, | still was Eddas
Ayar, aHyperborean battle-mage risen from the void - and that was enough. She knew that deep insde
me, | was gill an ordinary man. She squeezed my hand gently, and spoke again, thistimein the tongue of
the Giants. "l am ready. Take me home."

| nodded, casting my Spell of Returning, and the world blurred.
Twerty.

"My love lies still,

Within the bosom of the earth,

And flowers grow above them.

My love lies till,

Within the bosom of the earth,

And my heart is buried with them.

Seep well, my love, leep well,

Within the bosom of the earth,

And | shall water the flowers,

With my eternal tears.”

- Giantish mourning-song.



For thefirst three days, Joy did very little but sit in my room at the top of the tower and weep. After
asking Peliato assign haf adozen of her women to watch Joy in three shifts 'round the clock, | told Pdlia
everything that had happened - quietly, away from Joy so she wouldn't overhear.

"Do you redly think she may try to kill hersdf?' Pdiahad asked. "I mean, yes, she'stdl, but she hardly
lookslike agiant-wife."

"Well, trust me - sheis. And yes, | do think she may try to starve herself to degth, or failing that, she may
find some other way," | had replied, and went on to explain Joy's origin, so Peliawould understand.

Now, three days later, Joy sat by the fire in my room, staring into the flames. She had come up to talk to
me, but o far hadn't said anything. | smply sat and waited, gazing at her expression over her right
shoulder, as her back was mostly to me. It was along time before she spoke, and for awhile, | thought
she might not spesk at dll.

"Eddas... Could you have... | mean..." she said quietly, hdtingly, her gaze till lost in the flickering flames.

"Yes, Joy?" | replied, my voice soft. For thefirst timel could recal, | was actualy glad to have a
pleasant, gentle, woman'svoice.

"The spell you made... For Dyarzi. Could you have cast it for Darian? Could you have brought him back
to me? Can you, even now?"

| thought about my answer carefully. The smple truth of the matter wasthat | could, but it wasn't
guaranteed to work, and it would cause an enormous amount of troubleif | did. Everything I'd said to
Peliathat fateful evening three days ago was il true. No, | smply couldn't do it - the ramificationswere
smply too dire.

| sghed. "No, Joy. I'm sorry, but | can't,” | replied, my heart aching for her.
Joy looked up, turning awary eyeto look into my face. "Can', or won't?"

| was taken by surprise. In nearly five decades as queen, Joy had become extremely canny. | hesitated -
and in that moment of hesitation, she swiftly turned in her chair to face me.

"Out withit, Old Man. Y ou may fool otherswith that sweet little half-elf's body, but I've been Queen of
Lariniafor far too long to have not learned something of the hearts of men - and you most assuredly area
man, despite appearances,” she said, waggling an index finger asthick asmy thumb a me.

"Thetruth?'

"Thetruth," shereplied, pulling her chair over to sit before me. Sheloomed over melikethelittle giantess
shewas, her expression firm.

"Alright. | could try, Joy, but most likely, I'd fail. Darian lived afull and happy life, and he had no regrets.
He has nothing to come back here to except you, and most likely his afterlifeis a happy and pleasant

one. The departed hasto want to come back, Joy. It'snot asingle spell, it's three separate spells - oneto
restore the body, one to summon the soul, and one to restore the Silver Cord and link the soul back to
the body again. If for any reason he's hesitant about returning, the second spell won't work and the whole
procedurefails. You'll smply have asoulless body that will just lie there and dowly starve to death - or
worse, as such avessd might attract awandering spirit.”

llBth_ll



"Wait - | wasn't done," | said, raising agloved hand, and Joy fdll silent again. "I know you're thinking that
he would want to come back to be with you. Perhaps he might - he may be content to smply wait in the
afterlifefor you. He may not. But if he did come back, what would happen then, Joy? What would you
tell Noril? That hewill have to give up the throne and wait another sixty years? What will you tell his
people? That their king isdive again, and can live aslong as he wishes, while they must suffer and die?!

"We could live here, in our little cabin, just aswe used to!" Joy objected firmly.

"No, Joy. Histime had come. He has met and fulfilled his destiny. Let him go on to hisreward. Y ou have
another destiny, Joy. Let Darian go," | said softly.

"And you? What of you? Will you let Dyarzi go? Isn't that the same thing?" she snapped.

| jerked back as surely asif shed dapped me. | couldn't say anything in reply, | was smply too shocked
and hurt - and after amoment, angry, aswell.

Joy saw my expression, and wilted. "I'm sorry, Eddas. | didn't mean that. Y ou've told me the story
before. Dyarzi was murdered. She never had achanceto live afull life, as Darian and | did. It's not the
samething. You'reright - it was Darian'stime. I'm sorry | said that, Eddas. Please forgive me."

| waited until I'd managed to master my emotions again before | spoke. "It'saright, Joy. | understand.
But there's something you must understand, aswell. Y ou have another destiny, Joy. The Gods have
something in mind for you in the future. | don't know what it is, but | imagineit will be something...
Wonderful," | said, and managed asmile.

"Do you redly think so?" she asked quietly.

| reached out and took her enormous hand in my tiny one, and squeezed briefly before letting her go.
"Yes, Joy. | know that you have another destiny. It's not aguess. Something perhaps two or three
decades from now - something very specid,” | said, and held my head up, trying to imitate the enigmatic
manner that 1I'd remembered elves and dragons speaking to me when | was only four decades old instead
of sixteen centuriesold. " Someday, Joy, you will understand what | mean, and you will thank me."

Joy suddenly chuckled. "Y ou're going senile, Old Man. I'm seventy-eight years old. In two or three
decades, I'll belong since dead.”

| smiled. "Y ou're o sure of that, are you?”

Joy's smile faded as she looked at me, her face changing to an expression of awe and surprise as she
reglized what | meant. "Y ou mean... Y ou'l restore my youth?"

"l told you, Joy - your old lifeisover. It'stimefor you to begin anew life, here and now."

Joy smply stared at me with an expression of awe. "Y ou truly are the most powerful spellcaster inthe
world."

| chuckled. "No, Joy. Karg the Terrible is greater by far - nearly every dragon is more powerful than |
am. | might be the most skilled in Hyperborea, but I'm hardly the most powerful, and it remainsto be
seenif I'mthe best in theworld.”

Joy snorted. "Don't be so humble, Old Man. Y ou're the greatest. Otherwise, | don't think the Little
Peopl€'s god, Y orindar, would have picked you to work through.”

| smiled. "Thank you," | replied, holding the rest of my thoughtsto mysdif. | didn't fed | wasthe greatest -



far fromit. | fill had no ideawhat Y orindar's true plans were for Joy, and my research into away to
transform mysdf and restore my old body was, so far, an utter failure. All | could do was smply do what
| thought was right, and hope | was doing the right thing.

Twenty-One

"Finally, one morning, after yet another night of furtive, restless, ghost-ridden attempts at sleep,
Faral and Natchok came to me. We spoke quietly, in the hushed whispers which now had become
so common in the shadowed chambers of the Black Tower. It was obvious to us - the solution
Cordo had us seek was simply impossible. Even if it were possible for usto find it, even if by some
miracle we managed to somehow obtain the necessary research texts to accomplish our task, we
would never arrive at an answer before Cordo's patience with us finally snapped, and he lashed
out with sorcery to try to slay us. His madness seemed to grow day by day, now, and his rage at
Eddas grew with it. Our path was clear - there was only one thing we could do. Now, the only
guestion was... When?"

- Gorol Qual, Personal Diary, Date Unknown, presumed 17+ century NCC

By spring, life had settled down to aquiet and familiar routine. Joy's grief at losng Darian findly had
ebbed, eased in part by the strange and wonderful sensation of being young again. | restored her body to
the condition it wasin at about age twenty - she was atal, blonde goddess again, and seemed very
happy. For their part, the women of Pelias order took the time to chat with her, find out about her life,
and generdly make friends with her. Suddenly faced with eighty-nine women, al of whom cared for her
and wanted to be her friend, Joy began to smile and laugh again. Swift-wing visited frequently, relaying
the latest news of the court and messages from her children, and Joy happily looked forward to their time
together. Thisaso helped ease Joy's sorrow, and lift the burden from her heart. Joy began to learn the
Hyperborean language from them, and in exchange taught them the tongue of the giants. Peliathought this
was a marvel ous exchange, as once they had mastered the language, they would be able to speak with
the giants directly, rather than using spdlls of trandation. My only regret over the last month or so was
that Arellahad been too busy to visit me as she had before. | found | missed our quiet, tender moments
together as| lay awake in the darkness of my bedroom at night, alone.

Asthe weeks passed, Joy's relationship with me had dowly changed, however. Previousto this point,

her redl relationship had been with Darian. In fact, shed spent nearly every waking moment of the last
five decadesin his company. Now, she was with me most of thetime, and sheand | dowly developed a
friendship we hadn't redly had before. She dmost completely stopped cdling me "Eddas’, save when she
was peaking about me to one of the other women. Instead, she often smply called me"Old Man," as
she had sarcadtically called me when in the midst of her grief. Now, though, it was aterm of endearment

- and one | found, after afew weeks of hearing it, that | enjoyed.

One spring morning, as | was walking among the trees of my land, checking them to see how they were
blooming and to seeif any needed pruning, Joy walked up to me, smiling. Shefell in step beside me, and
dowly walked dong, enjoying the view and the sweet scent of the countlesstiny white blossoms among
the green leaves. Findly, she spoke, her rich, ato voice carrying achuckle. "Old Man, be glad you'rein
the body of awoman. | think if you were not, the Mountain Healers would have long since torn that robe
from your body and ravished you to within an inch of your life."

| started, surprised. "What do you mean, Joy? Those women are dl sapphites. They have no interest in

Joy burst out laughing. "Old Man, for someone aswise asyou are, you certainly can be very foolish.
Those women are no more sapphitesthan | am,” she said, and chuckled.



"But-but they al lived together for years, never leaving their order, never taking ahusband-"

Joy laughed again. "Oh, Eddas! Where did you ever get that impression of them? They tak often of the
husbands they have had over the years. They wandered the lands far and wide back before the Great
War of Devadtation, bringing their skills as hedlersto the sick, the lame and the blind in the name of their
goddess, Vyleah."

"I know that, Joy - | was alive when their Order was active,” | replied sourly.

"Ah, but what you do not know is that when they met aman and fell in love on these wanderings, they
took aleave of absence from their Order and settled down to have his children. Then, when he grew old
and died, they returned to their Order, restored their youth, and began their wandering work again,” she
said, and grinned at me. "'I'd say that each of them has probably had at |east one husband - most have
had two or three." | stopped and smply stared up into her face in surprise. Joy looked down a me, and
seeing my expression, chuckled at me again. "Yes, Old Man. It'strue. And now, all they can talk about is
you."

"Me?" | replied, taken aback.

"Of course! They don't want the men of the Southlands. They think of them as pasty-skinned half-castes,
descendants of the Invaders more than descendants of their own people. No, they want the
olive-skinned, black-haired, dark-eyed men of Hyperborea. Unfortunately, the only surviving ones are of
your order - and they hate them. Immensdly.”

"Because of the attempted rape of twenty-eight of their Order," | replied, nodding.

Joy smiled a mewryly. "They know that you are working on away to restore your old body, and then
you will try to bring back Dyarzi. To be honest, they have mixed fedlings about it. They want you to
succeed at restoring your old body, but they do not want you to succeed at bringing your bel oved back
to you. They want you for themsalves."

“But why me2"

"Who dse, Old Man?' Joy asked in return, grinning at me. "They've seen your heart. Y ou helped them
with no thought of what they might do in return. Y ou treat them with honor and respect in every word
and deed. Can you say you would treat them differently if you werein aman's body again?'

| thought about it amoment, then shook my head. "No, I'd have to say I'd treat them pretty much the
sameway | have been. I'm not attracted to any of them, redly - my heart till belongsto Dyarzi."

Joy smiled. "And that, Old Man," she said, poking my chest with athick forefinger, "is exactly why they
are attracted to you."

"I don't understand,” | replied, scratching my head.

"Of course you don't, Eddas - that's because you have the heart of aman, not awoman. That's why
they've stayed with you o late into spring - they were hoping that perhaps you'd find a solution. They
know they have to get home soon if they areto get Started on their gardens, using the spells you have
given them to clear the land of stones and choke-weed. Still, they stayed on aslong asthey could, hoping
againg hope you might find asolution,” she said, then looked at me strangely. "How goes your search for
acure, Eddas? Isthere any hope?'

| Sghed. "Yesand no. I've been studying my own astral aurafor months. The Skull of Hyarlanoth made a
deep and profound change in me, that is certain - but even now, when | have a better idea of what the



changewas, | don't know what can be done to correct the problem. From everything | can see, the spell
| developed to change mysalf back should have worked - yet, it does not. But, at the sametime, the
Curse of Infertility | cast on thisbody to prevent it from becoming pregnant when | first took it is il
functiond, and | have discovered | can cast my dteration spell to change the body's hair-color and other
genera appearances. | can even cast the same spdll | cast on you, and restore this body's youth afew
centuries from now when it nears the end of it'slife and the effects of agefindly begin to show. Even so, |
cannot change the body's gender,” | said, then paused. "Well, | won't bore you with the mathematics of it
- the end result isthat it's as though this body was an inanimate object. The changes | want to makein
gender smply have no effect oniit, and any spell | cast that has as part of its effect a change in gender
smply fails, asthough | wastrying to change the gender of astone.”

"Do you have any ideawhy thisis, Eddas?"

"Well, my best guess at this point isthat the change the Skull wrought in me was to make this body my
animuary - the soul-receptacle created by the Spell of Hidden Life. Since amage only has one soul and
can only have one animuary, the crystal via | had concedled in my tomb became amere handful of dust.
For the purposes of some spdlls, it's asthough | was trying to cast upon an animuary, an inanimate
object. For example, | can't change this body's gender, because it's as though it was an inanimate object,
and didn't have agender. For the purpose of ahandful of other spells, it'sasthough | fill had an
animuary. For example, | am till immune to the possession attempt of other mages launched from thelr
animuaries, asthough | had an animuary mysdf. Y et, for the purposes of the vast mgjority of spdlls, it'sas
though thiswas my normal, natural body. For example, hedling spells and other effects till function, and if
thisbody diesor iskilled, I'll move on to the efterlife.”

Joy opened her mouth to say more, when the gentle breeze brought the chilling sound of awoman's
scream to our ears, coming from the direction of my tower. | reached out and took her hand. "Come on,
Joy!" | shouted, then incanted my Spell of Returning. The world blurred for amoment, and then we stood
before my tower.

At fird, it was difficult to see the problem. There were at least two dozen women gathered around in a
circle, screaming epithets and brandishing their knives. Peiawas running up from thelittle cabin she hed
at the base of my tower, and when she saw the scene she began to cast a spell. Suddenly, Pelia's voice
rang through the wooded lane, amplified by the spell I'd taught her. "MAKE ROOM! LET EDDAS
THROUGH!" Joy helped by literally picking up thewomen in my way and setting them aside aseesily as
though they werelittle children - this startled them badly, and distracted them from whatever it was they
had gathered around. In afew moments, the women began to step away and let me into the center of the
mob.

When the women finaly backed away, | was surprised. In the center of where they had been, there
remained aclear linein the dust of the road where their feet had not trod - aclear Sgn of theinvisble
protection of a Spell of Abjuration. In the center of the areawere three men, one standing, and another
knedling over the third, who lay there on the ground. | recognized them immediately - Gorol, Natchok,
and Fard. Fara lay on the ground, bleeding profusely from a deep stab wound to his abdomen, which
Natchok was carefully tending. Natchok himsdf had along gash across his shoulder which bled fredly,
but heignored it as he quietly intoned the incantation for aspell of healing on Faral. Gorol smply stood,
holding his staff before him, maintaining the abjuration and watching the women around him quietly.

"Gorol! What are you three doing here?' | caled, amazed.
"Getting killed, apparently,” Gorol replied dryly.

"You deserveto die, you pig!" One of the women screamed. Severd of the others joined her hurling



epithets at my threefriends.

Pdlia shouted for silence, then spoke again. "Silence, | say! We may not be ableto get at them with that
abjuration up, but they cannot get a us, either. Relax. Eddasis here. Heisfar better at battle-magic than
wewill ever be- let him handlethis”

"Fard isweak, Goral. I'm not very skilled at healing spells. He may die," Natchok said quietly.

"Good! Let the rapist diel" another of the women yelled, and there were shouts of agreement that Pelia
had to shout down into silence again.

"Heisno rapist. None of usare. We came to speak with Eddas, and tell him that we have eft the Circle.
And why," Gorol said, and spat. "Though | understand your fedlings, we are not guilty of what happened
toyou."

The women apparently didn't believe, this, and pressed forward again to the limits of the Spell of
Abjuration. | looked at Faral on the ground, and my heart was moved. "All of you stand back and stay
back!" | shouted. " She who defiesmein thiswill suffer my wrath!™ A quiet gasp rippled through the
crowd of women, and they backed away from the edge of the circle. Gorol raised an eyebrow, gazing at
mein curiogty, but said nothing. "Pelia, | need you to hea Fard and Natchok. Gorol, drop your spell so
that shemay goto him."

Gorol stared at mefor along moment, then finaly nodded. "Alright, Eddas. | shall do asyou ask. We
werefriends, once. | hopethat we sill are," he replied, and hisgrip on his staff relaxed. There was no
visible sign the spell was gone, but Pelia stepped forward, reaching out her fingers. Finding no resistance,
she stepped over to Faral and examined hiswound. The women shifted angrily, but did nothing.

While Pdiaquietly incanted over Fard's till form, | turned again to Gorol. "Tell me, Gorol. What has
happened? Why are you here?"

"Eddas, my friend, that isalong story," Gorol replied.

"Very long," Natchok added, still gazing down at Faral. "Our research isafailure - we cannot duplicate
your spell, Eddas, it's just not possible. We redized that yes, we could spend a century working oniit, as
you did, but this wouldn't change the fact that asfar aswe cantell, it'simpossible," he said, then looked
a me apprehensively. "Please, don't misunderstand me. We're not doubting your word that you did it.
Wejust cannot duplicate it ourselves. We have no research tools, no theoretical works, nothing - just our
own grimoires. And what little we had written in our grimoires about magic theory related to battle-spdlls,
not anything like this. Without the basic tools, it would take the three of us at least aslong asyou did,
probably longer, to determine the formula - and wewon't live that long, my friend,” hesaid, and |

nodded, holding my peace as he continued his explanation. "We aso believe Cordo istotdly insane. The
others of the Circle aretotaly under his sway, and follow him like worshipful dogs. Thosewho have
spoken out against Cordo have vanished - we know not what has become of them,” he explained, and
shuddered as he continued. "Most of those who voted against your gection are now dead, and no
member of the Circleis permitted to speak your name aoud, on pain of death - you are smply caled
‘The Heretic' by those of the Black Tower, now. When we |eft today, there were perhaps forty-five
members of the Circleremaining, al of whom follow Cordo out of blind loydty... or fear," he said, then
sighed deeply. "Oh, Eddas! Would that they had listened to you. Would that | had listened. Gods..." he
wept, then kndt by Pelia. "Heismy friend. Will helive?!

"Yes. Now shut up, I'm quite busy," Peliareplied, not even bothering to look at him. She gazed across
the crowd of women, then pointed. "Kylae. Go to my cabin and fetch my kit. Be quick about it."



"Yes, High Midtress," the woman replied, bowing her head, then trotted off, the crowd parting to let her
through.

"Eddas, isthere somewhere | can St?I'm quitetired,” Gorol asked, his voice strained.

Joy pointed at severd of the women in the crowd. "Hala, Y orig, Fylass and Pylota. Come - let's get
some chairs."

Twenty minutes|later, Gorol, Natchok and Fara were sitting in three chairs before me. Joy sat at my right
sde, and Peliaby my left. The rest of the women smply sat on the ground, gathered around usin acircle.
Fard looked pale, but Pdlias skills and spells had healed and sealed his wound - he was merely weak
from loss of blood. The women gazed at the men with expressions of hatred, and | could see that had
Gorol been abit dower in casting his defensive spells, most likely al three would be dead. | had trained
these women well - they were now quite dangerous, particularly asagroup. "Alright, Gorol - tell uswhat
has happened.”

"Wadl, my friend, we have been working on trying to reproduce your research efforts, Natchok, Fara
and I. It's been quite difficult, lacking any research works, but we gave it our best try. We had been
secluded away from the activities of the rest of the Circle - we never knew what was done to these
women, Eddas, until after it was done. | swear to you, on my honor, Eddas. None of us knew."

"l believe you, Gorol. Go on."

"Well, | won't bore you with the tedious details, but suffice it to say that after working onit well over a
year, wefinaly concluded it wasimpossible. It smply can't be done, Eddas. No living mage could
possibly bring someone back from the dead.”

Joy snorted. "I beg to differ. If anyone could, Eddas could. He has powers you haven't even dreamed of .
| was old, nearly eighty, and Eddas restored my youth. Can your sorcery do that?' she asked, and Gorol
shook his head.

"Wadl, perhapsif we had better research materids - it took us monthsto recover anything of any rea use
out of thelibrary..." Natchok said, hisvoicetrailing off.

"No," Fara interjected, hisvoice weak. "Between the three of us, we knew dl that we needed to know.
Only onewas ever better at research than us, and heisthere, before us - Eddas himsdlf. Even so, the
three of ustogether have within our minds as much information as he could possibly have used in his
research. No, Natchok. Theformulaisimpossible. Based on what we know, it smply can't be done with
acorpse that far advanced in decay, and aspirit that long separated from theliving.”

"Aye" Gorol admitted grudgingly.

"Oh, we had smaller successes," Fard continued, looking to me. "We found that amouse, abird, or
smilar smal anima could be brought back to life, assuming they had been dead only afew minutes. But
thisismore an effect of sorcerous hedling of their injuriesthan it isamanipulation of ectoplasmic form. To
bring back a human being who has been dead centuries, to restore their flesh, to give it animation, to
recreate and rgjoin the silver cord... No, it's Ssmply impossible. Based on everything we know of magic
theory, it Smply can't be done.”

"l wasnot lying, Fard," | said, and dl the women muttered darkly asthey gazed a my three friends. "I
havethe spell. | just cannot useit until 1 have restored my origina body again - otherwise, bringing Dyarzi
back would be pointless. She wasn't a sgpphite,” | didn't tell them, however, that asfar as| could tell,
there wasllittle hope | would ever restore my origina body. | still held out the faint hope that in a century



or two, I might come up with asolution.

"We know, Eddas," Natchok said, bowing his head. "When you firgt told us of your development, you
had not been cast out of the Circle. All the dark thingsthat transpired had not yet happened. We know
you weren't lying when you said you had done it - and we a so know that if Cordo hadn't taken the
action he did, you dready would have given the spell to us. We don't mean it to sound like we're saying
you're lying. We know you weren't lying. Y ou had no reason to, then or now. I'm sorry if it sounds that
way, it'sjust that we three can't see how it can be done. I'm sorry, Eddas,” he said, and sighed deeply.
"Gods. I'm sorry for everything! Eddas, | voted in favor of your expulsion. I... | believed Cordo. |
thought you had gone mad with your talk of astrange god and al the other things... Now, | seeitis
Morgar who is mad - and Cordo with him. Gods, | wish | could take that vote back. | wish | could
honestly tell you thet like Faral and Goral, | voted in your favor. But | did not, and to conced that from
you now would be another betraya of our friendship. | wasafool, Eddas. | hope you can forgive mefor
doubting you."

| looked a my old friend, and | could seethat the thought of it weighed heavily on hismind. | nodded.
"Forglamma, Natchok. It never happened,” | replied, and helooked visibly relieved.

"That'sal well and good, but this till doesn't tell uswhy you are here,”" Joy said, pointedly.
"We are hereto tell Eddas we have left the Circle. He wasright, and Cordo waswrong,” Gorol replied.

Pdiabristled. "What, and now you come to seek wives from among us? Do you take usfor fools? Wed
no sooner deep with you than wewould apig!”

"But we didn't know! We didn't know what happened to your women! How can you blame usfor
something we did not know about?" Gorol snapped back.

Pdliasnorted. "Y ou do take usfor fools Y ou think that we would believe that you only found out now
about this event, and have made this decision today 2"

"No, wedid not just find out about it today, Mistress Pelia," Fard interjected, cutting off Gorol'sreply.
"We learned of what had happened severa hours after it had al transpired. We were quite busy that day
- we thought we were near a breakthrough. We weren't, and when we came out of our laboratory to eat
that evening, we learned of what had happened.”

"So why didn't you leave then?" Pelia asked, and severd of the other women shouted the same
question.

"Where would we go?' Gorol asked in return. "Back to our towers, to live our days out alone? To go
mad with isolation and solitude asthe years crept by?' | could see he was struggling to remain calm -
these last few months must have been particularly hard on him.

Natchok nodded at Gorol's words. "We found out what had happened that evening. We didn't know it
was happening until after it was over. We three had been so busy with research we smply... Hadn't paid
attention to much of what was going on with the rest of the Circle,” Natchok replied, bowing his head.

Faral nodded. " Since the evening we found out how blatantly Cordo violated the rules of the Circle, we
knew we would haveto leave. Asthe dayswore on, we redlized that he was truly insane - but what else
could we do? My two friends here decided our best move would be to wait, and to hope that if they
gave you time to recover from what had happened to you, they would perhaps be able to at least come
here and talk to you. They are here to seek wives, yes. But | am not,” Fara said quietly.



"Oh? And why not?' Peliaasked.

