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"To truly understand the Ancient One, it must be understood that they are not like any ordinary,
mundane human who ever lived, before or since. Like all the truly mighty mages of legend and
song, Eddas Ayar was and is passionless, and compassionless. Beyond humanity, Eddas Ayar was
and is no mere mortal being, but more a force of nature, or the will of a vengeful god incarnate.
To ascribe ordinary, human motivations to any mage is false - they wield powers far beyond
normal beings, and that power shapestheir view of the world, distancing them fromit. The
greatest of mages were even more distanced from the world by their power, and Eddas Ayar was
and is perhaps the greatest mage in all of history. Thus, the Ancient One was so far removed from
humanity that ascribing human goals and motivations to their actionsis simply impossible.”

- Lord Caladis, The Eddasine Chronicles, 1817 NCC

| reached out an ebon-gloved hand to adjust the full-length mirror, and looked mysdlf over. The same
strange woman who had gazed back at me for seven decades stood there, her expresson calm. Even
after dl these years of gazing upon the woman in the mirror, it still felt odd at timesto see her rather than
mysdlf - atall, bearded, olive-skinned Hyperborean male.

The hdf-f woman in the mirror was beautiful, of that there was no doubt. Night-black hair drawn back
into aponytail, highly arched eyebrows, eyes asblack asjet... Her body, forged by seventy years of the
acetic life of abattle-mage, had received itsfind forging in the raging, destructive chaos that was the
very heart of a mana-storm. Her beauty, because of that, was beyond ordinary mortal beauty... She
was, infact, possessed of aterrifying, alien and surredl beauty, fitting of who and what sheredly was.
She was dressed in the ebon, long-deeved hooded robes | favored, though with ablack waist-belt over
it to draw it closer about her figure. Wearing the black, elbow-length kidskin gloves and knee-length
kidskin boots that had once belonged to my beloved Dyarzi, she looked every inch what the two ebon
feathers she bore beneath her hairband announced she truly was - the Raven of Y orindar.

"Old Man, stop primping! Y ou look fine" avoice caled.

| turned, looking over my shoulder, and saw Joy coming up the stairsto my room at the top of my tower.
Though now over ninety, the proud beauty of Joy's youth had been restored by my own sorcery, and she
was once again the golden-haired goddess the late King Darian had taken as hiswife. Shewas, intruth, a
giant - though her mother's brush with the edge of a mana-storm had Ieft her daughter of diminutive Sze,
at amerefive cubitsin height. And, though the giants might <till consider her to be quite smdl asshewas
bardly the sze of atoddler to them, Joy towered head and shoulders above any human | had ever

known. "Old Man, you've fussed in that mirror for an hour, now. Comeon - it's nearly time. Y ou don't
want to belate.”

"Thefirg impresson isvery important, Joy. For some of those children, it will be the first time they have
ever seen me. For some others, it will betheir first day of lessons as an gpprentice battle-mage,” |
replied, turning back to the mirror. "1 will leave nothing but my best impression each time winter returns,
and the children come."

"Y es, and for the rest of them, they've seen you a hundred times before and al your primping is
completely wasted. Now come," Joy said, and grinned at me.

| chuckled. "Wdll, | suppose youreright. After dl, they can seewhat | really look like beneath this
garment of flesh, and most of them wouldn't even notice what | was wearing. Still, it'sthe principle of the
thing. I want them to always know they're important to me - because they are.”

As Joy and | walked down the stairs, she spoke again. "I till find that very odd - that they can see more
than we can see. What have you been able to discover of it?"



| shrugged. "Wdll, as you know, each of them isthe result of the little enchanted bracer that Peliaand her
women gave me,” | replied, patting my upper left arm where | wore the band beneath the deeve of my
robe. "The bracer allows meto begin apregnancy within them, though | lack the equipment to otherwise
do 0 - the enchantment responds to my male soul, which remains unchanged inside this body. The
children themsdlves have nothing of mein them - their germ-plasm is entirely that of their mother, and
they are more like twins than daughters. Still, because their lives were sparked with sorcery, their
germ-plasm has been dtered by sorcery. My best explanation, after studying their auras mysdlf, isthat
they smply are more atuned to mana and astrd emanations. They will beimmensaly powerful mages
when they grow up, | think, asthey each will have an innate understanding of mana-flow that even an
gpprentice with astrong Talent normally takes yearsto learn. They can see astra space and astral auras
clearly and easily, Joy, just like | can with the Spell of Agtrd Vision or the spell of Asirdl Projection.
Nothing istruly hidden from them - they can sense emotiona states smply by glancing at one's aura, and
tell what's redly on someone's mind just from the colors they see floating about them, which are directly
derived from various factors of emation, intellect and persondity. More, their vison isuncannily
penetrating and accurate. Normally, with aspell of astra vision, one can only see the aura cast by the
body itsdlf, and whatever enchantments happen to be upon it. All these children can seefar more than
that - they can seethe very soul. They know what | really look like, smply because they can see my
male soul housed within thisbody.” | shrugged again. "Still, it'sbest to make light of it, | think. After dl, it
wouldn't do to have them grow up thinking that they arein someway odd or strange - they may be that,
for ahuman, but in truth, they are quite norma children, otherwise.”

"| agree," Joy replied, nodding. "Having lived as achild being treated as an oddity because | am so smdll,
| cantdl you that it isaterrible thing to experience." Joy then grinned at me as we stood outside my
tower, standing in the thin layer of snow which covered the ground. "And having raised two children
myself, | can tell you that you make awonderful father."

| rolled my eyesat her. "Please, Joy. That'sthe one thing | can't be for them. They spend the mgority of
the year with their mothersjust so they'll not think of me as ‘father'. Fate and the gods have meant that
our people are, for now, arace with only one gender, and to my courtesans | am much like abeeto
dozens of flowers - they need my touch to reproduce, but the result is never another bee, dways another
flower. Perhaps someday that will change - perhaps Y orindar has some plan | am not aware of that will,
eventudly, solvethis problem. | have aready developed arefined version of Pdlias spell that the Second
Generation can use on themsalves, once their numbersrise to the point where there smply are too many
of them for meto act asthe 'bee’ to their ‘flowers - that, | accomplished ten years ago. Unfortunately, it
takes amaster mage to even attempt the spdll, and none of them are even closeto that level of power.
So, for now..." | said, and shrugged. "Eventually, each of them will have to come to me and receive the
same spell their mothers did, so that they may become mothers themsealves. It would not do for them to
al think of me as 'father’, then have to turn to me later to become mothers, Joy," | said, and lifted my
head as we stood outside my tower. "I am their teacher, Joy. | add to the lessons their mothers have
taught. In afew decades, each of them will be both amaster healer and amaster battle-mage, aswell as
the best researcher and scholar of magic | can possibly make them. | must maintain an air of propriety at
all times, that they will grow up to be proper Hyperborean ladies and well-educated, well-trained
sorceresses. | am their teacher, Joy. Only that, and nothing more."

Therewasashimmering inthe air before us, and al eighty-nine of my courtesans gppeared, dong with
their sixty daughters, dl holding hands so Peliacould transport them with asingle spdl of returning. Pelia
and her woman dl smiled and called " Good morning, Eddas," as did the eldest of their children, bowing
their heads respectfully. The toddlers and infants, held in their mother'sarms, smply gaped - the
experience of being trand ocated through sorcery was still anew one, for them. The rest, two dozen girls
al ranging between two and ten, had acompletely different reaction. They al immediately whooped with
joy, dashed over to me and dl tried to hug me at once, screaming "Daddy! Daddy!"



My heart melted, and | went to my knees and gave each of them ahug. "Hello, my little darlingsl How
aeyou?'

"Hello, daddy! Werejust fine!" chirped Myota, grinning broadly.

"l learned how to whistle just like a sparrow! Wannahear?' asked Molati.
"I learned how to write my name! Wannasee?' 1ola squesaked excitedly.
"l can tiemy shoes, now, al by mysdlf!" Kyoli bragged.

On and on they went, each bouncing and happy and chattering like excited chipmunks, and soon | heard
Joy'slaughter aboveit al. " So, nothing more than ateacher, Old Man?' Joy laughed again. "Every year,
it'sthe same thing - you spend days working yoursalf up to be aloof and proper, and when they get here,
you weep with joy."

| looked up to Joy, grinning, my cheeks damp with tears. "Oh, hush.”
Chapter Two

"To understand the Hyperboreans is to understand Honor. It istheir greatest legacy, and the
crowning jewel of their civilization.”

- Elven proverb.

The days of winter flew past al too quickly, asthey awaysdid. | spent the daylight hours teaching the
eldest, in the same manner | had once instructed countless gpprenticesin the Black Tower, seventeen
centuries ago. Each was an apt pupil, learning their lessons quickly and easily. Of course, throughout the
rest of the year, they learned the art of sorcery and healing from their mothers, so thiswas not terribly
aurprisgng. Still, their own innate abilities at sensing and understanding the flow of mana were quite useful
to them, and it took very little explanation for them to grasp even the most complex of gpprentice's
lessons. Though they were only with me four months of the year, their education progressed at arapid
clip. Finaly, | was faced with a predicament - and one that did not have asimple solution.

"| till don't understand what the problem is," Swift-wing grackled, sitting on Arella-tor's shoulder.
Ardlator, the Court Wizardess of Larinia, had comefor one of her now-annua visitsto appraise me of
theyear's activities at Steelgate, King Noril's castle. Swift-wing, Ardlasraven familiar, reached up afoot
to scratch an itch behind his feathered head as his mistress spoke.

"Neither do |, really. What exactly isthe matter, Raven?' Arellaasked.

"Wdll, Pelias daughter, Lyota, isthe eldest, at twenty. She haslearned al the lessons of an apprentice
battle-mage, and is prepared to begin the journeyman'slessons,” | replied, nodding respectfully to Pelia,
who sat with us at the table in my room at the top of my tower.

Pdlianodded gravely. "That would, indeed, pose aproblem.”
Ardlablinked. "Umm... With respect, High Mistress Pdlia... | don't understand why it's a problem.”

Pdiaamiled. "Because Eddas has no Circle, Mage Ardlator. By our laws and traditions, he cannot
ingtruct beyond the apprentice leve.”

Swift-wing rolled hislittle black eyes. "Well, why don't you just admit Raven to your circle, the Mountain
Heders?'



Peliashook her head. "Because, my little feathered friend, he cannot possibly join. Heisaman, and the
rules of our circle specificaly prohibit men from joining. And before you ask, no, we cannot change our
rules. We decided twenty years ago that we would preserve as much of our old way of life aspossible -
including our old laws and traditions, wherever we could.”

| nodded. "We must retain what little we can, thet the children will grow learning that there are laws and
ruleswhich govern therr life, regardiess of whether or not they understand them or agree with them. We
cannot smply change anything we want at awhim, smply becauseit suitsusto do so. If wedid, we
would raise children who would follow situationa ethics, rather than absol ute ethics - and absolute ethics
are both the cornerstone of Hyperborean society, and arequirement for a Hyperborean battle-mage.”

Ardlalooked a mein confusion. "Umm... Y ou trained me to beyond the apprentice level, and weren't
too concerned with lessonsin ethics.”

| chuckled. "Y ou didn't need them, Ardlla. Y ou were an adult woman from amature and vibrant society
of millionswho had, in my opinion, afully developed set of ethics. These, however, are children froma
society which numbers less than two hundred people. A firm set of ethical guiddinesiscritica,
particularly asthey will dl eventudly belearning battle-magic.”

"Why?" Swift-wing asked, cocking hishead curioudy.

Peliaraised afinger. "Suppose, for amoment, that we here are starving. Granted, it would never happen
because dl of usknow the spellsfor conjuring food Eddas taught us, but pretend for amoment we are.”

"Alright," Swift-wing replied, nodding to Pdlia

"Suppose aso that we have the ability to trangport oursel ves down to the Southlands, and stedl dl the
food we need to survive - which, incidentally, we do. Now - should we do it?"

"Well, yes, | suppose," Swift-wing replied with afeathered shrug. ™Y ou do what's necessary to survive.”
Ardlashook her head. "No, you shouldn't. Another solution should be devised.”

| chuckled at the disagreement in thought between mage and familiar, then waggled agloved finger at
Swift-wing. "And that, my friend, isthe difference between stuationa and absolute ethics. Ardlator is
your mistress, and knows that the power of sorcery, once abused, |eads one on adownward dide
towardsalife of sdf-serving indulgence and eventua sdlf-destruction. Y ou, on the other hand, are till a
wild raven at heart, and know that sometimes you must do what you must to survive.”

"Wael, whoisright?" Swift-wing asked, tipping hishead curioudly.

"l am, slly," Ardlareplied with agrin, tapping Swift-wing's ebon beek reproachfully with afinger.
| chuckled. "No, actudly, you both are."

"Weare?" Swift-wing asked, obvioudy confused.

"Yes. In some Situations, you must act with sdf-interest. However, in al stuations, you must keep in
mind the complete consequences of your actions. Thus, whileit might seem the smplest solutionisto
just steal what one needsto live, all other solutions must be explored before you commit yoursdlf to an
action which has such vast ramifications. One theft such asthat, no matter what the motives, would stain
the reputation of all Hyperboreans asfar asthe people of the Southlands were concerned, possibly
forever. Thus, it should be avoided if at dl possible, according to Absolute Ethics.”



Pdlianodded. "And Absolute Ethics are critical for a battle-mage, who learns to command spellsthat can
destroy armies, and lay waste to large stretches of land. Decisions must be made not for the short-term
interet, but for thelong-term. That iswhy aCircleisimportant - afull circle providesthe ethica
background by socia reinforcement necessary to safely learn the spells of true power and destruction.”

"Ooooh, | see," Swift-wing replied, then paused. "Wait - no, | don't. | don't understand why you couldn't
just form your own circle, Raven.”

My anger flared, and Swift-wing blinked in surprise a my expression.
"Now, Eddas... I'm sure he didn't mean it theway it sounded,” Pelia cautioned.

After amoment, | was ableto calm mysdlf, and | nodded. "No, you wouldn't know - you didn't mean it
to beinsulting,” | said, and sighed. "I can't, my friend. | was gected from my circle. By two-thirdsvote, |
was declared a heretic and amadman, and cast out. By our laws and traditions, | may not start anew
circle. The honor of the circle would be tainted, should it ever cometo light years or even centuries
later.”

Both Swift-wing and Arellastared at mein sllence for along moment. Findly, Arella shook her head.
"Y ou Hyperboreansredly are different people, from adifferent culture. To someone from the
Southlands, that wouldn't matter. The truth of what happened between you and the Dyclonic Circleis
well-known among al your people. If you werelike us, it would never be seen asadishonor.”

Pdiagmiled. "Wdll, in truth, it's not seen as adishonor by any of the Mountain Hedlers, either. To be
regjected by those who later prove themsdlves fools and evil madmen is no dishonor. Still, as Eddas
would say, it'sthe principle of thething - and that's what Absolute Ethicsisdl about. Founding aCircle
isno minor deed, and everything must be perfect, without the dightest hint of scandal. With grest power
goes gresat respons bility, and no whisper of scanda may stain the honor of any circle, lest it be
consdered arogue organization of witches and warlocks, hunted down, and destroyed.”

"And s0, we have the Situation we are in. Without a circle around me, thereis only one way to have the
ethical background by social reinforcement that Lyotawould need - and that'sto train her the same way |
did you, Ardla. Shewould have to come live with me, so that she might have me as an example and
congtant mentor, in the ancient manner of master and apprentice.”

Ardlablinked. "Wdl, what's wrong with that?"

Pdiasmiled. "Eddasisaman, dear. It wouldn't be proper for an unmarried young woman to smply
comelivewith him."

Ardlagaped, then burst out laughing. "I-I'm sorry, but... Ravenislike afather to them. | don't think that
would be a problem.”

| drummed my gloved fingers. "Arella, | know you're not intending to beinsulting, so I'll try not to get
angry with you. | cannot belike afather to them. | know that they look a me like onein many ways,
particularly considering their origin and especidly when they are younger, but | cannot be afather to
them - particularly when they reach Lyota's age. Ardlla, if they intend to carry on the vision of their
mothers and myself and restore our race, the only way they can reproduceisthrough me. They cannot
see me as afather once they become an adult. That would be... Obscene.”

Ardlaseyeswidened. "Oh! I'm sorry, | didn't think of it like that!"

Pdliareached out and patted Ardlas hand. "I'm sure you didn't dear. Our little arrangement is, to say the



least, somewhat complicated. Fate and the gods have made things difficult for us- but weintend to
survive, and grow, and again spread our race throughout the lands of our ancestors. It isimportant for
Eddas to teach the sKills he has mastered to our daughters, as each is critically important to the future of
our race. Each of them must be able to defend themselves as well as Eddas can - or better. Hyperborea
isstill adangerous place, with many ogres, goblins, and fell beasts. We cannot afford to lose even a
sngle one of them. Thus, the skills he knows are of critica importance. Also, the more mindswe have
working on the problem of restoring his origina body, the morelikdly it isthat someday, we will succeed.
Thus, he must dso teach them the skills of the scholar and researcher. Y es, their education by himis of
vital importance - but smply alowing them to view him astheir father cannot be alowed.”

"Well," Swift-wing said, fluffing hisfeathers, "I think that you should probably just go ahead with it
anyway. Y ou once said that Y orindar was watching over you, as you're the Raven of Y orindar. She said
that Vyleah waswatching out over her, as shewaslike Vyleah'srabbit. | think you should just trust that
Y orindar and Vyleah will watch out for you, hope for the best, and dedl with problems asthey come
aong. Besdes, the Stuation you'reinisn't like any other, redly. You're the last of your people. Some
adjustmentswill have to be made - whether anyone el selikesit or it conformsto what they consider
‘ethics isn't really important. Y ou do what you have to do to survive - and if someone doesnt likeit,
that'stoo bad. And even if the fledglings do think of you asafather, it'snot like you're actually coupling
with them - it's sorcery, not copulation,” Swift-wing said, then sniffed. "Y ou can cdl that 'Stuationd
ethics if you like and sneer a me, but that'swhat | think."

| shook my head, and smiled. "No, my friend, | would never sneer a you. As| told you many years ago,
you areliving proof that the noble ravens are truly wiser than the wisest owl.” Swift-wing puffed out his
little chest, and looked very proud and pleased with himself as | continued. "Y ou are, in theend,
probably right. We have little choice in the matter - if Lyotaisto be properly trained, shewill haveto
come live with meto receive that training. As| said before, in some situations, you must act with
sf-interest. However, in dl Stuations, you must keep in mind the compl ete consequences of your
actions. So, we shdl smply do what we must, and hope for the bet.”

Ardlasmiled. "Well, I'm glad that's settled - though | redly think you shouldn't worry about it. | know
you Hyperboreans have a different culture than we of the Southlands, but redlly, 1'm awoman of the
Southlands, and to me, it's more like you were abee and dl Pdlials women were smply flowers. The fact
that the bee dlows the flowers to reproduce doesn't mean the bee is coupling with them - the relationship
doesn't work like that. As Swift-wing said, it's sorcery, not copulation.”

"In many ways, that is precisaly how welook at it, Arella" Peliareplied, nodding. "Eddas himsdf has
compared it to abee and flowers many times over theyears. Still..."

Ardlanodded. "Wdll, to me, it al seems specia and wonderful, not tawdry and illicit asyou seemto be
worried about. I've known Joy for many years, now, and it doesn't bother her, so I'm certain it wouldn't
bother the giants. | don't know much about the elves and the dwarves, but from what little | do know
having met Taliad and Mungim over the years, I'd say that their cultures are probably far less suffy than
your own - they probably would look at it the sameway we do," Ardlasaid, and grinned. "No offense,
but... Y ou Hyperboreans are really very stuffy, sometimes.”

Pdiagazed a Ardla, her expression calm. "That's probably because the oldest of us, Eddas himsdlf, is
onethousand, eight hundred and fifteen yearsold,” Peliasaid dryly. Ardlablanched, but Pdiasmply
continued on, gazing at her with the gaze of adragon. "We may seem 'stuffy’ to you, Mage Ardla-tor, but
that isonly because we are dmost two millenniaout of our time. Y ou have the same sorcery we of the
Mountain Hedlers do. Y ou, too, can restore your youth endlesdy - and, judging by your appearance, I'd
say you have been doing so. One day, when you are amillennium or two old, you, too, will be seen as



'suffy’ by those around you," Peliasaid, and Ardlavisbly shrank in her chair. Peliathen gently reached
out ahand and placed it over Ardllas, and smiled as she squeezed Ardlas hand gently. "And when that
day findly comes, Ardla, dwaysremember that you can come here, and will have friendswho
understand.”

Ardlasmiled back, then suddenly grinned broadly. "I will, Pelia. | will."

There was little news of Steelgate to share - King Noril's son, Parid, was doing fine, astrapping young
lad of ten (who had the strength of afull-grown man, as he was a quarter giant through his grandmother,
Joy). Noril wanted to ask that | come in Parid's eighteenth or twentieth year to finish his education, even
as| had done Darian and Noril before him. Held phrased his request in an extremely polite and very
lengthy letter, obvioudy not wanting to offend me. | sSmply told Arellathat as| was still aDefender of the
Realm by Darian's decree, she should tell the king | would be pleased and honored to fulfill hiswishesin
thisregard.

For our part, there waslittle newsto give Arella. The Mountain Healers had decided that arate of two
births a year was about what they could comfortably manage, until the tasks of raising the children could
be asssted by the older children. Strider, Longtooth's son who was named after his grandfather (whom
he strongly resembled), was aproud father himsalf, now, and his son was almost eighteen summersold.
Dragondayer himself no longer patrolled the lands for goblins, as he smply wastoo old. Instead, he
spent most of histime teaching what he knew of fighting to the younger giants - though he may not have
looked it to the eyes of ahuman, to the eyes of a giant, Dragondayer was considered amaster of the
martid arts, with knowledge that was amost mystica in nature. In truth, as Dragondayer related to mea
few years ago, his greatest secret was smply akeen balance, learned when he was ayoung giant and
had to first learn to help harvest the byallar grown on their [ands by stepping between rows of tiny trees
without stepping upon the trees themsalves. This skill at balance aso alowed him to learn how to make
tremendous blows with a giant's wegpon without shifting his feet much. While both were nothing for a
human warrior, agiant was far more massive, and the mechanics of balance and movement were different
for them. Dragondayer himself weighed a bit over one thousand stone - he was literally as massive asan
oiliphant. Balancing that mass of muscle and bone was acompletdy different thing for agiant than a
human, and asmple pratfal for ahuman was nearly dwaysfatal to agiant. Thus, thissmple skill a

bal ance made Dragond ayer one of the most deadly warriorsto ever live among his people, and many
young giants traveled hundreds of leaguesto study under him, even asdl the young giants of Dohbari

village dready had.

Once we'd related the news to each other, Arellabid usafond farewell, cast her spell of returning, and
vanished. The smileI'd plastered on my face vanished as soon as she did. "Bah. Stuffy, indeed,” |
snorted, risng to my feet. "Let's seeif she doesn't sing adifferent tunein afew centuries, when everyone
she's ever known in the Southlands has gone to dust, and her only remaining friends are here, among the
ruins of Hyperborea."

Pdlianodded. "Shewill, Eddas. After al, she'sonly acentury old - in time, shell seem quite stuffy hersdlf,
to those around her. Though, in the end, she may beright, you know. We may be worrying far too much
about our Stuation,” Pdiasaid, and smiled.

"Perhaps. But | will still make every effort to insure that when our racerisesanew, it shal bearacethat is
honored and respected despite who founded it, and how."

Pdliastood, shaking her head. "Men!" she said, and smiled. "Eddas, despite what you may think,
someday, you will realize that the Hyperborean people will be respected because of you, not in spite of
you. Someday, you will understand that to my eyes and the eyes of dl your other courtesans, even Dyarzi
in the afterlife, the terrible, dishonoring things that have happened to you have not lessened your honor -



they have ennobled you." Peliagrinned. "Now come. It'stime for you to begin the afternoon lessons, and
we have an announcement to make about Lyota that will make her sisters very proud of her - and
perhaps abit jedous, aswell."

| nodded aswe walked to the sairs. "Probably,” | replied, though | wasn't sure whether or not that was a
good thing.

Chapter Three

"Her hair wasthe color of the leaves of her tree, her skin the color of it's bark. But her eyes! Her
eyes shifted from moment to moment. Brown, mostly, but sometimes hazel, sometimes green,
sometimes blue, sometimes gold... It was all in how the light struck them. Ah, Rhane! My single
night with you has spoiled me for other women. Only Dame Raven ever challenged your place in
my heart - but she loved another, and could not love me in return. That is the true curse of the
Dryads, | think, and their true danger. Not that they will take a man away for a dozen or even a
score of years, but that ever after, they will have stolen his heart."

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

Spring came, and the warmer wesather brought the trees of my landsto life again, rippling in the breezes
which passed over them like agreen ocean of leaves. Normdly, Joy would be sitting with me on the
parapet, enjoying the view - but knowing what | had planned for today, Joy had chosen to remainin her
room at the base of my tower. And, in retrospect, that was probably awise decision, given what | would
be doing today. Casudly, | flicked another stone from the sack 1'd collected into the air.

With amassive blast that echoed out over the ftillness of my lands, the sone | had tossed from the
parapet of my tower vanished in an explosion of lightning thirty cubitswide.

| sighed. "No, no, Lyota. Concentrate. Focus the area of the spell to just strike the stone.”

Lyota sighed with exhaugtion, and probably no little amount of frustration, brushing astray strand of ebon
hair from her eyes. "l am trying, Master Eddas, but it isquite difficult. It is SO much essier to Smply let the
spell flow, and catch the stone somewherein alarger area,” she said, then looked a me. "I | may, why is
it important to learn to focus the spell so it affects only the toneitself? Is not the purpose of an
area-effect battle-spell to affect aslarge an areaas possible? That is how healing-magic works - focusing
on asingle spot of the body isn't important, unless oneis dealing with awound or broken bone.”

"It isimportant because precision isimportant. Y ou must not merely have control of your will, but
precise control of your will, and the ability to focusyour will instantly. In this exercise, you learn to cast
quickly, smoothly, and at an instant's notice. Y ou learn to keep your eyes on the target, focusing your will
on them to affect only what you wish to affect. In battle, ranks of friendly and enemy troops may be quite
close - you want to be able to cast spells at an ingtant's notice that will only smite the enemy, and not
injure friendly troopsin the bargain. Precisoniscritica to abattle-mage - and, in truth, it's critica for dl
of the higher sorceries,” | replied, then placed the sack of stonesat my feet, and leaned againgt the edge
of the parapet.

"Lyota, | have an enormous amount of respect for your mother, and al the Mountain Heders. If | did
not, | would not have agreed to take them as my courtesans. Still, the sorcery they know is, in truth, not
the most complex of sorcery, and the most complex spell they know could easily have been mastered by
any journeyman battle-mage in afew daysto aweek or so. Healing spells function by assisting the body
indoing whet it is already trying to do, anyway. This, intruth, iswhy | could never repair Joy's condition
- her body istiny for agiant, but thisisthe way it was meant to be, and the way her germ plasmis set to
be. Thereis, asfar as her body is concerned, nothing wrong - thus, no healing spell can repair the



condition. Spellsthat can make her larger force the body to assume a shape it does not wish to, warping
the very fabric of her existence into anew shape - and that, Lyota, isafar more complex sorcery than
any that the Mountain Hedlers know."

AsLyotanodded, | gestured off the parapet. "That spell you've been casting for the past quarter hour,
now - you have mastered it in amatter of days. Many young men | once trained, despite possessing a
srong and vitd Talent, took monthsto master itsintricacies. Y et, though you are very skilled, you must
learn control if you areto truly be considered afull mage and capable of learning the higher sorceries,
and not merely ajourneyman.” | shrugged. "Despite appearances, thisis actually the smplest and most
effective way of learning the kind of control | have, mysdlf - and also serves to make you more effective,
should someday you need to use your spdllsto defend your life or the lives of the other women of lolo
Mountain."

"Perhaps, Master Eddas,”" Lyota said, her head still bowed, "if you showed me how it was done, | might
see better what you meant?”

| paused, thinking, then nodded. "Possibly. Y ou can see mana-flow effortlesdy. Perhapsif you watched
me, you may learn," | said, and reached down to lift up the sack of rocks again, placing it on the edge of
the parapet. "Well, you've been working at thisfor a quarter of an hour - you're probably quite tired.
Well let you rest abit. Cast afew of these stones and watch, and then well stop for lunch.”

Lyota nodded, reaching into the bag for astone, then cagting it off the edge of the parapet. | lashed out
with my will, briefly rattling off the same spell Lyota had been cagting as| flicked my hand towardsthe
flying stone. It wasimmediately enveloped inasmall, brilliant globe of eectricity, barely larger than it
was. Thereport of the explosion wasfar less, and the stoneitsdlf vanished to vapor under the intense
hest and pressure applied.

"Ah! It'slikeafunnd!" Lyotaexclamed, grinning.
"A what?" | replied, looking a her curioudy.

Lyota bowed her head. ™Y our pardon, Master Eddas, but | meant that the way you applied your will
compared to how | was applying mine was like that of a bucket compared to afunndl. | smply opened
my will, and let the energies flow. Y our will was more focused - and as aresult, you applied far less
effort to gain the effect you wanted than | did.” Lyotathen looked up. "May | try again?"