"For two reasons. Firdt, | dready have someone | intend to ask to marry me - and she is none of you.
Eddas knowswho | mean," he replied, nodding to me.

"Rhane?" | asked, looking to him.

"Aye, Eddas. I'vevisited her secretly afew times since I've returned from the void. | think... Well, | hope
perhaps she might say 'yes. I've even..." he said, then sighed. "Wdll, it doesno harmto tell you, | think.
I've even moved my tomb to alocation in the forest, so that | might be nearer to her," he said, then smiled
distantly. "Of al thewomen | have ever met, sheisthe only one who even comes close to the beauty of
your own precious Dyarzi, my friend. My heart has been hers since that day so long ago | carried her
weak, wounded form into her treg," Faral explained.

| nodded silently. | remembered that day well. Rhane had been ayoung dryad then, her tree barely as
thick asmy wrist. She'd been wounded by a cardless soldier carving hisinitialsinto the bark of her tree,
and despite dl the hedling we could muster, the Ancient One of that time told us that only the Seed of
Man could save her. Fard lifted the dying dryad without aword, merely nodding his goodbye to me, and
stepped into her tree. | didn't see him again for twenty years. Shortly after hisreturn, he waskilled at the
battle of Chorim Keep. "She'sthe current Ancient One of Wilanda Forest, my friend. Her life has been
long, and isnow stretched thin,” | replied, looking into his eyes.

"I know. | have visited her severa times since my return from the void, my friend. Her oak groans under
theweight of its own branches, and perhaps, someday, will fal. But | will not allow that to happen,
Eddas. | will build supportsfor her branches, shaped from stone with the power of sorcery. | will trim
those branchesthat are dead or dying, and seal them with fine black tar. | shal use what spells| know
that kill vermin and insectsto rid her tree of termites and other pests. | shal help her to guard her forest
from intrusion as only amaster battle-mage of the Dyclonic Circle can,” he said, then looked off into the
distance to the south. " She has waited for meto return to her sixteen centuries, Eddas. Now, | shall care
for her aslong assheand | may live- if shewill let me.”

"That... That isvery sweet, Master Fardl," Pdlia said, her voice soft, and severa of the other women
murmured their agreement. " Still, you said there were two reasons?!

"Yes, High Migtress Pdlia," Fard replied. "My other reason wasthat | believed you would never accept
any of us, particularly seeing what Cordo did to your women," he said, and grinned wryly as he rubbed
his stcomach over his blood-stained robe. "And considering the greeting that one over there gaveme, I'd
say | wasnot far wrong."

Sitting in the crowd, one of the women bowed her head. "'I'm sorry for that, Master Fard. I-" Pylota
sad.

"Please - don't gpologize, my lady. High Mistress Pelia has healed me, and | understand why you did
what you did, and I'm certain that were | in your place, I'd have done the same - probably worse," he
sad, and grinned. "Forglamma, my lady,” Faral replied, and Pylota bowed her head to him, smiling.

Pelialooked the men over for amoment. " So, now you two, Gorol and Natchok, come to us seeking
brides from among our number?' Peliaasked, and they nodded. "Well, having heard your story, and
seeing as how Eddas does trust you, | think that we may consider it. We will let you know of our
answer."

"I'm curious about something,” | said, athought suddenly occurring to me. "The giants said that the
war-machine of the Invaders had been removed from the front of the tower. Whatever became of it?'



"Oh, Eddas," Natchok said, waving hishand in dismissd. "That's nothing. Hes turned it over to Kardak
and Barad - they were the best at techno-magic golems. He plans on using it and severa otherslikeit we
found around the city to attack the people of the Southlands. It's nothing - helll burn afew cities, capture
their women, and bring them back to the Black Tower. It's nothing, my friend. Pay it no heed.”

"What?" | roared, legping to my feet. "When? When does he plan to do this?" The women gathered
around in the circle muttered angrily, and afew drew their knives.

"Natchok, you utter fool," Gorol growled.

"What? What did | say?' Natchok asked, looking around in confusion. "They're nothing - half-castes.
Less, actudly, asthey don't evenlook like us."

"Perhaps they are 'mere haf-castes, but they're till human, and they are till of our blood!" Pelia
snapped. "Y ou casudly dismiss the whole notion of their women being kidnapped and raped! Y ou're no
better than the rest of them!™

"I, for one, do not dismissit casudly!" Gorol shouted, hisface flushing. "But theresdamn little | can do
about it, now isn't there? I'm one battle-mage - the combined strength of twenty of our order and al our
apprentices was barely sufficient to stop one of those machines that attacked our tower! Cordo has six of
those machines and forty-five members of our circle! Just what isit you expect any of usto do?"

"Enough!™ | shouted. Peliaand the women started to scream at Gorol and Natchok again, and |
screamed at the top of my lungsfor silence, hating the sound of the woman's shriek | was cursed with.
"Silence!” When | findly had their atention, | looked to Goral. "When did Cordo launch this attack?"

"Thismorning, Eddas. We three were |eft behind to continue our research. We decided it was the best
timeto dip away," Fard replied quietly.

"How fast do those machines move?"

"About asfast asagaloping horse, Eddas," Natchok replied, hisface pae as he glanced at the
expressions of thewomen around him.

"What are you going to do, Old Man?' Joy asked, eyeing me warily.

"I'm going to stop them," | replied, extending my hand and summoning my staff to my grip.
"What, dlone?"

"Yes" | replied Smply.

"No!" Joy shouted, legping to her feet. "Y ou are not going to use that spell Arellatold meyou've
discovered!"

"What spell?" Peliaasked.

Joy glanced a Pelia. "Mage Ardlla-tor told me that Eddas has discovered the secret to the spdll that
made the Dead Zones," she replied, and while Peliaand her women gasped, Joy stared down at me, her
eyeshblazing. "Y ou will not destroy yoursdlf in some sort of noble, stupid, mae fashion to save the people
of the Southlands, Old Man!"

"Y ou know that sorcery, Eddas?' Gorol asked, his face showing he was awed. | looked to my three
friends- they dl stared at mein open amazement.



"We... We weretruly foolsto have not kept you as High Master,” Natchok said, his voice a hushed
whisper.

"What, it took you thislong to figure that out?" one of Pelia's women snapped, and afew of the others
laughed at them in derison.

"Eddas, well go with you. Well fight by your sde, aswe once did in the old days. Y ou don't need to
destroy yoursdlf to stop them," Faral said, rising weakly to hisfedt.

"Aye, Eddas. It will belike old times, my friend - like the Battle of Faldor's Crossing. Y ou remember,
Eddas? It wasjust the three of usthen, and we did well, despite the odds,” Gorol said as he and
Natchok aso stood.

Natchok nodded in agreement. "Don't destroy yoursdlf, Eddas. The three of us can find another way to
stop them.”

| looked over my three friends, and after along moment's thought, | nodded. "Fara, you're too wesk.

Y ou ill need timeto recover. Go to Rhane, Faral, and live in peace. That way, no matter what happens,
at least one of uswill survive" | said, and Fara nodded. "Gorol, Natchok, if you wish to come with me,
then let's go. I've walked or ridden the entire way from Arcadiato my tower in thisbody - | can eesily
take us ahead of them with the Spdll of Returning.”

Natchok nodded. "Eddas, |-"

But what Natchok was going to say would forever remain unknown. At that moment, there was a puff of
brimstone-scented smoke, and an enormous demon appeared. Fully sixteen cubitstal, it wasthe size of
agiant. Its upper body was roughly humanoid, whileit'slower legs were those of agoat. Two enormous,
ram-like horns curled from its brow, and it's fanged, goat-like face twisted in an evil leer. "Cordo was
right, you three did desert your order!" it roared, startling everyone.

"Back!" | shouted, and began to incant aspell.

The demon lifted a cloven hoof and smashed down, crushing Natchok and Gorol in asingle ssomp. Fara
managed to throw himsdlf to the Side - he always was swift on hisfeet. The Mountain Hedlers screamed
and scattered, and of al the women, only Peliaand Joy managed to retain some sense of mind - both
reached down for Fard, Joy reaching him first and lifting him easily from the ground before turning to
dash away.

| finished the spell just as the demon began to raise its bloodied hoof again, releasing the mana-energy not
at him, but at the areaaround him. There was a brief shimmer, then its hoof skidded off aninvisble
barrier - asmple Spell of Abjuration.

"Hah! I'll break out of thiseasily, woman!" the demon snarled, and placed it's clawed hands against the
edges of the ayjuration, and began to flex itstitanic muscles.

"Andwhat if | said | could release you from Cordo's spell and send you home?' | asked, gasping at the
effort of maintaining the spell againgt hisraw power. A lesser demon would have been contained eesily -
but againg thisbeadt, | had to exert dl my will to maintain the barrier againgt hisincredible physica
drength.

Suddenly, the strain eased. The demon had stopped trying to shatter the abjuration, and smply stared
down at me. "Y ou would do that, after I've already murdered two here?"

"Yes" | replied, panting. "Y ou can't help being forced to act by the Spell of Summoning. | don't blame



you, | blame your summoner, Cordo,” | said, trying to keep my eyesturned upwardsto itsface, and not
downwardsto the ruin of my two friend's bodies. | needed information from this demon, and | had to
maintain my self-control.

The demon peered at me for amoment, then grinned. "The Hyperborean battle-mage, Eddas Ayar. |
should have suspected,” he replied, then doubled over with pain. The demon roared in agony for a
moment, then rose and placed his clawed hands upon theinvisible barrier around him and began to push
again. "l cannot stop - the spell forces me to comply. Say what you will, mage, but be quick about it. |
am commanded to kill the traitors and anyone e se | find near them, and that would include you."

| grunted with the effort of holding the beast within the abjuration - it wasincredibly powerful, asdl
greater demonswere. "Where is Cordo?"

"Heand dl of hiscircleloyd to him ride south on invisible sleeds. When | left him, he was thirty leagues
south of here, and about the same westwards,” the demon replied, straining against the barrier.

"And what of the machinesthey had?' | asked, panting. The women had gathered again, watching the
contest. | ignored them, drawing strength from my staff, hoping | could hold him long enough.

"They have hdf adozen ancient war-toys, if that'swhat you mean. Their riders seem inexperienced in
their use, tome."

"How fast are they traveling?' | gasped.

"I don't know, mage. | saw them only for amoment or two, and they weren't moving then. | would guess
not very fadt, asthey appear to be ill learning to use those little war-toys of theirs. All | know isthat
Cordo summoned me from hell, told me that he'd gone back to the communa tower of his order to
retrieve asmall item he'd forgotten, and discovered he'd been betrayed. He then ordered meto kill the
traitors,” hereplied, then chuckled as he gazed down at me. "'Y ou're weakening, mage. Y ou've wasted
too much time talking, thinking that you could hold me. Y our prideisyour undoing. Soon | will bresk free
of here, and kill you al. Such apity,” the demon commented, grinning evilly.

Hewasright - | couldn't hold him, and | was swiftly reaching the point where | couldn't be ableto
dismiss him, either. My heart pounded in my chest. | was going to die, and so would everyone else.

Pelia suddenly stepped forth, and began to cast a spell. In amoment, my weakness eased - her Spell of
Transference had restored my strength. She gasped, staggering, and would have fallen had Joy not
reached out and steadied her. She had drained herself deeply to give me all the strength she could. |
gritted my teeth, and determined not to waste it. "No, you won't. Go in peace,” | replied. Quickly, |
rattled off the Spell of Dismissd, snapping my free hand out and releasing the mana-energy, snipping the
bondsthat held the demon in Cordo'sthral. Thiswaswhy Demons weren't used much in battleswhere a
true master battle-mage was present. No master would ever fail asmple Spell of Dismissal, and demons
were particularly easy to dismiss, since they were summoned and endaved againgt their will in thefirst
place. Of course, if they could catch you by surprise, they could kill you before you uttered the first
gyllable of anincantation.

Asthe spell over him was shattered, the demon relaxed. He faded with agrin. "I expected you to try to
day me painfully, mage, not live up to your bargain... How interesting..." hisvoice caled, echoing faintly
inthe breeze.

As| dropped the abjuration, | looked down to the crushed and bloody remains of two of my friends that
were left in the demon's wake. | leaned heavily on my staff - not from exhaustion, but from sorrow. It
was an effort not to weep.



The Mountain Hedlers, for the most part, couldn't bring themsalves to even look at Gorol and Natchok's
remains. Even my friend Faral, who had seem thousands of dead men in his previous life, was deeply
sckened. Joy smply retched. With adeep sigh, | quietly drew acircle of protection and summoned an
earth eementa to move their remains underground to the small areal had set aside for the remains of al
my friendswho had died a my tower. The dementd fulfilled my request gladly, not even bothering to
struggle againgt mewhen | summoned it, as| was fill an earth-friend from my previouslife. The
elementd, a huge, shambling mound of grassy earth and stones, deposited their rings and other magic
itemsthat had survived the demon's blow at my feet. | thanked it, and released it. Then, | knelt and
dowly began picking up their itemsto return them to their tombs. Tearsflowed silently down my face,
and al during this, none spoke to me. They smply watched silently.

| felt agentle hand at my shoulder as| finished, and looked up. It was Fardl. "Eddas... Theway you
handled that demon..."

"It was nothing, Fard," | replied, wrapping the meager belongings of Gorol and Natchok in abloodied
rag that had once been apart of Natchok's dark gray robe, then tying it into amakeshift bag. | sat in my
chair again, setting the bundle to the ground beside me with aclink of enchanted meta, and dried my
eyeswith agloved hand.

The women dowly gathered 'round again, and Faral stood one of the fallen chairs back up, then sat
before me. "Natchok was right. The Dyclonic Circle werefoolsto gect you from their order, my old
friend. Y our power is even greater than High Master Frarim - perhaps even greater than Grand Master
Dyclon, himsdf," He said, then leaned forward and took my hand in his. "Please, my old friend. | know
you now will go to try to stop Cordo. Please... Do not destroy yourself."

Joy stepped up beside me, leaning down to lay her hand upon my shoulder. "Listen to your friend, Old
Man. Don't die," she said, then paused. ™Y ou don't even have to go aone. We could summon together
the giant-clans. Y ou could even call upon your friends, the dwarves or the eves. Perhaps both. Perhaps
even that great dragon you speak of, Karg - perhaps he will help, aswell.”

| lifted my tear-stained face to Joy. "No, Joy. No otherswill fight and die. Thisisan interna matter of the
Dyclonic Circle. It isnot their concern.”

"Damn you, Old Man! Y ou will not go out there and destroy yourself to stop them! These women need
you! | need you! What does it matter if it's an 'internal matter of the Circle? Y ou're not even-" she said,
catching hersdf. Shewasagiant - she knew the ways of the Hyperboreans. She knew what her words
meant to me.

"Yes, Joy. Say it," | growled.
"Y ou're not even amember of their Circle anymorel™ shereplied, her eyes brimming with tears.

"I know. The greatest shame of my life. | was cast out. They called me a heretic and amadman, and cast
me out like so much rubbish,” | replied, and stood, pulling my hand from Fard's. "'l was agreat man,
once. Power, prestige and honor were mine. | had more treasure stored in my tomb than most kings have
inther treasury. Thelove of my lifewasat my sde. Now, | have nothing - not even my manhood,” |
replied, my hateful woman's voice quavering as| findly spoke aloud the wordsthat | had for years
before only slently thought to myself. "Even so, | am till Eddas Ayar. | will still dowhat | must do,” |
finished, and reached up with my free hand to pull the hood of my robe over my head, hiding my face.
"Faral, when you've rested, go to Rhane. At least there, you'll be safe - and at least one Hyperborean
maewill fill exigt, should..." | said, and found | couldn't finish.

"Alright, Eddas. I'll go. But please... Do not destroy yoursdlf," Fara replied, and the women gathered



'round echoed hisplea.

| stood there for along moment, gazing at them in silence asthey pleaded. | looked at their faces, and my
heart was moved. "Alright," | said, sghing. "I'll find another way. I've had nearly five decadesto think
about those machines and how they might be defeated. Cordo's had far lesstime to think about it, and
certainly the men he has operating those machines will befar less skilled at it than the origina pilots were.
Perhaps I'll out-smart him. | don't know. Well just haveto see.”

"Promise me you'll come back to us, Eddas," Joy said, reaching out to take my hand in both of hers.
"Swear it to me. On your honor."

"And me" Peliasaid, placing her hand atop Joy's.

"And me!" Pylotacalled, stepping over to place her hand atop Pdlias. "And me!" another woman cdled.
In afew moments, | was surrounded by half adozen women, al pressing in to place their hands together,
asking me to make the same vow. Even more pressed outside the circle, calling "And me!”

| couldn't hep mysdlf - | burst out laughing. It wasridiculous. "Alright! Alright! | promise. I'll come back
toyou. If I'm dive a the end of this, I'll come back.”

Peliashook her head. "No, Eddas. We want your Word of Honor that you will not destroy yourself, or
alow yoursdlf to get killed, and that you'll come back to us. We want your solemn vow on your Honor
asone of thelast living men of Hyperboreathat you will return.”

| smiled. "Thank you," | replied. Though it may have seemed asmdll thing, it meant agreat dedl to meto
gtill be thought of asaman. "I cannot promiseyou | will survive, however. That isup to fate, and the
gods. | can only swear on my Honor that | shall make every effort to stay dive, and that if | live, | shdl
return.”

The women smiled at me, and as| smiled back, Joy spokefirst. "That will have to do, Old Man. But
remember - we shal be waiting for you.”

| shook my head. "No - Pdiaand her Order must return to lolo Mountain,” | said, then looked to Pelia.
"Y ou have your spring planting to do. Y our lives must go on - you must have the herbs you need to trade
with. Tdiad and Mungim will likely be vigting 1olo Mountain sometime in the next week to see what
suppliesyou might like for thefal. Y ou should be there to meet them - and you should take Joy with
you."

"Me? Why?" Joy asked.

"Because, Joy, you have adestiny that awaits you in the future. | want to know that you're safe.”
"Alright, Old Man," Joy replied, and smiled again.

"Well check back here every day to seeif you've returned, Eddas," Peliasaid, and | nodded.

"Thenit'sdone. Now, dl of you - get going. | have to recharge my staff, rest, plan what | may need...
I've much to do, and so do you. Get going."

It took severa minutes before the crowd began to disperse. Each one of the women wanted to hug me
goodbye, including Joy. Findly, only Faral wasleft. "Comevisit Rhaneand I... When thisisover, |
mesan," he said, and we clagped forearmsin friendship.

"Goin peace, my friend, and live in happinesswith your true love."



"| shall, Eddas" Fard replied, grinning. He then cast his Spell of Returning, and vanished.

| picked up the sad little bundle of Gorol and Natchok's possessions, and walked into my tower. In truth,
therewas very little preparation | needed to do other than restoring the full charge of strength my staff
could store. Virtudly everything | needed, | carried with me. My Hidden Sanctuary was stocked with
food and other items | might need, asI'd had decades to take care of that, now. Nia'sring of invigbility
graced the middle finger of my right hand next to thering | dready wore there, while hisring of the
invisible steed graced my left. All told, | was now wearing twelve rings, counting theten | originaly
owned. Between Dyarzi's magic items, those | already had, and those | had captured from my former
friends, | was probably better equipped than | had been in ages. All | needed to do was take the
twelve-cubit long knotted rope from the shelf in my room and loop it about my waist over my waist-belt,
sothat | could enter my Hidden Sanctuary when | wished. Y es, physicaly, | wasfully prepared.

| only wondered if | was mentally prepared. It's not easy to contemplate killing old friends.

Twenty-Two.

"Then came the day Kardak and Barad were, finally, finished. Cordo insisted that the entire
Circle come out and see their work, he was so proud of it. Sx of the techno-magic golems, the
war-machines of the invaders, were finally repaired, and operational. From the remains of twenty
of them, all that they had found in searching the lands, and from months of work at the forge and
at their golemic enchantments, they had finally finished these six. Natchok, Faral and | gazed
upon the machines as Barad put one of them through its paces. Bigger than an ogre, as powerful
as a giant, the thing could spit lightning and fire tirelessly, run as fast as a galloping horse
tirelessly, batter down castle walls with its metal fiststirelesdly... It was an unstoppable behemoth.
It would take two dozen battle-mages just to defeat one of them. And Cordo had six. We went
back into the Black Tower, and pretended to return to our research. Faral, Natchok and | simply
sat in our laboratory, again talking quietly in the hushed whispers that had become so common
now within the shadowed confines of the Black Tower. Each of us could only think of how our
people, our civilization had been brought to ruin by these things. They were the doom of our
people, sixteen centuries ago - and somehow, | could not help but feel that they would be the
doom of our people, again.”

- Gorol Qual, Personal Diary, Date Unknown, presumed 17+ century NCC

| worried at firgt that finding Cordo's war-party might be difficult, and for several minutes, | searched the
forested ruins of Wilanda-city, wishing | had Darian by my side to help me track them. In hisyouith,
Darian had been a highly experienced hunter whose skills at tracking and woodscraft bordered on magic
- 0 much so that there were times | wondered if there wasn't a Sylvani-dlf in hisfamily tree somewhere.
'Perhaps Prince Noril - well, King Noril, now... Perhgps he can help..." | thought, then dismissed the
notion as| spotted enormous, flat, two-toed footprints that could only belong to the techno-magic golems
of the Invaders. With asigh of rdli€f, | redized that tracking them would be easy, even for me. Each
footprint was easily two cubits wide, three cubitslong and a hand deep in the soft soil of the forest.

After sedling the Black Tower with aspell of warding, | summoned an invisible steed with Nid'sring.
Oncel'd had it formits saddle into aside-saddle for me, | rode dong at agdlop. | could only hope that
what the demon had said was true, and that the men Cordo had selected to pil ot the war-machines of the
invaderswere, asyet, unskilled and traveled dowly. If dl sefailed, | could smply use my Spell of
Returning to get ahead of them, perhaps encountering them at the Great Wadll. Still, | hoped that wouldn't
be necessary. | had aplan, and that plan required me catching up to them, not smply jumping far ahead
of them and waiting for them to arrive.



Wheat I'd said to the women was true - I'd had five decades to think about how those machines might be
defeated. Certainly, | had afairly good idea of what they could do - aslarge as an ogre and as strong as
agiant, they wereindomitablein battle. They could travel tirelessy for aslong astheir rider could remain
awake to guide them, they could bash down castle gates or city wallswith ease, and they could lay waste
to rank after rank of ordinary opponents with blasts of flame and lightning. They were aso enchanted to
be highly resistant to spells, making damaging one with battle-magic nearly impossble without the
concentrated efforts of two dozen mages, al casting at once. A lone battle-mage smply couldn't stand up
to one, even in the hands of an unskilled pilot - they'd die. I, however, didn't intend to face down those
machines. No, | had adifferent plan.

Asevening approached, | could hear faint, mechanical soundsin the distance. Hating my invisible steed,
| dismounted. Using Nid'sring of invighility to fade from sght, | then used Dyarzi's bootsto swiftly and
dlently run through the forest, heading towards the sounds in the distance.

Aswdl-equipped as| was, | till approached them carefully. These were forty-five of the best
battle-mages Hyperborea ever produced. They wouldn't belax in their camp. If | werein Cordo's place,
I'd have made camp about the time | dismounted, just as the sun was nearing the western horizon. I'd

a o have designated three shifts of fifteen on guard duty, each using the Spell of Truesight to watch the
deepening gloom of the forest for enemies. Thiswould give each of them keen vision to penetrate the
darkness, and alow them to see through any illusion or invisbility spell. Asfor me, | was counting on
them relying on these spells being used by their guards - it meant that the rest of them couldn't see me
once | began to act. In addition, being dressed as| was dl in black from head to toe, it was likdly that
even those on guard might not spot meif | was careful.

My plan was smple - separate Cordo and his men from the war-machines of the Invaders, and they
might give up in their attempt to raid the Southlands. As| spotted the flickering campfiresin the darkness
beforeme, | crept closer. | relied heavily on the keen eyes 1'd received from Ellysande Northstar to guide
me - her even heritage made the night seem like merdly twilight to my eyes, and asthe moon rose, it
dowly grew brighter. | drew my hood close about my face, that the flash of pale skin might not give me
away, and stealthily approached as closely as| dared.

Cordo's camp was amarve of smplicity. He stood in the center of aring of battle-mages, giving orders
with his back to the central campfire. Near thefire, the Sx machines they had stood quietly, awaiting the
dawn and their riders. The sharp, half-elven ears 1'd appropriated missed few of hiswords - he gave his
ordersfor watches exactly as|'d expected him to. The others smply produced the ropes they used to
enter their own hidden sanctuaries, climbed up into their protection and disappeared. In there, each was
safe from ether amundane shower of arrows or a sorcerous barrage of spells. The machines themsdlves
were nearly invulnerable to sorcery, and the type of mundane force it would take to damage one, likea
catapult or adwarven steam-cannon, would be impossible to bring to bear against them so long asthe
Dyclonic Circlewas on guard. Still, | was sure that my plan would work. Perhaps the Invaders had
anticipated actions such aswhat | planned, and had their own pilots Smply operatein shiftsto keep the
machines moving. Perhaps they smply protected them with sorceries | knew not of . Either way, | was
certain that Cordo hadn't had much time to give thought to how the machines could be defeated - and a
sample glance a his camp showed | was right. The machines were unattended in the center of the camp,
where Cordo apparently thought they would be safe.

Asthe guards spread out from the campfire, casting their spellsto peer into the night, | drew myself fully
behind the tree | peered out from, and whispered the incantation for my own Hidden Sanctuary spell,
loosing the rope from about my waist. After stedlthily coiling the rope on the ground to the side of the
tree, | quietly tossed one end into the air, where it hung, fastened to the iron ring on the floor inside my
sanctuary. Wasting no time, | slently scurried up the ropein aheartbegt, aided by the magic of Dyarzi's



boots and gloves. Onceinsde, | pulled the rope up immediately. | waited, listening, but no one had seen
my furtive movements. They had only just begun to patrol their perimeter.

Breathing anearly-slent sgh of rdief, | went over to the little window in my Sanctuary. It was a second
point of coincidence with the redity outside thisroom, and was very difficult to enchant when | first made
the room. My friends had once laughed at me for wasting the time and effort required to enchant it so,
but at the time, I'd just wanted to be able to see what was going on outside without having to poke my
head out and look. Now, another advantage came to the fore - | could invisibly observe Cordo's camp,
and not even the Spdll of Truesight would spot me. The nearby tree madeit difficult to see, asitsleaves
partialy obscured my view, but | could till see the mgority of their camp.

And what | could see, | could cast on.

| was surethat if he were alivetoday, my old teacher, Master Frarim (later High Master Frarim) would
be proud of hisformer student. The Hidden Sanctuary spell wasintended to conjure a place of safety,
where one could rest and recuperate without fear of ambush. Certainly, | hadn't been thefirst to creste a
Hidden Sanctuary with awindow as a second point of planar coincidence - it had been done before. But
sofar asl knew, | wasthefirst of my Circleto think of using it offensvely, rather than defensively.
Certainly, there were limits - most battle-spdlls required the mana-energy to passin astraight linefrom
the caster to the target and would affect any solid object that occupied the intervening space, thus, the
invulnerable window before me would prevent their use. Still, there were other spells| knew, and they
would still function. Wary of the nearness of Cordo's patrols, | peered out my window, between the
leaves of the tree, and began to whisper an incantation, gesturing carefully. | finished, releasing the energy
towards my target - not the dreaded war-machines, but at the ground benegath their feet.

In aheartbest, the campfire winked out, drowned as the pile of logs collapsed and began floating on the
surface of an enormous area of mud, plunging the camp into darkness. Another heartbest later, the
war-machines sank up to their hipsinto the ground, then toppled over with aseries of loud, muddy
gplashes.

It was asmple enough idea - in fact, the tactic was often used againgt giants, as I'd once explained to
Darian and Arella, many years ago. It dso had use against Siege engines, allowing one to stop them from
being brought closeto a castle wall. The Spell of Earth-To-Mud transformed the ground to a hemisphere
of soggy, doshing mud, shallow at the edges but deep in the center. Anything heavier than a sparrow
would sink into it, and amaster could make the pit both very wide and deep. Asfor me, | was skilled
enough in the spell to make the pit ahundred and twenty cubits wide and sixty cubits deep at the center,
if I concentrated. And with this, | did indeed concentrate.

At the sounds and the sudden extinguishing of the campfire, those mages assigned to guard duty turned
and ran back to the camp. A few mis-judged the edge of the mud, as there was till plenty of grass atop
it, and fell in, doshing about for several seconds before they managed to pull themsalves out. Cordo
climbed down from his sanctuary, ong with severd others - and immediately found themselves doshing
in degp mud. For amoment, | hoped he'd drown, but it was not to be. With aroar of outrage, he pulled
himsdlf free of the muck and floated in the air aboveit, aring of flight saving him. The others escaped
gmilarly, or smply cast the Spell of Returning and transported themsel ves beyond the edge of the mud.

| had another spell that would transform the mud to stone, but | didn't dare use it yet. At thispoint, | had
to keep the ground asliquid as possible - it prevented them from smply using an earth emental to
recover the buried war-machines. Any earth elemental that entered the mud to recover them would be
weskened by the water in the mud, and unable to move the massve machines. By the sametoken, a
water demental smply couldn't disperse thisamount of mud, even if there were anearby river, stream or
other source of water for them to summon one from aside from the pit of mud itself. And, if they tried to



summon awater eementa from the mud, what they'd get would be weakened by the soil and water
combination and would only make things worse by increasing the amount of mud. No, Cordo's best plan
was to transform the mud to stone, then have an earth e ementa use its powers to fetch the machines
from within the stone. And that waswhat | had to prevent.

"It'sthe heretic! Find him!™ Cordo screamed. Wet mud flew from his clothes and beard as he gestured
wildly, barking orders. He then flew over to the edge of the mud and landed lightly on hisfeet, then
summoned his staff to his hand. As| watched, he scribed acircle in the ground, then began to incant a
spell of abjuration. Once protected, he began to summon an eementd. It was afoolish decison, and a
better move would have been to immediately transform the mud to stone, but it dawned on me that
Cordo was probably too furious to be thinking clearly at this point. | waited - there was dwaysthe
chance he might fail the contest of wills and the dementa may try to kill him.

It didn't happen, though. He dominated the elementa with afierce glare, then began spitting out orders.
Careful of the ears of Cordo's men who were only now beginning to search the woods for me, |
whispered the Spell of Dismissal and gestured briefly. The mound of stone, dirt and earth vanished as
quickly as Cordo had summoned it.

Cordo screamed with outrage. "He's near! Hejust dismissed my demental! Find him!™"

| watched and waited quietly, careful not to make a sound, hoarding my strength. Cordo was only a
twenty pacesaway - | could easily hear him screaming epithets, urging his men to find me as quickly as
possible. As carefully asthey might look, however, | smply could not be seen. Light only passed into my
sanctuary - not out. | could see them clearly, but from the outside, | was Ssmply undetectable.

A few minutes later, the rest of Cordo's men had emerged from their sanctuaries and used spells of flight
to avoid being dipped in the mud, and Cordo sent al of them out to scour the surrounding woodsto find
me. | held my breath as one passed benegath the opening to my sanctuary, then another. Even looking up,
they wouldn't be able to see me - but they ill might hear or smell me, if they had the right spells up.

After half an hour, it became apparent that they weren't going to find me. "Perhaps he's gone, High
Master," one of the men shouted - | remembered his name was Jasto.

"Alright - everyone come back, form aring around this area, and keep asharp eye out!" Cordo shouted,
then waited while his men complied.

| knew Cordo would try again. And | might be ableto stop it - but at thispoint, | didn't dare. If we
began asmple contest of spell and counter-spell, Cordo would win. Counting himsalf, he had forty-six
measter battle-mages present. Their combined endurance was far greater than mine, and eventualy, they
would wear me out. | could only hope that my delay had been long enough.

| waited until the sharp, half-elven ears1'd appropriated told me there was no-one near my sanctuary,
then quietly whispered the reverse transformation spell, turning the mud to stone. Not, however, the same
way Cordo would have done it, matching the edges of the mud precisely.

No, | shorted the width and depth of the effect by ten cubits, instead.

In a heartbest, the center of the mud pit solidified into solid stone, a hundred and ten cubits wide and fifty
cubits deep. With awet, sucking sound, the enormous stone sank into the mud, the edges of the pit
gushing out to spray Cordo and afew of his men who were standing too near, coating them head to toe
in cold, dripping mud. | couldn't help but grin &t their screams of surprise and outrage, despite how
nervous | was.



And | was very nervous, indeed. Thiswasthe most critical part of my plan. If | hadn't waited long
enough, there would be little effect - the war machines wouldn't have had time to settle on the bottom of
the mud. They would smply belocked in stone. If, however, 1'd waited long enough, they'd belying on
the bottom of the pit.

A pit in which an enormous hemisphere of rock that | estimated weighed at least thirty thousand stone
was trying to settle onto the bottom.

"You fools! He's il here! How could you have missed him? He can't be far, even he can't cast that
spel| farther than seventy-five paces! Find him!"

| held perfectly till, breathing silently through my mouth. Cordo dispatched forty of his mean to searchiin
acircle around the camp, checking every inch of forest. After another haf hour, it became apparent even
to Cordo that | couldn't be found. Cordo simply ordered that his men stand where they were, guarding
the perimeter, until they had recovered the war-machines.

| remained perfectly quiet. One of Cordo's men was right below the entrance to my sanctuary - the
dightest sound might reveal me. | couldn't cast to try to hamper Cordo any further, or I'd be spotted.
With forty-six of them, once they knew my position, they could search about until they found the entrance
to my sanctuary hanging invisibly in theair, then rush in, mob me and kill me - or smply cast explosons
of fireand lightning through the entrance until | was dead.

Cordo again summoned an earth eementa, dominating it easily. Even if hewasinsane, hewas ill a
master battle-mage of the Dyclonic Circle, and still had apowerful will that was easily amatch for my
own. Cordo spat out hisorderstoit, and the elementa nodded the shaggy earthen mound that served as
it's'head’, sinking into the earth at Cordo's fest.

| waited nervoudy, watching quietly. The plan had seemed asimple onewhen | conceived it, but | didn't
know if it would work. A thousand things could go wrong. The war-machines might not have settled fully
to the bottom of the pit. The earth itself at the bottom of the pit might have been softened too much by
the mud aboveit. Or, a worg, the machines smply might be too tough for my ideato have worked. |
chewed my lower lip anxioudy, weatching.

Finaly, the ground seemed to shimmer, and the first machine was brought up by the dementa, usingits
powers to phase solid objects through the earth a will asit carried them. Its strength wastitanic - easily
twicethat of agiant. Asthe machine dowly roseto the surface, | began to grin.

Theweight of the massive stone that had sunk to the bottom of the pit had crushed and twisted the
techno-magic golem into a useless pile of enchanted metal.

As Cordo screamed his outrage and the elemental submerged bel ow the earth to recover the next one, |
grinned broadly. As the second machine was brought up, more badly crushed than thefirgt, | had to
gruggleto remain slent instead of laughing.

Soon, al six machineslay in ahegp before Cordo, and he dismissed the el ementd with an disgusted
gesture. Cordo screamed at Kardak and Barad, the best of our circle at techno-magic golems, but they
smply shook their heads. The war-machines of the invaders had been enchanted to resst spells, and that
meant that they couldn't Smply cast the Spdll of Repairing to restore them. No, it would take years for
them to dowly repair the damage, asit had taken them to get the machines operational againin thefirst
place. Asthey explained thisto him, Cordo burst into anearly apoplectic fit of rage, swearing and
screaming as the drying mud flaked off his clothes and beard.

Findly, after severa minutes, Cordo was spent. He stood, glaring at the destroyed machines and



muttering. In the silence that ensued, Jasto spoke up. "What do we do now, High Master Cordo?"

The rest of the men of the Circlewere slent, listening for hisresponse. | listened, aswell. It was my hope
that the destruction of the machineswould be enough - | hoped they would then abandon their
disgraceful, dishonorable plan to attack the people of the Southlands and stedl their women. It wasadim
hope, but it wasdl | had. My only other option wasto try to kill them all to stop them, and not only did |
not really want to because each was once aman | called 'friend’, there was aso the small problem of that
| smply didn't know how. Each of them was amaster of my Circle - they were each near my skill, and
some, like Cordo, were perhaps my equa. | might possibly defeat one of them in sSingle combat. | might,
with agreat ded of luck, defeat even two or three. But | couldn't possibly defeat all forty-six of them,
Cordo included, alone. Y et, a the sametime, | felt | had to handle this problem aone. | smply didn't fed
that others should die to handle this greatest and find disgrace of the Dyclonic Circle. No, if thiswasto
be the final chapter in the story of the great and glorious order of battle-mages that Grand Master Dyclon
established, then that chapter should not be written in the blood of strangers or innocents.

Y es, perhaps another man in my position would have looked at it differently. Perhaps they might even
samply shrug their shouldersand say 'Ah, well - it's no longer my concern.’ Or perhaps they would have
caled upon the giants, the elves and the dwarves, and even King Noril. Y es, another man might be more
than happy to have others fight and die to preserve his honor and the honor of hisold Circle.

But | was not such aman.

It wasas| told Joy - once, | wasagreat man. Now, | had nothing. The enormous treasure that sat in my
tomb was worthless - there wasn't asingle merchant divein Hyperboreal could spend my gold upon.
My lands, once positioned to guard the borders of King Darrak's lands with the strength and power of a
Magter battle-mage, now meant nothing. The giants of Dohbari village guarded Darrak's old lands with
far greater strength, and they didn't realy need my assistance. My honor was destroyed when | was cast
out of the Dyclonic Circle, ashame deeper than any | had ever experienced in adl my days. Certainly, |
could be weak and blame Cordo for this, even as he blamed me for his own problems, but the truth was
that two thirds of my old friends had deemed me a heretic and amadman, and cast me out. Thiswasa
shame | could nat, in al honesty, abate by casting my troubles about someone else's shoulders. Even my
vaunted skill and power at sorcery was meaningless- | couldn't useit to transform myself and at least
have regained my manhood. And because of that, the love of my life lay moldering in her tomb, her bright
laughter stilled forever. Even so, | would not change. | would still do what honor commanded, even
though by the ways of Hyperboreaand in my own heart | had no honor left. Despite everything, | would
handle this disgraceful act of the Dyclonic Circlein the memory of dl those proud and honorable men
who came before me, dl the way back to Grand Master Dyclon himself.

Findly, Cordo dowly lifted hishead, gazing out into the darkness of the forest that surrounded the
clearing he had chosen to camp in. His mud-spattered face held an expression of determination, and as|
watched, hisjaw firmed. "Wego on."

My heart sank as the men of the Dyclonic Circle cheered the decison. Their shouts roused Cordo, and
he raised hisfist to the darkness. "Do you hear me, heretic? We go on! Y ou may have destroyed the
machines of the Invaders, but you cannot face al of ust Wewill go on! The armies of the Southlands
cannot hope to stand against our combined might! We will go on, and we shdl prevail over them! And,
someday, we shall prevail against you! Someday | will drink byalar grown on the trees of your own lands
in acup made from your empty skull, heretic!" he shouted, to the renewed cheers of the men of the
Dyclonic Circle. At the sound of their voices, Cordo warmed to the subject, gesturing to dl his men.
"Someday, our sons and daughterswill fill thisland, and we shdl build amighty empirewith our Circleas
everlagting kings, and mysdlf as everlasting Emperor! In the coming years, we shdl raise asmiesto defend



our lands from the battlefields where our warriorsfdl al these many centuries ago, giving each of them a
chance to revenge themsalves on the descendants of the Invaders, and secure the future of Hyperborea
for usand our descendants! Our citieswill grow anew, and we shadl drive out the foolish giants and the
other lesser races who havefilled it in our absence - the goblins, ogres and other sub-humanswill al be
driven before us like chaff in thewind!" he shouted, and gesturesinto the darkness beyond the circle of
hismen. "But asfor you, heretic, you will be gone and forgotten, your name never spoken doud againin
our empire on pain of death! Y our legacy will be the dust in your tomb, and you will soon not even be
held in living memory! Y ou are the past, heretic, and your timeisover! We are the future, and we shall
preval!"

In that moment, | understood Morgar's plan. It dl suddenly became clear to mein abrilliant flash of
ingght - and | shuddered at the vision that had been revealed to my mind. With their animuaries
preserving their souls, each of the men of the Dyclonic Circle would become aliche upon dying of old
age. And once they had, they would, indeed, rule their kingdoms forever. Powerful, evil Liche-Kings
each ruling aKingdom of Darkness, with dl of them ruled by Cordo, their Undead Emperor. Their
people would live in fear and darknessforever - but at least they would live. The other people of the
world would smply perish, crushed beneath the heds of their armies.

And they could raise an army, of that there was no doubt. The earth of Hyperboreawasfull of corpses.
There were the graveyards of our cities, massive metropolises by the standards of the people of the
Southlands, and there were many hundreds of ancient battlefiel ds from uncounted warsin our long
history, where thousands upon thousands had died and been buried, either by saddened hands on
well-worn spades or smply by time and wegather. Given enough time, the men of the Circle could raise
the bones of the dain aswalking dead and use them to ouitfit an Army of Darknessthe likes of which the
world had not seen since the liberation of Larinia, under my own hand. And, asliches, Cordo and the
men of the Dyclonic Circlewould have dl thetimein the world. The machines of the Invadersthey could
restore over the years and smply have skeletons pilot them. Humanoid Wa king Dead can use any tool
you put in their hands, asapart of the powers granted to them from the UnL ife energy - dong with the
ability to move, fight, and even think abit. They would pilot the war-machines of the Invaderswith
relative ease compared to the struggle the men of the Dyclonic Circle would have, though probably not
nearly aswell asthe origind pilots once did. In perhaps a generation or two, Cordo's army would be
unstoppable. In acentury, even those distant lands | had read about in the elven geography books but
never seen would be conquered. Vilandiaand far-distant Palome across the Bright Seato the west, the
desert-nation of Mysantiato the far east acrosstheinland sea, and the strange nation of Shnee-Vurstein
the snowy wastelands far to the northeast - al would be conquered, and perhaps many more that the
scholars of the elves had never even heard of. Thiswas Morgar's plan - to have the nation of
Hyperborearise from their forgotten grave of nearly seventeen centuries and conquer the world, ushering
in an endlessfuture of darkness, madness, and death. With his name on the lips of every sentient being in
the entire world, Morgar's power would become absolute, and all the other gods of this universe would
deep until the end of time. He might even become powerful enough to speak the WORD, and spawn a
new universe of hisown liking from the void.

Y es, thiswas Morgar's plan. It was all so clear to me now. It was a so clear why | was here - to stop
this, at any codt.

It was no coincidence that the gods of the giants had whispered to Longtooth, telling him to obtain and
giveto methemagicring | wore as abracer on my left arm. That ring had alowed him to speak to me, to
get meto stay my hand, and go on living long enough to have this chance - and if | succeeded, the giants
would not be killed at the hands of the Army of Darknessthat Cordo planned to raise. It was no
coincidence that they had agreed to help Y orindar, giving him Joy to use for hisown plans- for in the
end, the success of Y orindar's plans would mean that the Giantswould live, and the gods of the giants



would not be forced to deep by the coming of the World of Darkness that was Morgar's plan. It was no
coincidencethat Dyarzi ill remained in her tomb. Were she dive, the Circle dmost certainly would have
tried to capture her, and use her asatool against me. And it was no coincidence that | was the one

Y orindar chose to use to sop Morgar's plan - of al the Dyclonic Circle, | was probably the greatest at
research. The answer to how to stop them aready had been discovered by me, months ago. | would, of
course, most likely die. Even 0, it was better that only | die and the Dyclonic Circle vanish from history
quietly, than for Morgar's plan to come to fruition and the proud and noble name of Grand Master
Dyclon be dishonored forever by becoming part of thetitle of horrid, evil liche-kingswho would rule
over aworld of darkness and despair.

While Cordo's men cheered, | quietly dipped out and down from my Hidden Sanctuary, dismissing it
with abrief thought and quickly gathering up thefalen rope. | quietly incanted my Spell of Returning,
bringing mysdlf back to theinvisble steed | had |eft half aleague behind me. With care, | could stay just
ahead of them asthey traveled - and | would have to stay ahead of them, to be sure of intercepting them
at the right spot. In aday, perhaps two, they would reach the place where | knew thislast chapter in the
history of the Dyclonic Circle would be written - the same place that al the history of Hyperborea had
cometo an end, nearly seventeen centuries ago. That vast stretch of wasteland that they couldn't possibly
ride around without aerting someoneto their presence, a desolate wasteland guarded by the massive
wall that King Darian had erected - wisdly, it seemed to me now, and probably yet another part of

Y orindar'sintricate and detailed plans.

Y es, the final confrontation would take place somewhere in the blasted, barren lands of the Great
Southern Dead Zone. And perhaps, afterward, | would finally see my beloved Dyarzi again, inthe
aterlife.

Twenty-Three.

"But do not be fooled! Morgar is no more the ally of our people than wicked Yorindar is! The
dark, mad god of dark and evil humans remains a god of humans, and the shadow he would cast
over the world, though warm and comforting, has no room within its umbra for the likes of us."

- The Collected Prophesies of Ushrak 1V, High Priest of the Goblins, 984 NCC

A sound like distant thunder and a billowing cloud of dust warned me of their gpproach long before they
arrived. They wereriding their invisible steeds at ahard gdlop, trusting in their mount's supernatural
strength and immunity to anything of this planeto carry them through this desolate land quickly.

'So careless, arewe, Cordo? | thought, waiting. Forty-six mages mounted on invisible steeds that never
tired and never dowed raised quite abit of dust in the Great Southern Dead Zone. An age ago, Cordo
might have summoned arainstorm to wet the ground before his men, so that they might travel without
aerting anyone that they were coming. Now, it seemed he didn't care. Perhaps he didn't believe me when
| told him of the Great Wall that Darian had built - or perhaps he smply felt that he and his men would
eadly blast their way throughit. Y ou truly believe that you are indomitable, and that your destiny is
assured,' | thought, watching the dust rise up into the sky. It was apparent | would have to teach him
otherwise.

Even should | fail, it was ill possible that Cordo and his men might be held back at thewall. The wall
was placed just at the edge of the Great Southern Dead Zone, and stretched al the way to the mountains
inthe east, and dl the way to the seain the west. Here in the dead zone, the chaotic Mana-flow made it
extremely difficult to cast any spell more complex than asimple cantrip. It was till possible that even if |
should fail, the men of the Dyclonic Circlewould cometo Darian'swall, try to attack it, and fail because
their greater spells smply sputtered in this desol ate place - whereupon the guards at the wall would easily



be able to day them with arrows. | had been able to retrieve Darian's convicted war-criminas from the
wall itsdf only because of thewall's proximity to the edge of the zone, and the rdative smplicity of the
Spdll of Returning. More complex sorceries, such as battle magic, would have been far more difficult, if
not outright impossible.

The same effect would protect me from their spells, aswell. 1t took great concentration to be able to cast
spells here, and one had to take a greet dedl of extratimein the casting to manage to form the knot of
mana-energy one wanted. Enchanted items still worked, and spells that had been cast before one entered
here could be maintained with an effort of will, but that was about the limit. And | was meeting themin
the middle of the zone, where the effect was the greatest. It had taken me an hour to cast even the most
basic of protective spells, emptying my staff to do so. | doubted Cordo and his men would be able to
muster more than asimple Magic Dart against me, and would probably have to resort to Smply begting
me to desth with their wizard's staves - not that this was much comfort.

The noonday sun beat down on the anvil of the barren wastelands, the heet creating shimmering illusions
of water in the distance. From out of the mirage, the first of Cordo'sriders came. | gripped my staff in my
gloved hands, both hands spread far apart, and waited. | was glad of my Ring of Adaptation - | doubted
| could have smply stood herein this heat and waited for them without it.

A thousand thoughts raced through my mind as | watched them ride closer, their bodies suspended in the
ar by their invisble steeds - regrets, dreams that had never been fulfilled, promises that would be broken.
Yet, intheend, | knew thiswas how it had to be.

| had warned the guards at the lone gate to the Great Wall of what might happen. | hadn't told them what
| intended to do, only the possible results. Even should | fail, they would be prepared for Cordo and his
men. And should | succeed, they would be prepared for the consequences of that, aswell. In afew days,
King Noril would have word of what had happened. Perhaps by then the effects of what | planned would
have faded, and they could at least recover my body - if anything remained to be recovered.

At two hundred paces from me, Cordo and his men reigned in their mounts. | saw afew of hismen
gesture, trying to cast protective spells, only to discover that it wasn't quite that easily done, here. Findly,
Cordo raised hisvoice, cupping ahand to his mouth. " So, heretic, you think to stop us?" he shouted. His
voice echoed quietly from the blasted stones, and | felt a.chill run up my spine,

With an effort, | steeled my will. | would not let fear un-man me at this, the last moment. | smply looked
at him, and remained silent. All that | could possibly say to him or hismen, | had dready said. Thetime
for words was now past. | smply lifted my staff before me, and waited.

Jasto spoke up, hisvoice dmost whining. "What do we do, High Master? The story the heretic told us
was true - we cannot cast here!" he called. | suppressed asnort of derision and disgust. It Sickened me
to see Jasto, a strong and bold friend, reduced to the status of sniveling lackey by Cordo.

"Dismount, and use your staves! There areforty-six of us- welll easly kill the heretic!” Cordo shouted,
swinging hisleg over and diding off hisinvisble steed. He gripped his staff menacingly, waiting for the
othersto follow. When dl were dismounted, heled them in adow wak towards me.

A chuckle began in Cordo's throat, and was picked up by his men. They had me easily outnumbered.

| had explained the uses and powers of awizard's staff to Darian, over five decades ago. No force on
earth can bresk my saff, but if | chooseto | can snap it with my fingerslikeit wasatwig. Thiswould
cause it to explode - the exploson wouldn't hurt me abit, but would probably kill anyone nearby.

Suddenly, Jasto's voice rang out again. "High Master, wait! What if thisiswhat the heretic wants?



Perhapsthe heretic meansfor usdl to get close enough to where he can snap his staff, and kill usall with
one stroke!™

Cordo halted, eyeing me with renewed respect. It was a strange expression on hisface. "So, isthat your
plan, heretic?? Well, wewon't fal for it!" he shouted, he and his men halting at fifty paces - well outsde
the possible areathe blast of my staff would reach.

"You are close, Cordo, but not quite correct!" | shouted back, hating the sound of the woman's shriek in
my ears. "l do intend to bresk my staff - but | don't careif the blast kills you or not! Something far
greater than that will, instead!" | shouted, then paused. My eyes saw only my enemies, but my heart till
saw my old friends. In asofter voice, | caled over to them. "Please, my old friends. Don't force meto kill
you. You arethelast of us. Turn away from this path you've taken. Morgar isevil, and insane. Can't you
seethis?'