"Have you rested enough?'
"Wadll, not redlly, Master Eddas - but | am eager to try again, anyway," she said, and grinned.

| nodded, extending my hand and summoning my staff to my grip at athought. | gestured, casting a
sample spdll of transference, drawing lightly from my staff as| cast upon Lyota, restoring abit of her
endurance. Lyotasmiled, and stood a bit straighter. "There. That should tide you over, for the moment,” |
said, and set my staff aside. Reaching into the sack, | withdrew another stone. "Ready?"

"Ready!" Lyotareplied, her eyesshining.

| flicked the stone into the air, and Lyota cast her spell again. A heartbest later, the stone vanished ina
smdl explosion, perfectly done.

| struggled not to gape. It took an ordinary journeyman weeks, sometimes months to master that
technique. And yet she had understood it the moment she finaly saw me do it, gazing & mewith the
enhanced vison she had. After along moment, | grinned. "Oh, well done! Well done, indeed!" | cdled,



and clapped my gloved hands together in polite applause.

Lyotasmiled and made asmall curtsey, though | could tell by the beaming smile on her face that she was
legping for joy, insde. "Thank you, Master Eddas. It was very much the difference between abucket and
afunnd - | wastrying to control my will as one might gently tip abucket, trying to pour out less - which,
inthe end, isactudly harder. Y our method was more like afunnel, and was more efficient, asyou said.”

| grinned. "Wdll, remember what you've learned today, Lyota - for that exact method iscritical to
magtering the greater sorceries. Particularly when summoning demons and elementals - one must be very
precise in one's Summoning, SO as not to summon something too powerful for oneto control.”

Lyota gaped. "Will you actudly teach meto do that?"

| nodded. "Astheyears pass, | will teach you everything | know," | replied, then grinned wryly at her.
"Though, at the speed you learn, | imagine you'll have mastered it dl by tomorrow."”

Lyotagiggled. "Thank you, Master Eddas, but | doubt it will be aseasy asdl that. | peeked at your
book on magic theory, The Mathematics of Magic, just yesterday - and even though | know it was
written in our language, | could hardly understand any of it past the tenth chepter.”

| chuckled. "1t's not a schoolbook to be read from beginning to end, but abook of theory, Lyota," |
replied, and smiled. "Well be reading and working from it as the years progress, and you'll have your
own copy of it, aswell."

"Areyou quite finished with dl theloud noises out here, Old Man?' avoice called.

Lyotagiggled, and | turned to smile at Joy as she stood in the doorway leading back into my room. "Yes,
Joy, we're quite finished for today. Lyota needsto rest and eat, and then you can resume teaching her the
language of the Giantsthis afternoon.”

"Well, good! | was verging on getting a headache from that, Old Man, and if you hadn't told the giants
what to expect, I'm sure the whole of Dohbari village would have dashed over here, thinking there was
some kind of trouble. Y ou really need to find quieter waysto ingtruct your students, Old Man," Joy said
teasingly aswewalked ingde and sat a my table. | gestured, rattling off aspell of conjuration to summon
asmple bowl of oatmeal and a pitcher of water for each of us. Joy made aface. "And you really need
to learn a better spell than that, Old Man."

"Why?What'swrong with it?" | asked, rising to fetch some spoons.

"Old Man, it may not bother you, but after twenty years as your companion, | am beginning to wonder if
that body you find yourself in has any tastebuds at all! Don't you tire of the samething, day after day?"

"Well, yes. That'swhy | traded for that dwarven blunderbuss about fifty years ago. It dlowsabit of
variety inthefdl, with abit of wild game, and some mild sport in hunting,” | replied, and shrugged.
"Besides-it'snot real oatmed, anyway. As conjured food, it's as nutritious as anything else | could
manage with hunting or what you get from your garden. It only happensto look and taste like catmed,
because | didn't put any effort into it.”

"Widl, put some effort into it, Old Man. Please! My garden won't bear fruit until at least midsummer, and
the whole notion of having to endure what you consider food until then leaves me quite nauseous,” Joy
replied, and Lyotastruggled to stifleagiggle.

"Well, | suppose I'm predisposed to like it, smply because | spent so many years conjuring it for myself.
I'mjust usedtoit, | guess.” | extended my hand, my staff flashing from where I left it on the parapet to



my fig, then smiled. "Here- I'll try again.” | drew lightly from my staff, concentrating, and cast dowly and
carefully. | took afull minutein weaving the spell, then released the last syllable of the incantation with a
precise gesture.

Joy grinned as three bowls of steaming-hot stew appeared before us on the table, brimming with mest,
carrots and potatoes. "Now, that's morelikeit, Old Man! Why don't you conjure mealslikethisal the
time?'

Lyotagiggled. "Becauseit takes more effort, Auntie Joy, and feeds exactly the same. | know it sounds
slly because you can't seeit a all, yoursdf, but... Well, despite what those bowls of stew look and smell
and taste like, their auras show they're exactly the same asthe bowls of grud stting next to them -
conjured food. And, Master Eddas spent as much energy conjuring one of those bowls of stew ashe
spent conjuring all three bowls of gruel. If hedid that al the time, hed be spending more energy to

conjure the food than he would be getting back from the food itsdlf - eventualy, hed starve.”

| nodded, smiling to Lyota "Precisaly, my dear,” | replied, setting my staff aside and going to get the
spoons.

Joy blushed. "I'm sorry - | didn't know. | thought... Well, | thought it was just old habits, and you smply
were being lazy, Old Man. I'm sorry."

| gave Joy aglower, but Lyota burst out laughing. "Oh, Auntie Joy! Of anyone I've ever met, I'd say
Master Eddas is perhapsthe least lazy of dl! | wish you could seehim as| do - hisaurajust glows with
strength and determination! Well, he's got afew red blotches floating around in hisinner auraat the
moment because he's alittle annoyed you would think him lazy, and now some orange blotches are
popping up because he knows | can see hisemotiona state in hisauraand he'satiny bit embarrassed
that I'm talking about it, but redly - thereisn't asingle bit of lazinessin him, Auntie Joy."

Joy grinned a me, and chuckled. "Well, I'm il sorry - | didn't know."

Lyotalaughed, and pointed to Joy. "Ah, | love it when people laugh! Silver sparkles! The more laughter,
the wilder and happier the sparklesfly!" Shethen Sghed alittle, smiling. "Oh, Auntie Joy! | only wish
both of you redly could seethingsas| do. Y ou'd be so much happier, | think. Master Eddasisredly
quite ahandsome man inside that body, and you are redly quite the lovely giantessinsdeyours. It's
marveous, redly.”

"I ill find it amazing that you can seethat at dl," Joy replied as| handed her aspoon. "Tel meagain -
what would | redlly look likeif my body matched my soul ?!

"Well, you have to understand that the soul is something | see inside you, not overlaid atop you. Likea
flameinsgde alantern, the body containsit. The auraislike the light that comes from the lantern. Master
Eddas can see the aurawith his spells, but he can only see the soul when it is projected from the body,
through sorcery. Understand?’ Lyotaasked as | handed her a spoon. Joy nodded, starting into her stew,
and Lyota continued. "Wel, if body matched soul, you'd be about sixteen cubitstal, your face much
rounder and the nose much broader, more like a giantess than ahuman. By giantish standards, you'd be
just as beautiful asyou areto our eyes, now. All else would be about the same - hair, eyes, and so on.
Wil except you'd be abit broader, proportiondly, as giants are abit broader than humans. And as
blonde hair and blue eyesis ever so rare among the giants, you'd be ever so much more beautiful for
havingit."

| nodded, taking amoment to cast aspell of astrd vision, then pointing with my spoon. "That kink in her
aura, there. That's what's made her our size - or nearly our size, at any rate. It's aso what makes her
blonde and blue-eyed - that's how | noticed it in the first place, seventy years ago,” | added, then started



into the stew.

"What's caused that, Master Eddas? | mean, | know that it was caused because her mother, when she
was little, was caught in the very edge of a mana-storm. But what caused the change exactly?'

"The mana-energiesreleased in a mana-storm are chaotic, and redlity-atering. At itsfull strength, the
very atoms of existence break down in multiple, random transformations, eventualy being converted into
pure energy and absorbed by the storm itsdlf. Her mother was brushed by the very edge of a mana
-storm, and her overall form remained intact - but her germ-plasm was dtered, and that caused her child,
Joy to grow like ahuman, rather than agiant,” | replied, looking up from my stew. "L ook - here, here
and here. Her body isthat of agiantess - just amidget one.”

Joy blushed dightly at Lyota's gaze, which dowly became unfocused as she continued to look at Joy,
studying her astral auramore and moreintently. Joy tried to absorb hersdlf in her stew, and looked very
much like she regretted even starting the conversation in the first place. After along moment, Lyota
blinked, then looked back to me, resuming esting. "How very strange... Master Eddas, wouldn't that
mean that Giants and Humans are related? | mean... Auntie Joy was able to have children through her
husband, King Darian.”

| nodded. "Y es. Humans are related to giants, elves, dwarves, dryads, naiads, lamias, gorgons, ogres,
goblins, hobgaoblins, kobolds, centaurs, mer-folk, minotaurs, manticores, and afew other creatures.
Some, like dryads, naiads and elves, they're related to closaly enough to interbreed, but the rest they are
not - particularly the fell beasts. And with dryads and naiads, the offspring is ways another dryad or
naiad, and redlly, human maes are the only way dryads and naiads can reproduce at al. Technicdly,
though, it isn't quite accurate to say these races are related to humans - it's more accurate to say that al
these races are related to each other. The how of thisrelationship remains a subject of myth and
speculation, however, as gpparently the lines twine together back when the world was new, and the gods
werenot quiteold,” | said, and shrugged as | swallowed another mouthful of stew. "That Joy was ableto
bear Darian's children ismore afunction of her peculiar germ-plasm than it isany relation to giantsthat
humans may have."

"Hmph. Myth and speculation, eh, Old Man?' Joy said with asnort. She was a giantess, after dl, and she
held the beliefs of the giantsto betrue.

| nodded politely, phrasing my words carefully so as not to offend. "Wadll... Yes, Joy. Y ou see, each race
hastheir own origin story, and each believestheir particular version to be true. Most are smilar at the
gart. The Creator spoke the WORD, and formed the universe from the endless Void. However, after
that point, the beliefs of each race diverge. The giants, for instance, believe that the ‘Little Peopl€e, asthey
cal humans, sprang from the tears of awidowed, childless giant-wife. We Hyperboreans, in turn,
believed that the first giant and giant-wife were awakened from vast statues carved in amountainside by
alonely god. Other races have smilarly divergent origin stories for themsalves and for the other races of
theworld."

Joy made a moue' a that last notion, but Lyotasmply gazed thoughtfully at me. "So whichisright,
Master Eddas?’ Lyota asked, heedless of Joy's reaction.

| shrugged. "It'simpossible to say, redly. Any one of them could be correct. It's even entirely possible
thet all of them aretrue - so far asthe scholars and researchers of my day were able to determine, the
world isthousands of millions of years old, and the universeitself perhaps even older. Back then, the Arc
of Timewasjust forming, and redlity wasn't the absolute thing it is, today. The vesknow the originsof a
few of the races which arose following the beginning of elven history - dryads, naiads, minotaursand a
handful of others. The written histories of the elves are by far the oldest, but their histories only stretch



back about forty or fifty millennia. Beyond that, even they don't know for certain - and fifty thousand
yearsisonly an eyeblink of time compared to the age of theworld. And as| said, redlity back at the
beginning of time wasn't absolute, asit istoday, it wasrdative. All the explanations each race has may,
indeed, be true - or even none of them. It'simpossibleto say.” | shrugged again, taking another mouthful
of stew before | continued. "The dragons know, of course. They'reimmortal, barring accident or injury,
they're universaly recognized as being the first race to set foot on thisworld, and they've seeniit al from
the beginning of time to now. But, they won' talk about it."

"They won't?" Lyotaasked, puzzled. "Why not?"

"I think they just enjoy being mysterious," | replied, and winked, which caused both Joy and Lyotato
giggle. "Still, I've often thought that another reason might smply be that they don't fed were ready to
know. Or, perhaps, the truth of the gods and the origins of the different races of our world might be
intertwined with Sdf-Determinism, and the formation of the Arc of Time - they may smply not be adleto
tell us, because of Paradox.”

We aein slence after that. Once I'd finished the stew, | did thefirst bowl of gruel over and began egting
it, aswell. Joy looked a me curioudy, and | smply shrugged at her. "I'll haveto re-fill my staff, Joy, and
that'stiring. The stew cost me more, sorry.” Joy Smply nodded, blushing.

About thetime| was leaning back and patting avery full ssomach, Lyotafinaly spoke again. "Master
Eddas, you said that the elves know the origins of afew of the races?

| nodded. "They know the origins of the dryads, naiads, minotaurs, and afew others. Those races arose
after the beginnings of the written hitories of the eves, which starts between forty and fifty millenniaago.
The eves cal them the 'Hafling Races, because they're half human - or gppear to be partly human, at
any rate. The origin of dryadsis particularly well-detailed in their hitories, asthe race eventually became
part of the Seelie Court. Most of the others are Unsedlie - but not all.”

"Well, what are their origins?' Lyotaasked, her eyes shining. "I'mterribly curious!”

| chuckled. "Now, now. Each isavery long story, and you need to start this afternoon'slessonsin
giantish. Thefirst and greatest dly of the Hyperboreans are the giants - thus, Joy'slessons are of critical
importance.”

"Oo0!" Lyota squeaked in frugtration. "l aready can speak their language! All of the Mountain Healers
can!"

Joy chuckled. "Y es, but your accent is atrocious, Lyota, and you still need to learn more of the culture
and ways of thegiants." | suppressed alaugh - Joy had, in twenty years of living with me as my platonic
companion, managed to teach me the language as well as helping me to overcome my depression about
my stuation. Y et, learning the language of the giants hadn't been easy, and it was many years before Joy
ceased to complain about my own accent. "Come," Joy called, rising to her feet. ™Y ou can pester Eddas
thisevening for the stories," she said, and winked. "I'll probably join you - he can spin quite atale once

you get himgoing.”

Lyotarose to go downstairs and begin her lessons, when | held up agloved hand. "Wait. Listen..." They
paused, listening, and soon noticed what the sharp half-elven ears of the body 1'd appropriated had heard
- alow booming sound, like that of adistant drum. "A giant gpproaches. Come - let's go greet them.”

A minute later, we stood at the base of my tower, watching as Strongarm sowly approached. Hewas, in
many ways, much like hisfather had been in his youth, and resembled him strongly - save that he wore
the patchwork cowhide garments of an ordinary male of his people, rather than the dragon-hide armor of



hisfather. His hair was shoulder-length and black, his beard straight, with only afew gray hairsto show
he was near his fortieth summer. On his back, he bore the enormous two-handed sword that the giants of
the llbars mountains had forged, within atiff sheeth of thick, boiled cowhide hed made himsdf. He
walked carefully, his eyes on the narrow road, until he spotted us by the tower and was certain of where
wewere. The giantswere particularly careful on my lands - they had aterrible fear of accidentally
stepping on me, and killing the friend and dly of their village as| dept benegth atree or worked on my
plantation. Strongarm strode over to us, then went down to one knee to bring his head a bit closer to our
levd.

"What isit, my friend?" | caled up to himin thelanguage of the giants.

Strongarm let out an enormous sigh. "My father has died, Eddas. He lay down for a nap before lunch
today, and did not awaken."

"Ah!" | exclaimed, and for along moment, could say nothing more, tears of sorrow dampening my
cheeks. Strongarm lowered his hand and extended afinger, and | hugged the digit (which was asthick as
my leg). It was not unexpected - Dragondayer was over ninety years old, and even for agiant, that was
quite along life. Felicity, his giant-wife, had died adecade before. No, it was not unexpected - only sad.
Joy sobbed openly, though Lyotamerely bowed her head palitely, as she had only met Dragondayer
once, and did not know and love him aswe did. Longtooth, the het-man of Dohbari village, had years
ago told the other giants that my own sorcery to restore youth and even to bring back the dead would
not work on their people - he told me he had done thisto prevent me from being constantly pestered by
giants from al across Hyperborea, seeking to restore their youth or their departed loved ones. | had
agreed with hiswisdom then, and gtill agreed with it now - though this did not make today's news any
easier to bear.

Strongarm sighed again, his own cheeks damp with tears, then spoke again. "We have prepared a
place for him, Eddas. As the eldest surviving family, | would like to ask you to attend. You may
even dig the grave, as my father once said you did for Strider.”

It was agreat honor, of course, and | nodded my agreement. When | had finally managed to compose
mysdlf, | let go of Strongarm's finger, then looked to Joy and Lyota. "Lyota, use your spdll of returning
and let your mother and the others of the Mountain Healers know what has happened. | know that they
will be very saddened, asthey fed they owe much to Dragondayer, but I'm afraid they can't come - the
risk that amourning giant might accidentally step on one of them or the children istoo grest. It will be
enough that they avoid stepping on me. Take Joy with you, that she may at least be among friends during
thefunerd.”

Of course, there was another reason they could not come, and it was not that they would be stepped on
- it wasthat they smply were not invited. The funerals of giantswere private affairs, usudly limited to
family and close friends. | wasthe only Little Person (asthe giants called humans) that | knew of who had
ever been invited to attend one - much less given the vast honor (and monumentd task) of digging the
grave. Of course, being a practical people, another reason their funerals had limited attendance was
smply that any large collection of giantsin any one spot tended to crush and destroy the very landsthe
giants themsalves needed to grow food and raise animals.

"How long will you be gone, Master Eddas?’ Lyota asked.
"At least three days.”

L yota nodded, then hugged me. "Wewill return then, Master Eddas." After Joy hugged me aswell, the
two joined hands. Lyotacast her spll, and they vanished.



"Take methere, my friend,” | called to Strongarm. Strongarm nodded, lowering the back of hishand to
the ground. | stepped onto it, then sat in his palm. Strongarm then rose to his feet, gently cradling mein
his palm, turned, and strode off down the road, back to hisvillage.

Chapter Four
"When a giant do yet breathe their last, the stones of the mountains do weep."

- Dwarven Proverb.

The last of the sod shifted into place over Dragondayer, and | released the earth elementd 1'd summoned
to do the job with aquiet word of thanks. We had laid Dragondayer to rest wearing hisarmor, the hide
of the dragon he had dain so long ago, and with his mighty two-handed club by hisside. The e emental
had done a perfect job, and the grasses waved gently over the low mound where my old friend lay
quietly. I stepped back, and Strongarm cleared his throat to spesk.

"And now, the story of my father is complete. My father's legend was sung even during his lifetime
among our people for hiskilling the evil dragon Chaorlog. It was attacking Bharo village, and
slew any who opposed it in its quest to fill its belly. My father snuck up behind it while it gorged
itself on the body of its latest victim, leapt upon it's back where it's claws would be useless,
grabbed it by one of the horns on its head so it could not bite or breathe fire at him, then threw an
armaround its neck and squeezed with all his strength so it could not breathe or speak to do
sorcery. Hewrestled it for nearly ten minutes before it finally collapsed from lack of air, and then
he snapped its neck. And yet, there was more to his glory. He was the first to see the return of the
Hyperboreans when he encountered Eddas Ayar in one of his regular patrols many years ago. He
slew the madmen of the Black Tower as they sought to steal and rape the Healers of 1olo
Mountain. He saw the first-born of Eddas’ children, the new generations of Hyperboreans, who
survive and prosper with one gender like the flowers of the fields, on the power of their mighty
sorcery alone. It was Dragonslayer who slew thousands of goblins as they sought to rob the quiet
ruins of our ancient friends, the Hyperboreans. It was Dragonslayer who crushed and disper sed
the ogres that raided Wilanda-city, not five years before our friend, Eddas Ayar, returned from
the Void. It was Dragonslayer who obtained for our people the black and good byallar beans from
Eddas Ayar, which today give our village it's wealth. All this and many more things he has done,
some great, and some small - yet even the small things we shall remember. Yes, now, my father's
story isdone. Yet, his name will be sung for generationsto come, until the stars grow dim and fall
from the sky. We shall remember you, father, until the end of time."

Longtooth, the het-man of Dohbari village, nodded in approva to Strongarm. From hisside, helifted a
barrd. Dipping hisfingerswithin it, he sprinkled water across the grave - river water, mixed with thetears
of dl fromthevillage. "1 bid thee rest well, old friend. We shall meet again in the afterlife.”

Longtooth then sat, and Dragondayer's eldest daughter did adrum before her. It was moderately sized,
for agiant, being only four cubits wide, the skin of the drum being made of haf a dozen scraped
cowhides carefully sewn together. Gently placing it into her 1gp, she began to play it with her hands, and
sng the legend of her father in aquiet, mournful voice.

| sat quietly, listening asthe low, dull thuds of the drum and the quiet, dto rumble of Dragondayer's
daughter echoed over the spring hillside. The giantswould stay like thisfor three days. Each, in turn,
would sing what they knew of Dragondayer'slife, and together they would forge thefina verson of his
song, which would be passed down for generations to follow. They would not eat, and they would only
sp sparingly from the barrel of tearsthat Longtooth had brought. Such were their ways. | was not
expected to sing, mysdlf, and for that | wasglad - | could not even see over the top of the drum, and



could hardly be expected to properly play it. Still, it would be placed before me, as| was aguest, and |
would use my ring of flight to dight atop it, seat myself, and then make a speech about Dragondayer'slife
- just as| had donefor Strider, so many years before.

| gazed upon the final resting place of my old friend, then closed my eyesto meditate upon hislife. It
seemed that | would have some newsto tell Arellawhen she arrived next year to visit. | wondered if my
heart would be less heavy in thetelling of it, ayear from now.

Chapter Five

"Too many of our people do yet dismiss the giants as thick-skulled oafs. I, howe'er, do not. | did
once think to make a study of their histories, and mayhap through them yet learn of the ancient
past. But when | did ask them what books they might yet have of history, they did say they kept
their histories not in books, but in their hearts. In song and poetry do they yet remember all the
deeds of their people - and to recite the tale of the life of € en one giant be yet often the work of a
good hour. Aye, they mayhap be slow of thought, but | do challenge any dwarf to yet sit and listen
to the deed-song of €'en the least of their people, and then do remember it in one sitting for the
rest of one's life, €en asthey yet do. Sow of wit they may yet be, but they be hardly feeble of
mind."

- King Gunim IV, Commentaries on History, 1348 NCC

Theflickering light from the fireplace added to the moonlight that filtered in through the windows of my
roomin my tower. It was quite cozy and warm, and despite still being a bit tired and terribly hungry, |
smiled. "Ah, Joy," | said between spoonfuls of conjured grud, "you should have seen it. The funerd was
well done - well done, indeed.”

Joy nodded, smiling, but Lyota gazed a me with renewed respect. "Y ou mean you redly stayed awake
al three days, Master Eddas? Without esting or drinking?”'

| nodded. "It wasn't easy, but | managed it. | meditated to rest so | wouldn't fall adleep - if you practice
the meditation lessons I've taught you, you'll be able to do the same. | did drink, however. The barrel of
tears Longtooth brought was, after dl, mostly river-water. It'sabit easer for the giants, astheir
metabolism is dower, and they have the ability to smply st and endureit. Still, when it wasfinaly over,
everyone was completely exhausted. That, redly, is part of the whole purpose of it. The work of forging
the final song and singing your heart out and staying awake dl that time... Wéll, it drains one completely,
so that when you findly do deep, the next morning, the pain of the lossis much eased. A giant-wife will
gointo ritua mourning for ayear thereefter, of course, and if sheistruly miserable, she may take the
route of baishanto and starve hersdlf to death. Yet, if thefunerd iswell done, shewon't. Shelll have
cried hersdlf out and be utterly exhausted by the end of three days, then she goes home and goesto
deep. When shefindly awakens again and has some food and drink, shefindsthat much of the pain of
her lossis eased. Of course, Felicity died a decade ago, so that wasn't even aconsideration.” | chuckled,
shaking my heed. "Still, it's very exhaugting. | myself dept from the moment | cast my spell of returning
and tossed mysdlf in bed until the moment you two findly returned and awoke me - which iswhy my
robeisso rumpled.”

"Ooooh, | see- the grief iseased through enduring the ordedl," Lyota said, nodding. " The ways of the
giants are good ways."

Joy grinned. "Yes, they are."
"Didyouredly sing though, Master Eddas?"



| shook my heed, still eating. "No, not at al. | smply gave a speech, reciting al | could remember that he
had ever done. Then, each time my turn came up theresfter, | added to the speech with another anecdote
I'd recalled. And, of course, over three days of thinking about it, you remember quite abit. The giants put
my words to song for me, and made them rhyme. I've never sung in thisbody - | don't know if | even
havethe voicefor it, and | decided that the funerd wasn't thetimeto try to find out. A giant'sfunera isa
very forma occasion, Lyota, and everything must be quite perfect.”

"Do you remember the song you and the giants made?"

| rolled my eyes. "Lyota, after hearing it over and over for three days and being one of those who helped
createit, | sncerdy doubt I'll ever forget it.”

"Oo0! Could you sing it to us now, Master Eddas?"

| shook my head, smiling. "Some other time," | replied, diding the empty bowl away from mysdlf and
leaning back in my chair to stretch.

Joy grinned. "Come now, Old Man. Sing for us."

| took along drink from the cup of hot byallar that Joy had brewed before | replied. "Joy, I've never
sung inthisbody. | don't know if it even can sing - it may sound like the 'Raven of Y orindar’ cawing, for
al | know. Dragondayer's song deserves better than that. Besides - you know what giantish Deed-Songs
arelike. It'san hour long, from beginning to end. This body would go hoarse trying to sing that long, snce
I've never practiced the skill."

Joy grinned again. "Y ou're making excuses, Old Man. Come - just Sing usthe introduction and the
synopsis from the beginning - you can skip thelist of deeds and the conclusion. That's dwaysthe longest

part, anyway."
"Yes, yes!" Lyotareplied, clapping. "Please, Master Eddas!”
"But | don't even have aproper drum!™ | replied, grasping a straws.

"Useyour gaff againg thefloor, then!™ Joy shot back, grinning broadly. "Sing for us, Old Man. Sing us
the Deed-Song of your old friend."

| sghed. "Well... Alright." Rising to my feet, | cast abrief cantrip to smooth my robe and shed three days
of dirt from it - auseful little spell Peliahad taught me, one the Mountain Healers used to keep their robes
S0 prigtine white. | smoothed my hair, straightening the two raven-feathers beneath the silver hair-band,
then held out my fist, my staff flashing to my grip a athought. "Alright. A Deed-Song isavery formal
thing, Lyota, and it must be sung with al propriety and formaity. Not only isit the tradition of the giants
and what my old friend Dragondayer deserves, I'm quite sure Joy would be very annoyed with meif |
didn't takeit serioudy,” | said, and winked, causing Joy to grin and Lyotato giggle.

| paused, closing my eyesto collect my thoughts and recalling the song. In the language of the giantsit
was in angpestic tetrameter, and normally one played adrum to keep the rhythm. Lacking adrum, |
samply rapped my staff sharply upon the floor, my eyes closed as| tried to remember it precisely.

"I sing now the song of a one who is gone,
| sing now the deeds of the dead in this song,

Hear now the deeds of one noble and strong,



That the deeds of Dragonslayer will ever live on."

| wasn't terribly pleased with how my voice sounded in my ears. It was difficult to judge, redly. |
remembered Singing when | wasin my former body, centuries ago, but it was merely battle-songs and
tavern songs, sung while the e waswarm, the night cold and the glow of avictory in war was upon
myself and my old friends. My voice then was a degp basso profundo, and hardly compared to the
soprano of thisbody. Y et, now | wasin this body, that of the Raven of Y orindar, and | would haveto
make the best of it. | knew Joy and Lyotawere probably vaiantly trying to suppressagiggle a theway |
sounded, s0 | kept my eyes closed and ssimply concentrated on the song. | gave it my best effort, redly -
Dragondayer deserved no less - but | was certain that the Raven of Y orindar possessed the voice of a
raven long before | was even hafway through.

| worked my way through the introduction, which detailed Dragondayer's birth and heritage, then
launched into the synopsis. The synopsis was an important part, realy, and was the part that would, as
the years passed, be sung among the giants most often. It listed his greatest deeds, of course, but not in
chronological order, but rather in an artistic order designed to be memorable and interesting. Thelist of
deeds contained everything in chronological order, but | wouldn't be singing that a the moment. The
conclusion, of course, contained mentions of his descendants, other notes about hislife, and genera
mora lessons one might draw from hislife. It was quite long, dmost aslong asthelist of deedsitself, and
| was glad | would be stopping at the synopsis.

Eventualy, | reached the end of the synopsis, and stopped, opening my eyes. | then blinked in surprise.

Joy sat quietly weeping, daubing at her eyeswith akerchief. Lyota grinned broadly from ear to ear, and
when sheredlized | was done, she applauded. "Oh, that was marvelous, Master Eddas!"

"It was?"'

"Oh, yes, very much! And oh! The sparklesthat flew from you while you sang! Y ou were worried that
body had aterrible voice, but it doesn't - it's quite beautiful .”

"Likethe singing of abird," Joy agreed, nodding.
| chuckled. "To my ears, it sounded like the cawing of araven - but I'll take your word for it."

A low, booming sound interrupted our conversation, and | paused. "A giant? At thistime of night?
Something must be terribly wrong for them to risk coming in the hours of darkness. It's after midnight,
eadly." | looked to Joy and Lyota. "Come dong, you two. Let's go greet them.”

We chatted as we walked down the stairs - Joy was very interested in the details of the funera, of
course. She had known Dragondayer from meeting him severd times when she lived on my landswith
Darian, seventy years before, and had met him again since her return, twenty years ago. Sheliked him
quiteahit - of course, to agiant, Dragondayer was extremdly difficult not to like. He was, in many ways,
agiant'sgiant.

Aswe stepped outside my tower, Lyota suddenly gasped in darm. Joy, however, screamed - startling
me badly. It was not difficult to understand why Joy had screamed, however. Shewas, intheend, a
giantess (although avery smdl one), and dl giantswereterribly afraid of ghosts.

And that was precisely what stood before us - the ghost of Dragondayer, himself.
"Ah, Eddas... It is good to see you again."

He had not died of violence, but smple old age, so there were no signs of violence on hisbody. His



ghost was Smply an extremely large ectoplasmic form, al white, and somewheat tranducent. He was
dressed as he dwayswas, in his dragon-hide armor, and bearing his massive two-handed club. Hisvoice
was firm and clear - Dragondayer had a strong will when he was dive, and his ghost was focused, and
clear of mind.

Joy yammered in terror (which didn't do Lyota's sense of courage any good), but | smply gazed camly
back at Dragondayer. Ghosts were, in generd, harmless. Though they could terrify you badly, only the
most powerful of them could actudly do anything to harm you. A wraith or revenaunt, of course, wasa
different matter - but Dragondayer was hardly ether of those. "It is good to see you, as well, my
friend. What brings you here, this evening?"

Dragondayer smiled, gtting lightly before us. "Why, you do, my friend. You called, and | came.”
| blinked in surprise. "1 did?"

"Yes, my friend. | heard your call as| wandered the endless, fertile fields of the Afterlife. | wanted
to come... And somehow, | found your voice made it so | could. There were many there | knew,
and many | did not. It isa lovely and peaceful place, Eddas. | can feel it drawing me even now... |
shall not remain long, | think, even if | wished to. The pull of that place istoo strong... What isit
you wanted?"

| shook my head. "Nothing, my old friend. My summoning of you was entirely by accident - though
it was truly a pleasure to see you again, and have this chance to tell you how much you meant to
me." | reached out an ebon-gloved hand to him, and he held out afinger to me, as he often did to 'shake
hands with me when hewas dive. My hand passed through his finger without resistance. " You were and
are my best friend among the giants, Dragondlayer, and | shall always remember you with love
and respect.”

Dragondayer smiled. "And |, you, Eddas Ayar. Now that | can see you, truly see you beneath that
garment of flesh... | can see you are a proud and noble man of the Little People. | am honored to
have called you 'friend." Dragondayer roseto hisfeet with an ease he never could have managed in
life, hefting histwo-handed club on one shoulder. "I can remain no longer, Eddas... | can feel the pull
of those golden, lovely lands drawing me again. | shall smply say ‘farewell’, for now..." He started
to turn, then paused. "Oh - | nearly forgot. Dyarz sends her love, Eddas. And you wereright - she
is quite beautiful, even for a Little Person. Farewell..." Dragondayer then turned and walked away
down the road, fading with each step, until he finaly vanished before he reached the bend in the road.

| stood there, staring after him, struck speechless.

"It'sdright, Auntie Joy, redly. It wasjust aghost. Nothing to worry about,” Lyotasaid, trying to help Joy
cam down. "I know they're abit frightening, but that's part of their nature. Redlly, though, most are
harmless. Master Eddas taught me."

Joy smply shuddered. "How you Hyperboreans can be so brave in the face of something likethat, 1 will
never understand!”

| smply gaped at the empty space where Dragondayer's ghost had disappeared into. "He spoke with
Dyarzi... My beloved..." | shook my head. "I don't understand... He said | called him - but | did no such
thing! 1 smply sang his Deed-Song!"

"That'swhat | wastrying to tell you before, Master Eddas,” Lyotareplied, hugging Joy for amoment.
"Y ou sang from your heart, your soul, of your old friend. That great knot of mana, there," she said,
pointing to my chest, "that knot which maintainsthisbody asit is... Well, it reponded. | think it'sfar



more complex than you redize, Master Eddas. It's more than smply aknot of mana-energy forged inthe
heart of a mana-storm, asyou once thought. | think that it's part of that artifact you told me of years ago,
when | was younger - the Skull of Hyarlanoth. | think the enchantment which first bound you to this body
isapart of it - and you retain some of the powers of that artifact, because of it. And more... | think it's
growing, too, and absorbing more from the very enchantments you bear. Y our song was a Song of
Power, Master Eddas, and the power came from that knot of mana within you."

"Bah! That'simpossible! Next you'l tell me I've become a Rune Singer!™ | snorted.

Lyotavishbly shrank at my gaze. "I don't know what that is, Master Eddas, I'm sorry,” Lyotareplied,
bowing her head.

| Sghed. "I'm sorry, too - thisisabit much for me, aswell. I'm not quite the indomitable tower of strength
Joy makesmeout to be" | said, and smiled wanly. "Come - |et's go inside so your Auntie Joy can have a
bit of byallar torelax, and I'll explain.”

Chapter Six

"...asdead as the Rune Sngers."
- Elven cliché.

A few minutes|ater, we were seated around my table again in my room at the top of my tower. Joy had
finished her second cup of byallar, and looked abit less pae, though till not fully recovered from her
fright. Lyotasmply sat quietly, gazing & me. "So what is a Rune Singer, Master Eddas?’

| shrugged, pouring acup of byallar for mysef. "Well, countless ages ago, when the world was young,
there was no separation between the mortals and the gods, and the word and the will warped the mana
of our universe asdesired. The universe, asit existed following the Creator speaking the WORD and
forming it from the infinite VVoid, was chaos. Eventually, the gods established the Divine Compact, and
forged the beginnings of the Arc of Time. Order was brought to the universe... But at aprice, as mana
could no longer be manipulated with the word and the will, but now only by those whose bodies and
minds were attuned to it, through possession of the Talent,” | explained, and Lyota nodded as|
continued.

"Widl, in our ancient legends, back when our race was young, there were two main schools of mages
which emerged as we arose from the wilderness and began to build the foundations of our civilization -
Rune Singers and Rune Weavers. Thiswas, according to the elves, perhaps twelve thousand years ago,
before the dawn of our own histories. Rune Singers cast spells by singing, their voices bending the forces
of mana to their will through their songs. The notes of the melodies, you see, resonated with the proper
frequencies of mana necessary to produce the desired effect. On the other hand, Rune Weavers cast
gpdlIsthrough intricate gestures and dances, their bodies shaping the flow of mana to what they wished.
The movements and gestures guided and controlled the mana that flowed through them naturdly, you
see, and thus produced the desired effect.”

"Ah, | see" Lyotareplied, nodding. "Whatever happened to them, Master Eddas?’

| Spped my byallar for amoment, remembering my own history lessons, ages ago. "Well, there was
much debate between the two schools as to which sorcery was the 'true’ method of sorcery - and this
debate was only compounded by hundreds of minor variationsin their knowledge and theory, as schools
of "specidists’ arose as the centuries passed. Some of these specidists focused on the eements, and
became the first Warlocks, the Elementa Mages. Others focused on the power of nature, and became
thefirst Druids... Sorceresses of nature, redlly. And there were dozens more "specidists’ with their own



pet theories of magic, none of which truly agreed with any of the others.”

Joy, who had regained abit of her composure, finaly snorted. "Knowing the stories you like to tell, Old
Man, I'll bet they dl had abig fight."

| grinned wryly. "Wéll, yes. Eventually, this debate over which theory was the one 'true’ theory broke out
into awar - awar of sorcerers. The details of the war weren't really known to the scholars of my day,
though the elves know bits of it, here and there. The first mana-storms to rage across our world
occurred during that war, and many were caught within the effects. Manticores, minotaurs, and severa
other 'Halfling' races arose at that time, as did the Dryads and Naiads. Y ou once asked what their origins
were, Lyota. Well, that'stheir origin - their ancient ancestors were circles of sorceresses who specidized
in the powers of nature. Caught in the wake of those ancient mana-storms, they were transformed, and
bonded to their knowledge and powersin away that defies understanding.”

Lyotanodded. "Ah, | see - so the dryads were bound to the trees they once drew power from, and the
naiads to the streams and riversthey drew power from?"

| nodded. "Indeed,” | replied, then shrugged. "Wéll, littleis known beyond that point, redly. What is
known isthat from al that conflict, one type of sorcery emerged among humans - the path of the Mage,
which you have learned, and will continueto learn asthe years pass. We speak incantations which
contain the runes of power the Rune Singers once sang, and we use gestures which contain € ements of
the somatic methods of the Rune Weavers. Y e, we adso rely on formulas, theories and knowledges far
more advanced than that the Rune-Weavers, the Rune-Singers, or any of their contemporaries once
knew. And, as you will discover, in the end, the path of the Mage isthe 'one true path’ that al these early
divergent schools were seeking - and the same path nearly all the older races before us had already
discovered, such asthe eves and the dwarves. Y €, the true mord of the story, | think, isthat there isno
‘one true path' - magic islike song, and like dance. Thereis no one single way to sing, and no onesingle
way to dance. The path of the Mage isthe best way, and the path of the battle-mage best of al asit
leads to enormous power, but it is not the only way," | explained, and pointed to my bookshelf.

"I've detailed what 1've been able to learn or discern of these ancient theories over the yearsin my book,
The Mathematics of Magic. Well study them aswe go dong, and you'll seewhat | mean. All those
early paths - the Rune Singer, the Rune Weaver, the Cabalist, the Ayurvedician, the Ecognostic, the
Necromancer, the Shaman, the lllusionist, the Noetecit, the Summoner, the Sciologist, the Elementdidt...
They'redl there, asbest as| could record what little I've managed to document of them over the years,
both in my previous life from perusing the works of scholars and researchers of my own day, and in this
life, perusing the records of the elves. Their paths were weaker than the path of the Mage, redly... But in
their own very limited area of focus, they were quite strong. Some, indeed, are still used today. The
giants and many other races till follow the path of the Shaman, asthey have since the beginnings of their
race, and goblin-mages gill follow the path of the Sciologist, asthey have since the dawn of time," |
explained, and waggled agloved finger at her. "And spesking of which, if you ever haveto fight a
goblin-mage, try to fight them either infull light or full dark. Each of themisa Sciologist, Lyota- they
follow the path of the Shadowjack and the Shadowmaid, and as such they draw strength from
shadows."

"Yes, Master Eddas - I'll remember.”

Joy, apparently curious, was beginning to ask a question when suddenly there wasasmall shimmer in the
air, and Swift-wing appeared on the mantle of my fireplace. "Ah! Greetings, my littlefriend,” | called,
grinning & thelittle raven. "Whét brings you here tonight?'

Swift-wing fluttered over to the table, squawking. "Raven! Raven! Come quickly! Trouble! Danger!



Death! Catastrophe!™
"What has happened?’

"It'stoo long to explain! Y ou must come with meright away! It'svery urgent!” he squawked, flapping his
wingswildly.

"Swift-wing, cdm yoursdf. If it'sasurgent asdl that, you'll need to take me back to Arellain amoment,
and you may mis-cast if you're not in control of yoursdf. Alright? Now cam yoursdlf.”

"Alright, Raven, I'll try," Swift-wing replied, shaking himsdf violently. Joy and Lyota sat quietly, though |
could tell Joy was very nervous about what might be wrong at Steelgate, wondering if anything had
happened to her son.

"Look - you're S0 nervous, you're shedding feathers,” | said, pointing to along black feather that fluttered
across the table from beneath Swift-wing'stiny body. "Y ou'll never cast aspdl of returning in this state.
Cdmyoursdf."

"That's not my feather!" Swift-wing squawked. "Feathers are not like mammal hair, they don't just fall
out without you noticing! That's atail-feather, and tail-feathers have little sockets they go in and when
they fdl out you notice it becauseit's very uncomfortable so that's not my feather, it must be yours!™

| reeched down to the table with an ebon-gloved hand, lifting the festher and examining it. In aflash of
ingght, | knew what it was, and what it meant.

My long wait had finally ended. Y orindar needed me again, and the storm | had sensed twenty years ago
looming on the horizon had finally broken.

A chill went down my spine, and | smiled to Swift-wing to hide my true fedings. "Why, so it seems, my
little friend. It does appear to bemine,” | replied, and dipped the feather beneath my silver hair-band,
beside the other two | dready had. "Are you cam enough to take us back to Ardlla?*

"I'mascamas!'ll ever be, consdering the Stuation,” Swift-wing snapped.

"Then let usbeoff,” | caled, holding out my wrist. Swift-wing fluttered to perch upon my wrigt, then
muttered his spell of returning. In amoment, the world blurred, and we were gone.

Chapter Seven

"The pain of that day has never eased, even now, decades later. | still weep at the memory, at
times."

- King Noril, Autobiography, 1729 NCC
Arellawas weeping.

The room itsalf, once the roya bedchambers at Steelgate, was smashed and burned, the furniture blasted
to flinders, and some of it till smoking from the sorcerous battle. The stones of thewalls, clearly visble
benesth the tattered and burned remains of the tapestries, bore the deep, long scars of tremendous blasts
of lightning and fire. The oak support beams here and there till smoldered, and the floor was covered in
ashy puddlesfrom where Arellahad, apparently, taken amoment after the battle to extinguish the fires
with conjured streams of water.

And Ardlawas weeping.



The corpse over which Ardlaknet was hardly recognizable as human. Charred beyond recognition in
the fire and blasted by stray bolts of sorcery during the battle, it was little more than a pile of smoking
flesh gathered by trembling hand. The stench of burnt flesh was strong in the air, smelling nauseatingly
smilar to that of roast pork. The corpse was, indeed, totally unrecognizable. It was difficult to believeiit
had once been the beautiful Queen Lyssa.

And Arelawasweeping. As| looked at her, | redlized shewould, in al likelihood, weep over this
moment for the rest of her life.

| brushed past King Noril and Commander Tybalt, who both tried to speak at once. Arellalooked up at
Swift-wing's gentle landing upon her shoulder, and saw me. "Oh, Raven!" she sobbed, and threw hersdlf
intomy arms. | held her quietly, and stroked her back with my free hand.

"I tried, | tried so hard!"
"There, there, Ardla. Tel me what happened.”

"It was... It was him! Cordo! But he was... He was more horrible than | could ever possibly have
imagined”

| nodded - Cordo, once the sdlf-proclaimed high-master of the Dyclonic Circle and my morta enemy,
had a so been dtered by the same mana-storm that had forged this body - but in his case, hiswill had
been insufficient. Hisflesh now resembled that of ahalf-melted wax statue, and he was atrue horror to
behold. Though, in truth, his outer flesh only reflected the seething, rotting madnessin his heart.

"My Lady Raven, we... | amtruly glad to see you again,” King Noril said, casting asde theroya 'third
person’ for the moment. "The crown has need of you, the Defender of the Realm, in this, our darkest
hour."

"Tell mewhat happened, the three of you," | said, looking to Noril and Javan as | patted Ardllas back.

Javan shook hisgraying head. "Thereislittle we can tell you - | and the king werethefirst here, but... By
then, the room was aflame, and blasts of sorcery split the air - we could not approach until it was al
over. Afterwards, we found this..." he said, waving ahand at the room. "The queen dead, and the heir
missing. And though that istheword of it, itishardly dl.”

"I would have helped if you'd let me! Y ou told meto stay away!" Swift-wing squawked at Ardla

| shook my head. "Y ou'd have died, my friend, and your death would have weakened Ardlain the midst
of amage's battle - and then she would be dead, as well. Now come - enough of this. Tell me what

happened.”

Sowly, in bitsand pieces, the story cameout - or, a least, as much asthe living knew. There had been a
commotion of somekind. Shrieking, and running feet - the sounds of sharp explosions. Arellahad come
running, and seen guards dain by sorcery, their bodies blasted asunder by lightning. When sheraninsde
the roya bedchambers, the light from the fireplace cast eerie, flickering shadows - and into those
shadows, Parial seemed to disappear. In the center of the room, laughing at the queen, was Cordo
himsdf. Arellawas horrified. Arellahad never seen Cordo before his flesh had been melted and fused by
the same mana-storm which had atered mysdlf - he once was consdered somewhat handsome by the
women of my day. Now, however, she looked at him, and saw only the 'Rabid Wolf' of Y orindar's
prophecy. She was horrified. She was nauseated. She had been shocked into a moment's hesitation.

And in that moment's hesitation, Cordo, with aringing laugh, dew Parid's cowering mother with a searing



blast of flame.

| had trained Ardlawell, and she was, in the end, an accomplished battle-mage. She cast her defensive
spdlls, then began casting upon Cordo. Their battle lasted for many minutes, and set the room ablaze -
yet, for al Ardlasskill, she could do little more than smash Cordo into the walls from timeto time. For
his part, he wore Arelladown, and probably would have dain her eventudly - but, he suddenly swayed,
asthough drunk or exhausted. Before Ardlaredized what he was doing, he'd cast aspell of returning,
and vanished, leaving her in the blazing room. Ardllaextinguished the fire with an incantation I'd taught her
which conjures ablast of water - useful for not only suppressing rioting crowds but also for extinguishing
ablaze.

| stroked my chin thoughtfully with an ebon-gloved hand, idly missing my once-flowing beard. "Hmm...
He probably left smply because it was growing too hot for him, Ardla. | learned the Spell of Adaptation
when | wasfirst beginning my quest for away to bring Dyarzi back to me - and later picked up aring of
adaptation so | might explore the hostile environments of the e ementa planesfor an answer. | taught you
the spell smply because | found it useful, and thought you might need it. The other members of the
Dyclonic Circle never redlly needed such sorcery - asimple coat in winter and alight robein summer
was dl they ever needed. Now, with Cordo's flesh melted, much of hisskin is gone, fused with the flesh
beneath. He probably can't sweat enough to stay cool, and suddenly redlized he was swooning from the
hesat of the room. It was probably like an oven. Aninteresting weskness... I'll haveto keepitin mind.” |
smiled, then reached out and hugged Ardllatightly. "Y ou did well, Ardla. Truly."

"But | couldn't stop him! The queen isdead, and Parid ismissing!" Arella sobbed.

"True. But any lesser mage would smply be dead, Ardla Y ou are the most powerful mageinthe
Southlands - and | should know, as| trained you, myself. Smply surviving against Cordo may not seem
like much, to you, but it is enough to meto prove that you learned your lessonswell." | turned to look to
King Noril and Javan Tybdlt. "I'll haveto ask that the two of you leave, now. I'll call when you may
re-enter.”

"But-" Noril started, but | silenced him with aglare. The alien cast to this body's features gave it a gaze of
sted - and | used that gaze, now.

"Y our royd mgesty, | am about to do some thingsthat you, as amundane, would find extremely
disturbing, deeply horrifying, and possibly even maddening. There are some aspects of being amage that
it isbest amundane never know."

Noril glowered back - he had hisfather's backbone, of that, there was no doubt. "1 am no peasant to be
frightened of sorcery, nor am | totally unfamiliar with the workings of amage. Ardla-tor has been my
court wizardessal my life, and | am not in any way afraid of anything you may do.”

"Thisiswell beyond anything you may have ever seen or experienced before, your highness. Y ou should
take my advice, and leave for the nonce."

"Just tell mewhat you shdl do, Dame Raven,” Noril replied, crossng hisarms defiantly, much as he might
have when | first knew him as ayoung prince.

"Alright, 1 will," I replied dryly. "Firdt, your Sory, while interesting, does not tell me where the prince may
be. I need more information - and there's only one placeto get it. Thus, | am going to cast a spdll of
communication with the dead upon that charred husk over there, which once was your beloved wife. It
will spesk, asthough dive - but it will not be. In truth, | won't even be speaking to her spirit, itsdf. The
gpell animates the corpss, filling it with UnLife energy, which then reads the patternsimpressed upon the
flesh by the spirit it once housed, and answersin its tead. Asthe corpseis so badly damaged, it will



probably disintegrate somewhat in the process of the spell - little bits of burned and roasted flesh
dropping off here and therewhile| chat with it. Assuming your sanity can withstand seeing that, which |
sincerely doubt because you loved your wife very much, you'll then see merepair the corpse with
another spell, so that you'll have something that will at least be presentable for thefunerd. | doubt Arella
found dl the pieces of it amongst the wreckage of this room, so the skittering of charred and burned bits
of flesh asthey dance acrossthefloor to rejoin the corpse will probably put the finishing touches on what
will be abudding madnessin your brain." | gestured sweepingly towards the corpse with my staff. " Shall
we begin, your highness? I'm quite busy, and if you're dead-set on being horrified to the pit of your soul,
wemay aswell get onwithit."

Noril blanched, and Javan looked like he was about to beill. "Y ou don't... Y ou don't have to be so
crude about it, Dame Raven," Noril said once he'd recovered himsalf.

"Oh, yes | do, your highness. | am a Defender of the Realm, by your father's edict - and more, | am the
Raven of Yorindar. | will do whatever is necessary to protect you, Darian's heir, from destroying
yourself through madness - and | will do whatever is necessary to recover your heir safey, evenif |
have to search the far corners of the universe or even batter down the gates of hell tofind him! You
would expect nothing less of me, and | would demand nothing less of mysdf.”

Noril paused, gazing at me for along moment in silence. | was, intruth, far from the woman hed met
twenty years ago. The transformation the mana-storm wrought in thisbody had given it aterrifying,
surred, intimidating beauty - an gppearance perfectly suited to the Raven of Y orindar.

Findly, Noril nodded. "I'm sorry... I... | had forgotten just who it was you really were. Twenty years had
softened my memory of you, Dame Raven, and somehow | thought of you as being just another mage,
though avery ancient one... A family friend, ateacher... | had forgotten that while you are al thet, you
areaso far more than that." Noril sghed deeply. "Alright... I'll go, for now. Call when you are done,”
Noril said, and bowed. "And thank you, Dame Raven... For everything."

"Y ou'rewelcome, your highness," | replied politely, and Javan and Noril withdrew, closing the door
behind them.

| walked over to the corpse, kndlt, and began examining the head and skull, to seeif it wasintact enough
for acommunication spell to work. "So how is Dawn handling this?" | asked, mentioning the king's sster.

"l... She..." Ardlareplied, staring at me. Finally, she shook hersdf. "I don't know. Noril said shewas
dright, and Commander Tybdt said he has his best warriors guarding her room."

"Pfft. They wouldn't stop adecent mage, and you know it. None of them have trained to face real
sorcery, like awarrior of Hyperborea,” | replied, moving the jaw with agloved hand. Charred flesh
crackled and fell, but the bones seemed dright. That was dl the spell required, anyway - areasonably
intact skull. "One of you two should be with her, to try to reassure her everything will be dright.”

"Will everything be dright, Raven?' Swift-wing asked.

"I'veno idea - but you should tell them it will, anyway. It1l help keep them cam for whét lies ahead. And
I've afedling that thisis only the beginning. Swift-wing, you can go. Just be kind and reassuring.”

Arellalooked at me poking about the corpse, picking up bits of charred flesh that lay nearby and tossing
them atop it, and turned green. "I think... I think | should go, Raven. Swift-wing has afar stronger
somach than 1, and | think I've had about al | can take, for the moment.”

| nodded. "Drink some water, and spend some time with her. Swift-wing will let you know when to



return.”
Arellanodded, quickly stepping over to the door, dashing through, and damming it closed behind her.

"Do you redly think some water will help her?* Swift-wing asked, his gaze unfocused for amoment ashe
sensed Arellas fedingsthrough their mentd link. " She seemsvery ill, tome.”

"Probably not. The best it will really do isgive her something to vomit, if it comesto that.”

Swift-wing blinked, then focused a beady black eye on me, cocking his head. "And this doesn't bother
youat al?'

"Honestly?"
llYall

"Not redlly, no. It was a bit shocking, at first, but I've seen worse," | replied, then chuckled. "Cordo,
redly, isfar worse to look upon than the remains of Queen Lyssa. She's smply dead - Cordo looks
worse than that.”

Swift-wing cackled with amusement. " So once again, only we Ravens have the somach for the true
nastinessl" Swift-wing cackled again. "Ah, it'sjust like the old dayd™

"And it's about to be more like those daysin amoment. Do you have enough in your staff for a
telekinesis pdl?" | asked, nodding to the polished hematite ring around the shank of hisfoot.

"Yes, but not along one," Swift-wing replied. "Why?'

"Because thejaw might fall off while I'm doing this, and the corpseisin such bad shape, it'll be hard
enough just maintaining the spell. If it startsto come loose, support it abit a the hinges. Don't gripitin
your will, just seedy it. Alright?"

"Alright. I'll bewatching."

| nodded, and cast the spell of communication with the dead. Therewas adry rattle asthe UnLife energy
took hold, the same energy that formed the basisfor many undead creatures, and afew bits of flesh fell
from the corpse.

"Tel me of thelast few minutes of thisbody'slife" | commanded.

"My son... | wasto read a bedtime story... | went to hisroom... The candles flickered... Fromthe
shadows stepped two elves... Black hair, black eyes... Skin as white as snow... | took my son's
hand... Weran... We came here... A hideous creature appeared... The elves snatched my son from
my arms... Arellais at the door! Arellal FIRE! PAIN! ...then nothingness..."

"I'vegot it," Swift-wing caled, seeing the jawbone start to dip, just as| feared.

"What were the dveswearing?'

"Black leather... Soft... Supple... Like armor, and yet... Not... A knife at each hip..."
| Sghed. The dead could be so unhelpful at times. "Was there a crest or badge?’

"Yes... An embossed spider... Over the left breast...”



"Ah, now were getting somewhere. Were they mae or femae?'
"Male, both..."

| nodded. "Enough,” | commanded, and willed the spell to end. The corpse dowly relaxed, letting out a
long, dreadful hissasthe UnLife energy disspated. "Y ou can let go, now," | cdled to Swift-wing,
brushing my gloved hands clean against my robe.

Swift-wing nodded, and the jaw of the corpsefell, coming half-way free. "Birr... Isit dwayslike that, with
that spdl?"

"Mmm?Likewhat?' | asked, risng to my fedt.
"S0... Chilling. 1t was like you were speaking to Queen Lyssa's ghost.”

| shrugged. "W, yes. But it'snot their spirit at dl. It's UnLife energy, the same as made the Army of the
Dead, seven decades ago. The spell merely alowsit to follow the patterns|eft in the flesh by the spirit
which onceinhabited it, and recall anything from that person'slife. Smilarly, avampireisaspirit
composed entirely of UnL.ife energy that inhabits a corpse - the origind spirit is completely gone. The
vampire uses the patterns|eft in the flesh by the origind spirit that inhabited it, and pretends to be them,
assuming their identity so asto more easily obtain ther first few meals. Some vampires even awaken
bdlieving they are the deceased - though eventualy they come to understand their true nature.” | waved a
hand at the room. "For now, search about a bit with your nose - your noseis considerably keener than
mine, and we haveto find dl the parts of the corpse before | try to repair it. | don't want to leave
anything here that might be nibbled upon by vermin or swept out with the trash or something equaly
horrid."

Swift-wing blinked. "But | thought you said you had apell that would send al of the corpse skittering
together? That'swhat you told King Noril!"

| grinned. " lied. The effect's not that spectacular. | just wanted him to leave so he wouldn't be horrified
by the corpse speaking. Noril isaLarinian, and they have akeen fear and loathing of the undead - he

was a0 raised by Joy, who sharesthe giant'sfear of ghosts and such. I've afeding there's great danger
coming soon, my friend. Theking will need aclear head, and nightsthat aren't disturbed by nightmares.”

Swift-wing cackled again. "Hee-hee-hee! Lied to the king for hisown good!" Swift-wing shook his head.
"Ah, it's good to be working with you again, Raven! Sometimes| think | should have been your familiar,
not my mistress,” he said, then looked at me suddenly. "But don't tdll her | said that!™

| winked at him. "Don't worry - | won't."

Swift-wing began waking about the room, peering beneeth the smashed furniture and rubble to find any
bits of the corpse we might have missed. His nose was, indeed, quite keen - he found several more bits
of charred flesh that | didn't noticein my own search. Of course, he was araven. The entirelife of awild
raven revolved around finding and esting such things. Swift-wing, being Ardlasfamiliar, had abit of her
soul in him, and could not possibly bring himsdlf to eat the flesh of what was once a sentient being. Still,
hisinnate talents remained.

"So, was she helpful ? The queen, | mean. Do you know who has the prince?" Swift-wing asked as he
and | searched.

| shrugged, tossing another bit of flesh I'd found onto the pile about the corpse. " The spider-mark Lyssa
saw before she died isthe emblem of the roya house of the Maani."



"Maani?" Swift-wing asked, hopping beneath aruined chair.

"The Dark Elves- that'stheir own namefor their race. There are four races of eves, my friend, though
most humans have only met members of the Wood Elves, the Sylvani, asthey form the mgority of
traveling merchants. In al, there are the Sylvani or the Wood Elves, who form the mgority of their
people; the Katani or the Sword-Elves, who are both warriors and smiths; the Nomani or the High Elves
who form the largest portion of their leaders, scholars and philosophers..." | said, and sighed. "And deep
within the earth are the shunned ones, the Madani... The Dark Elves."

"Ah - sorry, do go on," hereplied, then picked asmall gobbet of burned flesh up in his beak.

"Wdll, as| said - the spider isthe mark of their roya house. So, if the Queen of the Dark Elves doesn't
have him, she certainly knowswho does. And if she does have him and she thinks she can keegp him
from me, then it's pparent that over the last seventeen centuries, the Dark Elves have forgotten what a
Hyperborean battle-mage is capable of . I'll have to give the current occupant of the Spider Throne alittle
reminder.”