"I'll seeyouin hell, first, heretic!" Cordo shouted back, and the rest of his men shouted their agreement.
They tossed jeers of abuse at mefor many heartbests, then, findly, they fell slent, waiting.

"Sobeit," | called back, and snapped my staff in my hands asthough it were adry stick.

Therewas abrilliant flash and the blast of detonation, and though | was unharmed, the rocks beneath my
feet were cracked. Cordo and his men jumped at the sound, and silence reigned as the blast echoed off
distant rocks. | lowered my empty handsto my side, and waited.

But nothing happened.

For along moment, | thought | had failed. For along moment, | thought my caculations, done so
carefully in Stedgate dl these many months ago, were wrong. Cordo looked at me, and laughed. "I sthat
the best you can do, heretic? Y ou've accomplished nothing, and now you're unarmed! Now you will
dig”

Cordo's men began to chuckle, the joined him in roaring laughter a me. | was helpless before them, and
they could easily kill me, now. And with me gone, their plansfor conquering the world and turning it into
aplace of darkness and despair seemed assured.

Suddenly, acool, dry wind plucked at the edges of my robe. Motes of light sparkled in the air before me,
the raw and chaotic mana-energy of the Great Southern Dead Zone manifesting physicaly. A thrill of fear
ran up my spine. "No, Cordo. We shdll dl die."

A sound broke through the laughter of Cordo and his men, shattering their humor and stilling their voices
at once. It was astrange, ethereal whinny, loosed by the throats of the mounts the men had |eft behind
them.

Nothing on this plane could harm an Invisible Steed - no spdll, no wegpon, no tool of morta or immortal
being. They were not ordinary horses, by any stretch of the imagination. They wereintelligent, and they
knew they couldn't be harmed by anything of this plane. As such, they never fled any threat, making them
the ultimate steed. No, nothing could harm them.

Nothing... Savethis.
The thunder of their hoofbeats and the cloud of dust showed that they had turned and fled as one.

The motes before my eyes whirled and danced, growing more and more numerous. Thewind picked up,
lifting the dust into the air. | stepped back, marveling at the sight. Soon, asmal tornado of whirling dust
and flashing motes of energy had formed, and tiny arcs of lightning danced within it as the motes of dust



flashed in random transformation, the essence of their physica form breaking down.

Cordo and his men stared for along moment, then Cordo found hisvoice. ™Y ou fool! What have you
done?" he shouted above the growing noise of the wind.

| couldn't speak - | was smply too awed by what | was watching. No living mortal had ever seena
mana-storm form. Or, at least, none had ever seen it and lived to tell about it. | watched, fascinated, till
stepping back from the edges of it asit rapidly grew. Motes of light began to appear in the air about me,
drawn to the center of the rgpidly whirling cloud. A strange, amost howling sound could be heard
emanating fromiit. It grew louder and louder, dowly rising in pitch like the wailing of the damned asthe
meatter at the center of the rapidly-forming storm broke down, reformed, and broke down again into a
million limitless possibilities

Then, with asudden crash like thunder, the whole of the whirling cloud broke gpart, and my world was
plunged into chaos.

A blast of wind knocked meto my knees, and | stayed there, not knowing what elseto do. The fury of
the storm raged around me. My earswerefull of the sounds of it's howling, my eyes stung by flying dust.
Lightsof al colorsrippled inthe air about me, shading the tan stones beneath my gloved fingers green,
then red, then blue, then ahundred other shades so rapidly my mind could not follow the changes.

Then, the screaming began.

Thefirst wave of pain struck me at the same moment it did Cordo and hismen, | was sure. The
uncontrolled mana-energy of the storm, ripping through my body, changing it, transformingit...
Destroying it. My garments flowed into my skin, and | could see the flesh of my hands upon the stones
writhing, melting, forming, reforming...

| focused my will, trying to keep the storm from ripping me gpart. A mundane would, perhaps, aready
be dead - but | was no mundane. As my will hardened against the pain, | could see my glovesagain
re-forming above my hands. It was possible...

| tried to concentrate on what | had once looked like. A tall, muscular, Hyperborean male. It had
dawned on me that with a supreme effort of will, I might not only survivethis, but might effect the
transformation that | had been unable to, before. I might not only fulfill my promiseto Joy, Peliaand the
othersto live, but might accomplish my most heartfelt dream.

A sudden spike of agony ran through me, and | recoiled with horror as | again watched the flesh flow on
my body. In an instant, it dawned on me what the problem was.

| nolonger had any real ideawhat | once looked like - only vague impressions and faded memories.

| had lived in this body for over five decades, and | had lived over eight decadesin my previouslife. My
youthful body was merely afond memory, evenin my past life. Now, | found | had only the vaguest
impression of what | looked likeinamirror al these many centuries ago.

And without afirm vison of my body in my mind, | couldn't focus my will to prevent the mana-storm
from smply ripping me apart.

In desperation, | thought of the woman in the mirror - the stranger who had stared back at me al these
years. Her form | knew quite wdll. | knew every line of her face. | knew every curve of her body. Hadn't
| spent enough time before my own mirror, running my fingers over her body, trying to assure myself that
it was, indeed, my own?



The pain eased dightly, and | was encouraged. | concentrated, focusing my every thought on that image.
The strange woman in the mirror who had gazed out a me for decades. A beauty, to be sure. Her high
cheekbones, ebon hair and eyes, and her aquiline, half-elven features... For years, | had stared at that
pale-skinned stranger, hating the sight of her and fedling deep in my heart that she wasn't me. For years|
had heard her voice in my ears, felt her skin beneath my fingers, and watched her dien, half-even face
garing out at me from the mirror. Shewasn't me, and | knew it in my heart. Y orindar's Raven, perhaps,
but not me. A tool of the gods, forged by fate and divine will to serve Y orindar, but not me.

Y et, now, shewas my only savation.

| gritted my teeth, closed my eyes, and concentrated, focusing my will. | could hear the voice of Master
Frarim in my mind, giving memy first Iesson in the study of sorcery. Thewill isthefirst tool of the mage,
young gpprentice. Y ou must hone your will, above dl. The formulas are nothing, the incantations are
nothing - dl isworthless without the will to driveit. Manaissubtle - it isan energy which permegates al
matter in the universe, and beyond. A mundane can live ther entire life and never seeit, never fed it, and
never manipulateit. It istoo subtle for their mindsto even sense - they can only see the results, like adeaf
man who cannot hear the musician play the tripentele. He can see the people dancing, see the musician
playing, and fedl the notes of the song when they touch the sound-board, but he cannot hear the song.
Even s0, amage can be born with abrilliant, sparkling Taent, such as you have, yet without the skill and
training in wielding their will, they may aswell be amundane. Y ou must concentrate, young agpprentice.
Concentrate...'

"Mugt... Concentrate..." | hissed through clenched teeth, my voice drowned out by the roaring of the
mana-storm.

There was asudden, painful ripple that passed through my body, my flesh warping and flowing in
response. Then, another, and another. | blocked it al out, thinking only on the image of the stranger - the
woman | had seen staring out a me from my mirror al these years.

Y et, it was my body, now. Arellahad been more right than she knew. 1t wasn't merely my happiness that
depended on accepting that, but my very survival.

| held onto that thought. The body was mine, and the strange woman | had seen staring out at me from
my mirror for decades was me. It was an effort more taxing than summoning a greater demon - but | held
onto the thought, blocking out the pain. The body was mine. | refused to be changed by the mana-storm,
my flesh meting and flowing like wax before the flame. | refused to die. The woman in the mirror was me
- likeit or not.

Suddenly, the pain eased. | kept my mind focused, and felt adeep thrumming insde mysdf. Sowly, |
redlized that from the chaotic energies of the storm, my will had grasped onto the key frequency of mana
that the Skull of Hyarlanoth had used to change me - the same as | once commanded an age ago, when |
cast the Spell of Hidden Life, and creasted my animuary. | kept my thoughts focused. | would not let my
mind drift now, and perhaps|ose what little | had gained.

Sowly, the sounds of the storm began to fade from my ears. Still, | kept my mind focused through an
effort of will, though it was now growing increasingly more difficult to do so. Likeaman dingingto a
rope to keep from falling into a bottomless chasm, my strength was ebbing.

It was severa heartbeats before | noticed that the sounds of the storm had finally gone. With sweat
running down my face from the strain of having to exert my will for solong, | opened my eyes.

The hands on the stones benesth me were gloved, as| remembered.



Sitting on my hedls, | ran my fingers over my body benesth my robe. Everything fdt as| rememberedit -
but | couldn't be sure from just atouch.

| reached to my sde, drawing my enchanted knife with atrembling hand. | looked into theflat of the
blade, trying to see my own reflection.

The same eyesthat had stared a me for over five decades gazed back.

| grinned, and grinned again as | saw those coal-black eyes light up with mirth. | had doneit. | had
survived amana-storm on the strength of my will. | glanced up to the sun - barely an hour had passed. It
had felt longer - far longer.

| sheathed my knife again, then bowed my head, sending asilent prayer of thanks heavenward to
Yorindar. As| did so, it occurred to me that | may have been aided by the very same effect | had been
trying to overcome dl these years - the effect of the Skull of Hyarlanoth. 1ts sorcery prevented me from
making severa types of changesin the body | aways had wanted to. Now, it seemed that the same
enchantment had helped protect me from the raw mana-energies | had loosed when | sparked the
mana-storm, as my body was aready resstant to change. Shorn up by my will, the power of the storm
had been unable to overcome the enchantment.

A wet, sucking sound and afeeble croak suddenly caught my ear, and | lifted my head. In horror, |
beheld what remained of Cordo and the Dyclonic Circle.

Most were Smply gone - their bodies ripped apart, the smallest atoms of their existence transformed
again and again and again until they finally were destroyed. Only six remained, and what was left of them
was so mind-numbingly horrible, | gagged.

Skin, organs and bone that had melted and flowed, becoming one with garments and enchanted items
into asingle, bloody mass of obscendy twisted flesh that trembled and bubbled in an agony of dying.
Patches of hair, teeth, and even alone eye that blinked in a shapeless mound of grotesquely-hued,
quivering flesh. Such was what remained of men | once called my friends. Only one even looked
remotely human, and his flesh was horribly twisted and melted, having flowed and blended fredly with the
garments and magic items he once wore. He was, mercifully, still, and appeared to aready be dead. As|
sat, numb with shock and horror, the remaining five, ghastly mounds of flesh that still somehow retained
somelife, dowly ceased their movement as death overcame them.

| roseto my feet, trembling with revulsion and horror, and staggered away from their remains, heading
north. It was several minutes before | had regained enough of my sensesto finally stop. | couldn't walk all
theway back - it Smply wastoo far. Y et, | had to leave here, and quickly. In the distance to the east, |
could see the flashes of lighting and the ominous, low cloud of the mana-storm. The rumbling storm-cloud
was over two leagueswide, and at least half aleague in height from the ground. It wasn't like anormal
sorm-cloud, hanging high in the sky and drifting with the prevailing winds. No, it clung tightly to the
ground and moved entirely at random - and if | wasn't out of the dead zone soon, it might come back. |
shuddered at that thought. | couldn't possibly resist it again. | smply didn't have the strength. If it caught
up to me before | escaped here, | would be reduced to the same bubbling, dying, obscene blobs of flesh
| had left haf aleague behind me - or smply destroyed.

If my calculations had been right, the mana-storm would rage for another two days, wandering hither and
yon within the dead zone, obliterating everything inits path. Asit neared the edges of the zone, the more
ordered mana of the lands surrounding the dead zone would res st its chaotic, redlity-warping effects,
causing it to lose energy, and finaly dissipate. There was a chance it's random movements might keep it
near the center of the Great Southern Dead Zone, where it might grow and rage for centuries, but it was



highly unlikely. Yet, evenif | wasright, | couldn't out-run the storm on foot for two days- | had to leave
the dead zone, and soon.

| couldn't cast a Spdll of Returning - the Mana-storm had only made thingsworse in my immediate area.
Sorcery was Smply impossible, evenif | sill had the strength of will Ieft to overcome the chaotic,
disordered mana-energy of the dead zone. Suddenly, | remembered | had Nias ring, and enchanted
itemswould still function, even here.

Shortly theresfter, | had summoned an invisible steed, mounted side-saddle, and was riding away from
what remained of the Dyclonic Circle. A part of me wanted to rgoice - Y orindar's enemies were dead,
and his plansfor the future seemed assured. Even so, another part of me wanted to weep for the deaths
of my friends, and the tragic end of the circle of mages of which | had once been so proud to call myself
amember. Still another part of mewasill a even the thought of what had been |eft of them, and the truly
ghastly way inwhich they had died. No, thiswould not be aday of celebration, for me. Rather, | had a
fedling that | would, someday, count mysdf very fortunateif | could smply cease to mourn for my lost
friends.

Twenty-Four.

"It cannot be forgotten that the Ancient One was and is no mere mortal being, but more a force of
nature, the will of a vengeful god incarnate. No mortal being could spark a mana-storm and live
to tell the tale - and yet, by their own admission and confirmed by the old logs of the guards at the
Great Wall, thisis precisely what Eddas Ayar did. No mortal being could rise fromthe grave as
the Ancient One did, and retain any semblance of humanity - and yet, by their own admission, this
isagain precisely what Eddas Ayar did. Passionless, compassionless, and infinitely powerful, the
Ancient One is as much a kin of humanity as a mountain, or the sea, or the raging heart of a
mana-storm itself."

- Lord Caladis, The Eddasine Chronicles, 1817 NCC

Noon three days later found me Stting on achair on my pargpet, watching the wind gently blow through
the byalar treeson my land, rippling their leaves like waves on a green ocean. The gentle fragrance of
their flowerswafted up to me, and | inhaded it quietly, trying to cam my soul with their soft scent. | had
been here since the evening before, and had no plansfor going anywhere else. | amply sat, gazing quietly
over my lands, and trying not to weep.

Theair shimmered nearby, and Pelia gppeared, holding Joy's hand. "Eddas! Y ou're back!" Pedliacried.
"Soitseems,” | replied quietly.

"Weve been worried about you, Old Man," Joy said, grinning as she stepped over to me, then leaned
down to hug me. "The giants of Silanto village passed word by runner that there was a mana-storm
brewing in the Great Southern Dead Zone, only afew leagues from them. We were worried that you
might be caught init," she said, then stood up again, looking at me strangely. | hadn't hugged her back, |
had smply pulled the hood of my robe closer about my face.

"l know about it, Joy. | sparked it,” | replied quietly.
"Y-you did?" Pdiayeped, sartled. "How? And why? And how did you avoid being caught in it?"

"How | did it matterslittle. | did it, and that's enough. Asto why, | sparked it so that | might destroy the
men of the Dyclonic Circlewithit. And | did. They are dead, reduced to shapeless blobs of flesh that
now lierotting in the wastelands - or less. Most were smply disintegrated. Asfor how | avoided it..." |



siid, then sighed. "I didn't.”

"Old Man... You're hiding something,” Joy said, eyeing me carefully. "Pull back the hood of your robe.
Let usseeyou.”

"No," | replied, and turned my chair abit to my right so that they wouldn't be able to peer beneath the
edge of my hood.

"Come, Old Man. Were going to find out sooner or later. Best to Smply let us see the damage now. |
know that a mana-storm can warp one's flesh - it happened to my mother, and isthereason | am so tiny,
instead of the normad size for agiantess. Come, Eddas. Show us,” Joy replied, laying agentle hand upon
my shoulder.

| was silent for along moment, thinking. Finaly, | decided Joy wasright - sooner or later, they'd find out.
It was best to smply show them. "Alright, but you asked for it," | replied, turning back to them and
pulling my hood back.

Pdliagasped, and Joy smply blinked with surprise for severa seconds. They were smply too stunned for
words, as| had been when | first beheld mysdf in my mirror herein my tower. | turned my head, looking
away from them. Their gaze was Smply too much to bear a the moment.

It was Peliawho finaly found her voicefirs. "Why, you're even more beautiful than you were before!™

| nodded. My own impression of the woman in the mirror hadn't been perfect. The mind of mortal man
samply isn't perfect. No, theimage I'd held in my mind was of an idedlized versgon of her - which, now, |
was. My eyebrows were even more sharply arched than they had been before, the nose more dender,
the eyes more piercing, the ears more perfectly formed, the hair more lustrous and black as night... I'd
gpent hoursjust staring in shock a myself in themirror that first night after my return. If | had thought that
the woman in the mirror had been abeauty before, she was even more so now. She had aterrifying, dien
beauty that both aroused me, and chilled me to the bone. The woman who looked back from the mirror
now was more than smply beautiful, or even perfectly beautiful - shewas surred. "Y es, that's what
Tdiad said when he saw me thismorning, once hewas able to find hisvoice. I'm sure Mungim will say
the same, when he comes back sometime tomorrow - if he's even ableto spesk at dl after seeing me.
Longtooth was kind enough to password that | was back, since gpparently Mungim again beet Taiad
here thisyear, and arrived sometime after we dl left my tower.”

"What of the rest of you?' Pelia asked, her gaze encompassing the rest of my body, hidden by my robe.
"Was there anything... Anything bad that happened?”

"In appearance, my mirror showstherest of meisthe same. If anything, thisbody iseven more beautiful
than it was before. Small imperfections... Scars, birthmarks, and thelike... All have vanished. There were
aso other changes... Subtle, but the total effect was... To change this body from one of ordinary beauty
to that of the surredl,” | replied, and sighed as | looked away from them again.

Joy peered a me silently for severd heartbeats. "Old Man, thereis ill something you're not telling us.
Out withit."

| glanced at her inirritation, and she blanched dightly. My face was now moreimpressive than it had
once been, and my gaze more piercing. "Y ou redly want to know?"

"Yes" Joy replied firmly, steding hersdf againgt my glare.
| reached to my left hand, pulling off my glove. Reaching to my side, | drew my enchanted knife, and did



the edge across my palm. Peliaand Joy gasped as the blood flowed, the rings on my fingers gleaming in
the noonday sun. Pdliabegan to step forward to cast aspell of healing, but in afew heartbeats, the flow
of blood had stopped. | wiped my bloody palm on my robe, then held my hand out to them again. It was
unmarked. Peliatook my hand, and while both she and joy probed at it with their fingertips, | sheathed
my knife and waited.

"There's no mark - no wound, not even ascar,” Pdiacommented, her voice hushed.

"Yes. | have examined this body's aura carefully. The mana-storm has dtered it so that it will always|ook
the way you seeit now, whichistheimage of it | held in my mind to keep mysdlf from being destroyed
by the mana-storm. It will never age. It will never die. And it cannot be changed. Thisis my body, now
and forever," | replied, dipping my glove back on once they had released my hand. | turned away, gazing
out again over the bydlar treeson my land. "I... I'll understand if you no longer visit, Pdia. My causeis
now hopeless. | am trapped in this... This pasty-skinned female haf-elf's body. The knot of manathat
maintainsit asyou seeit now issmple, but incredibly powerful. It iswell beyond my ability to cut or
unravel. It would take the power of an artifact... Or perhaps agod. And neither of which are readily
avalable" | said, then sighed quietly. "At least, thereis still Fard. Y ou can... Y ou can speak to Rhane,
Pdia I'm sure that she would agree to share him. She, of al people, understands what it meansto be the
last of arace. Should you and your women fedl ready to... Well, should you fed ready to sdlect a
Hyperborean male to help you begin our race anew, at least thereis ill one that remainsfor you to
sdect,” | said, and closed my eyes. The pain in my stomach was dowly increasing. Thiswas good. It
meant there was, at least, some hope.

"But Eddas, we of the Mountain Hedlers aready have selected aman,” Peliareplied, her voice carrying a
amile. "We have selected you."

My eyesflew openin surprise, and | stared openly at Pelia. She smply laughed a the sight of my
expression. "But, Pelia, look at me! I'm not aman, and probably never will be again!™

Joy looked at me, and shook her head. "Old Man, do you redlly believe that what you have hanging
between your legs has anything to do with being aman?'

| blinked in surprise. "But..."

"No, Old Man. They've madetheir choice - and | think it'sawise one. Perhapsit will take an artifact to
transform you into amale again. Perhgpsit will take an act of Y orindar, himsdlf. If it'sthe latter, | suspect
that when thetimeisright, hell let you know. Either way, they have made their choice. They can wait for
you, Old Man, for aslong asit takes. A year, adecade, acentury, or forever. They have the spellsto
endlesdy restore their youth, and wait for you for aslong asit takes," she said, then grinned a me. "Do
you know what they have been talking about for the last three days?"

"I-I'venoidea,” | replied, my mind numb.

"They dl, each and every one of them, wish to become your courtesan, just as your beloved Dyarzi once
wes."

"Wha-what 2" replied, boggled.

Pdialaughed. "It'strue, Eddas. Weve selected you, and al of uswish to be your courtesans, in the
proper Hyperborean tradition,” she said, and smiled.

"But... Dyarzi!" | yelped, my mind awhirl.



Joy smiled at me. "Old Man, don't you see that she's one of the reasons they want you? Y ou've been true
to her, holding your love for her firmly inyour heart al these years. That endears you to them, more than
you could possibly know. Someday, you will bring her back to you - and if you wish, they will wait until
then to ask her formaly for her consent before they ask you for yours.”

"But-but | can't! They can't! | mean..." My mind boggled. “That would be eighty-nine courtesand It's...
It'sunheard of! It'sridiculous! Utterly ridiculous! Ludicrous! Why, I'd be the laughingstock of-"

"Of what, Old Man?" Joy interrupted, then lifted her hand in an all-encompassing gesture. "There are no
more Hyperboreans to judge your actions, save these women and Faral. So you have said yoursdlf -
Fard isthelast of the men, and you already know these are the last of the women. So, who el sewould
laugh at you, given this Stuation? The giants? | can tell you as one of them that they would not. They and
the elves and the dwarves ook forward to the day when the Hyperboreans shdl rise again, and none
would raise even an eyebrow &t the choice of the Mountain healers - they dl know you far too well. The
people of the Southlands? I've lived among them for nearly five decades, Old Man. Y es, some of them
may snicker at you - but not to your face. Besides- it's highly unlikely any of them will ever find out, save
for perhaps my children and Arella. To the people of the Southlands, Hyperboreais a mysterious land of
shadowy woods, ancient ruins, blasted wastelands, hidden dangers and sudden death. They know
nothing of what happens beyond the Great Wall, nor do they careto,” Joy replied, then crossed her
arms. "By your own customs, Old Man, therewas no legd limit to the number of courtesans aman might
have - only alimit to the number of wives, in that you were only permitted one. Given this Stuation, there
isno other reasonable dternative - even if they had chosen Fard, he till would have been faced with the
prospect of e ghty-nine women vying for his attentions. Would you have seen anything wrong or shameful
or dishonorablein that?"

"Widl, no, it would smply be the necessity of the Stuation. But-"

"No 'buts, Old Man," Joy replied, and grinned. "If it wouldn't be wrong or dishonorable for your friend,
then it certainly isn't for you," she said, then gestured at Pelia sweepingly. "They al respect you deeply,
Old Man, and | think their choice honors you greatly.”

"But why me?'
"And why not you, Eddas?' Peliaasked, amiling.

Joy chuckled. "Old Man, even having to ask that question shows that despite outward appearances, you
aredill amaninsde. If you weretruly awoman, you would aready know the answer without asking.”

| couldn't reply for many moments. | Smply didn't know what to say. Joy and Peliasmply grinned a me,
gpparently enjoying putting me on the spot. Findly, | found my voice again. "1-I don't have to decide at
thismoment, do 1?7

"No, Eddas. We will wait for your decision - no matter how long that may be," she said, then bowed her
head. "We a so wish thisto be done with al the proper ceremony and formality. We wish to honor you,
Eddas Ayar," she said, then raised her head and smiled again. "'For now, come with us back to my
tower. We would like to hold afeast in your honor - or &t least, what little of afeast we can manageto
conjurewith abit of hunting, some gathered wild berries and roots, and the little spell you taught us.”

| nodded, pushing mysdlf to my fest, then staggered. Joy caught me, her facefull of darm. "What isit?
What'sthe matter? Areyou ill?"

"No, just weak. When | first learned of what had happened to mel..." | replied, then Sighed. "I havent
eaten or drunk for nearly two days,” | replied, and said no more. The truth wasthat | no longer wanted



to live - and since this body cannot be harmed, | thought perhapsto smply starveit out. It did,
gpparently, till require food and drink to live.

"Y ou foolish man! Why would you do that?" Joy snapped, scooping me up easily and carrying mein her
armslikeachild. Her strength was about equal to an ogre, and in this body, | weighed only about ten
stone - Joy could lift ten timesthat. Pelia stepped close, gently feeling the pulsein my neck as Joy held
me, then looking into my eyesone at atime.

"Because Dyarzi isthe love of my life, Joy, and she wasn't asgpphite! | can't summon her back to me
likethisl She would never be happy!™ | snapped, clapping my mouth shut too late to stop my outburst.

"Dehydrated and hungry, isdl,” Pdiasaid at lag, after probing me for many moments. "And probably
exhausted, from lack of deep. Let'stake him back and get him some food and water."

Joy smply shook her head, looking down at me. "Old Man, I've said thisbefore, and I'll say it again - for
someone So Wise, you can sometimes be so incredibly foolish. If she was even hdf the woman you say
shewas, shewouldn't rgject you over this. If sheloved you even haf as much asyou love her, she would
embrace you with joy, even if you are, as you often puit it, 'trapped in the body of awoman.' No, Old
Man. She, like the Mountain Hedlers, would wait for you. And with your spells and theirs, she could wait
- forever, if need be"

"Joy isright, you know. If she wasworthy of you, she would wait for you to find acure - she wouldn't
reject you," Peliasaid, shaking her head. Her dark brown eyes were sad, and she brushed aloose strand
of ebon hair away from her olive-skinned cheek.

"But..." | replied, and found | smply couldn't finish. There redly wasn't much | could say. They were right
- if Dyarzi truly loved me, she would accept the change that had happened to me. | Sighed again.
"Perhaps..."

"You're afraid she might regject you anyway," Joy said, her gaze penetrating. "1 was aqueen for nearly five
decades, Old Man, and as such | learned much of the hearts of men. That's your real fear - that you will
bring her back, and find she doesn't want you as you are, and will not touch you or lie with you."

| wassilent for along moment, then finaly nodded. "Y es."

"Shewon't rgect you like that, Eddas," Pdiasaid, stroking my cheek softly. "Perhaps shewas not a
sapphite, and perhaps she might be uncomfortable, or even unwilling to liewith you. Still, I imagine that if
she ever wastruly worthy of your love, she won't refuse to touch you. She may or may not couple with
you in the manner of sgpphitelove, but if shewas ever worthy of your love, shewould not let you deep
alone," she said, then reached out and placed her hand on Joy's shoulder. "Now, come, the both of you.
Let'sget somefood and drink into this starving little body you've abused, Eddas.”

"And you will eat, Old Man, evenif | have to spoon-feed you pap, as| once did my own children. You
said | had adestiny - well, | can seethat part of it isto make sure you don't starve yourself or suffocate
yourself or do any number of other terrible thingsto yoursdlf just because you are fedling miserable about
thelot fate and the gods have handed you and want to join Dyarzi in the afterlife,”" Joy growled, and
shook her head. "Y ou redlly are afoolish old man at times, Eddas Ayar.”

| smiled. She could never know just how much being thought of asaman, truly asaman, meant to me a
that moment. "Thank you."

Twenty-Five.



" A knight without a horseis like a wizard without a tower. Certainly one can be the former
without always having the latter, but the peasants will tend to assume you are very poor - and
usually, they'll be right."

- Hyperborean Proverb

Pdliastower was asmple one, made of granite stones, and really more symbolic than anything else -
hand-made and rough-hewn, it was hardly two stories high. Surrounding the tower were the smal huts
the women of her order lived in, and surrounding that, the fields they tended. In truth, the home of the
Mountain Healers|ooked, just as Gorol had once said, much like asmall nunnery. For nearly an hour
after we arrived, | had to endure the joyous greetings of each of thewomen. They al marveled a my
appearance, and al wanted to touch my gloved hands, or hug me. Joy, fortunately, spared me from the
worgt of it by ingsting | first be given abit of food and some water - unfortunately, she watched over me
like ahawk to make certain | indeed ate every hit of the smal bowl of gruel Peliaconjured.

The 'feast’ Peliaand her women had prepared was, as she said, not much. A bit of rabbit-meat, wild
berries, aroot-soup, and some conjured gruel, served on arough-hewn table set in the middle of their
little village - and, judging by what | could see of the women around me, it was rather hastily prepared.
They had apparently been planning something for when | came back, but had not known when that might
be. My return had come as a bit of a surprise, then, and they had hurriedly prepared whét little they had.
| could seeintheir eyes and hear in their voices, however, that it was presented with great love and
respect, so | smiled politely and ate with them quietly. Joy again watched me closdly, making certain |
did, indeed, eat and drink.

Sowly, the sun crept towards the horizon, and evening was upon us. | wanted to Smply leave and deep
- | found | was exhausted after two days of trying to starve this body out - and Joy, seeing my
exhaustion, asked Peliato transport the two of us back to my tower, where she could care for me. |
suppressed asigh. Thelast thing | wanted wasto be cared for, redly. Still, | could tell by thelook on
Joy's face that arguing would be pointless. Shortly, the deed was done, and Joy and | had returned to my
tower.

The days dowly turned into weeks, and soon, amonth had passed. With Joy's help, | dowly began
adjusting to my new situation. Joy hoped that | might once again become comfortable with mysdf, but the
truth was that | smply became resigned to my situation. Of course, having Joy nearby almost every
waking moment had helped - she refused to dlow me to become maudlin, and she knew exactly how to
speak to meto rouse my spirits. Still, she couldn't be with me every moment of my existence, and | often
found mysdf lying awakein my bed a night, done, saring at the stars out the nearby window, and
gghing.

Mungim and his brothers came and went during thistime - and, of course, he was as stunned as Tdiad
had been to see the change in me. It was many long moments before my dwarf-friend could even gather
hiswits to speak, and our conversation was strange, as he continually stared at me in amazement as he
heard the story of what had happened to me. He brought the carpets and tapestries we'd agreed upon,
and even more music selected by hissster. | accepted everything politely, of course, and didn't even
bother to take advantage of Mungim's shock and astonishment to wrangle an idedl tradein my favor. |
smply made the trades, watched as Mungim and his brothers placed the tapestries and carpets where |
wished them, then bid them farewdll.

Ardlacameto vist near the end of that first month - and that visit was extremdly difficult for me. She
was, like Tadiad and Mingim and everyone €l se, shocked and stunned by my new appearance, and as
she, Joy and | sat beneath the shade of the tree at the base of my tower, sipping our cups of bydlar, her
eyesrarely left my face. | again had to tell the tale, and | was growing very weary of repeating it, sl



smply did not wish to think about what had happened to my old friends. | had been happy to see her, at
fird... But asthe minuteswore on, | realized that she, like the others, was Ssmply too taken aback by my
new gppearance. Eventudly, the day dowly turned to afternoon, | smiled, inviting her to comeinto my
tower.

She politely declined, saying she wished to speak to Joy for amoment more... And would haveto leave
thereefter.

"I'm sorry, Raven," shereplied, Sghing. "l find that my timein Steelgateis nearly dl taken up working
with Dawn in advisng Noril. It was fortunate | even had thislittletimeto vist,” she said, and shook her
head. "He's not like Darian. Darian rarely asked questions - sometimes, that caused problems. Noril
aways asks questions, and listensto Dawn's opinion and mine before he makes adecision. | think this
makes him a better king. He's more well-informed, at any rate. But I'm sorry, Raven... It'svery
time-consuming.”

| smiled and nodded, hoping my real fedings didn't show. It had been months since Arellaand | had been
together intimately. Thereweretimes| could bear it easily - but other timeswhen | fdlt likel'd fly gpart.
"It'sdright, Ardla Perhagps astime passes and Noril becomes more confident in hisrule, hell need your
adviceless"

Ardlawas silent for amoment, then dowly shook her head. "To be honest, Raven, I'm not sure | ook
forward to that. | think it's good that Noril listensto his advisors before he makes a decision. He never
lets Dawn or | make adecision for him, but he dwayslistensto what we haveto say. | find... Well, | find
| enjoy it. | fed like I'm hel ping shape the future, through him. It'savery... Powerful feding.”

Joy looked to Arella. "Ardlla, you aready have helped shape the future. Y ou hel ped me raise Noril, and
you're now like abeloved and respected aunt to him. Y our thoughts and beliefs are apart of his
upbringing, and will forever shape how hethinksand acts.”

Ardlasmiled at Joy. "Aswill Raven's" shereplied, then looked to me. "Y ou were always so wrapped up
inyoursdf and your own problems, you never looked around and redly listened while you were a the
cadle”

"Well, I-" | started, but Ardlainterrupted me.

"No, no - don't explain it. I understand enough of your heart to know why you are the way you are. | just
wanted to tell you that you have no idea how much your defeating Noril at that tournament affected him.
You wered| he could talk about for weeks. He respectsyou greetly... And fearsyou a bit, | think. Y ou
taught him alesson that day that Darian only needed to be told, not have bashed into hishead. You
taught him that no matter how powerful you are, thereis dways someone more powerful than you. This
was an important lesson, and one that Joy and Darian | could never teach him asachild. The only person
in the entire castle even near his strength was his sister, and the only person greater was Joy - and as
such, he dways tended to look down on others because he was so much stronger than them. We never
fought him physicaly, defesting him publicly to teach him alittle humility - and that, | think, isalesson he
needed greatly. Now, he knowsthat his strength isn't the answer to al problems, and that while his
strength may be the greatest in Larinia, it certainly isn't the greatest in the world.”

| tried to smile, but found I smply couldn't. | longed for her. Y et, she was now wrapped up in the
business of helping Noril run hiskingdom. | was e the lowest point in my life in decades, and yet there
was none to comfort me. "Wdll, I'll let you chat with Joy, Ardla. Come visit again when you have more
time," | said, trying to keep my voice even as| roseto my feet, placed my cup on my chair, then strode
back to my tower.



Thusit wasthat two hours|ater, at the end of the first month following the destruction of the Dyclonic
Circle and the end of my race, Joy walked up to the top of my tower, to find me staring quietly at the
cold, dead ashes of the fireplace in my room. Beside me, the little dwarven music-box played aquiet tune
of the dwarves, from long ago.

Joy sat down beside me, saying nothing. She smply listened to the music quietly, until the music-box
findly stopped. Gently, she closed the lid, and gazed at me silently. | did not return her gaze, but instead
samply stared at the ashesin the fireplace.

"That wasalovely melody, Old Man," she said at last.

| nodded, my gaze till lost in the ashes of thefireplace.

"Ardlarealy did haveto leave, you know. She wanted to stay, but could not."
"Soshesad,” | replied quietly.

"She's quite busy recently, particularly snce my son isabout to marry."

| blinked, and looked to her, sartled. "Marry? Who is he marrying?”’

"Queen Lyssaof Arcadia,” Joy replied, her face grim. "King Strago has died, and she has ascended to
the throne. Now, she seeks a politica marriage to my son, apparently. Y ou're invited, of course, though
Ardlaasksthat you comeinvisibly, as many now seeyou as The Raven of Y orindar', and having you
show up would cause many to fear that something ominous looms on the horizon, rather than something

joyous."

"Ah," | replied, understanding. Y et another part of Y orindar's plans coming to fruition, thanksto me. Of
course, | was merely atool. My persona happiness mattered little, as did the fate of my people. Only the
fate of Darian's progeny mattered. | turned my gaze back to the ashesin thefireplace.

"I do not approve of this... 'Political Marriage,' Old Man. It isamarriage of convenience, not love, and
my son will be unhappy,” Joy snorted.

| sighed. "Joy, thisis part of the ways of the Little People, asyou giants call us. King Strago wasa
remote cousin to the throne that | found when | helped Darian restore Arcadia. Queen Lyssaishisonly
offspring. By the laws of Arcadia, his daughter cannot rule the throne aone - she must be married. There
isonly one man whom she would even consider for such an arrangement - Noril. Thismarriage will unite
his kingdom with that of Arcadia, making it into one large kingdom - afitting legacy for the son of Darian
Vemcrior to leave hisown sons.”

Joy smply snorted again. "It is<till an arranged marriage, with no love! Hewill be miserablein amere
year or two, mark my words! The ways of the giants may seem strange to you L.ittle People, but they are
good ways, and true ways" she said, and looked down her nose a me. " She should be tested. And so
should he, for that matter.”

| Sighed. "Y ou'reright, Joy. It isan arranged marriage. But it was arranged by Y orindar,” | replied, then
told her of the whispered conversation I'd had with then-Princess Lyssaover ayear ago.

Joy had been shocked and surprised to hear that. " She-she dreamed of you?"

"Yes. It's as we Hyperboreans used to say - "The gods sometimes speak to usin dreams, if we will but
listen." | honestly think that this marriage was ordained by Y orindar, and that they will be very happy,” |
said, and sghed for amoment before | continued. "He has some sort of plan... A plan for a Golden



Kingdom to arise in the future, a kingdom which will bring peace, prosperity and happinessto the world.
Unfortunately, that'sal | know about it. | once thought of asking Arellaif she could bring a copy of the
Holy Book of Y orindar and perhaps | might read the propheciesin it and perhaps know what he intends,
but now, | don't think it would be of any use."

"Oh? Why not?'

"Becauseif there was anything in it that would let me conclusively know the future, then by definition, that
would risk causing a paradox - which would bresk the Arc of Time, and the universe would cometo an
end. If therésanything | need to know, Y orindar will tell me - or give measign of some sort. If | need to
read the book, then somehow, it will fal into my hands. Otherwise, dl | can do iswait.”

Joy was silent for along moment before she spoke again. "' So, you believe this marriage was ordained by
the gods?'

| nodded. "I know it."

Joy reached out and took my hand, and | turned to look at her. Her face showed deep sorrow, and yet,
she amiled briefly as shelooked at me. "Old Man, my sonisgetting married. Y ou tel methat the gods
have ordained this, and that he will be happy. Well... | trust you, Old Man. | believe you areright,” she
said, and sighed as she continued. "I want to be there, now. But | know | can't. There would be too
many problems," Joy said, and | nodded. The people of Larinia had been told that Queen Joy had been
taken away, home to Hyperborea, and it was generdly bdieved that shewas dead - or at least, still very
old and very gray. To have their Queen return, the proud beauty of her youth restored to her, would
cause far more problems than she really wanted to saddle her son with. Joy |ooked deeply into my eyes.
"I want you to go therein my stead, Old Man. Make sure that al the customs of the Little People are
properly observed. Make sure that none may ever say the marriage was wrongly done.”

"When isthe marriage?’
"Next week, at the full of the moon.”
| nodded. "I'll be there, Joy."

Joy gazed at me for along moment, holding my hand. Finally, she looked to the music-box. "Play
something happy for me, Old Man," she asked, and smiled.

| smiled back to her, and spent afew moments changing the cylinder in the music-box, then winding it.
We then sat together in silence, listening to aquiet dwarvish song of joy.

Twenty-Six.

"] shall love thee until the sun flickers and dies, the wind fades forever, and the stars fall from the

- Sylvani-EIf Marriage Vow

"And then what happened?’ Joy asked eagerly, her eyes shining in the afternoon sun thét filtered through
the leaves of the shade tree by my tower. Pelia, who had arrived earlier and joined usto hear the story,
smiled quietly at Joy's excitement as she Spped her cup of bydlar.

| smiled. | had watched the entire ceremony while hidden by my ring of invisibility, of course, as| saw no
need to announce my presence and take away from the focus of the occasion, which was Noril and
Lyssas happiness. Only Ardlaand Swift-wing had known | was there, as Swift-wing could see me easlly



with hisastral-vision. Ardllahad smply mouthed a silent ‘thank you' towards me, and smiled. "Wdll, of
course, after their vows, the priest blessed them, wishing them long life and many children. Then, Tybalt
read the Roya proclamation which joined their two kingdomsinto one. They then walked back down the
aide and out to their coach, which took them back to Steelgate. The road was lined with well-wishers,
who all tossed garlands of flowers, which gpparently istheir tradition in Larinia,” | replied, and gestured
expansvely with my cup of bydlar. "1 would say that the marriage was well done, Joy. Wl done,
indeed.”

Pdlianodded. "It soundsthat way. It must have been quite beautiful to see, aswell.”
Joy smiled bestificdly. "Thank you, Old Man. Y ou've made an old woman very happy.”

| chuckled. "Y ou're hardly an old woman, Joy. Y ou've the same lovely face and form you had when |
first saw you, five decades ago or so, now. Plus, you're not even acentury old, yet. You're ill ayoung
pup, to me."

Joy rolled her eyes, not bothering to object or mention that she had her youth from my own sorcery.
"Alright, Old Man. Now that you've helped me, Old Man, it'stime for meto return to helping you."

"Heping me? How?"

"By kicking you in the rump and getting you to rgoin life again, Old Man. Y ou've mourned long enough -
I'm sure Y orindar has more planned for you than smply sitting on your buttocks for the rest of eternity
and moping."

As Pdiatried unsuccessfully to stifleagiggle, | sghed for amoment, and smiled weekly. "Wdll, | guess
you'reright. What did you have in mind?"

"Y ou told me afew weeks ago the story of thet little music-box - and it isawondrous and beautiful
gory, | might add.”

"Thank you. I'm only glad that Dyarzi's little depilatory-stone was able to bring so much happiness.”
Pdlialooked to me suddenly. "A depilatory-stone? Y ou have one?!

| nodded. "Well, yes, | do. It belonged to Dyarzi. She had used it to remove all the hair on her body,
savefor that of her eyebrows, eyelashes, and the hair of her head. It made her even more attractive to
me, realy, and | appreciated it very much. When | first found mysdf in thisbody, over fifty years ago,
l..." | said, then blushed. "Wéll... | did the same with this body, to honor her," | finished, blushing deeply.

Pelianodded, and Joy spoke up. "Y ou should tell her the story of the music-box, aswell, Old Man. Itis
abeautiful gory.”

“Wl... Alright," | replied, and began.

When | had finished the story, Peliasmiled. "Y ou were right, Queen Joy - that was alovely story. Eddas,
you truly are awonderful man."

"Thank you," | replied, "But it merely seemed the right thing to do at thetime."

Joy smiled a me. "It certainly was, Old Man. Now, you said that theloan wasin payment for amakeup
kit you had intended to give to Dyarzi someday, yes?

"Wdl... Yes, what of it?'



"Why not loan that kit to Peliaand her women?"
"Ah!" Peiaexcamed, brightening. "What awonderful idea, Joy!"
"But-but | was saving it for Dyarzi!"

Joy shook her head. "Old Man, you said yoursdlf you won't even attempt to bring her back until you
have discovered how to transform this body, and that you said would now take an artifact, or the act of a
god. That might not happen for afew centuries, yet - that kit won't last until then, it will dry out. It'snot a
book or a carving you can place on ashelf for a century or two, Old Man - you've never used one, or
you'd know that already. Meanwhile, these women all want to be your courtesan, even as Dyarzi was,
and they all want to show you they would be worthy of this. I'm sure that when the time comes, they'll
repay you thisloan with another kit of equa or better quaity. For now, give them achance, Old Man."

IIBLIt I_II

Joy looked a me firmly. "Old Man, you should at least give them a chance to prove their worth to you.
By your own customs and traditions, they at least deserve that.”

| sighed in resignation. "Wadll... Alright,” | replied, and Peliagrinned broadly. | looked to her, and put on a
firmface. "But not dl a once! Y ou have your own gardensto tend to, and if you don't raise any herbs,
you won't have anything to trade comethefal,” | said, and sat back in my chair, irritated. Somehow, |
found the thought of having e ghty-nine women fawn over me to be enormoudly irritating and depressing.

| didn't love any of them. My onetrue love il lay moldering in her tomb, and no solution to that seemed
to be possible.

"Never fear, Eddas!" Peliareplied, grinning, heedless of my expression. "Well not disappoint you, there!
Can you get the kit for me now, please? And the depilatory-stone, too. Well bring the stone back ina
few days, after we've dl had a chanceto useit.”

Joy shook her head. "I don't know why you'd even want to, Pelia."
Pdiagmiled at Joy. "Wéll, it was the fashion back when Eddas and | were dive."
"Redlly?' Joy asked, an eyebrow arched.

Pdlianodded, grinning, and in afew moments, the two women were chatting about what life and relations
between the sexes were like in Hyperborea a millennium and a half ago. It was a subject Joy, of course,
found incredibly fascinating, as she was till agiant (though avery smal one) and they were dways
fascinated with the Hyperboreans. Meanwhile, | found the subject incredibly embarrassing - particularly
when Peliaexplained that hersef and most of the women of her order used smilar stones, though the
enchantment was on the body they had previoudy inhabited centuries ago, and their new bodies had yet
to be treated, asthey smply did not have one of the little magic stones.

"And the men of your day enjoyed that?' Joy asked, fascinated.

"Immensaly, Queen Joy. But to go dl theway with it likethat... To remove everything..." Peliah shivered,
glancing a me, then looked back to Joy and grinned again. "It's so delicioudy naughty," she said, and
giggled.

Joy looked to me. "Redlly, Eddas? Men of your day liked that?"
"Yes" | replied, blushing furioudy.



Joy grinned. "So | see”

| couldn't stand it anymore. | stood suddenly, placing my cup on my chair. "I'll get the kit and the stone
for you now, Pelia, so you can be off," | said, and turned and strode back to my tower quickly.

After | had given the kit and the stone to Pelia, she thanked me with awide smile, cast her spell of
returning, and vanished. | sat again beside Joy, and sighed deeply.

"What isit, Old Man?" Joy asked, pouring me another cup of byallar.

| sghed again. "I... Joy, | don't know if | can explainit well. | know they only mean wdll, but... Well, |
can't do anything with them, Joy! | literaly don't have the equipment!”

Joy laughed. "Old Man, that doesn't matter to them - and no, | can tell by your face, Old Man, that's not
what they're thinking, either. They're not interested in becoming sapphites. They smply want to show you
that they would be worthy courtesans, Old Man. They hope that you will accept them. They aso hope
that if someday, a solution does present itself, you will congder lying with them, and giving them your
children. They wish to give birth to their race again, Eddas - and they wish you, the greatest and most
honorable man they have ever met, to be the father of their race.”

| turned by face from her, and controlled mysdlf with an effort. "Joy, | have no honor. My honor was
ground to powder by acting as Darian's executioner dl those years. My honor was destroyed when |
was cast out of the Dyclonic Circle like acommon felon.”

"They werewrong, Old Man!" Joy snapped.

"Perhaps they were, Joy, but that changes nothing. Two thirds of my old friends deemed me a heretic and
amadman, and cast me out. And now, they are dead by my own hand."

Joy was silent for along moment, looking a me. Finally, she spoke again. "And if | were not here, you
would try to kill yoursdlf to mitigate this stain to your honor, according to the ancient customs of the
Hyperboreans.”

| looked to her, and saw she was staring at me, her expression firm. | firmed my own jaw. "Y es, most
likely, I would."

"Probably by starving yoursdlf, as you dready tried amonth ago, since this body can't be permanently
injured. Or by suffocation, asyou did to end your previouslife. Or by any one of ahundred loathsome
methods of ending your existence because you refuse to accept the redity before your own eyes, Old
Man!" Joy shouted, rising to her feet. "Eddas Ayar, you arethewisest man | have ever metinal my
days. You are dso the most foolish man who ever lived in dl the history of theworld!" she roared,
waggling athick finger at me. "Y ou will not kill yoursdlf to mitigate the stain to your honor in somefoolish,
Hyperborean-male display of proper tradition! No, | am going to stay right by your side and make sure
that you live long enough for those women to show you that you are not dishonored! Y ou are honored by
them, you are honored by the giants, you are honored by the elves, you are even honored by dragons,
Old Man! And so help me, by the gods of my people, if | have to it here and beat it into your thick skull
for therest of my life, | will! Y ou will not kill yoursdf in somefoolish, stupid display of mae pride and
honor, Old Man! You will live, evenif | haveto bresk every bonein your little body to convince you!"

| couldn't hdp mysdlf - | burst out laughing.

Joy glowered at me for amoment longer, then dowly smiled. Such was her ability - asa Giant, she knew
the Hyperborean culture, and as hersdf, she knew me. In the depths of my despair, Joy somehow aways



could make me smile again.
"Alright, Joy. Alright. Youwin, for now," | said at lagt, till chuckling.

Joy sat in the chair before me, smiling, and sipped her cup of bydlar for amoment before she replied.
"Good. And I'll be watching you, Old Man. | can seethat you wereright - | do have adestiny. And, it's
as| said before, | can seethat part of it isto make sure you don't starve yourself or suffocate yourself or
do any number of other terrible thingsto yoursdlf just because you are fedling miserable about the lot fate
and the gods have handed you. It is as we giants say - thiswinter of your soul shal pass, Old Man, and
someday, the spring of your soul shal come again.”

| Sighed, then smiled a Joy. "Y es. And, of course, winter shal come again theresfter.”

"And then spring again. Lifeisacircle, Old Man. Good follows bad, which isfollowed by good again.
Lifeisacrde"

| smiled, and raised my cup to her. "Indeed it is, Joy. Indeed it is." Joy smiled, and raised her cup in
return. Afterwards, we smply sat there sllently, sipping at our cups, and gazing out over the spring beauty
of my lands.

Twenty-Seven.

"...and thus, we decided it was our best move to take what opportunity fate had provided us, and
flee as soon as Cordo and the others were well away. 1t might be weeks before Cordo returned
from his campaign in the Southlands and learned of our betrayal - by then, Natchok and | could
easily have sealed our towerswith layer upon layer of protective sorceries, enough to keep out
even the mightiest demon or elemental. Faral intended to live with Rhane, the dryad - and in her
tender embrace, he would also be safe, as he would be invisible to Cordo's search. Natchok and |
could only pray that the Mountain Healers would forgive us, and that time and necessity had
possibly changed their minds about male companionship... For otherwise, it seemed we would
spend eternity alone in our towers, and slowly go as mad as Cordo. | know not who may read
these words... Perhaps no one. Indeed, | know not why | felt compelled to write this diary, save
that it has always been my habit to do so. Yet, if anyone were to find this, | would hope it would be
Eddas. Ah, Eddas. What fools we were. Those of us who voted in your favor should have turned
and walked away from the Circle, rather than fall under Cordo's sway. Now, as| sit herein the
darkness of the Black Tower at midnight, | find | dearly miss the days when you and | would sit on
the parapet of your tower with your lovely Dyarz, sipping byallar and chatting about life... It is
my dearest wish that someday, we shall do so again."