Swift-wing dropped another scrap of charred flesh that had found its way benesth a shattered chair back
onto the pile beside the corpse, then cackled. " That, Raven, | think will be alesson they will remember.
When do you plan on leaving? In the morning?'

| shook my head. "No - | can't. Cordo's plan can't be thissmple, my friend. If his plan wasto smply
snuff the heirsto Darian'sline, why involve the Dark Elves? Why not just kill Paria at the same moment
he'skilling Lyssa? What is Cordo's god? And what do the Dark Elves gain out of this?' | asked
rhetoricdly, then shook my head. "No, there's too many unanswered questions at the moment, my friend.
I'll haveto find at least some of the answers, firg."

We chatted a bit more as we worked, and the task went swiftly. Once | had al the pieces of the corpse,
| cast the second spell, drawing moderately on my staff and taking my timein the incantations and
gesturesto get everything perfect. | was not aware of the embaming techniques of the Larinians, but
mogt likely, they weren't terribly sophigticated, or were Smply nonexistent - they weren't Hyperboreans,
after dl. Thus, thiswould probably be the last chance anyone had to give Queen Lyssaany dignity in
degth.

| had only met Lyssaonce, but she seemed avery nice young lass at the time. She was the daughter of
King Strago, a distantly-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 deal with. Strago had been
promoted from aminor and reatively unknown Baronet to an adequate if unimaginative monarch, and his
rule had been ardatively quiet one. Lyssa had met me at the celebration feast and dance that had been
held following King Darian's tournament - atournament | had won by beating Noril in hand-to-hand, and
teaching him alesson in humility in the process. Lyssawas interested in Noril, who was prince at the time.
But, planswithin plans, whed s within wheedls - it gppeared that Y orindar had spoken to Lyssathrough
her dreams, and guided her to speak with me about the prince, and how she might capture his attention.
Indeed, my finding of her father was probably yet another part of Y orindar's complicated and convoluted
plansfor afuture | knew nothing about. | sighed. Thiswas, indeed, avast chatto match between

Y orindar and Morgar... And, asin chatto, sometimes you have to sacrifice apawn or two in order to
winthe game.

| finished the spdll, releasing the energies upon the corpse. Slowly, then faster and faster, the pieces that
had been gathered righted themsealves, returning to their origina positions. The crackled, burned flesh
smoothed, lightened, swiftly flowing from black, through brown, then back to soft and supple white again.
In amoment, it was done - she was as she had been before Cordo's spell took her life, and further blasts



scattered and destroyed her body. She was nude, the charred remains of her dress hanging in stripsfrom
her body, but asimple spdll of repairing restored thet.

"Shelooksamogt divel" Swift-wing squawked in amazement.

"Wadl, she'snot, she's dead as stone. It'sjust aspell that repairsthe flesh. The Dyclonic Circle used to
useit on adamaged corpse prior to animating it for usein an army of undeed. It'stiring, but the end result
isworth it - it extends the overdl life-gpan of your undead warriors, and makes them al the more
terrifying when they take ghastly wounds and continue fighting. It doesn't repair decay, however, only
damage, soit'sredly only useful on afresh corpse. Now, which part of this mess used to be the roya
bed?'

"Thet pile over there, | think," Swift-wing replied, pointing with his beak.
"Well, let's seeiif another spell of repairing or two might give us something presentable to lay her upon.”

A few minutes|ater, | called Noril back in, and told Swift-wing to tell Arellato come back, and bring
Dawn with her. Noril gaped when he entered the room. " She... She looks like she's deeping!™

"Sheisdead, your highness. Now, however, you may at least remember her as she would have wished
you to, not aswhat Cordo left her,” | replied, and bowed my head.

Noril strode over to her sde, then knelt beside her as shelay in the bed, taking her cold hand in his. After
along moment, he began to weep. Dawn stood behind him, weeping aswell.

"That was... That was very nice of you, Raven," Ardlasaid quietly, and hugged me gently as Swift-wing
fluttered over to land on her shoulder.

"Thank you," | replied, hugging her back. "Now, isthere somewhere| canrest?I'veafeding weve a
long day ahead of uswhen the sun findly rises.”

Javan stepped up, bowing. "Weve aguest room just thisway, Dame Raven. If you'll comewith me?' he
sad, offering hisarm.

| took Javan'sarm quietly, and we walked away down hallways as dark and ominous as my own
brooding thoughts.

Chapter Eight

"...and in theyear 1704 NCC, or one thousand, seven hundred and four years after the end of the
Great War of Devastation by the New Common Calendar we use today, the Ancient One once
again entered the realm of man. In obedience to prophecy and in accordance with their true
nature as a thing of the grave, the Ancient One appeared at the death of Queen Lyssa. Though
many have said that the Ancient One's actions thereafter prove their worth as a hero and true ally
of our people, in truth, had the Ancient One simply arrived an hour earlier, it's quite possible that
none of what followed would have happened at all..."

- Lord Caladis, The Eddasine Chronicles, 1817 NCC

One of the things Darian had begun to establish during hislifetime was asystem of good, Sturdy roads.
Hed been impressed when he'd seen what remained of the roads of Hyperborea, even after over a
millennium and ahdf, and even more impressed when 1'd told him how a good system of roads made
commerce easier, and the movement of troops swifter. Most of the work was not completed during his
life, but Noril carried on hiswork, and eventualy managed the greater part of it. Along the main roads,



every seven leagues or so, there were mail stations. With astable of swift horsesand asmall cadre of
skilled riders a each gtation, Noril had not only established afast and reliable (though somewhat pricey)
Roya Mail system, it was also possible to send urgent royal messages asfar asthe Great Wall in only
four days. And it wasthis system of messengersin mind that brought me to standing upon the parapets of
Stedgate, scanning the horizon. | had afeding that eventualy, a messenger would appear, warning us of
the next part of Cordo's plan. | even had an inkling of what that might be - though | was not quite certain,
yet.

Cordo's plan could not be as smple asit appeared - if hisgod wasto stop Y orindar's plans by
eliminating Darian's progeny, it would have been smpler to day the child dong with his mother. No,
involving the Dark Elves showed Cordo had something much larger and more complicated on hismind -
and, inturn, so did Morgar. Thus, | had to wait and see.

My delay was hardly noticed about the castle for the first three days. Instead, everyone wasin mourning.
The queen had been much beloved by al, and her deeth came as aterrible blow - onewhich, in
retrospect, | was sincerely glad | had softened by repairing her corpse from aburned and shattered husk
to something that was, indeed, presentable. | think, in the end, it was only the constant and reassuring
presence of Dawn and Arellawhich helped Noril avoid falling into ablack depression that would have
parayzed the kingdom completely.

| knew where Paria had been taken, of course. The relevant part of Y orindar's prophecy, revealed to
me twenty years before, made that plain. The words of the queen's corpse confirmed that the dark
warning of the prophecy had come true, and the prince had, just as the prophecy predicted, been taken
down to the Sunless Seg, in the kingdom of the Malani. Y et, thiswas of little use, at the moment. Though
| knew gpproximately where that was and had even been there before in my previouslife, | had never
been therein this body - | could not use my Spell of Returning to smply whisk me away to there now. |
hed tried using aspdll of teleportation these last two nights, but failed utterly - knowing the approximate
location was, unfortunately, not enough. | had aso tried using aspell of summoning fromahair | found on
Parid's pillow, of course, but it failed, aswell. | was hoping teleportation might be the answer instead, but
it was Smply impossible. There was an enormous amount of distance between mysalf and the Sunless
Sea, and uncounted leagues of rock. The spell smply would not work without my having a better
knowledge of the precise location | needed to go - but, such was the nature of the Spell of Teleportation,
and the main reason why it was of minimal usein most Stuations. Only the Spell of Returning was of any
real useto amage, asit alowed oneto transport oneself ingtantly to any place one had been before. But,
as|'d never been to the Sunless Seain this body, it could not be used. No, | would haveto travel there
myself, most likely on foot. Yet, | could not even begin that journey without knowing what Cordo was
truly up to. Thus, | had to walit.

Idly, I wished | could know more of Y orindar's prophecy and perhaps have a clue asto what wasto
come... Perhaps even read the Holy Book of Y orindar, and discern what my next steps should be...

But, | shook my head, dismissing the thought. | wasthe Raven of Yorindar , whether | wished it or not,
and as such, the mgority of the prophecy would have to remain unknown to me, to prevent paradox. |
knew Y orindar's generd god - a Golden Kingdom caled Tulan, which would bring peace to the world
for milleniato come. | knew that Darian's progeny were necessary to that end. Beyond that, | could
know little more, asit risked creating a paradox - and a powerful enough paradox could shatter the Arc
of Time, and bring the universeto an end.

"Eddas," adeep, rumbling voice cdled in my ears, startling me. After amoment, | recognized it as
Longtooth's, and again remembered the magic giant'sring | wore as abracelet on my right arm.

"I am here, Longtooth. What is it you need?"



"Joy, thelittle giantess, is herein Dohbari village, with your eldest daughter, Lyota. Joy wishesto
know what has happened. It has been four days, Eddas. She is concerned. They both are.”

| nodded. This morning was the fourth dawn since I'd been summoned to Steel gate. Eventually, Joy
would haveto betold - | could only hope that L ongtooth's wisdom and kindness would be enough to
help her. " Queen Lyssa, the wife of her son, has been murdered by sorcery. Parial, her grandson
and heir to the throne, has been kidnapped. The storm | once told you of, my friend, is finally upon
us."

There was along moment of silence before Longtooth spoke again. " Joy asks what has happened to
her son and daughter?"

"They are fine, Longtooth. Mourning, but fine."
"She now asks who has done this."
"She already knows who - Cordo. The why of it, however, | have yet to determine.”

"Ah, your dark counterpart in this conflict between the gods of the Little People. Thisistruly a
sad day. Have you discovered where the child has been taken?"

"Yes. I've known where he would be taken for twenty years, my friend. | shall seek him soon - but
for now, I must wait. I do not know what Cordo's plans may be, and | must learn more of them
before | act.”

Longtooth was sllent for along moment again. Findly, he spoke. "Your eldest daughter says that she
believes Cordo may wish you safely out of the way, hunting the child, while he deals with King
Noril. I think she may be right. She iswise, Eddas - a credit to you."

| nodded silently, thinking. Lyotamay, indeed, be right - and it would make sense for Cordo to do just
that. With me out of the way, the only mage who could possibly resist himis Ardlla- and he had dready
proven that he was more than amatch for her. | smiled. "More a credit to her mother than I, my
friend. Her life was sparked by sorcery. Thereis nothing of mein her."

Longtooth chuckled, hisvoice carried over the leagues by the power of the enchanted rings. " Perhaps,
my friend - | understand little of such sorcery, asit isfar beyond my capability as a simple
het-man of the giants. Yet, in her eyes, | see your strength and determination. She may be her
mother's daughter and have nothing of you in her body, but your influence in her upbringing can
be seenin her bearing, and in her eyes." Longtooth paused for amoment, perhaps speaking to Joy
and Lyota, or smply collecting histhoughts. The thought processes of giants were dow, at times, though
giantswere hardly stupid - | gave him amoment, of course, waiting patiently, and finaly he spoke again.
"If the storm you once foresaw is upon us, we may be needed to help you combat what forces may
come against you. Call upon us, if we are needed, Eddas. For now, | will keep Joy among usin
our village, that she may share her grief among fellow giants.”

"Tell Lyota to remain at my tower. She knows a spell for conjuring food and drink, so she'll be
alright. I'll return when | can, and let you all know what | plan on doing.”

"Alright, Eddas. Farewell, for now," Longtooth replied, and fell slent.
"Dame Raven?'

| turned, and saw Noril approaching. "Y es, your highness?'



"I.... 1 waslooking for you, and heard you speaking the language of the giants,” Noril replied, standing
before me. He was still two headstdller than I, built much like his mother, and loomed over melikea
gnd| mountain.

"You still remember the lessons your mother taught you?" | asked in the giant'stongue.

Noril smiled. "My sister and | still use the tongue of the giants to communicate when others are
about without being overheard - it is particularly useful when dealing with various diplomats,”
Noril replied in the same tongue, then paused. "If | may... Who were you talking to just now, beforel
came up to you?"'

"l was using sorcery to tell your mother in Hyperborea what has happened,” | replied, deciding alonger
explanation wasn't necessary.

Noril blinked. "My mother? But she's-"

"Dead? Hardly, your mgesty. Sheisvery much aive and well, and will be quite pleased to learn that you
have not forgotten the lessons she taught you. The giants of Hyperborea prevent adventurers and
grave-robbers from looting the ancient tombs, and bringing trouble upon your kingdom. It isimportant
you remember their tongue, that you may alway's be able to spesk to them in time of need.”

"But she... Well, she must be very old, now. Nearly ahundred.”

"Indeed sheis, your mgjesty. But, sheis aso awoman of Hyperborea. It seemslikely to methat she will
eadly outliveyou,” | replied, then looked up at him. "Now, what isit you wished, King Noril?"

"..." Noril paused, taken aback by what I'd said. The knowledge that his mother was till dive was
shocking enough, and my prediction that she would likely out-live him (which was no prophecy, but
amply astatement of fact) was even more unnerving. Findly, he composed himsdf. "Wadll, | was
wondering what you had planned on doing to recover my son.”

"For the moment, | plan on standing here and waiting. Y orindar's plan requires you to have an heir.
Morgar's plan requires that your father's line die out. Kidnapping the heir does nothing to accomplish
Morgar's plan - you can dways have another."

"Not without awife, Dame Raven,” Noril replied solemnly.

"Come, come. | know you're in mourning now, but in afew years, you could easily find another wife, and
produce another son."

"I could never find another, Dame Raven," Noril said, lifting his eyesto gaze off into the distance. "Lyssa
was my one, true love. There will never be another. | know you are centuries old, and to you, this seems
perhaps to be the moaning of a despondent man, and meanslittle. But, | know in my heart there will
never be another, Dame Raven. Were | asorcerer instead of aking, | would spend the rest of my life
searching for away to bring her back to me," Noril said, and paused, sighing. He did not notice my own
dartled expression, as his gaze was ill lost in the horizon.

"But, | am no mage, and even if | were, | could not shirk the duties of the crown. My people need me -
and | am far from the hot-headed prince you knew twenty years ago, Dame Raven. | now understand
what it isyou and my father both were trying to teach me. | now understand the true measure of
respongibility that fals upon the shoulders of aking. Y e, there will never be another, for me. My sdter,
perhaps, may find someone. She has been courted by afew nobles from time to time, though they are
somewhat intimidated by her height. She, like me, shares my mother's build, and towers over any she



meets. Perhaps through her, therewould be an heir. Certainly, she's had her eye on Lord Vasadin for a
few years..." Noril said, then shook hishead. "But, for me, there will never be another, Dame Raven.
Lyssawas my one, true love, and when sheisburied this afternoon, my heart will be buried with her. |
know you do not understand, but that istheway it is, with me."

| gazed to him. Through hiswords, he had echoed my own fedingsfor Dyarzi, and my own endless quest
to recover her from thevoid. | could not help but sympathize. Findly, | smiled. "Oh, but | do understand,
King Noril - far better than you redlize. Y ou are aman after my own heart, though you know it not, and |
completdy understand your fedings."

Noril looked at me again, smiling dightly. "Thank you. So, what will you do to find Perid ?*
" At the moment, nothing."
Noril blinked. "Nothing?"

| nodded. "I have dready determined where heis, your mgjesty, but before | can seek him, | must know
what Cordo intends. Even given that you will never have another child, Morgar's plan till remains
unknown to me. If the intent was to smply snuff your line, Cordo could have doneit a the sametime he
dew Queen Lyssa. Kidngpping Parid is unnecessary, when he could just as easily have killed him.”

"So you wait for asign from Y orindar? Some heavenly sending that will tell you what to do?”

A smal movement caught my eye, and | turned to look. There, racing down the road on alathered horse,
was aroya messenger. "No, King Noril. | waswaiting for that, | believe," | replied, and pointed.

A guard on anearby turret let loose the cry "A messenger approaches the castle!™ at amost the instant
Noril spotted therider.

"Come, Dame Raven - let's see what the messageis,” Noril caled, then turned and strode for the gairs. |
followed, hoping it wasn't something trivid, but was indeed the message | had been waiting for - yet, at
the sametime, | dreaded that it was precisely that.

Chapter Nine

"My mother taught us much about the Giants of Hyperborea - their language, their culture...
Quite a bit, actually. "They areto be your allies, my son - you must learn of them," she explained.
One day, after listening to the Priest in Chapel explain part of Yorindar's prophecy, | asked my
mother if the Giants of Hyperborea had any prophecies, too. | was quite young at the time. My
mother said they did - but they were not written down in some holy book, as were Yorindar's
prophecies, but passed on by word of mouth for generations, in the form of songs. The giants had
prodigious memories, she explained, and songs were how they remembered important things.
Then she sang me one of these prophecy-songs. It was a beautiful song, and though it was very
long, | remember it well to this day. A great queen would be born among the giants, but she would
never be queen of the giants. She would marry thrice, outliving two husbands, but the third
marriage would be without ceremony. She would bear two children to each of her first two
husbands, but to the third, she would only bear her love. Her son would grow to be a great
warrior and save his people from a great danger. Her daughter would marry a het-man and found
aline of great magical power. Thereafter, the song concluded, she would live with her third
husband, and while away eternity exchanging smilesin the darkness. | asked my mother what it
meant, and she said she did not know - no giant did. Such was the nature of prophecy, she
explained, and mortals rarely understood any prophecy until after the prediction had already
cometrue. Years later, after the death of my beloved Lyssa, | learned my mother was right. Truly,



all mortal men and women are merely the pawns of prophecy..."
- King Noril, Autobiography, 1729 NCC

Though the sun shone brightly through the arched windows of the throne room, the atmosphere was,
nonetheless, quite gloomy. "I can't believeit! How could this happen?" Noril growled. "My father'swall
was supposed to be impenetrable!”

| could understand Noril's anger. The Great Wall, the vast defensive fortification Darian had erected, had
not prevented Cordo's army from passing it. Rank after rank of undead had smply marched into the seg,
past the wall, then back out of the sea. Y es, the riptides and other deadly currentsin that area of the
ocean cost him about half of hiswarriors, as Darian had chosen that particular bit of rocky coastline very
carefully, but in the end, fully twelve thousand undead marched out the other side, ready to do battle.

Worse than that, Cordo's army was assisted by ahost of warriors from the magjor goblin-clans, who had
smply ridden out of the hills and mountains that bordered northern Arcadia, and joined with the host of
undead. Ten thousand goblin archers mounted upon their dreaded Dire Wolves, and another twenty-five
thousand hobgoblin infantry, al armed with findly forged kobold weaponry. An individua goblin, though
fierce, was only haf the size of aman. The giant wolves they rode, however, each the size of asmal
pony, made them aforce to be reckoned with. The hobgoblins, for their part, were each the size of a
human warrior, and just as dangerous. With the whole of the enemy host backed up by Cordo's
gpellcadting skillsand asmdll circle of goblin-wizards, the army that marched on Noril's kingdom was
deadly, despiteits small numbers. Now, Noril, Dawn and Ardllasat in the throne-room, Commander
Tybalt by their side, trying to determine what to do. The empty throne that once was Lyssa's only made
the discussions more gloomy, though in retrospect, | redized she probably wouldn't have had anything
productive to add to the discussion even had shelived. Her skills had been in thefield of diplomacy, not
war, and there would belittle diplomacy ahead.

"Thewadl was impenetrable, your roya highness - but only to those whom it wasintended to stop,” |
said, walking to the middie of the throne room. "Despite what many have cometo believe over the years,
and despite the fact that most on guard duty at the wall face north, the redl threat the wall was designed
to contain was to the south."

"The south?' Dawn asked. "How s0, Dame Raven?"

"Princess Dawn, your father built that wall not to contain the beasts of Hyperborea, for he knew that the
giants are more than capable of doing that job, themselves. The wall was built to prevent adventurers and
grave-robbers from looting the tombs of the ancient Hyperboreans, your highness, for within the ruins of
the Hyperborean civilization lie weapons that could be turned against your people - to their doom. It was
intended to cut off fifty leagues of otherwise unguarded wilderness, forcing those who would turn aspade
to the ruins of Hyperboreato go around it - either going by sea, or to try to passthrough the Iron Hills
among thefoothills of the Granite Mountains. The latter, your magesty, isnot an undertaking anyone
would be likely to succeed at. The Iron Hills are the lands of the dwarves - though only barely, asthey
congtantly skirmish with the goblins over their possession, both above and below the earth. Between
dwarven patrols and goblin raiding parties, no group of adventurous tomb-robbers would belikely to
survive passage there. And asfar as those who tried to passby sea..." | said, and shrugged. "The coast
where the western end of the wall terminatesis extremely rocky, and incredibly dangerous to make any
kind of landing in. Landfall would have to be made farther up the coast, within the lands of the giants-
and they are quite watchful of their coasts, your magjesty. The giantswho live dong the Hyperborean
coast cadt their netsinto the seafrom the beach and while wading out into the surf, and much of the
income of the coagtd tribes is made through sdlling the fish they catch. Ships and boatsthey find in the
areathey consider to be trespassers, and they often sink them with thrown boulders, each strike more



powerful than any catgpult you could possibly imagine. And findly, aside from keeping out adventurers
and grave-robbers, the wall aso served the purpose of alowing the Arcadiansto rebuild their lives after
the War of the Twins, placing money into both your economies and alowing the Arcadians to recover
from the devagtation of thewar."

"But-" Noril began, but | shook my head.

"No, King Noril - thewall did not fail you. Y ou merely forgot what it wasfor," | said, then paused,
thinking. "I would imagine Cordo has spent the last twenty years going among the ancient battlefields of
Hyperborea, dowly accumulating hisarmy. He would not scour the graveyards of the cities, for the cities
of the Hyperboreans are carefully patrolled by the giants, and they would kill him to prevent him from
disturbing the ghosts of the Great War. The ancient battlefields of the Hyperboreans, however, are
generdly far older than the Great War, and for the most part, are free of ghosts. The psychic emanations
of these ancient battlefields are far different than those | eft by the Great War, and less conduciveto
ghosts - after dl, the Hyperborean people survived after those ancient wars, and even in their day the
reason for those ancient battles were often forgotten amere century after the battle was over. The Great
War, however, they did not survive.”

"So dl Cordo's undead host isvery old?" Arellaasked, looking at me.

"Very, Ardla Old and very dry bones, the flesh long gone to dust and not fully repairable by any sorcery
Cordo might know. Despite their fearsome appearance, Noril'swarriorswill find that asingle strong
blow, or perhaps two, reduces each one to a pile of twitching, shattered bones - and as Cordo can only
renew their ranks one corpse a atime, dowly, it ishighly likely they will not last beyond thefirst or
second engagement. From what the commander of the guards a thewall said in hismessage, few are
armored, and what little weaponry they have is Ssmple clubs and ancient, rusted swords. Their bones will
betoo fragile even to use shidds, in truth, thusit is my estimation that Cordo smply intendsto use them
asan instrument of terror, to try to frighten your warriors from the field before the ranks even clash. No,
hisreal army isthe host of goblinsthat rides by hisside - and in truth, it isarather meager host,
compared to what the goblins could fidd."

"Itis?" Noril asked, surprised.

"Y es, your mgesty. Only ten thousand goblin mounted archers and twenty-five thousand hobgoblin
infantry? The goblins could eesily fidld twice that if they wanted, and if al their clans got together to
declare war, they could field ten timesthat. Of course, either case would mean calling ahdt to their
endless attacks on the dwarves, but that's as may be." Noril goggled for amoment before he controlled
himsdlf - though I'd taught him the Hyperborean science of Logidtics, it was ftill amgjor effort for his
kingdom to fidld an army of a hundred thousand, much lessthe third of amillion the goblins could field
with the same effort.

"Could we possibly get help againgt them from their own enemies, the dwarves and the elves?' Dawn
asked, thinking.

"Possibly, princess - but Noril might look aweak king of aweak peopleif you asked for help against a
host thissize. Thisis, from the description of the banners your guards passed adong, the forces of only six
goblin-clans. To the elves and the dwarves, that would be a respectable hogt, but hardly something to
panic over. In my day, the goblins and dwarves had arather bloody little scrap that involved an army of
goblins and hobgoblins haf amillion strong - and the dwarves won, incidentally, though they were
outnumbered fiveto one. The dveshad asimilar little war with the goblins afew millennia before that,
with smilar numbers and smilar results. And don't even get me started on the battles the Hyperboreans
had with them, the battles the giants have had since the Great War with them, or the War of the Rift,



where the whole of the Sedlie court fought the Unsedlie court, drove the Maani-elves underground and
shattered the grip of darkness over the Southlands forever."

"Ah, 0 you think thefight will be easy?' Noril asked with agrin.

"Not hardly, your mgjesty. Y ou are facing one of the most powerful battle-mages who ever lived, second
perhaps only to me. At his side he has probably two dozen goblin-mages, who are masters of spells of
darkness and shadow. The goblin and hobgoblin warriors themselves are fierce, and not easily routed. It
will hardly be an easy fight, your majesty. Of course, if you win, you'll have earned the respect of the
elves and dwarves, and will probably have amuch easier time negotiating treeties and forging aliances
with them. If you lose, you'll Smply be dead.”

"Hmm... What do you advise, Dame Raven?"'

"Well, given what we now know, Cordo's plan seems obvious, to me. Heintends to have me otherwise
occupied in seeking your son, while he takes this army and marches south. Hopefully, he will crush your
army and in the process iminate most of those who could put up armed resistance to him, kill you and
seize the throne, and from there try to establish abase of power - a'Kingdom of Darkness, if you will.
Most likely, the six goblin-clansthat ride with him were dl he could convinceto join himin such arisky
venture. If he succeeds, killsyou and scatters your army, hewill gain the confidence of the goblinsand
their kin. Morewill join him, and he would, indeed, have the strength to hold the lands - particularly if he
gainsthe confidence of the Council of Death.”

"Thewhat?' Noril asked.

"The ruling council of al the goblins- in truth, they are the real power-brokers of the Unsedlie court.
Thirteen goblin necromancers, each very ancient, and very powerful. With their support, the whole of the
Unsedlie court would swing to Cordo's banner, and al the Southlands would fal under the hand of
darkness. Cordo's power would become absolute, and with it, Morgar's. There are, however, four things
Cordo has not reckoned with, four assets you have that may yet alow you to win."

"Oh? And what are these things, Dame Raven?"

"Firgt, you were trained in the science of war by me - which means you have the best possible education
you could have ever received. Y ou may have learned of the art of war from your father and from
tournament, but the science of war iswhat | taught you," | replied, and Noril nodded as | continued.

"Second, Ardlla-tor shdl be a your side. Despite being unable to defeat Cordo in single combet, sheis
gl the most powerful mage in the Southlands, and a skilled battle-mage. | should know, as| trained her,
aswadll. Riding her shoulder isher familiar, Swift-wing. He will be more of an asset than you could ever
possbly redize.”

Swift-wing, who had been silent so far and smply listening, blinked hislittle black eyesin surprise. "Me?!
How?'

"You arearaven, my friend - and the noble ravens can seeinto the astral. That, in fact, iswhy they are
50 often chosen asfamiliars. The sorcery of agoblin-mageisthat of Sciology, the sorcery of the
Shadowmaid and Shadowjack. One of the most powerful spellsthey know is one which alowsthem to
step into one shadow, and step out of another - the two being separated by any distance. There are
limitations, of course, asthere are with nearly any spell, but in generd, it would give them the ability to
day Noril with ease, while he dept, should dl the conditions of the nearby shadows prove just right at the
moment of their casting. There are other spdls amilarly powerful, and smilarly limited by the trangent
nature of shadows. Y et, in all these cases, any shadow they are attempting to work their sorcery on will,



to you, stand out like the proverbia sore thumb - or, perhaps, asoretail feather, in your case,” | said,
and grinned as Swift-wing cackled. "If you and Arellakeep careful watch over the king and you
congtantly check al nearby shadowswith your astral vision, you will be able to spot anything they may
try long before the spell is completed. Spells of shadow are not swiftly done, my friend - it is hardly
battle-magic. Just say dert, and you will bedright.”

Ardlalooked a mein concern. "But Raven, what would | do if Swift-wing should see something?"

| shrugged. "Simply dispdl where he points. Even if you are utterly exhausted, you can cast asmple
cantrip of light on any shadow Swift-wing indicates as being used by the enemy, and that will foil their
spdl ingantly. More, if they were using the spdl of Shadow-Walking, it will beingtantly fatd, aswell.
Swift-wing could even do it himsdlf, if you're busy.”

"Ah, so Shadow-magic isn't that dangerous?’

"Not if you remain dert. If you're caught by surprise, adeep, or otherwise inattentive, however, there are
severd spells of shadow which can beingtantly fatal,” | replied, and waggled agloved finger a Ardla
"Always remember - never underestimate the goblins. They and their kin live aslong asan df, and if
you're not careful, they can be quite dangerous. The sorcery of shadows may seem weak and ineffectua
compared to battle-magic, but you'll change your tune when you see your first Shadow Beast, or watch a
host of goblins charge from the flickering shadows cast by acandle.”

Arelanodded, and | looked again to Noril. "Anyway, your mgesty... Thethird thing you havein your
favor isthisman, here - Commander Javan Tybat."

"Me?" Tybdt exclamed. "How?'

| rolled my eyes. "If everyoneis going to keep asking me that question, welll be here quite sometime,” |
sad, and pointed a him. "Y ou, Javan, are the last surviving commander of the War of the Twins. Thereis
literally no one Noril could obtain to command hislegionsthat has more experience in battle. Noril is
skilled, and afinewarrior - but he has never been tested in war. Y ou have. With you by hisside, he will
have the best chance of winning,” | said, and paused for amoment. "That iswhy, | think, Y orindar had
you spend twenty years with Rhane the Dryad, Javan. That you would be available here, now, to help
defend your king in his hour of need. Though you are over eighty, twenty years of your life were spent in
her timeless embrace, and your body istwenty years younger, because of that. Y ou are ill vigorous
enough to ride by the king's Side, and give him the skilled and experienced advice he needsto win."

Javan |ooked taken aback for along moment. "I... | had never thought of it like that, Dame Raven..." he
replied, then looked up again. "But, my lady, I'm the commander of the King's Guard! Who will defend
the castle while | am gone? Who can we entrust Princess Dawn's safety to?"

"Y ou will entrust Princess Dawn's safety to the fourth and last asset King Noril has that Cordo does not
know about - Princess Dawn hersalf.”

"Me?" Princess Dawn exclaimed, then blushed. " Sorry, Dame Raven.”

| chuckled. "Princess Dawn, | gave both you and your brother the same lessonsin war. Should you find
the castle besieged, you yoursdlf are more than capable of handling the Situation - just remember your
lessons, and don't panic. Also, I'm sure Javan's second-in-command is not a complete dunce, or Javan
would hardly have promoted him to the position. Y our presence here in the castle dso means that the
affairsof sate will not cometo ahalt during thiswar. Y ou are more than capable of managing the
kingdom in your brother's absence, as you were trained by me specifically to be able to do so, should the
need ever arse.”



"But what if... What if Cordo returns? What will | do, then?' Dawn asked.

| Sghed. "Most likely, you will die, Princess." Dawn gasped, and her sentiment was obvioudy shared by
all present. Arella, Noril and Javan adl started to speak at once, but | silenced them with aglare. "That,
unfortunatdly, is the advantage Cordo has. | cannot be everywhere a once, and neither can Ardlla. Arella
is needed in the battle, and to defend the king. | am needed to recover the prince. We cannot |eave the
king undefended, and we certainly cannot alow the prince to suffer whatever fate may bein store for
him. Thus, Dawn must be | eft here, in the castle, to manage as best she can. My only advice can possibly
be to make sure that sheis guarded at al times, by guards armed with halberds, not crossbows, and to
make sure sheisawaysin aroom where, no matter where an enemy wizard may appear, the guards can
legp upon themin an ingtant. If you use crossbows, you risk that aspell of missile reflection may smply
have your guards killing themselves. If you use anything less than haberds, you risk that they might not
get through any defensive spellsthat Cordo may have up - or, for that matter, any goblin-mages he may
send in hisstead. Y our guards will haveto be dert at al times, ready to respond at an instant's notice,
and they will haveto attack with dl their strength or they will smply be dain out of hand,” | said, and
shrugged.

"That, unfortunately, isthe best advice | can give. | do not have the time available to instruct your guards
in the skills necessary to fully defend themsalves against amage - that isamatter of years of training, not
afew minutes of hurried ingtruction. As| said, thisiswhere Cordo's plan hasits strength. | cannot be
everywhere, and neither can Arella. We must acknowledge that he isaworthy opponent, shore up our
own weaknesses as best we can, and continue forward with the four strengths | have mentioned, and
fighttowin."

Asl| looked at them, athought occurred to me. The more| thought about it, the more | redized it was
true. | rapped my staff soundly against the floor, then dowly gestured a each of them. "Each of you, man
and woman, have been brought to thismoment in timeto fulfill Y orindar's plan, and defeat Morgar's plan.
Each of you has been, in some way, touched by me, the Raven of Y orindar, o asto forge you for the
coming conflict. Noril, Dawn and Arellawere dl trained by me. Javan lay in Rhane's embrace for twenty
yearsthat he might be heretoday - yet he never would have heard of her had it not been for my leading
Darian within her territory, al these many yearsago,” | said, then looked at Noril. ™Y ou may consider my
wordsto be merely 'advice, if you choose, your majesty. However, they are not. | am the Raven of
Yorindar. | say to you again - shore up our own weaknesses as best you can, continue forward with the
four strengths | have mentioned, and fight towin."

"S0... Thisisour destiny... The very reason we were born,” Noril said, staring at me with an expression
of awe that was shared by dl the others.

"Exactly,” | replied, and felt achill astheword fl frommy lips.

Swift-wing fluffed hisfeathers, and | saw the otherstremble briefly. | knew that again, | had spoken with
Y orindar's words without intending to, and they had felt the same chill | did when the word was spoken.
Perhaps that was another reason he had chosen me - he knew that at the right moment, | would say what
he would have wished to say, had he been present himsalf. Perhaps, at momentslike those, | was merdy
apawn, and did spesk with hisvoice, agod speaking through their instrument. | did not know.

Y et, asthey gazed at me with expressonsthat were amixture of awe and no little amount of fear, | found
| had to suppressasigh. Deep inside, | was no holy warrior, no divine messenger. Yes, | had accepted
my identity asthe Raven of Y orindar, thetool of agod. Y &, ingde, benegth this garment of flesh, | was
gill mysdf - Eddas Ayar, aman nearly two millenniaout of histime. Eddas Ayar - avery old manwho
found he gtill was, a times, very, very tired. | found that even after al these years, despite Joy's constant
companionship, | still wept at night, sometimes, for Dyarzi, and what we might have had. Despite being



held in high esteem by al my courtesans and everyonein thisroom, | ill burned with the shame of my
lost honor, the painful disgrace of being expelled from the Dyclonic Circle. And, despite having
elghty-nine courtesans and hundreds of children who loved me dearly, | till dept done.

That was, at times, the hardest part to bear. | still yearned for the touch of awoman, and atender
moment exchanged in darkness - something | knew | would never experience again.

| shook off my maudlin fedings with an effort. If there was anything that Joy had managed to teach mein
the last two decades, it was that | needed to suppress my own dark thoughts whenever they cropped up
- for my own darkness, my inner sadness, was both my greatest strength, and my most profound
weakness.

Noril finaly nodded, then looked to the others. "I believe Dame Raven isright. Now - what shall we do
to shore up our wesknesses?'

"l shal pick asmdl handful of my best men, your mgesty,” Javan replied immediately. "Men strong of
arm, quick on their feet, skilled with haberds, and of the highest degree of dedication. I'll ingtruct them as
Dame Raven hasindicated, and they will remain with Princess Dawn every moment of the campaign.”

Ardlanodded. "And | can place aspell of warding on the princess privy, keyed to alow only her
entrance," she replied. When Noril gave her alook of surprise, she blushed. "Well, it'sasmal chamber,
and Princess Dawn quite completely fillsit when she'sinsde. There would be no room for hidden
assasans, it'svery sturdily built as the walls are stone and the door oak, and no sorcery could allow
entrance. The spdl would prevent anyone save her from entering, so it would be a safe haven should
something happen, and she need to flee. It'snot much, but it's at least something.”

Dawn nodded. "That will haveto do, Ardla."

"Good," | said, and looked to Noril. "Y our maesty, | leave you now to seek your son. | can be
contacted through Longtooth the Giant - Ardlaand Swift-wing know how to find him. Y ou sill havea
funera to attend this afternoon, your mgjesty. Make sureit is carried out with al proper respect and
honor - your wife and your mother would have it no other way. Then, make your preparations, and
march your army to war againgt your wife's murderer. With luck and abit of help from Y orindar, we may
yet succeed against Morgar. Farewell.”

"Farewdl, Dame Raven," Noril caled, "and may Y orindar grant that you find my son.”
| nodded, casting my spdll of returning, and the world blurred.
Chapter Ten

"Though a man may feel heisin absolute control of a woman or a horse, the truth remains that
one can only ride them where they were willing to go in thefirst place.”

- Mysantian proverb
"No, Joy, and that'sfina," | replied, pulling down the knotted rope | kept on my shelf.
"Old Man, that'smy grandson!”

"I'm well aware of that, Joy," | replied, wrapping the knotted rope about my waist and tying it firmly.
"Theanswer is4till 'no."

Lyotasat a my table, watching silently, her face inscrutable. | was beginning to regret teaching her



chatto - she could tell my emotions at aglance, just from my aura. |, however, could only wonder what
was on her mind as she watched Joy and | argue.

Joy paced back and forth, thinking furioudy. "It could be dangerous! | could help - I'm very strong, and
good in afight!"

"Joy, it will be underground. Smdll, tight spaces, at times. Y oureagiant - you'll panic just from the dark
and the closeness of the caves. And asfor your being strong and ableto fight..." | said, and gestured
negligently. Joy floated a hand'swidth off the floor. "Fight me now, Joy."

Joy thrashed for amoment, held in the grip of my will asfocused through my ring of telekinesis, then
glowered & me. "You know | can't fight likethigl™

"And what makes you think you'll be able to fight againgt the Dark Elves, Joy? Thisisjust telekinesis- it's
nothing. It can get worse," | replied, and squeezed with my will - not hard enough to hurt her, just hard
enough to get her attention. Joy gasped, and | glowered back at her. "Thisis nothing, Joy - asmple spell
of telekinesis| put in aring centuries ago so | wouldn't have to bother casting the spell mysdlf. The most
you've ever fought isawolf or two and other giant-children when you were very young. Y ou've never
fought amage, Joy, and | don't have the yearsit would take to train you to do so. You'd die. No." | set
Joy down gently, and she gasped for amoment, catching her breath.

Once Joy was able to speak again, she glared at me. "Old Man, you need help to do thid"
"Hardly. | am fully capable of recovering Paria by mysdif."

"Areyou sure?! Areyou certain?! How do you know they aren't waiting for you, Old Man? How do
you know they aren't devising some kind of trgp for you even now?"

| shrugged. "They probably are. The Dark Elves aren't stupid, and when | tried aspdl of summoning ona
grand of Parid'shair, it failed. They are probably well avarethat | will try to rescue Parid - if nothing
else, Cordo would have warned them. Their involvement in this means that they have some kind of
agenda - though what that might be, | have no idea. But, as I've said before, if the goa wasto smply
snuff Darian'sline, Cordo would smply have killed Paria when he had the chance. Cordo has something
elsein mind - and, knowing the Dark Elves, so do they. It'seven likely that their agenda runs counter to
Cordo's, and they may be thinking of using him to accomplish some other goa | know not of," | replied,
and shrugged. "There's no way of knowing. It'ssmply arisk I'll haveto take."

"That's not good enough, Old Man! Y ou need someone to watch your back!™

| shrugged again. "I probably do - but it isn't going to be you."

"Then take Lyotal She'samage, and at least she'd be of some useto you!"

| rolled my eyes. "She's barely ajourneyman, and hardly of more use than you."

"Shecan learn, Old Man! Y ou can teach her afew tricks along the way!"

| snorted. " Sorcery is hardly amatter of ‘afew tricks, though it may seem that way to amundane.”

"She also can seeinto the astral dl the time - you have to use sorcery yourself to do that! And her vision
may be helpful to you!"

| started to object again, then paused, and stroked my chin. "Hmm... Wdll, that'strue. The lands of the
Dark Elvesarerife with illusion and trickery. Having akeen pair of eyes such asherswould be at least of



ome use, there, If shewere careful...”

"See? There! She could help you! She could watch your back, she can see thingsfor you, and perhaps
even asss you in afight, where| can't. So take her with you!™

| sghed. "Alright, I'll bring her dong. Anything to end thisargument.”

"Swear it to me, Old Man! On your word of honor as aman of Hyperborea, swear you'l take her with
you, to help you, and watch your back!"

"Joy, that isn't nec-"
"Swear it to me!™
| Sghed again. "Alright, Joy, | swear. On my honor, | shall take Lyotawith me."

To my utter surprise, Joy relaxed and smiled, then sat down at the table demurely, smoothing her golden
hair. "There. | told you he could be quite reasonable if you dedlt with him properly.”

Lyota nodded, grinning. "Thank you, Auntie Joy. | knew if | just asked him, heéd smply say 'no’, and that
would bethat."

"You-you-" | sputtered, dumbfounded. ™Y ou tricked me!"

Joy smiled at me. "Of coursel did, Old Man. Y ou said yoursdlf that you would probably need someone
to watch your back, and you said yourself Lyotawas the best choice. I'm not anidiot, Old Man. | know
| would be uselessto you if it came down to afight. | was aqueen for nearly five decades, Old Man, and
I've forgotten everything | ever used to know about fighting. Y ou're lucky | remember how to grow food
in agarden and cook, or we'd be stuck eating nothing but your atrocious grudl dl year ‘round,” Joy
replied, and Lyota burst into giggles as Joy continued. "Yes, Old Man, | tricked you. But | did it because
| care for you, Old Man. You're my best friend. | also want to see you succeed and rescue my grandson
- and as such, | want you to have someone with you who can help you. Now - you know she's the best
choice, you've sworn to take her dong, so that'sthat.”

"Bah. An oath given under trickery isno oath at dl," | snapped.

"But it is an oath when you know you've sworn to do what you know you should do, anyway,” Joy
replied gernly, waggling athick forefinger a me.

| glowered for amoment longer, then findly nodded. "Wéll... Alright. I'm not terribly pleased about the
way you got meto agree, but yes, she can come. However-" | said, and was interrupted by Lyota's
whoop of joy.

"Oh, thank you, Master Eddas! Y ou won't be disappointed, | promise you!" she cried, hopping to her
feet and hugging me.

"However," | repeated, abit louder, "there are some conditions.”
"Yes, Master Eddas," Lyotareplied, |etting me go and hanging her head.

"Firgt, your studies will continue - though well concentrate on spellsthat may be useful for what we're
about to do, of course, your sudies will not halt, and you will be expected to learn something each

day.
"Yes, Master Eddas.”



"Secondly, you'll have to agree to obey me without question - thisis, in many ways, asthough you were
amere journeyman going to their firgt battle dongside amaster. Y our life may depend on immediate and
unquestioning obedience - indeed, both our lives may depend on it. And don't expect that you will be
alowed to stand in the front lines - you probably won't."

"Yes, Master Eddas.”

"Thirdly, you'll keep your staff about you at al times, and tap it first for the strength you need to cast any
gpells. If we get into afight, you can't be making the typical journeyman's mistake of forgetting to use
your gtaff - you haven't built your body up enough to be able to last long enough. Thisisnot like our
training drills, where we cast and rest afew minutes before cagting again. In ared fight, you may be
caled upon to cast severa spells, one after the other, in rapid succession. In addition, agood portion of
your endurance may be expended in casting spells of transference to alow me to continue casting.
Without your staff, you'll very quickly exhaust yourself, and possibly faint - or worse, fall to ablow that
getsthrough your defensve spellsthat otherwise would have been nothing.”

"Yes, Master Eddas," shereplied again, extending her hand, her staff appearing in her grip. It was, like
my own wizard's Saff, a short fighting staff abit over three cubitsin length. Hers was made from asingle
shaft of white ash, sanded smooth, but unvarnished. It was, in my opinion, an acceptable staff, perfectly
suited to ajourneyman.

"And lagtly, aswell betraveling as Master and Journeyman, you get to handle the responsibilities of
camp. That means lighting the fires, conjuring thefood, etcetera, etcetera. And, asweéll be deeping insde
my Hidden Sanctuary each night..." | said, and pulled the rope from about my waist, holding it out to her.
"Y ou get to carry therope.”

"Yes, Master Eddas," Lyotareplied, trying to pile the loops of knotted rope over her shoulder with one
hand.

"No, no. Here - hand me your staff. Now, wrap the rope about your waist, like awaist-belt,” | said,
taking her staff from her and helping her arrange the rope. "No, neaten it up abit, and tug your robe here
and thereto smooth it. Like | have my robe, beneath my waist-belt. Lift your aamsabit to get some
freedom of movement, then pull it acrossthe front. There - that's right. It'simportant you look
presentable. You are, after dl, my sudent, and areflection of mysdf.”

"How do | look, Master Eddas?" she asked, looking herself over.
| handed her staff back to her, then nodded. "Like a proper journeyman.”
Lyotagrinned broadly. "Thank you, Master Eddas. When will we be leaving?'

"l had intended on leaving as soon as | was ready. My Hidden Sanctuary is already stocked with
anything | might need for along journey - I've kept it that way for decades. If theré's anything of yours
you want to bring with you, get it now, and well put it insde.”

Asit turned out, Lyota had asmall bag aready packed - she and Joy, apparently, had thought ahead. |
smiled quietly as Lyotaclimbed up the ropeto put her belongingsin my sanctuary - Joy could betruly
devious, at times. | could only hopeit wouldn't rub off on Lyota too quickly.

By thetime Lyotafinally had the ropetied around her waist again, alow booming in the distance
announced the arrival of agiant. "Ah - that would be Softhand,” Joy said with asmile, naming the young
giant who was Strongarm’s son, Dragondayer's grandson.



"Y oure expecting him?"'

Joy nodded. "'In those three days | spent in their village, he was quite a comfort to me. HE's very swest,
Old Man. | like him very much. I'll be staying with him, while you and Lyotaare gone."

| nodded. "Wéll, let's go down and greet him, then, and welll be off."

Softhand, Dragondayer's grandson, reminded me very much of his grandmother, Felicity. Hisface was
softer than hisfather's and his grandfathers, and his eyes more gentle. Like nearly al giants, hishair was
black, hiseyesbrown, and his skin aruddy hue. His main occupation in Dohbari village was tending the
vadt byallar plantations which helped provide the village it'sincome - and he was quite skilled at it. He
had received his "adult name from his uncanny ability with the byallar trees. He could, quite literally, get
nearly every byallar seed from the branches of atree by running hisfingersthrough it, and hardly disturb
asgngleleaf. At twenty years of age, he had not expressed any interest in any particular giantess of the
village, but there was il plenty of timefor that. " Good afternoon, Eddas Ayar," hecdled, amiling as
he gently knelt before usto bring his head down a bit closer to our levd.

"Good afternoon, Softhand. And, unfortunately, goodbye, as well. | go to attempt to recover
Prince Parial, and Lyota is coming with me. | presume Joy has already told you all about it?"

"Yes, Eddas - and we of Dohbari village wish you luck. Never fear for Joy while you are gone,
however. | shall watch over her."

"In your hands, please, not at your feet," | replied, grinning.
Softhand chuckled deeply. " Yes, Eddas, don't worry."
Lyotalooked at mein confusion. "A joke of somekind, Master Eddas?’

| nodded. "An old joke, told among the giants. More of acliche, redlly. It started out as adwarven
proverb, but the giants heard it along time ago, found it amusing, and began to repest it themselves. It
goes 'In the hands of a giant, anything is safe. At the feet of a giant, nothing is safe,” | replied, the
lagt in the tongue of the giants.

Softhand chuckled, and nodded. " Yes, that's right. It means both that a giant isa great friend and a
terrible enemy because of our vast size and strength, but also means that our size and strength
requires us to exercise great care. We must watch where we step, both literally and figuratively,
lest we by accident harm something we did not intend."

| nodded, smiling, and glanced to Lyota " To the dwarves, however, it simply means that giants are
clumsy with their feet - they aren't, but that's what it means to a dwarf," 1 whispered in our
language, and Lyotagiggled.

Softhand held out his hand, pam upward, and Joy sat upon it with asmile. He then lifted her up, holding
her gently in hishands. She wasthe size of adoll to him, and he smiled down at her warmly. Joy looked
down at me, and smiled. "Farewell, Old Man - and find my grandson!"

"I will, Joy!" | called back. Lyotawaved, smiling, and Softhand rose to hisfeet, then turned and strode
away down the road.

Finaly, Lyotaturned to me, grinning. "Well, now what, Master Eddas?’

"Wdl, now we need to head south and east, towards the lands of the dwarves."



"Will we befollowing the old king's road?'

| shook my head. "No, it'sin ruins, and difficult to walk aong. The dwarven and elven traders have
established trailsthat run pardlée to the old roads, but they go from town to town for many, many leagues
before they turn in the direction we want to go. So, welll smply strike out, overland. Seethat peak,
there?' | asked, pointing with my staff. Lyotanodded, and | lowered my staff again. "That's Janto
Mountain. If we head for it, well find ourselvesin the lands of the dwarves, fairly near the northern
entranceto Iron City, in Janto pass. From there, welll have to ask the dwarvesto guide us

underground.”

"How far isit, Master Eddas?"
| shrugged. "Oh, about a hundred and fifty leagues, astheraven flies.”
Lyotagasped. "I can't walk that farl My feet will fall off!"

| laughed. "W, | can, but I'd never get to Parid in any decent time," | replied, and used thering I'd
obtained from Nids years before. In amoment, an invisible steed stood beside me. After commanding it
to formits saddle into aside-saddle for me, | swung up into the saddle, then held out my hand for Lyota.
"Come. Aninvisible steed will take usthere quite a bit faster than our feet will." Lyotastruggled for a
moment, but finally managed to perch hersdf behind me. "Put your arm around my waist, so you have
something to balance againgt while weride - that'sright. Alright, herewe go," | called, and set the steed
trotting to the southeast.

After riding around the ancient rubble that once was my mill, | smply rode the steed straight through the
river. The spring run-off from the distant mountains had swollen it abit, but it was still easily passablefor
amount it'ssze. Lyotawhooped at the splashing of theinvisible steed asiit trotted effortlessy through the
water, then laughed as she saw the steed. The dripping water briefly revealed its true appearance - a
large, squat animal summoned from it's home dimension, it resembled a cross between a draft-horse and
agiant child'stoy. A norma horse might have made a sound at the chill water - perhaps a snort - but the
steed was utterly slent, asit wasimmune to anything of this plane, and just smart enough to know it. Asit
reached the other side of theriver, | urged the steed to a canter, riding through and between the nest
rowsof byallar treesthe giants had made on my plantation. Thiswas about the fastest | judged would be
safe, as| did not wish Lyotato dip off, nor did | wish either of usto be brained by alow-hanging limb.

Lyota laughed aswe rode aong, obvioudy enjoying hersdf asrow after row of sweet-smelling,
flower-bedecked trees whipped past. "Master Eddas, thisis such fun, don't you think?"

| started to say something curt, like 'hardly, the matter of rescuing the princeis far too serious,’ then
bit back my words. | supposed if I'd never ridden an invisible steed before, yes, 1'd find it quite fun. Of
course, Lyota had never even ridden a horse before, whereas I'd ridden the backs of centaurs and even
once rode the back of adragon. | smiled. "Wdll, I'm abit preoccupied with how we shal find the prince,
but yes, Lyota, it isabit fun.”

"Well find him, Master Eddas, don't worry! | just know wewill!"

"Perhaps, but our quest will not be unopposed, Lyota. Morgar demonstrated to me once dready that he
isjust as capable of manipulating things on short notice as Y orindar is, when he puts hismind to it. Well
have to stay alert. Morgar has probably had this plan in motion for athousand years or more - we could
encounter anything to oppose us. The longer it takesto finish this quest, one way or another, the better
for him. And it's even better if wefail, and better dill if we die. Y orindar's attention will, most likely, be
focused to the south. Despite what Noril may think, thereis till achance he may have an heir, and
Darian'slinewill continue - but only if hewinsagaing Cordo'sarmy. Our only aid, | think, will comefrom



Vyleah... Though | doubt it will be very much, as she only has the Mountain Healers who worship her,
and she's il quite weak. Thus, for the most part, we are on our own. We must be careful, and remain
det.”

"Yes, Master Eddas,”" Lyotareplied, her bright humor dimmed somewhat.

Werodein slence after that, | kegping an eye on the terrain ahead and keeping the steed headed for
Janto Mountain, and Lyota glancing about, keeping an eye out for trouble.

Chapter Eleven

"The only difference betwixt a pixie and a tick be that a pixie can yet fly and do yet stop short of
a sup of blood - though of the latter, there be some doubt.”

- Dwarven proverb

"What could it be, Master Eddas?’ Lyota asked, running ahand over the ancient stone archway that rose
from therolling, flower-bedecked plains.

| glanced up from my bow! of conjured gruel &t the rubble of the ruinsthat lay around us. We had
traveled fifty leagues, today, and would probably reach our destination by the evening of the third day -
the ruins had smply seemed as good aplace to stop asany. | had, in fact, chosen this spot smply
because one of the stones of the rubble looked like it might be comfortableto Sit upon - and, as| was
sitting upon it at the moment, 1'd found it was. There were afew trees out here, but not many - the
deeper forests of the hill-lands ill waited in the distance. Instead, the lands about us were ralling plains,
covered with acarpet of spring flowers that was enchanting both to the eye and nose. Countless bees
buzzed about, sipping the nectar of each blossom, and lent arather peaceful air to the place. | pondered
the stones, trying to compare what | thought our rough location might be with what | remembered of
Hyperboreas ancient landscape. "A monastery, | think. | seem to recal one being roughly inthisarea.”

"It must have been quite beautiful, once. It ill is, redly, with dl the flowers..." Lyotasaid, her voice
trailing off. "Oh! Look, Master Eddas! Aren't they beautiful 7' she yelped, pointing.

"What? | don't seeathing,” | replied, looking over thefield of flowers she was pointing at.
"I'm sorry - | can seetheir astral forms, and they're quite beautiful!™

"What arethey?' | asked, finishing my dinner and setting the bowl aside.

A high-pitched little squesk answered me. " Oooooo! Look! A Dark EIf!"

"Nasty, evil things, Dark Elves!" another chittered.

"Yes, yes! Bad Dark Elf! Evil!" athird chirped.

| Sghed, hearing the buzz of wings. "Pixies. | should have known, what with dl these flowers. They think
I'maDark Elf, incidentally,” | said, asmy ring of trandation alowed me to understand their tongue.

In amoment, the lot of them dl appeared a once, buzzing about us. There were at least twenty of them,
flitting about between Lyotaand |. Each wasfairly ordinary, for apixie. Barely ahand and ahaf tdl, with
large wings like adragon-fly, al were dressed in various oddments of flower petals, leaves, and
spiderwebs. "That one can see us!" thefirst voice chirped, its owner pointing to Lyota. Thevoice,
apparently, belonged to amale pixie, dressed in garments of green leaves.



"She'sdressed all in white - she must be very nice!l” afemae dressed in flower petalsreplied.

"00000, but this one's dressed all in black! Nasty Dark Elves!" a second femae observed, buzzing in
front of my face.

| snorted. "1 am not a Dark EIf!"

"You look like a Dark Elf, you're dressed all in black, and you seem very cross at seeing us. You're
a Dark-Elf," thepixiereplied, crossing her little arms. The fact that | could speak their language - the
very utterance of which was so sickeningly sweet to my ear that areal Dark EIf would congder it
piercing, shrill, and ingtantly grating on the nerves - did not, apparently, register in her mind asbeing
anything in my defense.

"Protect the lands!" shouted one.
"Drive out the evil Dark Elves!" answered another.

A moment later, dl of them were buzzing around me, pelting me with pebbles, beetles, and whatever else
camereadily to hand. Lyota, of course, burst into gales of laughter.

| drew the hood of my robe up to cover my hair and keep the worst of the detritus out of it, and sighed.
"Andthisiswhy | hate pixies."

"Arethey dwayslikethis, Master Eddas?' Lyotaasked, il giggling asthe pixies continued their assault.

"No. The onesin thelands of the elves often have little swords, with a blade made from asted needle.
They trade flowers and various seeds they gather to the elves for them. They're much worse. | - yeek!™ |
shouted, legping to my feet. | glared a one of the made pixies, who brandished hislittle ef-made sword
as| rubbed my stung buttock. Lyota only made matters worse by whooping with laughter again.

"Hah! You mean like this?!" the pixie shouted, grinning. " Go back home, Dark-EIf! We don't want
you here! ThisisHyperborea, and you're not welcome, here!”

"I know thisis Hyperborea. I'm a Hyperborean. So is she," | replied, jerking agloved thumb at Lyota
as| sat down again.

The pixiesdl paused at that, then buzzed over to swarm around Lyota, examining her closdly. | sighed
again. Pixieswere not terribly bright, particularly when they were young, and had the attention span of a
squirrdl. Most birds of prey considered them food, as well, so few survived beyond their first decade or
two. They were otherwise immortal, however, and the eldest of them were sometimes more reasonable
oncethey had afew centuries of age behind them. Their people were considered to be a part of the
Sedlie court, and dlies of the eves - though how the elves put up with them, | had no idea. They were
amost as bad as brownies. Of course, unlike brownies, pixiesdid, eventualy, mature. It was possible the
elvessmply tolerated them, knowing they'd eventualy mature, but | doubted it. Knowing the evesas|
did, it was entirely possible that they smply found pixie anticsamusing.

"Alright,” the one with the sword said, buzzing back over to me with the rest of them. "We can accept
that she's a Hyperborean. She has black hair, brown eyes, brown skin, and the round ears of a
human. Word has come from the elves that the Hyperboreans had awakened again, and sheis
obviously one of them. You, on the other hand," he said, brandishing hislittle needle menacingly, "are
a Dark Elf! You have black hair, pale skin, black eyes, and pointy ears! Dark EIf!"