- Gorol Qual, Personal Diary (Final Entry), Date Unknown, presumed 17+ century NCC

Starting the next day, and each day theresfter, | wasvisited dmost daily by al of the women of the
Mountain Heders, one at atime. At fird, | felt extremely uncomfortable with the Stuation. Y et, each was
gentle - they didn't press anything, they smply spent time with mefor an hour or so. Eventudly, it fdl into
amost aroutine, and the days dipped by, one by one.

Each day, another of the Mountain Healerswould arrive to greet mein the morning. | smiled, held hands
and hugged and chatted with each of them. Mogt of them wanted to just tell me their stories - how they
lived, how they died, and how they felt when they came back and found everything destroyed. Many
wept, and | hugged them until they felt better and smiled again, patting their backs and stroking their hair.
Some wanted to tell me their hopes and dreams for the new society we would (hopefully) be building,
someday. | listened palitely, of course, and told them | thought their ideas were very nice. Basicdly, |
was polite and warm to al of them, one at atime, for an hour or so each before returning to my work.



And | did have work to do, for | was, at heart, a scholar and aresearcher. 1'd spent decadesin my
previous life teaching apprentices and researching away to bring Dyarzi back to me, poring through
thousands of grimoires and ancient tomesin search of the answer. In thislife, I'd spent another forty years
researching the answer, gathering definitive texts on magic theory. No, | was, at heart, aresearcher - and
| redized that if | sat there with nothing to do, waiting for however long it may be before Y orindar
needed me again, I'd go mad with boredom. Thusit was | decided to sit down, and write what | knew of
magic theory into asingle reference work. | had no real need of it, of course, asdl the formulas and
theorems| needed to know were contained within my own grimoire. Still, the scholar and teacher inme
cameforth - | had alwayswanted to have areference work of my own stting in thelibrary of the Black
Tower, but never had taken the timeto createit. The Black Tower was no more, but the desire was il
there, so, | began the work.

It took me the rest of spring smply to organize my notes and creste the outline of the work. | wanted this
to be the ultimate reference work, containing everything | knew about magic theory, and as much of that
wasin my head, it took quite abit of time to write down the basics and organize it as abook of
theoretical study. The only thing | withheld was my notes concerning the dead-zones - | felt the world
was not quite ready for that knowledge.

By the beginning of summer, | findly redized that the red key to dl the knowledge | had was
mathemeatics. In magic, mathematics was everything. In truth, mathematics was the very soul of the
universe - and anyone who thought otherwise was, in my opinion, afool. "'What an excellent opening line
for my book!" | thought, and with al my notes before me and the bright summer sun shining through my
windows, | began to work.

Joy, trueto her word, stayed by my side amost constantly, like an enormous, blonde shadow. She
would only leave briefly when the Mountain Hedlers arrived, and she sensed that they needed to chat
with me, aone. | worried that perhaps she might grow bored, but by the middle of summer, | found that
the Mountain Healers dso visited her after speaking with me, chatting with her, and being her friend. She
knew every one by name (which, intime, | eventudly did, aswdll), and shewas good friendswith dl of
them. She dso made work for herself by cleaning and dusting my tower (which | was somewhat remiss
in, sincel only lived in the top floor), and doing various other smal jobs around my lands that needed to
be done. Joy's enormous strength made even difficult jobs smple. One week, she noticed ayoung
byallar-tree that had escaped my nest little rows, and was growing near the road. Thelittle tree was
aready taller than she was and had a bole as thick as a quarterstaff, having escaped my notice for severa
years. Joy smply grabbed it and pulled it from the ground, like an ordinary woman might pull asmall
weed from her garden. She presented it to me afterwards, having taken thetimeto carveitinto a
fighting-staff for me, and told meit wastime | replaced the staff | had lost. | eventuadly agreed, and did
30, making anew staff that wasidentical to my previous one. The drain of casting the spell to creste a
new gtaff was not amere physica one, but alinkage to my soul, itself - it took me weeks of meditation
and gtrict physical regimen before | was back a my former strength, and could resume work on my
book. Joy took that time to plant afew vegetable seeds gathered by the Mountain Hedersinto the little
garden-areas my servants used to use, centuries ago. Weeding and hoeing her little garden while | spent
time with the women of 10lo Mountain also kept Joy busy, and she seemed happy.

About the middle of summer, | hit asmall stumbling block, and paused in my work to think for afew
days. Joy, noticing | had stopped, came up to ask me what the problem was.

| shrugged. "Wéll, it's probably nothing, but redly, I'm curious asto what Gorol, Fara and Natchok
discovered in their researches. They probably didn't find out anything | don't already know, but I'm
curious”



"Why don't you just look it up in their grimoires?* Joy asked, setting apot of hot byallar before usat my
table.

"I don't have their grimoaires. I'll probably haveto go ask Fard."

Joy rolled her eyes. "Old Man, you've forgotten. The day they died, you gathered their things, but never
got around to taking them back to their tombs. | placed them in your closet, here," Joy replied, risng and
pulling out the smdl bundle I'd made of their belongings, that terrible day.

| sighed, seeing the bloodstained cloth that once was Natchok's robe. The once dark red stains had
faded to arusty brown, like smple mottling across the gray fabric. After amoment, | took the bundle
from Joy's outstretched hand, spread its contents across the table, and began to go through it. Natchok's
grimoire and other works | could not find. It was probable they werein his own Hidden Sanctuary,
where many members of my order had kept their most precious possessions - which meant, of course,
they were gone forever. Gorol, however, had aring similar to my own thumb-ring, that contained his
grimoire and afew other tomes. | paged through them carefully, searching, and findly found the answer |
waslooking for. "Ah, how interesting.”

"What?" Joy asked, carefully pouring acup of byalar for her and myself - carefully, so as not to pill
anything on the copious notes | had spread across the table.

"Well, the closest they came was what Faral had mentioned - they learned that a standard healing spell
could bring asmall creature such asabird or mouse back to life, if it hadn't been dead long. Quite neetly
done - and their following theorems discussing the Silver Cord arevadid. | learned the same thing mysdlf
in my own research, years ago. The slver cord doesn't truly snap upon degth, severing soul from body -
itsmorelikeit dissolves. In theory, any creature of any size could be brought back to lifeif they havent
been dead long, and enough hedling magic is applied in theright way," | said, and shrugged. "It's not
useful oncethe silver cord findly has completely dissolved, of course, but prior to that point, it's useful
information to know."

Joy smiled. "You redize, of course, I've no ideawhat you're talking about,” she said, and winked.

| laughed. "Wdll, | suppose soul-theory isabit much for amundane. Sufficeit to say that the basic theory
gl holdstrue - the body isavessd for the soul. Damage it, and the connection between body and soul
will be broken. But, that break isn't instantaneous. Repair the vessel before the break is complete,
applying the heding spellsin just theright way, and lifewill return,” | said, picking up the next book in
Gorol's collection and beginning to read. It wasasmall book - it looked like little more than an
apprentice-mage's grimoire that Gorol or one of the others had managed to recover from the library, then
carefully erased with sorcery so they could beginto writeinit. Asl read, | paed.

"What isit, Old Man?Y ou look like you've seen aghog.”
| shook my head. "No... But | have found a message from beyond the grave.”
"Wha? What isthat?"

"It... It'sadiary, Joy. Gorol'sdiary. It begins afew days after he returned to the Black Tower..." | said,
and paged to the last entry. After amoment, | sighed. "And appears to end the day Gorol, Fard and
Natchok came to my tower, and Gorol and Natchok were killed.”

There was slence between us for along moment. Joy smply sat, watching quietly, as| returned to the
beginning of the diary, and began to read. Finally, she spoke. "Y ou don't have to read it, Old Man. Y ou
can smply closeit, and return it to histomb.”



| shook my heaed. "I don't think thisis something Gorol would want if he ever returned from the void, Joy.
The memories contained in this diary are not happy ones."

"Thenwhy read it yoursdlf, Old Man? Tossit in the fire, and be donewith it."

"No, Joy. It's... It'smy last contact with him. | may never see him again, and he was agood friend. I'll
read it - and preserveit, aswell. Perhaps... Perhaps someday, it will be read, and people will
understand.”

"Asyou wish, Old Man - but I'll not have you getting maudlin again, do you understand? What's doneis
done. Read it if you wish, but let it go afterwards. Agreed?’

| nodded, and smiled briefly. "Agreed, Joy."
"Good. Now drink your bydlar whileit'shot, Old Man."

It wasn't along work. Though it covered a period of about eight years, Gorol's diary entries were
sporadic, and irregular. He agpparently made an entry when he had the time to do so, rather than dally. In
some places, hed made four entries aweek. In others, particularly towards the end when Cordo
screamed at them each day to work harder and harder, Gorol had only made two or three entriesa
month. I'd finished it in aout an hour, and closed the book quietly. | sat there afterwards, gazing at the
small tome and thinking as | quietly Spped a my cup.

"What are you thinking, Old Man?"
| smiled dightly. "Oh, just remembering old friends, and dayslong ago.”

"l was, too," Joy sad, quietly. "I wasthinking of the lovely days Darian and | once spent herein our little
cabin, enjoying each other's company.” Joy lifted her cup, holding it out to me. "To old friends, and days
long ago, Eddas,” she said quietly.

| smiled, and touched my cup to hers. "To old friends, and days long ago, Joy."
Twenty-Eight.
"It ispossibleto live a full life, and never be kissed by a woman - but who would want to?"
- Mysantian Proverb
"Ah, thereyou are, Eddas!" Pdliacaled from the stairs.

| turned to look - Pelialooked truly radiant in thefal sunlight streaming in through the windows of my
room on my tower. "Good morning, Pelia. Y ou look beautiful, today."

"Thank you, Eddas. Joy told me you had something for me up here?’

"Yes. | finished alittle work on magic theory. When Fayadi visted me yesterday, she told me you were
working on aproject, and were having trouble with abit of theory. | thought you might liketo haveit,” |
sad, holding out the book 1'd finished. ™Y ou might find it useful.”

"Oh?WEél, welve been needing something like that, actualy. Oh, and | wanted to ask you... Our harvest
of herbsis done, and weve finished trading with Taliad and Mungim for what things we need. Would it
be dright if we wintered here again, with you?

| smiled. "Of course, Pdia"



Pdliasmiled back and took the book from my hands, then sat at my table as| steepled my fingersto
wait. | gazed at her quietly as she paged through the book - she truly was ravishing. Unfortunately, that
only made methink of how long it had been sinceI'd lain with awoman.

Ardlahad visited afew times over the last few months, as her busy schedule permitted, but she smply
hadn't had the time to spend a quiet moment with me. The joining of two kingdomsis no minor thing, and
there were literdly thousands of lawsto be reconciled between the two kingdoms. In generd, the laws of
Lariniaheld sway - particularly whereit cameto the legd rights of women, as Dawn and Arellawould
have it no other way. But there were literdly thousands more things to be dedlt with, ranging from critica
laws regarding taxation and legd rightsto laws regarding sanitation and militias. And they al had to be
dedlt with, and asingle code of laws hammered out that would stand the test of time. After dl, they'd
fought awar haf acentury ago - it wasimperative that the people of Arcadia (particularly the nobility)
fed that their rights and privileges would still be protected as apart of the Larinian state. " Soon, soon - |
swear to you, Raven. Thiswill be ended as soon as possible, and | will make thisup to you then," Ardlla
had said in gpology the last time she visited, and kissed me passionately before she cast her spdll of
returning.

That, unfortunately, hadn't made me fed any better.

"Eddag!" Pdiaydped suddenly, breaking my little reverie.

"What, Pdlia?"

"This... Thisisexactly what we've needed!”

| smiled. "Takeit with you, then. It'syours - my gift to the Mountain Heders."

"But-but | can't! I1t'stoo much! The knowledge of the elves, the dwarves... Y ou've even discussed
draconic theorems, herel Why, this represents al the knowledge of magic theory you've ever
accumulated! It'sfar too vauable, Eddas, | can't take thisfrom you! Y ou need it, yoursdlf!”

| chuckled. "No, no. I've acopy of my own. I'veasmall item | traded for last year that alows meto
copy workswith ease, Pelia. I've severd copies, infact - | plan on trading them to Taiad and Mungim if
| ever need anything more expendve than what | can barter for with my harvest of byalar. It'snot a
problem," | replied, referring to the magic quill I'd received from Taliad ayear ago.

"Oh, Eddasl Thank you!" Peliayelped, placing the book down and shuffling her chair next to mine. Pdlia
wrapped her arms around me, kissing me and hugging metight.

| kissed back, my own passion and concupiscence blinding me. Our lips parted, and the tip of her tongue
grazed mine...

Then suddenly she pulled hersdf from my arms, her eyeswide.
"l... 'msorry," she said, ahand covering her bosom.

| ached for her, and my mind whirled with a thousand things | could say back. Part of me wanted to
smply say "I'm only sorry you stopped, Pelia,” but | knew that wouldn't be theright thing to say - I'd
been awoman for over fifty years, now, and I'd learned that some things that came naturaly to the lips of
aman, honest words from his soul, were smply not the words one should say to awoman. Findly, | just
smiled, and reached out to take her free hand in mine, then squeezeit gently. "It'sdright, Pdia Redly. |
understand. Far more than you know," | replied.

"I should go," she said, her voice barely above awhisper.



"Only if youwishto, Pelia Y ou don't haveto go, and you don't have to do anything if you stay.”
Pelialooked to me. "It... It'sdright if we... If we don't do anything, Eddas? | mean... | cant... 'mnot..."
| smiled. "Yes, Pdia. It'sdright if wedo nothing at dll.”

"Oh, Eddas, | want to... Gods, you've no idea how much | want to... | just can't.”

"It'sdright, Pdia Redly."

"You're sure?'

| suppressed asigh, and managed to smile againinstead. "Yes, Pdia. I'm sure.”

"Someday, Eddas..." Pdliasaid wistfully, then looked back to the book I'd given her, whereit lay on the
table. " And perhaps someday soon, thanksto what you've given metoday!" Pdiasaid, finaly smiling
agan.

lloh?l

"Yed! It'sasurprise! Weve been working on it day and night - but now, thanksto you, perhaps welll
have asolution!™

| smiled, shaking my head. "Pelia, the knot of manathat maintains this body istoo great to dispd by
anything short of an artifact or agod. Please don't waste your time. It's not complex, but cutting it or
unraveling it smply requires more energy than morta beings could possibly possess.”

"I know, Eddas - you've said that before. But that's not the solution we're following - were healers,
Eddas, and we've severd different ideas of our own that just may work."

"Oh?What are you trying to do, then?" | asked, curious.
Pdiasmply grinned. "Youll find out! It'sasurprise.”

I hid my annoyance behind a pleasant smile. "Asyou wish, Pelia" | replied, and roseto my feet, holding
out an ebon-gloved hand. "Come. Joy should have apot of byalar ready for us beneath my shade tree.
Let usgo rdax, and chat."

Peliasmiled, taking my hand, and followed me down the Sairs.
Twenty-Nine.

"It is not true that women are like snakes. Shakes hiss before they bite. Women are often not so
obviousin their warnings."

- Vilandian Proverb

"It'stime, Old Man," Joy called, waiting for me at the top of the stairs. The snow had stopped yesterday,
and the sun shone brightly in aclear, cold sky. It was nearing mid-winter, so this was probably as good
as the weether would get until spring returned.

| Sghed, and closed the book of elvish magic theory | wasreading. "Alright,” | replied grimly.
"What's the matter?'Y ou should be happy."

| shook my head. Joy and | had probably had this conversation adozen times. Though it was no shame



for me, in our current Situation, to take on eighty-nine courtesans, it still felt embarrassing. More, as| had
discovered with Pdlia, there wasn't anything | could do with them. And now, | would have eighty-nine
beautiful women as my courtesans, none of whom would touch meintimately. This body was till young,
the blood singing hatly initsveins, and would remain so eterndly. Assuch, | had needs- and as Arella
was gpparently going to be busy for quite some time and the Mountain Healershad no interest in
sapphite love, it seemed those needs would go unfulfilled. Taking the Mountain Hedlers as my courtesans
may make them happy, but it was unlikely to make me happy, in the end. "It's nothing, Joy," | replied,
and rose to my feet, following her down the gairs.

| stood before the base of my tower, and Joy stepped off to the side to watch. We would have done this
indoors, where it was more comfortable, but we had no place where al of them could gather a once.
Besdes - this gpparently was another decision of the women that |, once again, wasto haveno say in. |
sghed as| looked over the white-robed women, and tried to keep my fedlings off my face.

Pdiaknelt in the snow, and the women of her order followed suit. As one, they bowed their heads. Pelia
spoke up, her voice carrying clearly inthe quiet winter air. "Eddas Ayar, as | speak for mysdlf, | spesk
for dl the women gathered here. Asyou speak to me, you speak to al of them." Peliaannounced, and |
nodded - having each one meet with me and speak individualy would take hours, and it was a
reasonable modification to the ceremony.

"I hear your words, and accept them as being the words of al the women of your order, and my reply to
you shdl be thereply to al the women of your order.” | replied formally.

"Eddas Ayar, | present myself to you formally, before witnesses, and ask that you accept me as your
courtesan. | ask that you take meinto your house, and hold me close to your heart. | swear to you thet |
have no other man in my life, | am not with child, nor do | seek to be your courtesan out of a sense of
persona or financia gain. Rather | seek thisbecause | find | care for you, and wish to share your life”
Pdliaintoned, repeating the formulafor thefirst part of the ceremony, her bresth forming alittle cloud of
fog before her mouth as she spoke.

There were three possible responses at this point - one was for meto reject her immediately by saying "l
am deeply honored you would even consider me worthy of your gaze, but | fear | must decline.” That's
theline | wanted desperately to use, but | knew | couldn't. The other line was that which I'd used when
Dyarzi presented hersdf to me: "1 am deeply honored by your offer, and | have no wife a present.” If
one dready had awife, the proper response was"Y ou know that | aready have awife, and that she
takesfirgt placein my heart and in my house. Do you swear to submit to her in al waysin my house, and
not attempt to usurp her position by the hearth or in my heart?' That, too, was the response | wished |
could make. | dearly wished | had Dyarzi by my side - and yet, it seemed that would never be.

"l am deeply honored by your offer, and | have no wife at present,” | replied, then paused aswas
appropriate before speaking again. | noticed Peliaand severa of the women behind her sighed with
relief. "Do you swear to hold mein honor and respect, and aways act to protect my honor and the honor
of my house?'

"l do so swear." Peliasaid, and shivered dightly from the cold.

"And what are your conditionsin return, then?"

"| ask that you treat me with honor and respect, and hold me close to your heart.”
"This| cando."

"I ask that in dl waysyou shdl treat me as aproper member of your household, alowing meto share my



proper place by the hearth.”
"Thisl| cando."
"l ask that my body be held inviolate to you, and only shared upon mutual consent, not at your whim."

"This| cando." | replied, as per the formula, hoping | managed to keep my voice level and not show
them how | redlly fdlt - it would be rude, and unbecoming of the ceremony.

"| ask that any offspring which might arise from our union be considered yours, and be entitled to aplace
at your hearth."

"This| cando," | replied, again hoping that my red fedings did not show in my voice or face. Children
were impossible, now - Faral, having worked hard to assist Rhané's tree as he said he would, was now
with her ingde her treg, sharing the Long Night. It might be another twenty years before he came out
again. There were no more maes of my race left in theworld.

"Then | offer mysdlf to you without further reservation.”

It was at this point in the ceremony | again had the option of rejecting her. It was amost unheard of - to
regject awoman under these circumstances and before witnesses was to publicly say that you smply did
not trust her word or her motives - it was tantamount to accusing her of being asocia climber, aliar, or
worse. | couldn't refuse, of course. It would be shameful to Peliaand al the women of her order, and
they smply didn't deserve that kind of trestment. | paused the appropriate length of time required by
formality and tradition (nine heartbests), then spoke. "Rise woman, and take my hand. Y ou shdl have a
place by my hearth, and let no man ask you to knedl again so long asyou are apart of my house.”

With awhoop and a cheer, they all roseto their feet at once, crowding around me. | reached out and
touched the hands of each of them, many outstretched past the shoulders of the women standing before
them. It was part of the ceremony - we had to touch hands - but doing so with eighty-nine eager,
hopping, joyful women at once was somewhat difficult. Many wanted to hug me, but Peliareminded
them that the rest of them needed to clasp my hand, aswell. When it wasfindly over, | smiled and
walked back into my tower. Joy followed, leaving the happy crowd of babbling women behind.

"What isit now, Old Man?" Joy asked pouring the two of usacup of byalar in my room at the top of my
tower. "Y ou look very unhappy.”

| Sghed, spping a my cup for amoment. "Joy, | am like a starving man surrounded by a banquet of
food, al made of stone.”

"Because none of them will liewith you,” Joy said, her sharp mind perceiving my meaning. | smply
nodded, and Joy reached out, taking my hand. "Have faith, Eddas. | believe the Little People's god,
Y orindar, watches over you. Have faith, Old Man. He will not forget you."

| nodded quietly, and we sat there afterwards, smply gazing out the windows of my room at the winter
sky.

Thirty.

"Intruth, it isthe simple things in life that often create the most happinessin others. A quiet and
attentive ear often can create more happiness than a mountain of gold. But don't tell a dwarf that
- it annoys them immensely."

- Elven Proverb



For the next few weeks, the women again came one at atime, and each spent afew hourswith me -
though, as | had no work to do at present, | ended up seeing several aday. Again, | smiled, held hands
and hugged and chatted with each of them, listening to their stories, their dreamsfor the future, their
hopes, and their fears. | tried to be polite and warm to each of them, though at times the smple parade of
lovely women, dl of whom | could not touch, grew very frugtrating.

Findly, when midwinter arrived, the women demanded | stop my work and come down to celebrate a
midwinter festival with them - atradition they had borrowed from the giants. | told each of them who
asked meto come 'no, thank you', until finally Joy came and asked - | couldn't refuse her, so | put away
my works on magica theory and all my notes, then went downgtairsto the base of my tower.

The women had worked very hard for thisfestival of theirs, and | had to admit | wasimpressed. They
had scoured the woods on the other side of the river for dead trees they could use to make an enormous
bonfire, and they al gathered around it in the winter chill and sang songs. | was seated between Pdiaand
Joy, and each of the Mountain Healers came to stand before me and sing a song they had prepared.
Some were beautiful. Some were sad. Some were joyful ,songs of love and peace, and some were of
hope. Even Joy rose, and sang a song to the tune of the melody Jhumni had written. It was asong of
sadness, telling Jhumni's story in brief, but ended on anote of triumph and joy, asher story did. Findly,
Pdliastood before me, bearing her staff in her right hand.

"Eddas, | have no song to sing. | do not have the voice or the talent for it, and | am not as brave as some
of the others here tonight who have no skill a song but only agreat ded of love and respect for you." she
said, and severa of thewomen burst into giggles at that. It was true - some of the women's singing had
been very bad, but | wasn't judging the qudity of their songs. | was smply impressed by the emotion they
put behind their attempt at singing. "No, instead, | am hereto tell you something - to speak for al of us.
We know how you fed about this arrangement, and we know it makes you uncomfortable. And yet, you
take thetimeto sit with each of us, to talk to us about our hopes and dreamsfor the future, to hold our
hands, to hug us, to make usfedl warm and cared for again. We have al thought about this, and talked to
each other about it for many days. In al our combined experience, we have never met aman who can
reach out and do that for each and every one of us- to make each one feel special, and cared for."

| was surprised - | had merely been palite, | thought, and treated each one as a proper courtesan, asthey
had asked. Asde from that, | was dtill trapped in the body of anubile female haf-ef, and from al
appearances, would always be. | was glad that they accepted me as aman, but that was small comfort,
redly. | was about to say "It's nothing, Pelid’, but she waved me off.

"No, Eddas. | know what you are thinking, | can seeit in your face. Y ou're about to say Think nothing
of it', or something smilar. Wewill not do that. To us, it isn't 'nothing'. Thisiseverything. The giants have
atradition of exchanging giftsat the midwinter festival. To be honest, the one gift we dl want to give you
isthe one were fill not comfortable with... And we hope you understand.”

| Sghed. "Yes, | do."

"Weve heard you and Queen Joy talking from time to time. We know you once thought we were
sapphites,” she said, and then waved ahand in dismissal as| tried to ssammer an apology. "No, Eddas.
We are not offended. It was acommon belief back when our civilization was dive. Now, | wish it were
true. Then perhaps we wouldn't weep at night.”

"I'm sorry to hear that, Pelia” | replied sincerely.
Joy looked to Pelia. "Thereis till hope, you know. It ispossible...”
Peliashook her head. "No, Queen Joy. | do not think it is. Consider - the lands of Hyperboreawhich



once belonged to our people now belong to yours, the Giants. If Eddas were male, and we al began
producing children now, within a century, perhaps two, our people would come into conflict with yours -
and might possibly go towar."

Joy blinked. "What? How?"
| was surprised, aswell. "Yes, Pelia- what makes you think this?’

Pdlialooked to me as shereplied. "Eddas, dl of us have the Taent, the ability to manipulate mana
present in our germ plasm. If you were in the body of amae and we all began producing children now, it
islikdly thet alarge portion of our future generationswill inherit this - given the smal amount of our initia
population and that nearly all the future generationswill be at least indirectly related to you, Eddas,
virtualy dl of our peoplewill at least carry the potentia for the talent in their germ plasm, evenif it does
not manifest in them. Of dl the races, the elves have the greatest proportion of the Talent in their
population - nearly onein twenty. Most other races have one in ahundred, or less. Our population may
have asignificantly higher percentage - no less than aquarter, and perhaps even dl of them. That means
that al our people would be able to cast spells of rgjuvenation, and remain eternaly young. With nearly a
hundred of us producing achild every few years, and then those children producing children themsalves,
we would quickly fill thelands of Hyperboreawith our progeny - and there Smply isn't room for them dl.
Our former lands are now occupied by Joy's people, the giants. Though they may be willing to alow us
tolivein our old cities again, there smply isn't room for that kind of rapid growth. WWe would breed like
rabbits, and very soon, comeinto conflict with the giants.”