"No, | amnot. | am a Hyperborean battle-mage, returned from the Void and inhabiting this body
for the nonce. My name is Eddas Ayar. | was born in Wilanda city on the fifth day of summer, in



thefirst year of thereign of King Darrak 11, when the moon was eclipsed. In my youth | displayed
a strong talent, and was accepted as an apprentice by the Dyclonic Circle when | was twelve,
entering the Black Tower to begin my training. As a master, | cast the Spell of Hidden Life, and
upon my death, my soul entered my animuary. Seventy years ago, a half-elf female entered my
tomb, and | possessed her body. This body was nearly dead when | took it, however, a blow 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 this body to live, where its previous owner's will could not.
Unfortunately, | fainted thereafter from the wound, and the part of the sorcery which would have
allowed me to reshape the body into my own transpired without effect, lacking my will to guideit.
Asit turned out, however, thiswas all due to a plan of Yorindar, a god of the humans of the
Southlands. To that end, this body received its final forging in the heart of a mana-storm, and is
permanently as you see it today. Thus, | am Eddas Ayar, a Hyperborean battle-mage - and, in this
body, the Raven of Yorindar."

The pixie scratched his head, and | could tell my explanation wastoo long for him, even though 1'd made
itasshort asl could. It wasimpossibleto guess hisage - dl pixieswere fully an adult after only ayear of
life, and capable of having children of their own. Asan immorta, he could be ayear old, or athousand
yearsold. It was ssimply impossible to tell just from looking at him. Still, his attitude and demeanor
suggested he couldn't possibly be more than afew decades old, or perhaps a century or so. Older pixies
were usudly abit wiser. "Well... You say you're Eddas Ayar, a Hyperborean. | say proveit!" he
snapped, and grinned smugly.

"Yes, yes! Proveit, Dark EIf! Proveit!" the others chorused, buzzing around me.

"Alright, I will," 1 replied dryly, and without warning, | lashed out with my will, usng my ring of
telekinessto grab him. The pixie squesked in terror, struggling as| drew himinto my figt, and hislittle
friends buzzed off to a safer distance, shrieking in darm. | snatched the little sword from his hand before
he could useit on me, and closed my fist around histiny body. | glowered at him, and he trembled with
fear. "I could kill you now, you little pest. | could crush you in my grip easily. | could take your
little sword and run you through with it, slowly and painfully until you died in agony. | amalso a
battle-mage - with a single spell, | can reduce all your friendsto ash," | snarled, then paused,
remembering my experiences with pixies ages ago, whilel wasin thelands of theeves. "'l could even
pluck off your wings, and leave you to crawl about in the dirt for the rest of eternity like a lowly,
filthy little brownie," | said, and grinned wickedly.

"No!" heshrieked. "No! No! Anything but that! I'm sorry, really | am!"

"Yes, if | really was a Dark Elf, | could do all those terrible, cruel thingsto you..." | said, then
opened my figt. "But, since I'm not a Dark Elf at all, | suppose I'll have to let you go."

The pixie buzzed out of my open pam, then hovered before me, staring in astonishment.
"Would you like your sword back?" | inquired, holding it out to him with two fingers.

The pixiesdl cheered their friend's miraculous escape, and eventuadly, it was decided | was not aDark
Elf after dl. Still, the question of what | redlly was remained an open one, and between sips of nectar
from the countless flowers that grew among the ruins and acrossthe rolling plains, the pixies discussed
the matter.

"l don't understand what their confusion is, Master Eddas,” Lyota said, Sitting beside me. She could see
their little auras, of course, and the confusion in their minds was readily apparent to her, even though she
couldn't spesk thelr language.



"My gtory istoo complex for them to truly grasp it. Pixiessimply aren't terribly bright when they're
young," | replied, shrugging. "The oldest of thisgroup is probably no more than acentury old, and the
youngest were probably born this spring, when these flowersfirst bloomed. Y ou can't redly have a
sensble conversation with apixie until they're a least haf amillennium old - younger than that, and it's
like talking to arumbustious child. After they reach that age, however, they begin to approach their true
potentia,” | said, and looked to Lyota serioudy. "A mature pixieis nothing to betrifled with, Lyota. They
can cast small cantrips of illusion and nature effortlessy, and the eldest of them can master true sorcery
despite the frailties of their tiny bodies. They are dso hardly the dim-witted children we see about us." |
looked to the pixies as they buzzed about, chatting with each other, and waved a gloved hand at them
negligently. "These, however, are merdly children. | suppose they'll eventually get bored of the whole
discussion, and fly off to go play somewhere. Or, perhaps, they'll Smply leave at sunset, and go hometo
their little nests”

"l seg," Lyotareplied, nodding.

The young male with the sword then flew back over to me, hovering before my face. “"Well, alright.
Come with us, and we'll take you to our Elder. She'll explain you to us.”

"Or, knowing pixies, they'll do something completely different and utterly unexpected,” | said dryly,
looking to Lyota, then smiled at the pixie. "Certainly,” | replied in hislanguage.

With Lyotain tow, | followed the pixies asthey flitted and danced before me. We didn't go far - just
around a broken and crumbled section of wall, and to asmall areathat appeared to have once been the
monastery's graveyard. Weathered and worn tombstones evenly spaced inside an area bounded by the
rubble of walsmadeit farly plain what it once was, and despite the bright day and the colorful flowers,
the graveyard still managed to retain an air of sadness and gloom. The pixies paused before astone
gargoyle near thefar end of the graveyard. It had apparently falen from the walls ages ago, and was now
half-hidden by flowers and weeds.

"Master Eddas, there's something insde that gargoyle... Something powerful," Lyotasaid quietly.
| nodded slently, waiting asthe pixies buzzed about, caling inther shrill little voices.

What emerged from the ancient drain spout that was the gargoyl€'s mouth was, &t first glance, just
another pixie- but, as| looked at her, | realized she was far more than that. Unlike the othersflitting
about us, this one was not shaped like a teenage child or young adult, but had a body that could only be
described as buxom. She was dressed in dark, gray-furred leather garments | guessed were made from
mouse-hide. Her clothing, on ahuman woman, would have been quite interesting - long gloves, hip-length
boots, and along strip of leather artfully wrapped about her torso that, whileit did cover her breasts and
sex, was hardly something one could call modest. Her little buttocks and abdomen were bare, and
probably the only thing that kept her little breasts within the confines of the garment itself was pixie magic.
And more, her hair was abrilliant blue, rather than the ordinary brown or blonde of the younger pixies-
blue or green hair was asign of great age among their people. " Greetings, Elder one," | sad politely - it
was always wise to be polite to amature pixie. "I am Eddas Ayar. | am sorry for disturbing you, but
it appears your children are a bit confused about me, and have brought me to you for an
explanation. Shall | tell you my story?"

The elder pixie buzzed into the air and hovered before my face, looking me over. Her eyeswereliketwin
chips of sapphire, and her face bore an expression that could only be called grim - quite unusud, for a
pixie. She gestured briefly, and there was a sparkle about her of pixie magic. "They are hardly my
children, Eddas Ayar," she said in my language, and | smiled - she was old enough to master aspell of
trandation, which meant shewas very old, indeed. "The parents of these children were blown to these



fildsfrom the lands of the elves by awind-storm acentury ago. That one, there, Timmateo," she said,
pointing, "bears hisfather's sword. He looks much like him, aswell. Hisfather fell to ahawk fifty years
ago, and his mate died of a broken heart theresfter. | agreed to become their Elder after that, but | am
hardly their mother.”

"You havelived herelong?' | asked.

The pixie buzzed down, aighting on the gargoyl€e's head, then sat, crossing her legs. "I havelived here
snce before the Great War, Eddas Ayar, when this monastery was little more than a dream of asmall
order of warrior-monks. My youth was spent here, hiding and listening and living invisbly among the
solemn stones and tended flowers of this graveyard. My youth ended when that order marched off to
war for the last time, and did not return. Y e, | remember them.”

Before | could ask about that, Timmateo, the young pixie with the sword, reached the end of his
patience. Buzzing down to hover before his Elder, he began to given arapid and excited explanation of
al that had transpired, and then ask for an explanation of what | might be, that the curiosity of himself and
the others might be satisfied. The Elder smply sniffed. "It is magic gone awry, Timmateo. That isa
man, trapped in the body of a woman. Now shoo. All of you, shoo! It will be dark, soon, and the
owls of the forest will come out to hunt the fields for mice - and they might just catch you, instead.
Get to bed." Therewasabrief flurry of activity asal the younger pixies buzzed about fearfully at the
thought of owls, then they vanished, turning invisible again, and buzzed away, each to their own little
resting-place.

"Y ou would be about my own age, then,” | said, once the other pixies had |ft.

"Yes, Eddas Ayar. Asl said, | have lived here since before the Great War, drawn by the quiet beauty
and gentle flowers of thislittle graveyard. | have remained, even asdl has crumbled into ruin, asthere has
never been anywhere ese | wanted to go. | learned of your return to these lands afew decades ago from
thetales of the elven trader, Taiad. He often visits me, as he finds my company interesting.”

| smiled. "I'm afraid you have the advantage over me, then, for | know nothing of you."

She smiled wryly in return. "And | know nothing of the Hyperborean woman by your sde, who stands
politely slent in the presence of her elders, yet taunts me terribly with the very fact of her existence.
Perhaps we should st awhile, and exchange tales with one another? | am caled Kiriin."

| held out agloved finger to her, and she clagped it for amoment in her little hands, smiling.

Chapter Twelve

"Perhaps the most beautiful of all beings are the pixies. They are also the most tragic - which
makes them all the more beautiful .”

- Elven proverb

"...And that's our gory," | finished, leaning back on my cot to rest againgt the wall of my hidden
sanctuary.

Lyotasat slently beside me on my cot, the moonlight from the single window of my sanctuary illuminating
the small room. | had lit my brazier for abit of warmth, as the spring evening was quite cool and the air
that filtered in through the entrance at the bottom of the sanctuary might be a bit chill to alittle pixielike
Kiriin. Theregfter, I'd Smply launched into my story, telling the tale from the beginning to this moment.
Kiriin sat on the edge of my little desk by the window, swinging her feet as she listened thewholetime. It



took severa hoursto tell thetale, and when | wasfinally done, she nodded. "Well, Master Eddas, | had
hardly expected to encounter anyone my own age unless | should, by chance, encounter adragon - and |
hardly expected to ever encounter you. Still, having heard your story, | can seeit isagood thing you
have encountered me, after al. A good thing for both of us, perhaps.”

"Oh?Why isthat?"

Kiriin reached up to brush astrand of bright blue hair out of her tiny eyes, and looked at me quite
serioudy. "Thelands of Hyperborea have changed much since you last bresthed air, Eddas Ayar.
Between here and Janto pass, the giants patrol less and less, astheir villages are not so near, and the
ruins of your peopléescivilization few and far between. Many foul creatureslie between this monastery
and the safety of Janto mountain, where the dwarves themselves patrol the lands. And, even Janto
mountain is not entirely safe, what with the goblinsand their kin. If Morgar, that ancient Hyperborean
deity, hastruly goneinsane and evil... Wéll, you can expect to encounter the worst the lands have to
offer.”

| shrugged. "Possibly. He isinsane, however, and heis limited by the Arc of Time and the other
Covenants of the Universe. The last time he tried to oppose mein that manner, seventy years ago, he
failed utterly. The closest he came was with achimera- but even then, he not only failed, but the
chimeras very presence gave me hope to continue on past the barren wastelands of the Great Southern
Dead Zone, and findly to arrive in what remained of Hyperborea."

"It will still be quite dangerous. Y ou will need help.”
| shrugged again. "'l havedl the help I'll probably need in Lyota."

Lyota smiled, but Kiriin shook her head. "And how do you expect her to sneak about in the lands of the
Dark Elves?

"I'll beteaching her anilluson to cover herself with,” | replied offhandedly.

Kiriin shook her head. "The Mdani are masters of illusion and shadow. She isno master mage. She will
be detected.”

"Y ou have a better solution?" | asked, trying to remain polite.

"Yes. I'll accompany you, and shield her with my own magic. None are better than apixie at illusons.
Lyotagrinned. "What asplendid ideal"

| shook my head. "What of these children, here? How will they get by without you?'

Kiriinrolled her little eyesat me. "Y ou know little of pixies, apparently.”

| suppressed asnort, and managed asmile, instead. "With respect, Kiriin, when | wasin theland of the
elvesin my previouslife, | spent agood portion of my time avoiding your people. Y our children are, in
many ways, like cats - they're atracted most to the people who find them the most annoying,” | said, and
was relieved when Kiriin burgt into tiny giggles. "Still, someone must watch out for these children, don't
you think?'

Kiriin smiled. "Hardly, Eddas Ayar. They are pixies- degsth isaway of lifefor us. If it were not, we
would soon carpet the whole planet with our numbers. We are immortal, can reproduce a ayear of age,
and can reproduce twice ayear - as a mage, the mathematics of that should be obviousto you," she said,
and | nodded as she continued. "An Elder will give guidance, education, and protection for thosein ther



presence, but otherwise, we let our children fend for themselves once they've learned to spesk and fly.
Our minds do not truly mature until we are about five centuries old, and our true powers do not appear
until that time. Until then, our prolonged childhood and the predation of ordinary animals keeps our
numbers at reasonable levels.”

"Aaaah..." | replied, understanding. Now | understood why the elves cherished the pixies so. The deaths
of pixie children were quite tragic, but the pixies themsalves could not fed sorrow about it, asthey were
aso quite necessary. Beauty and Innocence, Sorrow and Tragedy - acombination no ef could possibly
resst. The brownies were probably cherished for smilar reasons (despite how insanely annoying
brownie-pranks could be).

Seaing my hegitation, Kiriin spoke again. "1... | redize that may make you uncomfortable, but it issmply
the way our people are. Umm... If you let me comewith you, | could aso help teach Lyota. Y ou said she
was your student, and you were trying to instruct her as you went dong on thisjourney. The magic of the
pixiesishardly that of aHyperborean battle-mage, but she could still learn afew useful thingsfrom me.”

| raised an eyebrow. " Perhaps, but-"

"Please! | could help you so much!™

Now, | was definitely curious. | could think of no reason why she would be so desperate to come aong.
Lyotagrinned. "Come on, Master Eddas! Say she can come with us!”

| thought about it. Kiriin was apixie, and a very old one - certainly the oldest I'd ever heard of, if not the
oldest one dive. Her heart could only befilled with good - and if it wasn't, Lyotawould spot that instantly
in her aura. She could certainly be trusted, so far asapixie could be trusted regarding anything. Still, her
eagerness made me wonder... | leaned forward again, peering at Kiriin. "And just what isit you would
get inreturn for helping us, Kiriin?'

Kiriin smiled back innocently. "Umm... Would you beieve meif | said I'd do it just for fun?!

"If you were younger, yes. But you're my age - we're both older than the oldest f, and well beyond such
foolishness. There are damn few individuals our ageleft in the world, and nearly dl of them are dragons.
You didn' live aslong as you have acting entirely on impulse - no pixie does. Now, just what isit you
want?'

Kiriin paused, then hung her little head. "'l can't tell you. If | do, | know you'll just say 'no’. But yes, | do
want something. 1-"

"And s0 you intend to prove your worth to me by helping us, and then ask later, when I'll fedl | oweyou
for your ad, isthat it?" | said, giving her the most intimidating glower this body could muster.

"Yes" shereplied, hanging her head even lower, unable to meet my gaze a dll.

| looked to Lyota "And what of you? Shelll have to be touching you for her illusonsto have their
strongest effect in concealing you, and there will be dangers we encounter that we can overcome, but she
may not be able to cope with, hersdlf. A spell which might only wound you would kill her ingtantly, so
you'd have to keep her on your person at al times, so asto protect her within the aura of your own
protective spells. Are you willing to carry her with you al the time, and watch over her as she watches
over you?'

Lyotastifled her grin long enough to give me a seriouslook. "Y es, Master Eddas,” Lyotareplied, only the
barest hint of atwinklein her eye.



| nodded. "Alright."

Kiriin blinked, and Lyotagiggled. "Alright?" Kiriin squesked.
"Yes," | replied, leaning back again and relaxing.

"You mean | can come?"

"Yes" | replied. "Whatever it isyou want, if wedl survivethis, just ask. If it'shonorable and it'swithin
my power, I'll try."

"Wheee-hee-hee-hee!" Kiriin cried, buzzing off the table to fly about my sanctuary, asparkle of magic
trailing behind her. Lyotalaughed and clapped, and | was quite sure Kiriin's astra aurawas very beautiful
for her to look at just at the moment. After spinning about the room afew times, Kiriin hovered in front of
my face, kissng my nose and cheeks over and over. ™Y ou won't regret thisl Really! Honestly! I'll be
more help than you redizel”

| held out my hand, and Kiriin landed on my palm, grinning broadly. "Alright, I'm sure you will. Now - go
and get your things, and move them into here. It will take me abit to atune everything to my sanctuary,
and | may aswell get started as soon as possible. | think | have alittle box you can deepin, so we can
just pack your bedding intoit. And be careful! The same warning you gave those children gppliesto you,
you know. It's night, and the owls are out.”

"Hah! Don't worry - they'll never sseme! | am apixie, after dl!" Kiriin squesked happily, then vanished.
| smiled, hearing the buzzing of her wings as she flew out of my sanctuary and back to her little
gargoyle-home.

Lyota burst out laughing. "Oh, Master Eddas! Y ou should have seen her aural | knew you'd say yeslong
before shedid - | could seeit in your aura. But she couldn't! Shewas s0 afraid you'd say 'no', and then
when you said 'yes she just exploded into brilliant sparkles of happinessand joy!"

| nodded. "I imagine it was quite beautiful. Stll, there isthe matter of what it is she wants - and more
importantly, why it is she's here. It'stoo coincidentd, | think. It reeks of Y orindar's work."

"It does?" Lyota asked, surprised.

"Y es. She's been here, in this monastery, for over two thousand years. Judging by her age and what she
said, she's been waiting here even before | was born. Why? The answer is obvious - waiting for me.
Whether she knew it or not, that's what she apparently was here for. Y orindar used something to get her
to stay heredl thistime, or perhaps even acombination of things. And I've afedling whatever she wants
to ask me at the end of thiswill have something to do with what's kept her here, al thistime.”

Lyotanodded in understanding. " And because Y orindar knew he would be busy in the south now,
hel ping King Noril... Just afew decades before you awakened in your tomb, the parents of those
children were blown here by awind-storm, so that Kiriin would be derted to our arriva today by the
children, themselves. It'sal part of agrand plan, set in motion ages ago..."

"Exactly,” | replied, and again fdt achill astheword fdl from my lips.

Lyota stared at mein sllencefor along moment, and | knew | had again spoken with Y orindar's words,
whether | meant to or not. Finally, she shuddered. "Master Eddas, you should see your aurawhen you
do that. It's quite frightening."

"Oh?What isit you see?"



Lyotanodded. "For the briefest moment, dl | can seelooking at you is an enormous raven.”
| smiled wryly. "Somehow, that is precisaly what | thought you'd say,” | replied, and chuckled.
Chapter Thirteen

"Amazingly, | was able to gather my army and make ready for battle in just a bit over a week -
Dame Raven's lessons in logistics came in enormously handy. Not only had my father prepared the
kingdom for times like this, with armories and regular training, | had done likewise when my turn
cameto rule. More, | knew what our army would need, and when and where they would need it. |
was actually quite astonished at how easy it was to prepare ourselves for war, simply because of
Dame Raven's careful and patient instruction in the ancient Hyperborean science of logistics.

Now, it only remained to be seen if her lessonsin the Art and Science of War itself would serve me
aswell..."

- King Noril, Autobiography, 1729 NCC

"You are ruining a perfectly good journeyman for any kind of seriouswork!" | snapped, guiding the
invisible steed between the trees of the forest. | tried to keep my eyes on the surroundings, in case we
encountered anything dangerous, but it was quite difficult at the moment. | was certain that by the time we
reached Janto pass, Kiriin would have completely corrupted Lyotabeyond repair.

"Bah! You old fussbudget! You'reraisang her to beastodgy old fart, I think!" Kiriin replied from her seat
on Lyota's shoulder. Lyota, for her part, vdiantly attempted to stifleagiggle. "There's more to magic than
work, work, work, you know!"

"Bah, yoursdlf! The path of a true mageisnothing but work! No one masters the greater spells without
an enormous amount of work! Now, by the time we get where we're going, you'll have her so used to
playing frivolouslittle games, shell-"

"Frivolous?! " Kiriin squeaked, outraged. "Why, I'll have you know, you old fussbudget, that not a
single thing | taught her wasin any way frivoloud It'sdl apart of pixie magic!"

"Learning how to turn bees blue wasn't frivolous?™

"No, it wasn't!" Kiriin snapped, then paused, and giggled. "Well, okay, maybe that part was, yes. But
it's fill an important thing to learn to magter illusions! Besides, to apixie, abeeisagood friend and a
useful wegpon!™

"Kiriin, | really think that you-OOOOF!"

The blow caught me completely unawares, tossing me from the saddle to land heavily on the ground. ‘A
stone...' | redized, seeing it lying next to me as| lay there, dazed. It wasasmall boulder, actudly, and
the size of my head. It was also covered in blood - my own. | couldn't breathe, my left arm was
smashed, and already | could see the blackness at the edges of my vision.

"Wurooo! Me gots one!" shouted avoice in the guttural language of the ogres. The cry was echoed by
at least two others.

My body was aready hedling, driven by the powerful knot of mana that maintained it asit was. The
flinders of smashed ribs shifted and ground together within my chest agonizingly, and | found | could take
asmall spof air. | could see Lyota casting adefensive spell. It was the wrong one - asmple magic
armor spell would never resst the impacts of the stones these ogres were throwing. With asupreme
effort of will, | fought back awave of unconsciousness and cast abrief cantrip taught to measan



gpprentice. It wasfor use in communicating quickly on the battlefield when line-of-sight could be
established. "Giddiyap,” | hissed, the spell carrying my wordsinto theinvisible seed'sear. It wasnot a
horse, but was significantly smarter - and it was well aware of who summoned it. The steed broke into a
trot. "Hup!" | hissed again, and it cantered off, carrying Lyota away from the danger. She was screaming
to the 'steed, trying to get it to turn around - wasting her breath. She'd have been better off casting a
more effective defensve spell, and smply dipping from it's back. Well, she was only ajourneyman.

The ogres, not understanding that the last thing Lyotawanted to do wasfleg, trotted out into the clearing,
then jeered and taunted her for severa moments, waving their clubs. Each wastypica of their people -
about eight cubitstal, hairy, muscular, and possessed of large fangs that jutted from their lower jaw. |
struggled to catch my breath to blast them asthey trotted over to me.

"Thag! Thisone still wiggle!"
"Bah. Mefix," the bad-headed onereplied, raising his club.
* k%
"Hee! Many pretties for to trade! Rings and boots and gloves and more!™
"Yah, goblins give much for this."
"How we split?"
"Hmm... Trade for gold, then split gold one-two-three. Good?"
"Good, yah."
"Me think good, too. Ooo! Look! Leg back, now."
"Already?! Wurooo! We eat good from now on! Gimme!"

A rending sound, and pain grown dull. I knew what was happening, but could do nothing. | couldn't even
scream.

"Hah! Liketroll, thisone!"

"Yah. Keep 'um weak, no blood left, and they not get away. Last three, four days, liketroll."
"This one magicker, me think. Maybe recover, maybe do magic, maybe hurt.”

"Nah. No blood left. Like troll."

"You think?"

"Yah. Watch."

Anather rending sound, and more dull pain.

"See? Liketroll. No blood left, can't move. Just little trickle. Can eat legs and arms for three, four
days, then eat rest when they die. Me full. You want arm?"

"Nah. Me full, too."

"Thag? You want arm?"



"Yah, sure."

A long moment of silence, interrupted only by the sound of crunching bones.
"Wurooo! Look! Other one back!"

"Get 'um! Maybe they liketroll, too!"

A deafening blast. Shouts of anger. Another blast, then another. Then silence.

A drop of rain fell acrossmy face, and dowly trickled down to my lips. | tasted it. Sdlty... A sobbing
sound.

A woman'svoice, cracking with emotion. "Oh, father! I'm so sorry! It'sal my fault!”

A tiny, high-pitched squegk. "No! It'sal my fault! If I hadn't been arguing with him, none of thiswould
have happened, ever! | knew we were in dangerous lands, and yet | kept on arguing and distracting
and-"

"Kiriin," | croaked, my voice the barest whisper. "Do me afavor..."
"Yed Anything! Anything at dl, Master Eddas! I'm so sorry! Ask me anything! Anything!™
"Shut up.”

Chapter Fourteen

"Even Lamias - those lone, solitary huntresses - will themselves kill ogres on sight and without
mercy. This proves that even the snake-women are not entirely without redeeming qualities.”

- Elven proverb

It took me daysto recover - it might have been less, but Lyota simply didn't know what to do to help
me. Her spellswerefar less effective than the regenerative powers this body already possessed, dl her
training at healing told her | should be dead dready, and | wastoo wesk at first to explain that dl |
needed now was water. The ogres had been right - like atroll, thisbody couldn't moveif it lacked
enough blood. The knot of mana that maintained it drew liquids from wherever they could be extracted
within what was | €eft of the body, but there smply wasn't enough. And without enough blood in my veins,
| was literdly too weak to move.

| suppose | should have died. Even atroll might have died - their regenerative abilities were driven by
powers of the flesh, and feeding three full-sized ogres might have been more than they could have
withstood. Y et, | did not die. The knot of mana which maintained this body was stronger than that.
Despite how badly | had wanted to die, despite how desperately | had wished | would die, | did not.

Still, it wasn't until the second day | had recovered enough to tell Lyotathat al | needed was some water
- but by then, | was gtarving, aswell. We camped in the forest those two days, as| smply didn't have the
strength to summon my hidden sanctuary &t first. Certainly, | could have tapped my staff for the energy |
needed for the spell, but | literaly didn't have the strength to toss the rope into the air so we could enter

it. Lyotamanaged to repair the shreds of my robe with a spdll of repairing, and afterwards snuggled close
to me at night to keep me from freezing. Kiriin proved useful, aswell. She gathered severd dozen acorns
and planted them in aring around our camp - then, with pixie magic, she caused dl of them to grow into
mature oaksin amatter of heartbeets, surrounding the camp with asolid wall of living oak, their branches
intertwined above usinto a solid canopy againgt the spring rains. It wasn't much, but it would serve asa



passable defense againgt anything that might come by. It wasn't until the morning of thethird day | was
able to summon my sanctuary, and | spent the rest of that day prone on my cot, resting.

The morning of the fourth day found me Stting on my cot, nude, Saring at the bag of items Lyota had
collected. The ogres had smply bagged everything | owned, and | had lost nothing. And yet, as| stared
at my body, which was utterly unmarked and il as beautiful asit had always been, | wondered if | had
not, in truth, lost something more than physical.

| had once thought that being gang-raped repeatedly for three days was the worst experience of my life. |
now found that being eaten dlive was, in truth, far worse. And what made it al the more unbearable was
to stare at chubby pink toes, hard-muscled thighs and arms, and realize that there was not even a mark.
With abit of water and an occasiona biscuit, the ogres could have kept me at the brink of death for an
eternity, and fed from my body endlesdy - and would have happily done so, had they known they could.

That knowledge chilled meto the pit of my soul, and | found mysalf running my fingers over this body,
trying to assure mysdf that | was, indeed, dright. For only the second timeinmy life, | found mysdlf
wanting to look into amirror, to again see the strange woman who had gazed out at me for so long, and
assure myself shewas, indeed, dright. | ressted the temptation to cast aspdll of returning to take mysdlf
back to my tower and look into my mirror - but only just.

A bowl of conjured cruel sat on my desk, cooling - Lyotaswork, apparently. Shewas, intheend, a
heder, and had anticipated when | would awaken. | took amoment to eat, and reflect. She might,
perhaps, become a battle-mage, aswell. She had done well, and destroyed the ogres with explosions of
lightning, just as| taught her. | could hear Kiriin and Lyotatalking to each other quietly, in whispers,
below the entrance to my sanctuary. They were trying not to disturb me, as Kiriin continued her lessons
inillusion. It pleased meto note that Kiriin concentrated more on the practica theory of illusions, now.
There would be time enough for games and happiness once dl thiswas over - just asthere would betime
enough for tears, and screaming nightmares.

It took an age to dress. Slipping on my rings and other items, then Dyarzi's ef-chain garmentswhich |
wore beneath my robe, then the gloves and boots, the robeitself, and adjusting the waist-belt over it.
Somehow, each moment of it was specid. | was alive. The smple knowledge of that, the smple
sensation of dressing, of resuming the garb and appearance of the Raven of Y orindar... Somehow, that
was greatly comforting, inaway | could not explain. It was almost as though | was, somehow, donning
armor againgt the world, and againgt the redlity of what had happened to me.

| climbed down the rope from my hidden sanctuary, silencing the whispered conversation Kiriin and
Lyotawere having between each other. Summoning my staff to my fist a athought, | looked to them. "If
you haven't eaten yet, I'll conjure something quickly, and well be on our way. Weve lost severa days of
travel aready. We need to get moving as soon as possible.”

Kiriin looked a me, her tiny face showing deep concern. "Are-are you aright now?"

"I'll live, if that'swhat you're wondering. | doubt I'll ever 1ook at trolls the same way again - though a
least now, | understand why they hate ogres so much. One would think that they would get dong quite
well, redly. They're both Unsedlie, they both often work with goblins... Now, however, | understand why
they do not."

Lyotagazed a me, and | knew she waslooking at my aura, sensing my true emotiona state. ™Y ou're
keeping your red fedings bottled up, Master Eddas.”

"Of course | am. We dtill have to rescue prince Parid. There will be more than enough time later for me
to shudder and weep and even have nightmares over this. Thisbody isimmorta - | have the rest of



eternity to be horrified in my dreams by what's happened. But for now, | am needed, and my own
weaknesses and frailties must be put aside," | said, and looked into her eyes. "And that, Lyota, iswhat
it truly meansto be amaster mage. | cannot weep over this, and | cannot diefromiit. | have far more
important thingsto do - asdo you."

"Yes, Magter Eddas,” Lyotareplied, bowing her head.
"Now come - have you two eaten?"

"Yes, Master Eddas.”

"Thenlet usbeoff," | said, holding out my hand.

Lyotatook my hand, and pulled hersdlf to her feet - then suddenly wrapped her arms around me,
sobbing. "I'm so sorry! | couldn't stop the steed! It carried us away and between the trees, and | couldn't
cast upon them! It was ages before it stopped, and then | had to run back, and-"

| hugged Lyotain return, patting her back. "There, there. It's aright. The steed carried you away because
| ordered it to. | used a spell of communication to whisper into its ear, and ordered it to ride away with
you."

Lyotajumped, then leaned back, looking a mein astonishment. "Y ou did? Why?!"

"Because | saw the spell you'd cast as adefensive pdll - you cast the Spell of Magic Armor. That
wouldn't have stopped the stones they were throwing, Lyota- you'd have died. My own enchantment on
my ring isthe same, and provides greater protection than even the finest articulated plate armor.
Unfortunately, the stones they were casting were the size of catapult-shot. You'd have died, Lyota, so |
ordered the steed to ride off. Y ou needed to cast the Spell of Missile Reflection, instead,” | replied, and
smiled. "Still, you did far better when you came back. I'm quite proud of you."

"l didn't redly, you know," Lyotareplied, sniffling. "1 forgot and didn't tap my staff. | was staggering,
after. And then, when | saw what that spell could really do... | wasill. Almost asill as| waswhen | saw
what they had doneto you. | had never truly turned my Talent towardskilling before.”

Kiriin buzzed over, to hover by Lyotas head. "It'sas| told you, though, Lyota - it had to be done.”
Lyotasmiled at Kiriin. "l know, | know... It wasjust abit shocking, at thetime."

Kiriin nodded and continued, looking to me as she spoke. "Master Eddas was right, and | was wrong.
Y ou'relearning to be a battle-mage - and from what | understand of your situation, that's what your
people will need, for now. The lands of Hyperborea are still very dangerous, and your numbersfew. |
can't-" she sad, then paused, covering her little mouth with ahand. "1 can't makeit up to him for
distracting him. | can't make it up to him for what happened. But | can teach asbest | can, so that you
will bethe best you can be a spdls of illusion and nature. Perhaps that will be enough.”

| smiled. "That will be more than enough, Kiriin. And yes, | forgiveyou," | replied, and reached out a
gloved finger to stroke her little face gently. "But next time you and | decide to have an argument, let's
both agree to wait until were safely in camp, ingde my sanctuary, dright?

Kiriin kissed my finger, then grinned. " Okay!"
Chapter Fifteen

"Time do yet not quite heal all wounds - but a stout ale do yet go a long way towards the healing



of what Time may yet miss."
- Dwarven Proverb

It wasfar eader to get out of thelittle fortification Kiriin had made than | imagined it might be - she smply
flew over to one of the oaks which surrounded us and pushed, fluttering her little wings with a sparkle of
magic. Thetree gently drifted back, like aboat upon the water, disentangling its branches from the

others. When she stopped, it was asfirmly rooted asit had been before, it's branches again intertwined
with the rest, but now there was easily enough room to walk out. ™Y ou've no ideahow annoying we
pixies can beto dryads!” she explained with agiggle. We laughed with her, of course - it was hard not to
laugh at Kiriin'slittlejokes, redly. Once I'd recovered the rope and handed it back to Lyota, then
conjured another invisible steed, we were on our way again.

Werodein slence, our eyes on the woods about us. | knew that this had only been Morgar'sfirst
attempt to stop me - and one that would have easily failed, had | not been distracted. There would be
another, of that | was certain. The only question was when.

Lyotakept the hood of her robe up, and Kiriin took to riding insde the hood, standing on her shoulder
and whispering into her ear. Lyota had told her that her protective spellswere, in most regards, linked to
her aura. This meant to be shielded by Lyotas spells, Kiriin needed to be as close as possible to her,
preferably in physical contact. Inturn, Kiriin'sillusonswould have their strongest effect when shewasin
physical contact with Lyota Both had decided that they would work very hard to be of better help to
me, and | realized that now, what with Kiriin's mind being focused and intent, Lyota was probably
receiving the best instruction she could receive a this point. Kiriin may have been apixie, but she was
over two millennium old. Once she was able to focus hersdf upon the task, she was an excdllent teacher.

"It'sthe waiting that's the worst part, Master Eddas," Lyota said quietly aswe paused for abrief lunch.
The 'steed stood nearby, four dishpan-sized hoof-impressionsin the grass, as mouthfuls of grassand
weeds dowly disappeared, one after the other. Lyota held up a spoonful of conjured food beside her
face and Kiriin would take a bit from the spoon, then Lyotawould finish the spoonful. I, mysdif, ate only
sparingly, keeping my eyes on the surrounding woods.

| nodded, swallowing. "Yes. That's part of it, unfortunately. The ogreswere, as| said before, only the
first attempt. Morgar will try again. At least the waiting isabit easier for you, however. | find that Smply
being hereisdriving meto digtraction.”

"Oh?Why?' Kiriin chirped.

"Becausethe real battleisin the Southlands, with King Noril! | so desperately want to be there... Or, at
least know what's happening. It's been aweek - Noril should be nearly done mobilizing hisarmy, if he's
learned the lessons | taught him. Meanwhile, Cordo has had aweek to ravage the towns and villages of
the Southlands, and build the morae of the goblins through easy victories. He's amaster battle-mage of
the Dyclonic Circle, even as| once was, and that's what | would be doing, were | in his position. Building
their morae, and fattening their war-chests with booty taken from smdll villages and towns..." | said, and
swore. "Were| there by Noril'sside...”

"But you're not,” Kiriin observed. "Y ou're here, doing something just asimportant, if not more so."

| nodded. "'l know. It doesn't make it any easier, however," | replied, and sighed. A small movement
caught my eye, and | looked up into the sky, between the overhanging boughs of the forest canopy.
"Damn. Manticore," | said, setting my bowl aside and risng to my feet.

Lyotastood suddenly, looking up. A manticore was afearsome sight, even at the distance it was above



usof nearly aquarter of aleague. Part lion, with bat-like wings and a scorpion-like tail, it had an
enormous head that was somewhat similar to that of a bearded man, with a maw of razor-sharp,
shark-like teeth. They wereincredibly vicious, utterly fearless, and aside from their claws and teeth, a
sngle sting of their poisonoustail could day an oiliphant. "Doesit see us?' Lyotaasked nervoudy.

"Not yet, but it will," | replied, and began to raise my staff.

"Oh, no, it won't!" Kiriin said, and buzzed out of her hiding spot inside the hood of Lyotas robe, then
around usinacircle, little sparkles of magic trailing behind her. After amoment, she hovered, grinning.
"Okay, you can relax, now. Just don't cast anything at it or step outside of the circle| flew, and it won't
Sseeus”

| nodded and sat, picking up my bowl again. Pixieillusons were quite powerful, and amanticore lacked
the brains to even have a chance of penetrating the ruse.

Lyotalooked around as Kiriin buzzed back to her position beneath her hood. "I... | don't seewhat it is
you did. | can see the blue sparkles of sorcery, but not the effect.”

"That's because you're covered by theillusion, Lyota," | replied. "Y ou can never seethe effect of an
illuson whenit's covering you.”

"That'sright!" Kiriin chirped.
"So what did you make uslook like?" Lyotaasked, Sitting again.

"A treewith aredly large canopy. It'sdl | could think of that would fit ssamlesdy in thisareaand cover
al three of us. And don't move around much, redlly. The areaisonly that circle| flew, okay?'

"Alright," Lyotasaid, picking up her bowl and holding another spoonful of food out to Kiriin, "but what
did you meen, fit seamlesdy'?"

| chuckled. "Remember your formulas, Lyota. The strength of anillusonisdirectly proportiond to the
degree of continuity theillusion haswith the redlity about it. Anillusion of adragon would cover usjust as
eadly, and would also be something a manticore wouldn't be interested in gpproaching - but adragon
would have less continuity with the forest around us. A herd of deer, on the other hand, would have just
as much continuity with the forest as atree - but the opposite of the desired effect,” | said, and chuckled

again.

"Yup-yup! But thisisjust animage, the most basic of illusions. That'swhy you can't walk out of the area,
or cast anything,” Kiriin added.

| nodded. "Images have dl the strength and durahility of a sogp-bubble - but in the right circumstances,
they can be quite useful. A full illusion can be not only seen, but smelled, heard, and even touched, if it's
done properly. Y et, more perceptive individuas or creatures who can seeinto the astra will be ableto
discern their true nature. At thefar end of the scale are the spells of Phantasm - they are, for dl intents
and purposes, utterly indigtinguishable from redity. They're dso the mogt difficult and draining illusonsto
cast, and the most dangerous.”

"Very dangerous. We pixies never use them, except in groups where we can share the drain of the spell.
Thedrainistoo great for just one of us," Kiriin agreed.

"Phantasms are dangerous, Master Eddas? How?' Lyota asked.

"They can escape your control, and assume aredlity of their own. The better and more perfect your



phantasm, the more difficult itisto control. I've never seen it happen, but... Well, in theory, if aphantasm
is perfect enough, the caster can utterly lose control of it, and it can becomeredl.”

"But... But how can that happen? | thought you said one of the founding principles of magic was'Redlity
isAbsolute?"

| nodded. "It is. A phantasm, however, isan incredibly powerful illusion - so powerful, it vergeson
redity, itsdlf. Intruth, aphantasm isan illusion which draws upon the unredlity of the Plane of Dreams.
And therein lies the true danger, Lyota- not al dreams are pleasant. Some are nightmares.”

Weaein slencefor awhile afterwards, and | kept my eye on thefell beast above us. Findly, | set my
empty bowl aside, and stretched. "It appears to be hunting. More of Morgar'swork, | imagine. The
forest isfull of deer - it should have spotted something by now. It's fated to meet us, apparently. Once
you two have rested and are ready to travel, let me know, and I'll kill it so we can move on.”

"That easly?" Kiriin squeaked, peeking out from Lyota's hood at me.

Lyotagiggled. "Magter Eddasisthe greatest battle-mage Hyperborea ever produced - though I'm surel
embarrass himto say it doud. When he's not taken unawares..." she said, and blushed. "Wdll, just trust
me, hecandoit.”

"But it must be aquarter of aleague away, easily! Surely even you can't cast on something that distant!”

"Not quite. | could hit it with abolt of lightning or fire, but it will haveto get abit closer, first. However,
I'd prefer not to make that much noise. We don't know what else might be in these woods."

"Wdll, | believe we're ready to travel, Master Eddas,” Lyota said, setting her empty bowl aside.

| nodded, and waved my staff beyond the edge of theilluson Kiriin had conjured. Theillusion dissolved,
and the manticore spotted usinstantly. It roared, an eerie, hollow bellow intended to paralyze its prey
with fear. "Stand till, please,”" | called, and gestured, casting aspell of abjuration.

Kiriin blinked in surprise. "An apjuration? How will that help?"
"Hush. | need to concentrate,” | replied, focusing my will.

The manticore stooped, diving down &t us with terrifying speed.

"Y ou might want to close your eyes about now," | remarked dryly.

Lyotadid so, but Kiriin stared on to the bitter end. With asickening crunch and aspray of blood, the
manticore dammed into the edge of the abjuration at full speed. It might have smashed through the
abjuration of alesser mage, but I've held greater demons at bay with this spell. It'slifeless body fell to the
ground before usin ajumbled heap, fifty stone of dead, twitching meat and broken bones. "Don't move
yet - wait until it topstwitching. Thetail'sthe truly dangerous part, and if you're accidentaly stung, youll
be dead before | can do anything about it.”

"Ewwww!" Kiriin squesked, looking at the mess.
"It just... Flew into the barrier2™ Lyotaexclaimed, shocked.

"That's how they attack, Lyota. They fly over their victims at lightning speed, lashing out with their taillsto
sting them. At that speed, thetail can penetrate plate armor easily. Then they come back and eat a
leisurely med afterwards, astheir poison isuniversaly fatal. Because of that, the easest way to kill them



iswithasmple abjuration, snceit'sinvisble and they fly right into it - though, admittedly, you have to be
strong enough to maintain the abjuration againgt itsimpact. If you're not, you can get asimilar effect with
awall of stone or iron, though you need to release the spdll just before it hits, or they'll Smply swerveto
avoidit." | shrugged. "Inthe old days, I'd have harvested the tail. Alchemists paid quite a handsome fee
for it, asthey could make avery deadly blade-poison out of it. Nowadays, theres noneto sdll it to,
though. All the dchemists of Hyperboreaarelong dead,” | said, and sghed for amoment. "Ah, well. It's
stopped twitching, now. Let'sbe off,” | said, and dropped the barrier, stepping over to theinvisible
steed. It had stood quietly throughout the entire affair, as nothing on this plane could harmiit.

Evening found us camped in the wooded foothills of Janto mountain, safely insgde my sanctuary. Asl
finished pulling up the rope and coiling it, | considered our situation. Morgar was insane, but he wasn't
stupid. He would have to know that brute force smply wouldn't sop me - it hadn't worked seventy years
before, and there was no reason to assume it would work now. Y orindar's plans had, for the most part,
begun to come together. Theiron band | bore about my left wrist would give me free passage through the
land of the dwarves - assuming the dwarven guards of Iron City didn't shoot me on sight asa Dark Elf,
and alowed me to come close enough to be recognized. With agood guide, | could reach the lands of
the Dark Elvesin amatter of afew days. Once Parid wasin my grip, asmple spell of returning, and this
adventure was over. All too easy... Morgar had to know this. He had to have something planned. But
what?

"Y ou look concerned, Master Eddas,” Lyota said, gazing at me from where she had bedded down for
the night. "Iseverything dright?' Kiriin peeked at me slently from the little box atop my desk, theoneI'd
given her to use asabed.

| nodded. "Y es, yes. Everything's fine. Get some deep, you two - weve along day ahead of us
tomorrow, and many moreto follow."

Chapter Sixteen

"Even the dwarves know that a stout bow in good hands is a far mor e effective weapon than a
blunderbuss. That they continue to use the foul-smelling things is hardly a sign of its true potential
as a weapon, but more a sign that they, like many children, enjoy loud noises.”

- Elven proverb

"Remember - no matter what happens, don't speak unless you're spoken to, and keep your protection
and trandation spells up. And no matter what happens, do not attack, do not run away, and do not make
any move to defend me until after they understand who | am,” | said, and Lyota nodded silently. "And
Kiriin, stay hidden, and stay quiet. The dwarves aren't terribly fond of your people, asyour children
greatly enjoy annoying the hdll out of them.”

"Well, they wouldn' if the dwarves weren't such stuffy fussbudgets," Kiriin replied, then ducked into
Lyota's hood to hide when | turned to glare a her, asmal giggle escaping from within Lyotas robe.

| waved an ebon-gloved hand at the terraced fields around us as we rode sowly up the paved road that
wound gradualy up the mountainside. "L ook around you. The farmersworking these fields fled the
moment we came into sight. Even now, I'm sureword of our arriva has been passed, and probably
we've areception waiting for us- and given my appearance, it probably won't be afriendly reception.
Keep your spellsup, and do as I'vetold you."

"Yes, Magter Eddas," Lyotaand Kiriin chorused, and Lyota struggled to stifleasmile while Kiriin giggled
from within her robes.



By noon, we drew within sight of the city gatesfor the upper city - that part of Iron City that was above
the ground. Knowing the dwarves as| did, | was certain that they would, in al honesty, prefer dl their
city to be safely underground - but crops would not grow without sunlight. | could very essily have smply
ridden Straight up theirrigated terraces and across the fields, and saved ourselves severd hours of
winding travel up theroads - but the dwarves would hardly take the somping of their crops by my
invisible steed asthe act of afriend.

As| expected, the guards at the gate were out in full force, and they did not look happy to see me.
Twelve dwarvesin fine scale-mail armor glowered up a me from benesath their helmets, al with their
blunderbusses carefully trained upon me. Behind them, severa dozen ordinary dwarves of the city gazed
on with expressions ranging from fear to hatred. The captain of the guard, abroad dwarf with a
copper-red beard, pushed back the visor of his helmet to get abetter look a me. Slowly, | dipped from
the saddle, then helped Lyotato her feet and dismissed the steed. | walked over to the guards, Lyotain
tow, and stood there quietly to give them achanceto size me up. | held my staff in my left hand, but
made no move otherwise.

The captain looked me over. It was apparent he'd at least heard of me, though held never seen me
before. Caution on his part was only reasonable, in my opinion - after dl, | did resemble aDark EIf.
"What be your business here, dark one? We've no truck with your kind, and if it be the entrance to
the deep lands ye do seek, best ye should yet turn about and hie ye to the lands of the goblins,” the
captain growled a mein hislanguage. | thought he was remarkably polite and controlled, given the
Stuation, and | bowed politely.

"I be Eddas Ayar, a friend of the dwarves. Here be the sign of King Durin, himself,” | sad, shifting
my staff to my right hand and thrusting out my left wridt.

There was adeafening BOOM, and | was knocked to the ground. My vision swam for amoment, then
faded.

| knew not how long | was unconscious, it gpparently was long enough for the pain of the wound to have
faded to adull ache. 'Damn... | moved too quickly..." I thought groggily. A shape hovered over me,
tugging at my left arm, but by thetime | wasaware of it, they let my arm fal limply to the ground again.

"Ye damn fool! She was who she did say she was!"
"Your pardon, captain, but she did yet have that staff in her hand, and | did think-"

"It'll be the lagt thing ye ever did think, Gunrim! Now a dwarf-friend be dead! My cousin's son or
no, your head will yet come off before sunset for this! Fool! Idiot! Dross of your mother's womb,
dag of your father'sforge! Everyone has yet heard of the mage Eddas Ayar! Why did ye think |
did not order all to fire when she first did come within range? The mage Eddas Ayar be a
Hyperborean battle-mage, who did yet return from the void in this body! It may yet be another
thousand years before they do return again! Fool! Sag! Ye did slay a dwarf-friend with your
stupidity!”

"I... | be not quite dead yet, noble captain,” | gasped, and fdl to coughing. For along moment, |
couldn't breathe or speak - | could only cough violently. The acrid, brimstone stench of burnt
dwarf-powder in theair didn't help matters. Finaly, I coughed up something large and black. It lay onthe
ground before me, and | gazed at it numbly - alead bal, abit over haf afinger wide, and covered in
blood. Propping myself up on an elbow, | felt about my chest. Inside my robe was a handful more just
likeit, extruded through the original wound by the regenerative processes of thisbody, the wound
gpparently having been just below my right breast. | reached in through the hole in the sde of my robe



made by the blagt, fished them out, then dropped them on the ground. Looking up to the young dwarf
who'd shot me, standing by his captain - they and all the other dwarves had expressions of utter shock
and amazement - | spoke. "How many balls did ye yet load into your weapon this morning, noble
Gunrim?"

"Twe-twelve, my lady," the dwarf sammered, his eyes wide beneath his helmet.

| glanced at the balls on the ground before me, then nodded. " Good. | would yet hate to be coughing
the damn things up for the next few days."

"Ye-ye do yet live?!" the captain sammered, goggling.

| suppressed asharp reply as| stood, and forced asmile to my face instead. Repairing my robe with a
spell of repairing, | flicked aside the blood and dirt with acantrip. " Aye, noble captain. | be yet a bit
mor e difficult to slay than all that." | looked around, and saw Lyotawas dright. She had, just asl'd
told her, remained perfectly still. The expression of relief on her face, however, spoke volumes.

The captain grinned, then scowled. "Ne'ertheless, | must now arrest Private Gunrim, damn the
luck!" he snarled. Snatching the discharged blunderbuss from Gunrim's hands, he backhanded the
younger dwarf with amailed fist, sending him staggering. “Idiot! What will | yet tell your mother?!"

| shook my head. "An' it please ye, noble captain, asfar as| be concerned, it were yet merely an
accident, the cause perhaps a sear yet to lightly ground, and hardly the error of this noble dwarf
beside ye. | be yet unhurt, as ye can see, and none the wor se for wear. Asfar as| be concerned,
the accident did ne'er happen. What say ye, friend Gunrim?" | asked, looking to the dwarf who'd
shot me.

"Ye-ye would yet forgive and forget, my lady?" he asked in return, gaping in astonishmen.

| forced asmileto my face. Despitethe fact | agreed with the captain's assessment and thought Gunrim
wasanidiot, | could not afford to appear to be foul-tempered at this moment. | needed the dwarves- |
couldn't possibly enter the lands of the Dark Elveswithout passing through the territory of the dwarves or
that of the goblins, and the latter was smply impossible. | had no ideawhere | might even enter the goblin
lands, and eveniif | did know where to go and tried to dip by them by posing asa Dark Elf, | till had no
ideawhere | needed to go from there - | needed a guide to reach the Sunless Sea, something no real
Dark EIf would need, and if | asked for onein the lands of the goblins, they would know in aningtant |
was afraud. No, | needed the dwarves. Thus, though it was obvious to me that Gunrim had been too
nervous, stupidly held hisfinger too tight on the trigger and shot the moment | moved because of it, | was
not about to alow himto diefor his stupidity when | could gppear magnanimous, instead. "1 do yet find

| did forget so completely, friend Gunrim, that | do not €'en recall what it is| might yet have to
forgive ye for."

Gunrim pulled his helmet off and tossed it aside, fell to his knees before me, and took my gloved hand in
both hismailed hands. "By me beard, | be yet your servant, my lady. Smply ask, and Gunrim shall
yet provide," hereplied, swearing the beard-oath of a dwarf - alifetime vow, and avow adwarf would
never break.

Looking at hisface without his helmet, | revised my estimate of his age - Gunrim was, perhaps, merely
forty or so. A very young dwarf, impetuous, and eager to prove himsdlf. At hisagein his culture, Gunrim
was cons dered the same as teenagers were in human cultures - and though they may have far more
life-experience than ahuman teenager did, they often were just asimpetuous. Most young maleswere
like him, eager and desperate to prove themselves and earn enough to afford a proper bride.
Unfortunately for him, it would be another forty years or so before he would even be considered old



enough to marry, and probably another forty to eighty years before hed accumulated enough for a
decent bride on only asoldier's salary. And, because of me, he'd now escaped certain execution - the
dwarvestook the concept of 'Dwarf-Friend' quite serioudy.

Gunrim's captain grinned with relief, as did the rest of the soldiers at the gate, and the towns-folk behind
them cheered at the happy turn of events. Though a part of me wanted to smply snatch my hand from
thisidiot'sgrip and move on, | remembered Ardlaslessons, and smiled instead. | gently pulled my hand
from his, and helped him up. "Now, now, young Gunrim. It be yet not quite as serious as all that,
and a beard-oath hardly be necessary. An' your captain will yet permit ye a brief leave of duty, ye
can lead me and me student to the home of Mungim Oakenshield, the trader. An' that be possible,
we shall yet call the debt betwixt us paid in full, and keep the rest of it under the anvil,” | said,
then grinned. " Only next time, have a care ye do yet use a blunderbuss with a sear that be yet not
so light."

Gunrim grinned, bowing rapidly many times. 1 shall, my lady,” hereplied, then looked to his captain.

His captain jerked athumb behind him. "Go - and let this yet be a lesson to ye, twit. For though
Eddas Ayar may yet forgive ye with the broad and open heart of a true dwarf-friend, | shall not.
Pots and pans and hot, soapy water shall yet be your weapons for the next month, | do think."

"Aye, Captain - and gladly shall | wield them,” Gunrim replied, bowing.

| snatched up Gunrim's helmet and plopped it back on his head for him, smiling. "Lead on, young
Gunrim," | cdled, and took Lyota's hand.

Gunrim led us through the Upper City, then past the guards at the Great North Gate, and into the caverns
bel ow the mountain. Each step of the way when he saw other dwarves staring at me, particularly guards,
he announced who | was, as though he was |leading aroyd procession. It made things a bit smoother,

and we were soon within Iron City. | worried that the young dolt who lead us would have no ideawhere
to go, but asit turned out, he knew where Mungim's house was. Mungim, it appeared, was moderately
wel knownin Iron City (probably through his association with me).

Lyota had never seen adwarven city before, though | had. The Upper Citieswere never much to look at
- just asmplewaled city, surrounded by terraced fields. The fields themsalves were far more beautiful
than the Upper City, asthe dwarves aways built their surface inhabitations dong the lines of an enormous
fort, with very little eyefor style or beauty at dl. Their Inner Cities, however, were always quite grand -
and the older they were, the more impressive. Carved from the living stone of the caves themsdlves,
houses with glorious and intricate architecture abounded. Here and there, enormous pillars of natural
stone, the remnants of ancient limestone columns that had formed in the caves aeons ago, reached up to
the cavern roof far overhead. Each was sculpted by the hand of time alone, and possessed aweird and
fascinating beauty dl themsdvesthat the dwarves refused to mar with hammer and chisdl. Light
abounded, everywhere - it was, indeed, always bright and clear insde an Inner City of the dwarves, and
Iron City was no exception. Hundreds of permanent lamps, each enchanted to glow with acold, eternal
flame, hung on every street, and on every corner. "It's beautiful, Master Eddas..." Lyotawhispered,
awed.

| glanced back, and saw Kiriin peeking out from Lyota's hood with the same amazed expression. |
grinned. "Thisisjust the upper levels. Wait until we get to the main chamber.”

And, indeed, the main chamber was even more glorious. It was alarge, open room half aleague across
and aquarter of aleague high, with awinding road that spiraed both up and down from the mid-point,
where we had entered. Down in the bottom of the chamber, alarge pool served asthe main water



reservoir for the city, fed by a sparkling waterfal that came from the very center of the cavern roof - a
spring, diverted ages ago from the surface lands by the sorcery of the dwarvesfor their own uses. All
aong thewadlls of the cavern were thousands of homes, each intricately carved into the living stone of the
cavern. Thousands of lights hung, severd aong the outside of each house, illuminating the cavern with a
brightness nearly equa to awarm and golden afternoon. Every few hundred paces, short stairswere
carved between loops of the road, to shorten the timeit took to go from one part of the city to another.
From at least ten other spots, open tunnels led to other parts of the city, and beyond. And everywhere
were thousands and thousands of dwarves, waking, working, talking, and smply living their lives. Theair
was cool and crisp, and smelled lovely, the smdlls of food and drink and work al mixed together. Lyota
was rendered utterly speechless. | smply smiled. I'd seen it before.

Our passage had not gone unnoticed, of course. Dozens of dwarves followed us, chattering amongst
themsalves about us, and dozens more dashed ahead to spread the word of our coming. Many were abit
nervous of my appearance - which, | suppose, was to be expected. The Maani-elves and the dwarves
had along history of hatred between them, and my appearance could hardly have generated any kind of
warm fedlings. All, of course, were male - fema e dwarves were quite shy, and only made up aquarter of
their population, anyway, by births. | would hardly expect any of them to come out of their little housesto
peek at me, though an eye here or there at a parted window-shade told me they were watching, aswell.

Gunrim halted before one of the houses, and bowed. He opened his bearded mouth to speak, but was
suddenly interrupted by the door flying open. To my utter surprise, ablond dwarf-maid dashed out,
squeding with joy, and hugged metight. "Oh! Oh! Oh! It'syou! Oh! Oh! Oh!" she cried, tears streaming
down her face.

| knelt, and hugged her in return, patting her back. | didn't need to see Mungim's bearded face grinning at
me from the doorway to know who shewas. "Yes, Jhumni. It's me."

Chapter Seventeen

"Our first engagement went well. We fought on the large plain near Luneburg, with the battle
beginning shortly after dawn. Within the first hour, | had managed to crush Cordo's battalion of
undead. Dame Raven was right, they were old, dry bones and put up only feeble resistance. They
were more atactic to terrify my troops than anything else, and | had worked hard to insure my
warriorswould not fear them with many stirring speeches. Cordo's spells raked rank after rank
with fire and lighting, but Arella was able to counter anything greater, and the simple press of
warriorsto his position and apparent exhaustion forced him to withdraw to the rear. By noon, the
goblins and hobgoblins had fled the field of battle, and | had to restrain my troops to keep them
fromwildly chasing them - it was never wise to simply chase a fleeing foe, as they could lead you
into a trap. Dame Raven had said Cordo was a powerful and experienced battle mage, and |
respected her words. Better to proceed with caution than allow the flush of victory to lead usinto
something foolish. Sill, I turned to Arella, and could not help but grin as my troops cheered in the
background. 'We have won, Arella!’ But Arella simply looked at me and shook her head, the
exhaustion of her sorcerous exertions showing upon her weary face. 'This day, my liege, and this
battle. We have yet to win the war.' How little did | know how true her words really were."

- King Noril, Autobiography, 1729 NCC

There were many introductions, of course. We were introduced to Mungim's parents, his brothers, his
nephews, and many other members of the family. They had maintained an ancient form of Hyperborean
astheir little merchant-family's "secret language”, and we were able to speak easily, without aid of
sorcery for trandation. Kiriin, fortunately, chose to remain hidden during the whole of the introductions
and endless conversation which followed - it was taking long enough for me to have to repesat Lyota's



originsover and over to each new family member that stopped by to seeme, and | certainly didn't want
to have to explain Kiriin's presence.