"l see," Joy said, her face showing she was contemplating Pelials words, and was not pleased by the
implications.

"And that presumes we could somehow toss asde common morality, and teach brother to couple with
sgter," Peliaadded, placing her free hand on her hip.

| blinked. "What do you mean?"

"Eddas, if dl the children of thefirgt generation are yours, or evenif they al are Fard's, they will al be
half-siblings. We would have to raise them al with the loathsome notion that it was acceptable for brother
to couplewith sister - or, worse, simply concedl the truth from them, so they would not know. Even if we
could somehow manage to bring oursalves to do that, to conced the truth from them, interbreeding
between them could produce any number of disasters, from abinism and hemophiliato congenital idiocy
- or even insanity. And no sorcery in theworld would be able to cure them, asthiswould smply bethe
way their bodies were made, twisted by the hideous crime of incest they would never know they were
committing.”

| nodded, and sighed. "Y ou'reright, of course... And, that means that even were| to become aman
again, | would never be able to father our race."

Asthewordsfdl from my lips, my heart sank. | knew it to be true.

Pdlianodded. "We have known this for months, now, Eddas. Since the day you destroyed the Dyclonic
Circleand dew thelast of the Hyperborean men - and, in truth, we knew it would cometo thisthe day
they decided to abduct us and rape us. We could never have made men like that the father of our race,
Eddas. Fara remains, the last man of Hyperborea, safein the arms of Rhanethe Dryad... But the
problem is not mitigated by him, Eddas. Heis gill only oneman,” Pdiasaid, and smiled. "And yet, there
ishope

"Hope? What hope?" | snapped, in despair. Like Peliaand the women of her circle, 1, too, had known



dl this, if only inmy heart. | Smply had never dlowed myself to consder thetruth, and realize what it
meant. | had thrown mysdlf into my work, rather than face the redlity of the stuation. Now, | could not
avoid the truth. My race was extinct, and always would be so. Morgar's plan was to have our racerise
from the loins of the men of the Dyclonic Circle asthey raped the women they captured. Thereafter, our
race would rise like adark phoenix, casting a shadow of terror and death over the world. | had stopped
that - but the price was that my race would never rise again. Even should | manage to someday succeed,
restore my former body, recover my beloved Dyarzi from the void and call Fara to join mewith these
women, our race would never rise again. One man could not father an entire race - and neither could
two.

Pdiapaused, asif collecting hersdlf in preparation for an important speech. After amoment, she
straightened her spine, standing proud and tdll. | gazed at her - shetruly wasthe High Midtress of a
thamaturgica circle, and it showed in her bearing.

"Eddas, our people are dead. Our culture, our society, isgone. We are voyagers through time, having
arrived at the digtant future to discover our civilization in ruins. We cannot rebuild it the way it was - that
samply will never happen. Our society was like amighty oak, grown large and strong over the course of
centuries, but then felled by abolt of lightning from the heavens, aforce stronger than it. We cannot
rebuild the oak. Itisdead, anditsruinslie around us. Y et in our hands, we carry an acorn. We can plant
anew oak, and water it, and nurtureit, fertilizing its roots with the shards of wood and dead |leaves of the
previoustree. It will never be the same asthe old oak - it will grow differently, and mature differently.
Yetitwill fill bean oak, and with care, it will regain some of the aspects that made our past civilization
noble, proud, and strong,” Pelia said, and with great ceremony, she reached into her pocket, and
produced asmall, hand-made box. Bowing her head, she held it out to me.

"Eddas Ayar, beloved by dl of us, we have gathered together as athamaturgicd circle and asthose who
love and respect you, and with what you have taught us, we have made thisfor you. The circle you once
belonged to was acircle of battle-mages, whose focus was power, war and death. Our circle wasthat of
nature, life, and healing. We have called upon dl that we know, and each of us has contributed a part of
hersdf to its enchantment. We offer thisto you out of our love and respect for you, and the hope for our
peoplesfuture.”

Pelia's speech was interrupted by the applause of the rest of the women - Joy included. | wondered how
much Joy knew of this, but as| glanced at her, | saw by her expression she was merdly being polite.
Nodding to Pelia, | opened the small, hand-made box. Inside was awide silver bracelet, engraved with
an acorn. The engraving was quite well-done - it looked like the work of an elven artisan, and wasthe
type of jewelry an even warrior might wear to decorate awell-formed bicep. Probably, the Mountain
Heders had traded some of their herbsto Tdiad for it the last time held passed through, merely asking
him for asmple slver band they could enchant, and specifying the engraving. Judging by the design, this
was gpparently something they'd had planned for awhile, and Pelia's speech was probably something
sheld been working on for months, hoping they would succeed in the enchantment so that she would have
the chance to give both the speech and this gift to me.

| let my gaze unfocus for amoment, examining its mana-flow. They had |&ft little to chance - thewhole
was enchanted to be invulnerable from harm, and once closed about the arm, could not be removed by
anyone save the wearer, themselves. Y et, as | examined the main enchantment, | sighed. "It... It'svery
neetly done, Pelia- avery skillfully woven enchantment. It must have weakened each and dl eighty-nine
of you noticeably to createit. Y ou probably spent months recovering your strength. The effort is
appreciated, but..."

Pelianodded. "Y es, Eddas. We do not know if it will work, ether. Our theory was sound - this much we



knew from reading your book. Y &, only itsuse will proveit's effect, and we cannot useit, oursalves.”

| nodded in reply. Its enchantment was such that it could only possibly work for aman. That did not,
however, necessarily mean it would work for me.

Joy looked at me curioudy. "What doesit do, Old Man?"
"It... Wdl..." | found | was blushing.

Pelia smiled, and the women of her circle giggled a mein chorus. "Queen Joy, there are many creatures
in the world who reproduce through parthenogenesis. Gorgons, lamias and afew others, aswell as
ordinary creatures such as some small lizards - even turkeys, on occasion. Humans do not - but that
band would alow usto. Y &, we could not make the enchantment such that it could be used by awoman
on hersdf, or on another woman. If we had done so, the Law of Tantivity would render it dmost useless
to us, asthedrain required to overcome the resistance of the universe would be amost impossibly high.
We are merely healers, Queen Joy. We do not have the vast reserves of will and endurance that a
warrior or abattle-mage develops. Thus, instead, the enchantment is such that it can only be used by a

| sighed, and was about to speak, but Joy saw my expression and interrupted me. "Old Man, don't get
maudlin. You areaman. Asl've said to you before, what you have hanging between your legs has
nothing to do with that. | don't know anything about sorcery or magic, and what Peiahas given youisas
incomprehensible to me asthe dark side of the moon. But | do know this: There are ninety of us gathered
here tonight, and every one of us, to awoman and a giantess, beieves you to be a man, despite what
your body happensto look like. | don't know if that counts for anything - probably not. But try it
anyway. It will either work, or it won't - but if thereisany justicein the universe, if the Little People's
god, Y orindar, isin any way looking after you and your people, then it will work."

Pdliaand dl her women gpplauded. | managed asmall amile.

It seemed pointlessto try to explain to Joy that what the Mountain Healers thought and what Joy thought
wasirrelevant - manawas an impersona force, and what one believed to be true of the universe had
nothing to do with anything. Redlity itself was an absolute, and manamerely an underlying force of the
universe. Of course, | was pleased that Joy, Pelia and everyone el se gathered by this bonfire on this
pleasant night did, indeed, think of me asaman. That, however, did not change whether or not the
enchantment would work. The enchantment might respond to my mae soul, or might not. | could not tell
from smply examining it. The only way to know wasto either look at the formula Peliaand her circle had
used, or to smply try it. My choice seemed obvious. | suppressed asigh, and looked to Pdlia. "Alright...
Who shdl | try it on?'

There was sudden silence, and eighty-nine eyes gazed at me hopefully. Pelia bowed her head.
"Whomever you wish, Eddas."

"Alright. Shdl | try it on you, then?"
Pdiatrembled, and there were afew hushed whispers. Y -yes, please," she replied, after amoment.

| shrugged. "Come closer,” | said, and the whispers suddenly stopped. Looking at the little bracelet, it
didn't seem like much. | wasn't very optimisgtic. Still, it deserved to betried. Lifting up my left deeve, |
dipped the band over my arm, and closed it. After shaking my deeve back in place, | concentrated,
extending my will into the band, then reached out to Pelia, placing the gloved fingertips of my right hand
across her abdomen, over her womb. To my surprise, | felt the hum of manaflowing from the amulet,
through me, and into her.



| grinned. The enchantment in the little amul et they had made did, indeed, respond to my male soul. The
drain of the enchantment was dight - negligible, redly. Peliaclosed her eyes.

There was along moment of silence.
Then, to my utter shock and surprise, Pelia began to moan softly.

| started to lift my fingers away from her, to break the contact and stop the enchantment, but she lashed
out with her left hand, gripping my wrigt tightly and pressing my hand to her.

| could see what was happening, and for abrief moment, | considered smply willing the enchantment to
end. Then, | shook my head. Pelia deserved better than that. Peliawas a good woman, an honorable
woman, and she loved me - asdid they dl. | did not love her, and never would. But, | respected her.
Perhaps that would be enough. She could never give me what | needed, as she could never touch me
intimately. | could never give her what she truly wanted, for | could never love her. Yet, | could give her
this

With asigh of sadness, | reached down into my soul, extended my will into the bracelet, and opened my
heart to her.

Peliagagped, moaning loudly. She trembled for many heartbesats, gripping her staff and my wrist tightly,
her knuckleswhitening.

| could fed theweight of the gaze of dozens upon me, and hear their quiet whispers. They did not redize
that these half-elven ears1'd appropriated were quite sharp - little of their whispered conversations
tonight had been lost on me. They saw her reaction. They knew aswell as| did what was happening.
Some were happy. Some were jealous that I'd chosen Pdliainstead of them. Others were hopeful that |
would choose them, next. Many weredl three.

After many silent heartbests, Pelialet out along, shuddering moan, then released me. She leaned heavily
on her staff with both hands, her breasts heaving as she gasped for breath. "I think... | think the next
time... That should be done lying down," she panted.

"Pdia? Areyou dright?' | asked quietly.

"Oh, gods... That was so good..." she whispered, her gaze unfocused. After along moment, the silence
only broken by adozen or so whispers from the women of her circle, she recovered hersdf, then gazed
at me, her smile beaming. "Yes, Eddas. I'mfine. It'sjust... It'sbeen so long since... Oh, Eddas! | could
fed it dl, just asthough you were making love to me... But not with your body, with your soul. Y our
tenderness, your warmth... Y our hesitation when you thought | wasin pain, at first... Everything. It was...
Incredible.” Pdlialet out along sigh, then grinned. "If that was anything like how you once made Dyarzi
fed, Eddas, | can tdll you she was quite alucky woman."

With an act of will honed through years of chatto-matches, | kept my face smooth. "A side-effect of the
enchantment, | suppose. I'd have to see your origind formulasto know for certain. Most likely, had |
been in the body of aman, I'd have felt something, aswell. But, I'm not."

"Y ou-you felt that? Asthough it was..." Joy asked, her eyes wide with amazement.

Pdlianodded. "But more powerful, more spiritud. Not like from the body, but... From the heart, from the
soul. It wasincredible.”

Joy looked to me. "And you fdt nothing at al?"



"Nothing," | replied, then reached back and flicked my hood up, concealing my face in the shadowsiit
cast. "Pdlia, let me know if it worked. By what | can tell examining the enchantment, it isnt a
transformation, but more an evocation. Like anormal coupling, it may have to be repested. My guessis
that if it doeswork, you should know in afew weeks when your mensesfail to come - any child that
results, however, will have nothing of mein her. Shell share your germ plasm entirely - like both daughter
and twin. I'd like to see the formula, sometime, aswell. If you like, | can trade you another spell-"

Peliablinked. "Eddas! | would giveit to you, not trade!"

| nodded. "Very well. For now, I'm quitetired. I'm afraid I'll haveto bid you goodnight,” | said, and rose
to my feet.

"G-goodnight, Eddas. Sleep well," Pdliastammered, bowing her head, and her words were echoed by
the other women of her circle.

| started to walk away, but Joy grabbed my wrigt. "Old Man..." she began warningly, but | waved her
off.

"Il bedright, Joy. Truly."
Joy looked at mefor along moment in silence, then nodded. "Alright, Old Man. I'll trust you, thistime."

| walked away, into my tower. Therewas, in truth, nothing | could say or do. Y orindar's plan was
obvious. My people would return, and | would, in effect, be the father of my race. Y et, ever afterward,
al Hyperboreans would be femae. With mysdf as, effectively, the only mae who would ever exis, our
people's numbers would grow sowly over the ages, a arate the giants could accept - despite each and
every one of usbeing effectively immortal, through sorcery. We would aso have centuries to plan and
arrange wherewe would live, as our population dowly grew. In time, perhaps amillennium or so, we
would have afew thousand people. And, with the eldest of us having athousand years of sorcerous
knowledge and skill behind us, we would be quite powerful, despite our dight numbers. Peliawasright -
it would be anew society entirely, rising from the ruins of the old. In athousand years, Hyperboreans
would probably be known and respected throughout the world as powerful and skilled sorceresses,
more powerful than even the elves, and rivaing the skill and knowledge of even the eder dragons. They
would probably no longer even be considered human, but would, instead, appear to be some eldritch
race... Akin to the elves, perhaps, but without maes, like dryads, naiads, gorgons or lamias. Vyleah
would have her followers, arace of heders, and would dowly recover her strength asthe centuries
passed. In time, with the Hyperboreans astheir dlies, the Larinianswould, eventually, establish the
"Golden Kingdom™ of Y orindar's prophecy. Yes, | could see Y orindar's plan clearly, now.

And for thelife of me, | wanted no part of it.

Oh, | would do it, of course. Peliawas right - we could not Ssmply introduce malesinto our population.
Had my origind plan worked, in acentury or two, we would, mogt likely, be a war with the giants,
struggling over land and space to grow. No, our population had to grow at an infinitesmally dow rate, to
give ustimeto build our new society, plan it's eventua growth, and build firm bonds with the giants, the
elves and the dwarves. Therewas aso, most likely, aneed Y orindar had for the new Hyperborean
society that would eventualy come about. Perhaps to guide the Larinians, somehow, as an elder and
alied race. Perhaps to mediate between them and the dves, or the dwarves. Or perhaps something |
could not even imagine. The future was, indeed, limitless possibilities. Y orindar had said that the
restoration of my race and my beloved were tempora events he was working towards. If | smply bowed
my head and followed what he wanted, then what | wanted would, eventually, come to pass.

But that didn't mean | had to like how it would come abouit.



| started to undress for bed, removing my waist-belt to set it aside, carefully folding my robeto lay beside
it... But then | grew annoyed, and smply tossed the robe and waist-belt aside. A flash of violent
movement caught my eye, and | turned to look, summoning my staff to my hand asan act of Smple
reflex.

There, in the darkness, the strange woman in the mirror gazed back at me. | could see her clearly, thanks
to her half-elven eyes and the pale moonlight that filtered in through the windows. Shewas dressed in
Dyarzi's dancing outfit - and was, in truth, quite erotic to gaze upon. | had originaly chosen to wear it
over this body smply because there was nothing el se to wear when | awoke. Later, | woreit both to
honor my lost love, and smply because | had to wear something under my robe. Now, as the moonlight
gleamed off the chain and the pale skin of the strange woman in the mirror, | paused.

She wore Dyarzi's enchanted black-dyed kidskin gloves, which cameto just above her elbows. She
wore Dyarzi's matching boots, which cameto just above her knees. She wore Dyarzi's chainmail
garment, and her hair was drawn into a ponytail benesth Dyarzi's enchanted silver hair-band. And yet,
shewas not Dyarzi. She held my staff in her fist. She wore the ring Longtooth had given me about her
right bicep, and the band the Mountain heders had given me about her left, and | knew that she aso bore
my rings beneath her gloves and my knifein her boot. And yet, shewas not |, Eddas Ayar, either. No,
she was someone else. The pale-skinned, black-haired, ebon-eyed half-elven femae who stared back at
me with afierce and terrible glare was someone e se... And the two raven fegthers tucked benegth the
slver hair-band announced who she was.

She was the Raven of Yorindar.

Her body, forged by my will and over haf acentury of living the ascetic life of aHyperborean
battle-mage, had received itsfina forging in the very heart of amana-storm. Her eyeswere piercing and
aien, her beauty wondrous and terrifying. She was as ancient and dien as adragon. She was power
incarnate. She was the tool of agod.

Thetool of agod.

| looked at her, and understood why | had been done. | understood why Arella could not bring herself to
even vist meat night, and perhaps share a quiet moment or two before deep, then return in the morning.
Her duties may have absorbed her daylight hours, but surely her nights would be free...

But now | understood.

Ardlalooked & me, dl those months ago, after the mana-storm had finished forging this body into what it
was now, and no longer saw her old friend and lover, Raven. Shelooked and saw the woman in the
mirror, the Raven of Y orindar, thetool of agod...

And trembled in fear and awe.

Now, | knew. Now, at last, | finaly understood. Now, the strange woman in the mirror, the Raven of

Y orindar, would reach out to each of the last women of Hyperborea, bringing life into their wombs, and
restoring our race as some strange race of immortal sorceresses... Y e, forever remaining apart from
them - loved, but untouched... Revered, yet never caressed.

She was the Raven of Y orindar. She wasthe tool of agod.
And shewasme.

| wanted to scream, and smash the mirror to amillion fragments with my staff, blagt it to dust with strokes



of lightning, mdt it to bubbling glasswith blasts of flame, and smash the glassto fragments again. | wanted
to howl my misery to the uncaring stars. | wanted to open my grimoire, read the apocalyptic spell that
ancient Hyperborean mage had devel oped to end the Great War, and blast myself and dl the lands and
everything and everyone about me for a hundred leaguesinto vapor.

Y et, | did none of these things.

Sowly, | stepped forward, reached out a gloved hand, and touched the surface of the mirror with
trembling fingers. "You areme," | whispered, watching the strange woman in the mirror silently mouth the
samewords, "and | am the Raven of Y orindar."

And asthewordsfdl from my lips, asense of cam filled me.

Softly, I heard the wind rise outside my tower.

The hairs at the nape of my neck rose.

In the distance, thunder rumbled.

The shimmering | saw inthe mirror, beyond my shoulder, | half-expected.

"So, Eddas..." avoice muttered, dark and wet. "Y ou have finally come to accept the truth. It took you
long enough. | accepted the truth immediately.” Therewasalong, wet cackle. Y ou dwayswere the
Stubborn one.”

| turned to face my opponent, standing on the opposite side of the room, near the door to the parapet.
Hewas, in truth, ahorror. His olive skin had melted like wax, and was now araw and red fusion with the
bone and muscle, beneath. His beard, what there was of it, was in patches here and there. Fresh red
scars interwoven with patches of fabric crossed what little | could see of him beneath his ebon robe - he
had, apparently, diced much of hisformer robe from himsdf, which had blended and fused with hisflesh,
and replaced it with anew robe. His stedl skullcap had, apparently, fused with the flesh and bone
beneath, and his saff remained fused to hisleft hand. Gleams of slver and gold upon the fused fingers of
his flipper-like right hand told me his rings had survived, buried amidst the melted flesh. He grinned - his
teeth and eyeswere, oddly, still perfect beneath his melted, warped visage, and that somehow made him
al the more horrifying. "Y es, Eddas. Always the stubborn one. It's about time you redlized your fateis
inescapable. You are, indeed, the Raven of Y orindar - just as| am Morgar's Wolf."

"Cordo," | sad, flatly.

Cordo cackled wetly, his eyes gleaming with madness. "Y es, Eddas. Y ou were afool not to check and
seeif | wasdlive, after. | lay there for two days, too weak to move, too twisted to move. In agony,
Eddas. | would have blessed you had you dit my throat, then. Truly | would have. But, Morgar had other
plansfor me. My will was not as strong as yours. | was sirong enough to live, but not strong enough to
remain unchanged. For days, | howled in agony, Eddas. Days. But then | learned something, Eddas.
Something important. Can you guesswhat it is? Can you guess?'

| did not answer, and Cordo cackled again. "'l learned that with the will, one can overcome pain. And the
pain made my will stronger. Strong enough to cut the flesh here and there so | could walk again, instead
of crawl. Strong enough to feed on the discarded flesh, until | had mastered my new body and could
summon food again. Strong enough to cut my robes from myself, Eddas. Oh, the pain of that was grest,
and the blood flowed richly. But | found an undamaged piece of cloth, and made my robes anew. Yes,
the pain made my will stronger. Strong enough to be your equa - and, perhaps, your master.”



"Y ou are mad, Cordo. As mad as your god, Morgar. Y ou are no wolf, Cordo. You are arabid dog.”

Cordo cackled wetly. "Mad? A rabid dog? Perhaps | am, to you, Eddas. But madnessis merely amatter
of perception, my old friend. Y ou have pined after awoman dead over sixteen centuries, now - isthat
not madness? Y ou wear her garments even now, in some perverted necrophilic transvestism. Isthat not
madness, aswell?' | started, and Cordo grinned. "Y es, Eddas. Morgar whispersto me often, in my
dreams. | know al about you. Y ou've spent over fifty yearsin thisbody, and could not accept it until
now. | have spent only afew monthsin thisone, and | accepted it immediately. Y ou looked to yourself
for years, and did not see the truth. | ook at you, and immediately see you for what you are. Y ou look at
me, and see twisted insanity. | look to myself, and see the heart of my god.”

"A heart of chaos and madness, as| warned you al.”

"Perhaps, Eddas - but what is chaos, but change? It isthat, and nothing more. What is madness, but a
view of redity you disagree with? It isthat, and nothing more," Cordo replied, then sighed. "Ah, Eddas. It
has been such ajoy to speak with you again, aswe once did in the old days. Do you remember? We
would debate many points of philosophy over our cups of bydlar - and you would lighten my pouch of
an occasiona gold coin or two at chatto,” he said, then shook his head. "Ah, Eddas. Y ou know, | once
thought you to be amadman and heretic, Eddas. Now, | see you were not - you were merely a
stubborn, misguided foal," he said, and smiled. "1t is such a pity that | must kill you now, old friend."

At the speed of thought, | willed my ring of invisbility into activation and cast mysdlf to the sde and to the
floor. | was gambling that Cordo's eyes were ill, in the end, those of ahuman, and the horrible
transformation that had overcome him had not given him any abilities he did not have before. Cordo
lashed out with histwisted right hand, rattling off aspell - | recognized itsincantation, and shut my eyes.

With adeafening crash of thunder, Cordo loosed abolt of lightning at the spot I'd stood in, shattering the
mirror to flindersand blasting ahole in thewadl behind it. Theflash of light from it was bright in the
darkened room, even through my shut eydids. | blinked for amoment to let my eyesre-adjust, willing my
ring of protection into activation - its enchantment was superior to the finest articulated plate.

Cordo snarled, casting another bolt of lightning - | closed my eyesonly in the nick of timeto preserve my
night-vision. He was only guessing where I might be, and missed. Willing Dyarzi's boots and glovesinto
action aheartbest later, | slently scrambled to my feet and began whispering aspell to shield me against
his sorcery. Cordo was mad, but he was no fool. He would have come prepared, his best defensive
spelIsdready cast upon himsdf. Almost certainly, there was no directly damaging spell | could cast that
would injure him. | could not cast while he was speaking to me, as he smply would have attacked. | had
to wait until he made his move - and now he had.

Cursing, blinking into the darkness, Cordo rettled off abrief spdll, gesturing to himself. | knew the flashes
of lightning had to have blinded him - Cordo aways was blunt with his spells, and it didn't seem that
madness had improved his style. He was now casting the Spell of Truesight - dll too late. | finished my
own spell with aflourish, and gripped my staff tightly. | wasready.

"Come, Cordo. Let'sfinishthis"
Cordo snarled, rattling off another lightning bolt. | gripped my saff, waiting.
The bolt legped from his melted, fused fingers with another deafening BOOM, lashing out a me...

...then rebounded from the Spell of Mana Reflection I'd placed upon mysdlf, leaping back towards
Cordo an ingtant later. The bolt smashed into him, throwing him back through the door, and onto the
parapet in ashower of broken glass.



| strode out to him, my staff at the ready, and he snarled as he struggled to rise to hisfeet. Hewas
uninjured, as his own protective spells had saved him, but it took him several secondsto stand. His staff
was now more than smply awegpon - | could seethat it also served him asathird leg, helping him to
walk and stand on the crippled, twisted remains of hisown legs. "I'll kill you for that!" he spat, his melted
visage twisted with rage and fury.

"Will you, Cordo? Or have you aready forgotten in your madnessjust who it isyou face? | warned you
before what would happen should you return to my lands uninvited, atrespasser.”

"Hah! Do your worst! No battle-magic can harm me! I've protections proof against any spell of the
Dycdlonic Circde"

| smiled. "But I've spells not of the Circle, Cordo. In my firgt life, | went among al the libraries of dl the
circleswho would speak to me, paying to search for any spell or theorem that might help my endless
quest. | searched among the elves and the dwarves, | searched the eementd planes, and I've even
traded spells and theories with adragon - that spell | used to thwart your lightning was the Spell of Mana
Reflection, asorcery | learned from Karg the Terrible, himsaf. Then, while you dept in your tomb, |
learned even more of the sorceries of the dwarves and the elves, for the same reason. Y ou mocked me
for my search to bring Dyarzi back to me. Y ou mocked mefor my love of her. But it wasthat love which
drew alonely, grieving scholar and teacher from hiscircle, and sent him to search far and wide for away
to bring hislove back to life. That search, my endless quest, has brought me knowledge of sorcery you
can only dream of. | wasthe greatest scholar and researcher the Dyclonic Circle ever had, and | was
driven to search endlesdy for some way to bring Dyarzi back from the Void. That iswhy | am the Raven
of Yorindar, Cordo, and you are nothing more than amad dog," | replied, and gestured, casting a brief
cantrip.

Cordo shuddered, then snarled, his eyes widening. Furioudy, he began to scratch at himsdlf. "What have
you doneto me?"

"A little cantrip - ajest, actudly. | ran acrossit studying the works of the elves. They find it quite amusing
- and actudly quite useful in combat. It conjures afew thousand fleas. Archers cannot shoot, and mages
cannot cast for the scratching and the distraction. Even the strongest of warriors are sometimes brought
to their knees by it. A mere gpprentice's prank, in truth, but often quite useful,” | replied, and smiled
again. "How long can you maintain your concentration to hold your protective spells, Cordo? A minute?
Perhaps two? Let's see how long your vaunted will holds out,” | said, then snarled. "For when it falls,
Cordo, and your protectionsdrop, | will kill you."

"Graasaagh!" Cordo snarled, unable to stop scratching. Yet, | could seeit in hiseyes - he knew hiswill
would not last forever, and eventually, he would succumb. My own protective enchantments, though
fewer in number than his own, were dso far more effective. He glared at me, his eyeswild with fury, then
his face twisted as he focused al hiswill to cast. In amoment, he rattled off aspell of returning, and
vanished.

| waited, ready, for many heartbests - but he did not return. With asigh of relief, | relaxed my will,
becoming visible as my protective enchantments faded. Taking amoment to brush away ashard of glass,
| sat on the edge of the parapet to rest. Cordo had learned his lesson, for now. He was Morgar's best
choiceto enact his plansfor the future - but that did not make him stronger than me. Cordo could not
face me and hope to win. At least, not done.

"Eddas?Isit dright, now?"

| looked up, to see Joy peering a me from inside the room, her eyeswide. "Y es, Joy, everything's



dright.”
"May | joinyou out there?'

| nodded. "Mind the glass. It'll take me a bit to clean it al up, and repair the damage with sorcery - I'll do
it later."

Joy nodded, stepping carefully, and eventually had dragged one of the chairs| kept on the parapet over
to me, and sat beside me. Asagiantess (even though atiny one), Joy had an ingtinctuad fear of faling -
she could not possibly sit on the edge of the parapet with me. Joy looked around at the damage, and
grinned. "Wdl, Old Man, when you decide to throw atantrum, you redlly do agood job of it."

| rolled my eyes. "Joy, | didn't-"

"Now, now! | understand, you know. As've said before, you cannot be queen for nearly five decades
and not learn something of the hearts of men - and, as|'ve dso said before, despite appearances, you are
aman. | understand how you felt, Old Man. The gift they gave you was one of love, honor and respect,
and it dlows you to give them children - yet, you said those children will share nothing of your blood,
your flesh, yes?'

| nodded. "Y es, that's true, but-"

"Well, I know that, for aman, would be heartbreaking. And more, the use of it gives pleasureto she
whom you useit upon, as though you coupled with them - yet for you, it does nothing. That'simmensdy
frugtrating and depressing, isn't it?"

“Well, yes, but-"

"And last, Arellahasn't been with you in months, now... And | think... Well, I think you know that she
probably never will be again," Joy said, her voice and face full of sympethy.

| paused, then sighed. "Wall... Y es. Her duties, now, are much greater, and her timeismore limited. And
then, theresthis" | said, and waved an ebon-gloved hand at mysdlf. " Since my change, my appearance
is... Well, somewhat frightening to her. Intimidating, perhaps. And then, there was that whole scenein the
cadtle, at Darian's death-bed. To her eyes, I'm more than just an old friend and lover, now. I'm..." | said,
and sghed. "I am the Raven of Y orindar, aliving embodiment of some mysterious prophecy | know
nothing about and dare not even inquire into, because of the risk of Paradox. | am thetool of agod, Joy.
That'sthe way she seesme, now - and, in truth, it'swhat | am.” | looked up to the starsfor along
moment in slence, and Joy alowed meto collect my thoughts.

"Joy... It's been adifficult thing for me to accept. | know now how others see me. | know now that to
everyone ese, | am this strange creature of surreal beauty, great age, ancient wisdom, enormous power...
Thetool of agod. And, | suppose, inaway, | andl that,” | said, then looked to her. "But inside, Joy,
I'mdill me" | said, tapping my chest with agloved finger. "Insde, I'm gtill Eddas Ayar - avery old man
who'svery, very tired. | still weep at night, sometimes, for Dyarzi, and what we might have had. | il
burn with the shame of my lost honor. | till yearn for the touch of awoman, and atender moment
exchanged in darkness." | roseto my feet, turning away from her and extending my handsto lean against
the parapet, then sighed deeply as| gazed out into the darkness. "I don't have the answersto everything,
Joy, like some divine messenger or holy warrior guided by their god. Even the dragons don't know
everything. No mortal does. Yes, | am the Raven of Yorindar. But | am also sill mysdf, Joy - Eddas
Ayar. Merdly aman.”

Joy smiled, and patted my gloved hand reassuringly. "I know, Old Man. And tonight, al of that cameto a



head for you, and you couldn't hold it dl in. That'swhy | understand that you threw abit of atantrum.
Pdliaunderstands your frustration, aswell, Eddas. | spoke to them, | told them that it was a bit frustrating
for you to bein the body of awoman rather than at least being able to embrace them asaman, and they
al undergtand. No-one will think badly of you for having lost your temper tonight,” Joy said, then grinned
wryly. "But | will say that in my opinion, when you do decide to throw atantrum, you really do a proper
jobof it."

| glared at her suddenly. "Joy, | did not throw atantrum!™ | snapped, annoyed - and was annoyed again
when it came out as awoman's shriek, complete with stamping of tiny feet.

Joy burst into giggles, and | made amou€. "Wdll, then what do you cdl dl this, then?' she asked, waving
alargehand at dl the damage.

"Cordo came by to have abrief little chat with me, and try to kill me. Hefailed. Between us, I'm the
better mage,” | replied, sitting on the parapet again and crossing my arms - and was annoyed again to
hear it come out as awoman's sulking pot.

Joy gasped. "Cordo? But-but you said he was dead!"

"| thought he was. When | |ast saw the men of the Dyclonic Circle, the force of the mana storm had torn
the atoms of their bodies apart. All but a handful were smply destroyed, and those that remained were
reduced to bubbling puddles of dying flesh. Apparently, however, thetool of agod isabit harder to kill
thanthat,” | replied dryly. Joy paed, and | narrowed my eyes. "Oh, hesabit worse for wear, aright, and
now looks more like awax statue left out in the sun abit long - but he il lives™

"But-but Eddas! What will you do? He could come back!"

"Hewon't. As| said, he'slearned tonight that between us, | am the better mage. Of course, he has the
advantage that Morgar speaksto him nightly, whereas Y orindar has spoken to me barely four timesin
over fifty years. Y orindar is more conservative of his strength, and apparently choosesto use me more as
asingle pawn on avery large game-board. An important pawn, perhaps, but still only a pawn. Morgar,
however, is apparently acting directly through Cordo - he burns most of his energies doing so and limits
his possible options, but in the end, he may till win. Knowledge is Power, Joy, and Cordo hasfar more
knowledge of what may happen than | do, and may be more effective at making Morgar's plans come
about, because of that. Cordo is till ahighly-skilled battle-mage, Joy, and hisinsanity has not dimmed his
power - only hisjudgement. If Morgar can guide Cordo properly, he can still win againgt Y orindar.”

"But Eddas! What will you do?'

"Nothing, Joy. | Smply wait."

"Wait?2"

"Yes, Joy. | St herein my tower, and wait. Eventualy, Y orindar will let me know that | am needed.”
"But-but can't you go after Cordo? Y ou said you were stronger - can't you find him and kill him?"

| shook my head. "No, Joy, | did not say | was stronger, | said | was the better mage between us. Heis
gill my equa in power. Asto following him... Well, | would follow him and try to kill himif I could, but
I've noideawhere heis. If | at least had agenerd notion, | might be ableto try aspdll of teleport - but
I'venoidea"

"The Black Tower! He could be there, now!"



| shook my head again. "No, Joy, | sedled the tower with a spell. He cannot enter - and if he managed to
break the spdll, the enchantment is such that | would know. He's probably raised a new tower in some
remote part of the wilderness, and from there even now is plotting hisrevenge. All | can do iswait, and
seewhat Y orindar wishesmeto do about it," | replied, and sighed.

"Joy, you must understand what | have come to understand - many of the things that have happened to
me and to those around me have been for areason. Dyarzi died so that | would search far and widefor a
way to bring her back to me - and, in the process, become the greatest mage in the history of my circle,
and perhapsin the history of my people. Perhaps even Master Frarim became my teacher so that |
would learn alove of scholarly pursuits, and the study of magic as a pure science - necessary for meto
have become the mage | am, today. My suicide centuries ago was so that | would not be aware of the
events of the Great War, and perhaps be destroyed init. The birth, life and death of Ellysande Northstar
wasadl for the purpose of giving me her body - and | amin thisbody that | might both have something |
might form into a powerful vesse for the Raven of Y orindar, and at the same time never becomethe
father of my race. Y our birth was so that you would bring about Darian's progeny - who, apparently, are
themain focus of Y orindar's efforts. Everything, from the beginning to this very moment, has been
according to Y orindar's plan. | was called from the past to save the future, Joy - and it has dl been
according to Yorindar'splan,” | said, and shrugged as | continued.

"There have been afew dip-ups aong theway, of course. Y orindar isworking through mortals, and
mortals are not perfect. | went mad with loneliness when Arellaabandoned me for seventeen years, and
nearly killed mysdlf then before thisbody received itsfind forging, and gained the regenerative abilitiesit
has, now. And, Morgar is opposing him. | nearly died when Darian and | were shanghaied, and | was
raped and left to die of starvation and thirst. Vayanar, whom | am certain was Morgar's pawn whether he
knew it or not, was caled from the past even as| was. Through him, Morgar's plan to snuff Darian's
progeny before they were even born was nearly successful. Y es, there have been afew dip-upsdong
theway, but overdl, nearly everything that has happened has been according to Y orindar's plan, and the
prophecies he'slaid down for hisfollowers centuries ago. All | haveto do isfollow aong. Y orindar will
let me know what | need to do next - if anything.”

"He-hewill?" Joy asked nervoudy.

| smiled, and patted her hand reassuringly, just as she had done mine afew minutes before. "Y es, Joy.
Hewill. I'm certain of it."

Joy smiled at me wesakly, and | gave her amoment to compose herself. We sat there together in the
moonlight, Joy gazing at the damage to my tower and thinking, and | Smply gazing at the bare, skeletd
trees of my lands that dumbered in the grip of winter. After along moment, Joy spoke. "I'm sorry, Old
Man."

"Sorry?' | looked at Joy, an eyebrow raised in curiosity. "For what?'

"For... For everything," Joy replied, and sighed deeply. "I'm sorry | can't be a better support to you than

| am - here you werefighting for your life, and | thought you were just throwing atantrum, frustrated at
the fate the gods have handed you. | thought to let you work out abit of your frustrations, then come chat
with you and try to remind you that you are, at least, deeply loved by al the Mountain Heders. | thought
to try to comfort you with the notion that perhaps, in afew more years, their reluctance to lie with you
might change. A few decades without mae companionship, and they might eventudly...”

"Turn to eech other?' | asked, gazing a her camly.

Joy blushed. "Yes. I'm sorry, but that'swhat | was going to tell you. It's been nearly a decade for them,



now - they may, indeed, aready have done so, for al | know." Joy looked at me, sitting on the edge of
the parapet, dressed as | wasin only Dyarzi's 'dancing outfit' instead of my robe, and blushed again.
"Yes. I'm sorry, but that'swhat | was going to tell you. But | can see, now, looking at you... Thinking of
al they have ever said to me over the months | have known them... Well, | can seethisisunlikely.”

"Unlikely? Why?"

"Well, when they look at you... They aren't seeing that,” Joy replied, waving ahand a me. "I think you
are, inther hearts, akind of idealized man, a perfect man. Kind, gentle, respectful, attentive, patient,
loving... Each of them, | think, has an idedlized image of what you might redly look like, ingde their minds
- even as| do, to some extent. It isthat image, | think, they will dways hold of you, and what they see
when they look at you." Joy turned her eyesfrom me, gazing at the moonlit mountainsin the distance.

"No other man in the world will be able to compete with the image of you they hold in their imaginations,
Eddas. They will be your courtesans forever - and, probably, their children will join them, until someday,
you have an extended family of thousands and thousands. Perhapsthat, too, is part of Y orindar's plan.
Perhaps he smply wishesto raise your people as arace with only one gender to dow your growth and
preserve your dliance with the giants, as Pelia seemed to be suggesting tonight. Perhaps he wishes
thousands of them to be present before men are introduced to them again, as he has adifferent solution in
mind than either you or Pelia have imagined - something wondrous and specid that, in the end, will make
you happy," she said, and shook her head before she continued.

"I do not know, Old Man. Between the two of us, you are the one who ismost likely to discern whatever
plan Y orindar may have for your people - though you may not discover the truth until he makesit plainto
you, asyou've said before that the future must remain hidden, to avoid paradox. | do not know. | only
know that these women and all their descendants will see you asfather, teacher, scholar, and savior of
their people,” she said, and sighed deeply again. "But they will never seeyou as| do, Old Man. That is
what | am truly sorry for. They will never see you as smply Eddas Ayar, aquiet and lonely old man
whom | cal ‘friend.”

| smiled, rising and stepping over to Joy, and holding out my arms. Joy rose from her chair, bent down to
wrap her enormous arms around me, and we hugged each other for many long momentsin the pae
moonlight.

Thirty-One.

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

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

Spring eventudly came, and with it, the Mountain Hedlers bid me afond and tearful farewell, and
returned to their mountain to begin planting their herbs and working their gardensin preparation for the
following fal. They were, dowly, building their library again, trading rare and expensive herbsto the elves
and dwarves. Their farewd | was very emotional, and each of them wanted to be hugged by me. Each of
them had visited me during the winter months, laying down quietly upon my bed (fully clothed) whilel
knelt beside them and used their gift to me upon them, and tried to make it as pleasant as possible for
them - despite the fact that | felt nothing, and watching ayoung and lovely woman writhein ecstasy as|
touched her only made my own concupiscence nearly unbearable. Y et, they could fed my compassion
for them, my respect for them, and how deeply | cared for them. They could fed that | wastrying to



make it as pleasant as| could for them, asit was, to them, asthough | was making love to them with my
heart, my soul. Many wept afterwards, the experience was so powerful for them, and | hugged themin
slence while they recovered. Thus, by the time spring arrived and they were ready to leave, Peliaassured
methat nearly aquarter of them were pregnant - even herself. They had quite abit of preparationsto
make before winter set in again, as twenty-odd newborns would need much, and they had little. | was
certain Taliad and Mungim would receive along list of thingsthat the Mountain Hedlerswished to have
by thefall, and both would be quite surprised by the contents of that list.

| warned them, of course, that Cordo had somehow survived. They promised to be very watchful of
each other, and to stand regular guards. They would have to get into the habit of doing so, anyway, as
there were still goblins and other dark creatures about in Hyperborea, and children would have to be
watched. | wasn't terribly concerned for them, however. Though individudly none of them were amatch
for Cordo and he could kill them as easily as swaitting afly, as agroup, they were more than amatch for
him. They had learned wdll the lessons | taught them, and | knew their own goddess, Vyleah, was
watching over them. It occurred to me that eventuadly, when the children were old enough, | would
probably have to begin the process of instructing them to be battle-magesin their own right. They were,
in the end, the future of our people, and each was of immeasurable vaue. | was certain Pdiaand her
Circlewould ingruct them in the skills they knew. Combined with thetraining | would give them, they
would be safe from any possible threst.

And 0 it was that the third week of spring found me sitting in my chair upon my parapet, gazing out over
the flowering byallar trees of my plantation. Joy sat beside me, and we shared acup of byallar,
reminiscing over timesgone by.

Therewas abrief shimmer inthe air before us, and to my surprise, Arellaappeared. Swift-wing fluttered
down from her shoulder to land on the parapet, then regarded me with a beady black eye, flicking his
tall-feathersin what was, for araven, asmile. Arellalooked to Joy and |, and heaved asigh. "Good
morning, Raven, Queen Joy. May | please st with you?"

"Certainly, Ardla" Joy replied smoothly, cutting off my sputtering words. | glanced to her, but Joy only
gavemeasmile. Years of experience as aqueen, deding with many people in many different Stuations
and years of deding with Arella-tor had saved me the embarrassment of stammering through asking
Ardlawhat the hell she was doing here after so long.

Ardladragged over anearby chair, then plopped hersdf down into it, smoothing her sky-blue dress. "'l
can't stay long, and I'm sorry for that. There's an ambassador from Vilandiacoming in an hour, and Noril
wants me present for that. A trade-mission, or so they said. He needs my advice. Pfft. | know why he
redly wants metherel” she snapped, then sighed again. "Raven, how do you handleit?"

"Handlewhat, Ardla?" | asked, having recovered my composure and returned to Sipping a my cup.

"Well... Everything! The stares, the whispered comments... People gazing at you like... Wdll, | don't
know what! I'm eighty yearsold and | don't look aday over thirty! At firgt it was nothing - but now,
peopledl treat melike... Well, like I'm someimmorta thing, maybe not even human! Nobody talksto
me anymore, except for Noril and Dawn, and Noril often uses me to intimidate anbassadors and
diplomatsinto slence just by having me stand there while he's having a discusson with them! Even Queen
Lyssaoften fals silent the moment | walk into the room! How do you dedl with that, Raven?’

"You get used toit eventudly, Ardla" | replied dryly.

"Now, now, Old Man," Joy chided, then looked to Arella. "Ardlla, try being more open and friendly,
rather than being so doof. When you first became Darian's court wizardess, you developed this...



'Personag of yours, where you played the part of the aloof and powerful wizardess - particularly when
you noticed men giving you the eye. While that may have been good back when you weretrying to
establish your reputation, now it's cost you abit, in that people fear you. Try being alittle more open and
friendly.”

Ardlanodded. "Wdl, what do | do about Queen Lyssa?'
"I don't know her, though Eddas has met her. What do you think, Old Man?'

| shrugged. "Do something... Womanish with her,” | replied, waving agloved hand dismissvely. "Tak
about hairstyles or perfumes or something. She'sredly avery ordinary woman at heart, Arella, and her
biggest concern is probably following the ingtructions | told her - which was to make an effort never to
come between Noril and histwo advisors, you and Dawn. Y ou probably make her nervous. Do
something... Ordinary and womanish with her.”

Ardlarolled her eyesat me. "Y ou realy are aman at heart, you know that?"
"Thank you," | replied dryly.

"Now, Ardla" Joy chided, waggling afinger at her. " Just because Eddas is aman doesn't make his
advice unsound. He'sright - you should try to make friends with her, and chat about ordinary things.
Don't be so doof with her that you end up dienating her - in the end, that's not good. She's my son's
wife, and Queen of theland. Y ou need her to trust in you and confide in you as much as she does
Dawn."

Arelanodded. "Alright, Queen Joy."

"And stop caling methat. I'm no longer queen of Larinia- my son'swifeis. At best, I'm queen-mother,
and I'veno desirefor you to cal methat, either,” Joy said, and grinned wryly. "Just call me'Joy’, Arella”

Ardlaamiled. "Alright, I will, Joy."

"Was there anything else you needed?’ | asked politely, keeping the annoyance out of my voice with the
skill of an expert chatto-player. 1'd once explained to Joy what it was like when Arella abandoned me for
seventeen years, leaving me donein thistower - in the end, | went mad from the sllence, and the endless
londliness. Only thevigts of Tdiad, Mungim and the giants broke the tedium, and living without physica
contact for that long was smply too much for me. Now, Arellahad doneit again - and then had the
nerve to come by and ask how | coped with being thought of asan dien, immorta being. The answer
was smple, and exactly what | had told her in thefirst place - eventualy, you get used toit.

"W, no, not redlly. | just needed to get away from the castle for abit, and... Wdll, | guess| just redly
needed to sharethis, and get it off my chest."

| nodded. "I understand. Y ou need to stay closeto Noril and his children, however. Cordois till dive,
and may have plansfor them.”

Arellagasped, and Swift-wing squawked with fear. " Alive?™ Swift-wing squawked, flapping hiswings
nervoudy. "How could he be dive? | thought you said he was dead!”

| glanced at Swift-wing. "It would appear, my friend, that just as| am Y orindar's Raven, Cordo is
Morgar'swolf - though, in truth, heismorelike ahorrid, rabid dog than awolf. And, as| discovered
with mysdlf, thetool of agod isabit more difficult to kill than one might expect.”

Ardlapaed. "The prophecy!"



"What of it?I'm afraid | know nothing about it, Arella. Paradox prevents me from redlly learning too
much about the future.”

"Part of the Holy Book of Y orindar isaseries of prophecies, Old Man," Joy explained. "I never learned
much of it - it wasthe bdliefs of the Little People, and we giants have our own gods. Still, I do know
some of it. The chapter of propheciesisa collection of short utterances by a het-man of the Little People
who lived severa centuries ago - one of their wandering beggar-priests of Y orindar. These numinous
teachings are all obtuse phrases, in no particular order, which he uttered over the course of hislife, and
were later collected and written down by hisfollowers. | understand little of them, and have not read
them, unfortunately.”

"Wdll, | have" Ardlasaid, and looked to me. "Raven, one of the propheciesisthis. '‘Beware the Rabid
Woalf, lest he stedl away the Future's Hope, and take the Light down unto the Sunless Sea.' Oh, Raven!
Cordo must be the 'Rabid Wolf' of the prophecy!”

| nodded. "Probably. As| said, you need to stay closeto Noril and his children. Y ou've been trained as
abattle-mage by me, and are till the most powerful mage in the Southlands. Y our skillswere honed on
the battlefield during the War of the Twins, and you're as prepared as you could possibly be for whatever
may happen. Remember your lessons, and be on your guard.”

"But Noril and Lyssadon't have any children, yet!"
"Exactly,” | replied, and flt achill astheword passed my lips.

Swift-wing gazed a me slently, then fluffed hisfeathers nervoudy. Arelasmply stared, her mouth
agape.

After along moment, Joy looked to Arella, and smiled. " Close your mouth, dear, it's unbecoming of the
Court Wizardess of Lariniato gape.”

Joy nodded, then rose to her feet, Swift-wing flying to her shoulder at her menta call. “Thank you for
your advice, Joy. | shdl follow it. Thank you for your advice, Raven. | shal bewatchful. Farewell, for
now," she caled, then cast aspell of returning, and vanished.

To my utter and absolute surprise, the very instant Arellawas gone, Joy burst into gales of laughter. |
blinked at Joy for severd moments before | found my voice. "What isit? What's so funny?’

"Old Man, you've no idea! When you said that, and confirmed the prophecy, it was like a chill went
down my spine. | could seein her face that shefdt the samething. 'Exactly’, you said - but the way you
said it was so much more. Y ou truly are the Raven of Y orindar, and it was as though, for that moment,
you were speaking with hisvoice. It was truly amoment of ave, Old Man.”

"Well, what's so funny about that?" | replied, deciding not to tell her | felt the samething.

Joy guffawed for several long moments before she was able to reply. "Old Man, thisis after she'scome
to you, the person whom she has again abandoned, this time because she fearsyou and isin awe of you
snce your change, and asks you how you deal with being consdered dien and inhuman because thosein
Stedlgate are starting to treat her the same way? Hah! The Little Peopl€'sgod, Y orindar, hasavast and
lovely sense of humor and justice, Old Man!™

As Joy again guffawed, | managed asmile. | decided it would be best to smply enjoy this pleasant
moment, and whatever pleasant moments there may be to come while they lasted. Joy did not need to
hear me explain to her that Ardllawas just as much apawn in Y orindar's vast, world-spanning,



time-spanning chatto game against Morgar as | was - and, indeed, as Joy was, herself. Joy did not need
to hear me explain that Arellasrelation of part of the prophecy to me was, amost certainly, no mere
coincidence. Nor did she need meto tell her that | understood the prophecy - though had | been told this
even aslittle asayear or two ago, | would not have been able to make sense of it. And | knew where
the Sunless Seawas - or gpproximately where it was, a any rate. Nor did she need to hear metdl her
that this knowledge wasthefina piecein the puzzlefor me, and my understanding of why | remained
trapped in this body was now complete.

For the Sunless Seawas in the heart of the lands of the Dark Elves, deep beneath the earth - the race this
body most closely resembled.

No, there was no need to tell Joy any of that. It wasfar better to smply sit with her here, on the parapet
of my tower, enjoying the warm spring sun and the fragrant scent of millions of byalar-blossomsthat the
gentle breezes brought to us as we sipped at our cups. Y es, far better to enjoy the pleasant moments we
hed, while they lasted. For though the day was calm and clear, | knew in my heart that storm-clouds
loomed beyond the horizon.

The End.
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