And the new Hyperborean race fascinated Mungim'sfamily greetly, particularly asthey could see one of
them standing before them. The whole notion of arace who survived on the power of their sorcery alone
was astounding to them - and, | supposed, rightly so.

About the time that Mungim's father was talking about holding avast banquet in my honor and feting my
arriva for severd days, Mungim finally rose and shook his head. "Pater dear, loveye | do, but that we
should not do. Eddasis hardly herefor acasud visit, | be certain. | have yet known Eddas for nigh onto
seven decades, now, and | have yet heard his story severd times, both from Eddas and from the giants of
Dohbari village. If the Raven of Y orindar be yet present in Iron City, it be hardly for afriendly chat and
feast. And more, | have yet known Eddas long enough to tell just by hisface that amob of happy
dwarves be yet something he be unaccustomed to, having yet spent so many years done. Mayhap
another day, we shall yet greet and feast our family friend, but not thisday, | do think. Thisday, he be yet
here on business,”" he sad, thelast in dwarvish. In their language, the word meant more than smply what
it did in mine, and the connotations of it went much farther - such were the ways of the dwarves.

| nodded. "The business of the gods," | replied, then smiled. "However, should | survivethis, | would be
pleased to return another day."

"Ah! Business. | do beg your pardon, Eddas Ayar," Mungim's father said, tugging his snow-white beard,
then grinned a me. "Yewill, of course, return for Jhumni's wedding, howeer."

"Of course” | replied with asmile.

"Oh, Pater! That be athing unscheduled asyet!" Jhumni replied, rolling her eyes. "Karadin may yet take
another two decades to meet my price!™

"But hewill, Jhumni, never fear," Mungim's mother said, and smiled.

"Good!" Mungim'sfather replied, then rose from hischair. "Now, let usdl do leave Mungim and Jhumni
with our guests, that they may yet discuss this business uninterrupted. Come! Come!™ he called, and
shooed the family out of the room. He turned at the door, giving Mungim a serious ook that spoke
volumes, then closed it behind him.

| roseto my feet and dodged one of the low beams of the ceiling. The roof of adwarf's home was quite
low, asthey were short people. "If you don't mind, Mungim, Jhumni, I'll conjure some food for Lyota
She hasn't had seventy yearsto harden her body, as| have, and asit's been awhile since breakfast, she's
probably hungry.”

"Oh, yes, thank y-OW" Lyotasaid, rising to her feet and banging her head into one of the celling beams.
Lyotastaggered, dropping her staff with a clatter and clapping both hands to her head.

"Hee-hee-hee-hee!"
Mungim stared in confusion, but Jhumni spoke first. "What be that sound?’ she asked, looking to Lyota
"Umm... Nothing!" Kiriin replied, hiding.

Jhumni stepped over to look at Lyota, and caught a glimpse of Kiriin peeking back at her from insdethe
hood of her robe. "Ewww! Y e be infested with pixies!" she said, waving her gpron at Lyota and stepping
back quickly.



"Pixies?" Mungim yelped, and made aface.
"It'sdright, shesafriend,” Lyotareplied, rubbing her head.

"She'sdso asold as| am, Jhumni, and that makes her very mature and responsible for apixie,” | added.
"Her nameisKiriin."

"There be only one?" Jhumni asked.
"One be more than enough,” Mungim observed with asnort.

Jhumni nodded. "They be nothing but trouble, Lyota. Y e should rid yoursdlf of thelittle pest before it
doesye mischief.”

| smiled. "I'm quite sure Kiriin will be very behaved. She's not ayoung pixie, after al. She's over two
thousand years old, and in many waysis as responsible and proper as any lf could be. Don't worry -
shell be quite behaved,” | said, then looked to Kiriin, who was peeking out of Lyota's hood again, and
amiled broadly. "Because if she'snot,” | saidin thelanguage of the pixies, "she'll liveto regret it."

Kiriin nodded at me in understanding, and buzzed out from Lyotas hood to St on my outstretched hand.
Shethen amiled palitdy at Jhumni and Mungim. "Hello, my nameisKiriin. I'm quite pleased to make your
acguaintance.”

Mungim and Jhumni just gazed at Kiriin Slently.

"Y ou can just hold out your finger, and shelll claspiit,” | offered.
Jhumni made aface. "Be she clean?’

"Moreimportantly, be she housebroken?' Mungim added.

Kiriin still smiled, but | could tell it wasforced. Lyotareached down to pick up her gaff, then
sraightened up again, thistime minding the beams. " She's very clean, and definitely houssbroken. She's
redlly quite anice person and avery good friend.”

"Well..." Jhumni said, then finally nodded. "Alright. But have a care me mater yet sees her not! Mater
would surely die on the spot to learn apixie were yet in the house!™

Mungim nodded. "Pater would yet take apoker to 'er.”

"l promise!'ll be very quiet,” Kiriin said solemnly, and flew back over to Lyotato hide within her hood
again.

Jhumni watched for amoment, then shuddered. "Pixies..." wasal she could say.

"I'm not aflea, you know!" Kiriin caled from hiding. "It'snot like I'm a parasite or something!™

"Don't say it," | called warningly, waggling an ebon-gloved finger at Mungim aswe st at thetable.

Mungim looked to me, then snorted. Jhumni Smply burst into giggles. | conjured abow! of fine stew for
Lyota, then smiled. "Redlly - your experiences with pixies have al been with pixie-children. Y ou've never
met an adult pixie before.”

Jhumni sat, watching Lyota as she pulled out aspoon. "1 must admit, Master Eddas, that it has yet been
me good fortune to never have seen alive pixie before thismoment - and, with luck, | shall yet livethe



rest of me dayswithout | should see another. Me brother, on the other edge of the axe, cannot claim the
same.”

Mungim nodded. "Aye. Once did | lose agood horseto pixietricks - and nearly a brother in the bargain.
They did taunt the beast, and it did break into arun until agopher-hole did end the escapade and wreck
the wagon. Me brother did end up with abroken arm, the horse we did shoot in mercy.”

"That," | said forcefully, cutting off Kiriin'slittle squeak of explanation, "was probably the work of a
pixie-child. An adult pixieisafar different thing."

Lyotalooked up from her soup and nodded. "Y es, they're much different.”
"Oh?What bethey like, Master Eddas?' Jhumni asked.

"Wéll, the older they are, the more wise and mature they are, of course, and the less prone to trickery
and taunts. By the time they reach Kiriin'sage, they are very wiselittle creatures, and masters of spells of
illusion and nature. Respectable, forthright, honorable and quite brave, they're dso humble, shy, and
gentlelittlebeings. Asl said, Kiriinismy age - older, in fact. And as such, she's quite an honorable and
noblelittle creature.”

"l am?" Kiriin said, peeking out from Lyota's hood. "Umm... | mean, yes, | am, thank you, Master
Eddes"

Lyotamanaged to maintain an absolutely straight face, but Mungim spoiled it by chuckling at Kiriin.
"Alright, Eddas. | can seeyou do yet trugt this... Kiriin to behave. Y et | wonder, why ye do travel with
her?'

"Because | can dothid" Kiriin chirped, and there was a sparkle of pixie magic from within Lyota's hood.
"Eek!" Jhumni yelped, startled badly.

"What?" Lyotaasked, looking around. Mungim and Jhumni were gazing at her with expressions of
agtonishment.

"She'sused anillusion to turn you into aDark Elf, Lyota. A very mean looking, very mae Dark EIf," |
replied dryly.

"Redly?' Lyotareplied, looking down at hersdf - and seeing nothing, of course. "How do | look?"

"Yedo yet look and sound like one of the black-hearted demons themselves, Lyota," Mungim replied.
"Y our face belike a scowl of rage and hate, your voice belike asnarl of fury, ye be yet clothed in ebon
leathers, and adozen smdll knivesto | yet see, strapped to arm and leg and hither and thither. E'en your
scent belike theirsto me nosg, al cloying and sickly sweet with the stench of their foul drug, cataah.”

| nodded. "The details are perfect. Look here," | said, pointing to where Lyota's right breast used to be.
"That'sthe outline of a cataah-pipe. And theillusion can even be touched,” | said, reaching out to pat

Lyotasillusonary, wegpon-cdlused hand. " That isthe power of amature pixie - and that'swhy sheis
with us. | need her powersto help disguise Lyotain thelands of the Maani, down by the Sunless Sea”

Kiriin let theilluson fade, and both Mungim and Jhumni visbly relaxed. "But why would ye éen wish to
go there?' Jhumni asked, looking to me.

"The Dark Elves have captured Prince Parid, heir to thethrone of Larinia | must recover him. He's been
taken down to the Sunless Sea. Unfortunately, I've never been there beforein thisbody - | can't use



sorcery to get there. | haveto walk.”
"And yewill yet need aguideto get there," Mungim said, nodding in understanding.
"Yewill need aBerserk,” Jhumni said, nodding in agreement.
"And I'll need you to get me one," | replied, looking to Jhumni.
Jhumni nodded again, then sighed.
Chapter Eighteen

"Ten thousand dwarves with cannon and shot may yet take one castle in the light of day, but ten
ber serks with sharp knives may yet also take the same castle, once night do fall."

- Dwarven proverb

Once Jhumni had made al the preparations, she led us down the streets and tunnels of her city, towards
the Hall of the Berserks. Shewas slent dl theway, lost in her own thoughts. Lyota, holding my hand as
we walked along, looked to me. "Master Eddas, | don't understand - she looks terribly sad, and her aura
shows she has deep pity. What isit about the Berserks that could cause her to fed like that?' she asked
quily.

"Well, it'squite complicated...” | said, then shrugged. "Well, | suppose we havethetime” | said, and
began to quietly explain as we walked.

"Each dwarven mae must accumulate his bride-price. Without awife, amale has no gatusin dwarven
society - and even when he has one, his statusis determined more by hiswife than by his own efforts.
Her wit, wisdom, charm and socia graces make up alarge part of it, as does her own socia status
before marriage. Their society ismatriarchd in nature, redly, though the leaders are universally mae. As
the dwarves put it, 'A man may build the house, but it's hiswoman who'll tell himwhere." The
relationship between the gendersis arather interesting one - but, it's not without its sad parts. And one of
those sad partsis the Berserks.”

"How s0?' Lyotaasked, and as | looked at her, | could see Kiriin peeking back at me from within her
hood, her expression showing utter fascination.

"Well, only onein four birthsto the dwarvesisfemde - and the smple mathematics of that shows that
some will, despite having accumulated a bride-price, smply never find abride. Sometimes they manage
to get the gold they need, only to return, and find the one they loved has married another. Dwarves are
not like humans, and there are no dwarf sodomites. Most are able to overcome their sadness, and seek
another bride. Some, however, cannot. Some dwarves who are |eft out like this return to the " surface
lands', and live and work among humans, having the occasiond ddliance with ahuman womanto relieve
concupiscence - which, of course, produces no children, as dwarves are not inter-fertile with any other
race. Others, however, become what the dwarves cal Akmaran. The Akmaran liveamonkish life,
throwing themsalvesinto their chosen profession with an obsessed vengeance. Some of these dwarves
are peaceful merchants, or scholarswho do great deedsin their profession. Others are artists or
craftsmen, who, in the frustration of thwarted love and concupiscence, create masterpieces of incredible
beauty - like the very carvings of the caverns we see around us. Some are mages, who spend their lives
forging enchanted items of great power and beauty-"

"And some be yet warriors," Jhumni said, slopping and turning to face Lyota, "and they do become the
Berserks. Asacarver might yet create an endless series of masterpieces, asa smith might yet forge an



endless series of magnificent wegpons, as ascholar might yet gather avast library of knowledge, they do
yet throw themsalvesinto their profession - that of killing the enemies of the dwarves. They do lead the
chargesinwar. They do lead the raidsinto the lands of our enemies. They do live the only life they know,
the only life they betrained to know, and they do throw their heart and soul into the deaths of our
enemies... And, eventualy, their own deaths, aswell. They be the Berserks, and to them, an artful and
glorious deeth in battle be an honor.”

| bowed my head. "I'm sorry, Jhumni, | did not mean to offend.”

"Yedid not, Master Eddas. | am saddened, not offended. A dwarf-maid cannot look upon a Berserk
and not be saddened - though | doubt ye will seethemin that light.”

| nodded silently, kicking mysalf mentally. Ages spent asateacher had, in thisinstance, caused meto
overstep mysdf. There were certain subjects the dwarves did not talk about publicly, and the Akmaran
and the Berserks were among them.

Jhumni looked us over, then shook her head. "I did speak to them, of course, and did tell them what ye
do look like, Master Eddas. Still, therebe arisk... And | would ask that ye please not kill any of them
should they attack ye."

"I won't, Jnumni, don't worry," | replied quietly. As she started to turn to lead us again, | reached out to
take her hand. "Jhumni..."

"Aye, Master Eddas?"
"Has Mungim ever told you the story | told him of Dyarzi?"

"Aye, Master Eddas, and asad taleitis. Yedid seek aspell to bring her back to ye for ages, and did
become the master of vast sorceriesin the search. Y et now that ye do have the way, asad quirk of fate
do mean ye cannot useit.”

| smiled. "One does not need to be adwarf to be Akmaran, Joumni.”

Jhumni gazed at me slently for along moment. Sowly, asmal smilelit the corner of her mouth. "'
supposeye beright," shereplied, and hugged me, "Y g, of any Outsider, would understand the Akmaran,
and see them in the proper light. | be sorry, Eddas Ayar.”

| smiled, and hugged her back. "Thank you, Jhumni.”

Jhumni let me go, then looked grim again. "Let usgo. They do wait for us. And do be careful, the both of
ye"

Lyota nodded, quietly whispering an incantation to the Spell of Magic Armor. | Smply willed my ring into
activation, and we followed Jhumni quietly.

Jhumni turned down atunnel where the lamps were a bit farther between, and deep pools of shadow
wereto be found. Ahead, we could hear a crashing din, and endless shouts like those of battle. "What is
that sound?' Lyotawondered aoud.

"That be the Hall of the Berserks, Lyota. They do practice their trade endlessly, and do spar with each
other to yet hone their skillsto perfection. Asthe old saying goes, 'No axe ever be sharp enough,'"
Jhumni replied.

Aswe gpproached the Hall of the Berserks, their sentry at the gates called awarning. " The maiden,



Jhumni Oakenshield, do return!”

In afew heartbesats, al was slent from within the hall.

Lyota squeezed my hand tightly, and trembled.

"Remember your chatto lessons, Lyota," | murmured.

Lyota nodded, smoothing her face with an effort into an aoof and cam expression.

The guard a the gate wasfairly ordinary, for aBerserk. Hishair and beard had been bleached, then
dyed abrilliant orange. Combined with the weird and intricate tattoos which crawled over hisface, he
looked incredibly fierce and barbaric. About his neck, he wore along string of goblin ears - al left ears.
Hisarmor, afine suit of scale, was buffed dull so as not to gleam in the caves. In his hands, he carried the
war-axe of the dwarves - atruly impressive wegpon, it was a double-bitted axe blade with a breadth of
nearly a cubit, fitted to awooden shaft two and ahalf cubitslong and tipped with a spike two hands long.
It was amassve and deadly weapon, requiring awarrior with powerful thews and quick reflexesto wield
properly. He stood on the balls of hisfeet, ready to fight at amoment's notice, as the Berserks dways
were. The guard bowed politely, opening the door for Jhumni, but still keeping a careful eye on Lyota
and|l.

Theinterior of the hall waswhat | expected - alarge, open area, with severd pellsfor the Berserksto
practice their skillsagaingt. Most of the pells seemed quite battered, apparently very well-used. There
was asection of padded mats apparently for wrestling and other unarmed work, and countless blunt and
padded weapons of severd different varieties on racks against the walls. Fifty Berserkswatched as
Jhumni led usto the middle of the room, their hair and beards dyed red or orange, and even afew greens
and blues. If looks could kill, I'd surely have been deed fifty times over from the gaze each of them gave
me.

Suddenly, one of the berserks, aburly dwarf in coal-black scale armor and with abeard dyed adark
crimson, let loose a bloodcurdling howl, raised atwo-handed dwarven war-hammer, and charged.

Lyotalet out asmall 'egp!’ of darm, but | smply lashed out with my will through my ring of telekines's,
and lifted him ahand'swidth from the floor, holding him afull pace awvay fromme. "1 beg your pardon,
noble sir, but I'm not here to fight you. Perhaps another day?" | said politely.

Screaming with fury, he hauled off and threw the war-hammer at me - | batted it aside with my staff.
Without amoment's hesitation, he reached to his side and drew aknife, and threw that at me. Far faster
than aclumsy throw of aheavy hammer, | couldn't stop it with my staff - but it was only adagger, and
could hardly penetrate the protection afforded by the enchantment on my ring. Had | put up aspdll of
missilereflection, aswell, hed probably have impaed himself on his own knife - but, asI'd aready told
him, | wasn't hereto fight.

It was pointless to reason with a Berserk once the fury was on them, so | smply held him therein the air
and waited. He tossed afew more knives at me which he apparently kept in various sheeths hidden
about hisbody, until finaly he had done dl he could. After screaming afierce battle-cry a me, he
stopped, and just hung there in the air, panting.

| hdd him therein theair, and looked to Jhumni. "Just who isit we're here to meet, Jhhumni?' | asked
camly.

"Master Eddas Ayar, it be my pleasure to introduce Durgrim Ironfist, Berserk," Jumni repliedin
her language, and pointed to the dwarf | was holding intheair. "He be yet the most skilled of all the



Berserks of Iron City when it do come to sneaking about the lands of the Dark Elves, and he do
know the way to the Sunless Sea. Noble Durgrim, allow me to introduce Master Eddas Ayar, a
Hyperborean battle-mage of the highest caliber, a Friend of the Dwarves, and a personal friend,
aswell. Beside Master Eddas be his daughter and student in sorcery, Lyota."

| set Durgrim down gently, and bowed. "It be an honor to make your acquaintance,” | said, pleased
to see out of the corner of my eye that Lyota bowed, aswell.

"An' it do please ye, the honor be mine," Durgrim replied, bowing inreturn. "Your pardon for a
greeting belike one might yet receive from a mad ogre, but | were yet sorely concerned that ye
might yet lack the ability to survive a trek to the Sunless Sea. Maiden Jhumni did say ye had
sorcery aplenty to disguise ye and likely € en more to slay a foe at will, yet that be not hardly
enough where ye do wish to go. Ye will also need speed, and control - both of which | see ye do
have aplenty."

"Thank you," | replied, smiling. He wasright, of course. If | couldn't have stopped asimple attack like
that, I'd hardly have been up to the chalenge ahead. | was only glad, however, that he attacked me, and
not Lyota. She might not have gotten atelekinesis spdll off intime - or worse, as she was dready sartled
by his battle-cry, she might not have even managed to dodge, and Ssmply been smashed to the ground by
Durgrim's hammer. Of course, she was only a Journeyman. With agesture, | gathered up dl his
discarded weapons and floated them over to him telekinetically. "How soon can ye be prepared to
leave?"

"A quarter hour, perhaps half,” hereplied, not even batting an eye as he camly plucked hisknives
from where they floated in the air and dipped them back into their sheeths. "Me scale be hardly the
armor | do need for a stealthy trip to the Sunless Sea, and me hammer be the wrong weapon all
entire should it come to fighting there.”

"I can yet conjure food and drink, so little in the way of supplies will ye need in that regard. Also |
do have a Hidden Sanctuary | can yet conjure easily, and make resting safe and secure.”

Durgrim nodded, hefting his hammer over hisshoulder. " Aye, that would be good. Call it a quarter
hour, then. | shall yet meet ye outside the gate to the hall."

| bowed to him again, and Lyotadid likewise, following my lead. Durgrim then turned to Jhumni. She
reached into a pocket and pulled out a pale white kerchief. Kissing it, sheheld it out to him. Durgrim
bowed his head and took the kerchief while the other Berserks gazed on, smiling. With great dignity, he
tucked it into his belt. Our business concluded, Jhumni led usto the gate again, and the guard closed it
behind us. In afew moments, the usual din of the Hall had resumed.

"I will yet leave ye now, Master Eddas. Do take care, please. | do fully expect ye at my wedding
celebration in adecade or two." Jhumni said, and hugged metight.

| hugged her back. "I'll be there, Jhumni," | replied, and we let each other go. Jhumni then turned, and
walked away slently.

Once she was out of earshot, Lyotawhispered to me, so the guard would not overhear. "Master Eddas,
what was the significance of the kerchief?"

"It was hdf of Durgrim's payment,” | whispered in reply.

"His payment?'



"Yes. If hereturnsdive, hell get akiss. It's part of their customs. A dwarf-maid can ask a Berserk to do
pretty much anything, if she agreesto pay with akiss."

Lyotablinked. "Anything?"

"Anything. A long time ago, when they had that enormous fight with the goblins, the King of the
Dwarves wanted al the Berserks under his banner to make a strike at one of the goblin'scities, inan
attempt to cut their supply lines. It was asuicida assault - the goblins had prepared their defenses well.
Theking's generads were opposed to the plan, sinceit waslikely they would lose dl the Berserks, their
best warriors, in one engagement. The king, however, was convinced he had a plan that would work. So,
Princess Higmi, the king's daughter, offered akissto any Berserk who would ignore the danger, and lead
the assault. They all agreed - al five thousand of them. The battle was bloody and costly, but the
dwarveswon. About athird of the Berserksdied in that fight. Higmi fulfilled her promise, and took two
daysto kiss each and every one of the Berserks, one a atime - even the oneswho died. Particularly
the oneswho died. Such aretheir ways."

"That's s0 swest... and S0 sad,” Lyotasaid, sSighing.
"I think s0, t0o," Kiriin agreed quietly from her hiding spot insde Lyota's hood.
| nodded, gazing after Jhumni as she walked down the tunndl, and finally turned, and was lost to view.

Chapter Nineteen

"To yet know the Akmaran be to yet know the true heart of the dwarves."
- Dwarven proverb

Our first day of travel was, surprisingly, quite smple. Of course, 'day’ was only arelative term - though
Durgrim had no red difficulty knowing the approximate time of day underground, | found | had
completely lost track of what timeit might be after the first few hours. Still, the travel was smple. Once
Durgrim was ready, we smply followed him out of the city, and into the tunnelsthat connected the
myriad caverns beneath the mountains. The cold light of dwarven lanternslit our way every few hundred
paces, and Durgrim explained that we were till within the lands of the dwarves, and these smooth,
well-traveled tunnels were, to adwarf, the equivalent of aroad.

Lyotafound Durgrim's garb and equipment fascinating - and, redlly, | suppose | couldn't blame her, as
much of thistrip was entirely new to her. Durgrim wore soft, close-fitting lesther dyed night black, with
matching boots - and moved nearly slently in his garb. His shoulders were guarded by two
black-lacquered stedl plates, and smdl, round, shield-like plates similarly made covered the front and
back of hischest. Judging by the shape of the leather, beneath was alayer of thin chain covering hisentire
torso, muffled by the leather aboveit. Over hishands, he wore studded |esther gloves, leaving only his
head bare. The outfit had severd dozen small pockets, severd knife sheaths on hisarmsand legs, and he
bore asingle-bitted axe a each hip. Several smdll, stedl crossbow bolts were dipped into various spots
on histhighsand arms, and he carried alight crossbow casudly over one shoulder - unloaded, so |
assumed we were rdatively safein these tunnels. Hislight pack, which gpparently contained his bedroll
and other supplies, was dready ingde my sanctuary, aswe'd taken afew minutesto attuneit to the
environment of the sanctuary before we st off.

"We be not safe all entire here, Eddas Ayar," Durgrim explained aswe waked. " The goblins do,
betimes, make like highwaymen might on the surface lands. Yet, our roads be better patrolled
than any in the lands of the humans, as they be tunnels and caves. There be yet far fewer placesto
exit and enter thereby, so there be little to worry about in that regard. Once we do take the



second turning past Kardin-Town, howe'er, we do enter the vast cavern complex beneath the
Granite Mountains. Once past the guards at the cavern entrance, we be on our own. Me biggest
concern "afore then be not goblins, but other dwarves."

| nodded, but Lyotalooked to Durgrim in confusion. "Other dwarves?" she asked with her spell of
trandation.

"Aye," Durgrim replied, and glanced to me. " The Dark Elves be our mortal enemies, and most we
will yet encounter will likely shoot first, and do ask questions later.” Durgrim then looked to Lyota
"And more, ye be a human, and may yet draw some pointed questions from the guards. We did
walk easily past the guards of Iron City, asword of your arrival and appearance had long since
spread. We shall not do so at Kardin-Town, | do think."

| nodded. I'd already discussed thiswith Lyotaand Kiriin days before. "Worry not, noble Durgrim. |
can yet travel under cover of a spell of invisibility, as can Lyota. Ye simply do lead, and we shall
yet follow."

Durgrim nodded. " Then best ye do cast your cantrips now, and yet save the trouble, later.”

| activated the invisbility ring I'd obtained from Nials years before, and faded from view. At the same
time, there was a brief sparkle of pixie-magic from within Lyota's hood, and Lyotafaded, aswell. I'd
taught Lyotaaspd| of invishility, of course, but she couldn't possibly maintain it for more than aminute
or two. Kiriin, however, could keep the both of them invisible effortlesdy - such was the power of
pixie-magic.

We waked past the guards at Kardin-Town easily, and by the end of our first 'day’ of travel, we were
well into the caverns. There were no lights, here, but glowing mosses here and there provided enough
light for Durgrim's dwarven eyesto see passably well in the gloom. Lyota's ability to see astra auras
meant that she could still easily see where we were going, due to the constant, soft glow of the astral
plane. The eyes| had, though keen, could not seefar in thisdarkness at dl - nor, for that matter, could
theeyesof ared Dark EIf. They, likedl eves, had keen night vision, but only the dwarves and the other
subterranean races could seein near-total darkness. As such, they normally went about with small
lanterns containing magic tashta- crystals which glowed with apae bluelight, or used sorcery to see. As
for me, | chosethe latter option, and cast the Spell of Truesight. Kiriin did, aswell, as her people had the
same vision as ahuman - and to human eyes, the caves were pitch black.

Once Durgrim had indicated the spot we would rest, | had Lyota hand me the rope, and | conjured my
Hidden Sanctuary, tossing one end of theropeinto the ar, whereit hung. Durgrim waited below, giving
usafew minutesto re-arrange the furniture inside my sanctuary, so held have aplace to deep safdly. |
aso took amoment to light asmall candle on my desk with abrief cantrip, so we would have better light
in the sanctuary. Once we were done, Lyotalooked to me. "Master Eddas, helll haveto betold,
eventudly,” shesad in our language.

"About what?" | asked, knowing that though Durgrim could hear us below, he couldn't understand us.
Kiriin peeked out from Lyotas hood, and stuck her tongue out at me. "About me, silly!”

| nodded. "Wdll, let me handlethat. | know dwarves better than either of you two. His reaction will
probably be poor, but that's not certain. Dwarves are, in the end, individuas, just like any other race.”

"Canwetdl him before dinner?' Kiriin pleaded. "I'm starving!"

| peered down through the entrance to my sanctuary, then nodded. "Alright.” | then looked down to



Durgrim, and caled to himin hislanguage. "Noble Durgrim, if ye would yet climb up? | be about to
conjure food for the lot of us."

"Aye, Eddas Ayar. One moment," Durgrim replied. Passing hisarm through the bow of his crossbow,
he quickly climbed up the knotted rope. Near the top, he dipped the crossbow onto the floor, then
pulled himsdf in.

After pulling the rope up behind him, | waved a gloved hand at the work we'd done. " As ye can see, |
do yet have a few hooks upon the ceiling beams, here. Should we have need of modesty, we can
yet hang a blanket from there temporarily. | sleep here, on this cot, and | did move much of me
boxes and other things beneath it for ye to have room. Ye can lay your bedroll there. Lyota sleeps
here, near me."

"Thankee," Durgrim replied, putting his crossbow against thewal and pulling off hisgauntlets. "1 do
have but little need for modesty when it do come time to sleep. Were ye not hereand | just on a
raid, | would but loosen the straps of me armor a bit, and just lie in me bedroll. If ye do have
nightclothes or other female things ye do wear to bed, | will but turn my back, and save ye the
trouble," hesaid, setting his gauntlets aside.

| nodded, stepping over to my desk and conjuring abowl of fine stew for Durgrim, and two bowls of
grud for Lyotaand myself. As| handed him hisfood and aspoon | kept in my desk, | smiled. "There be
yet one more thing | do need tell ye... And it may yet come as somewhat of a shock."

Durgrim looked up from hisstew in curiogity. "What, that ye do in sooth be a man inside that body?
This| do know, Eddas Ayar. Ye be a dwarf-friend, and your tale be moderately well known."

"No... Not quite. | mean to tell ye that there be not three of usin here and on this journey, but
four."

"What? Who be the fourth?"
"Umm... Me," Kiriin replied in the language of the dwarves, peeking out at Durgrim from Lyotas hood.
Durgrim blinked in surprise. " A pixie?!"

"Yes," Lyotareplied quickly, "but she's a very old pixie, even older than Master Eddas, and quite
mature and responsible. She's not a pixie-child who will taunt you or do mean things."

Durgrim paused, then nodded. " Aye, that must be true, or 1 would yet have suffered the little
creature's annoyances all day. They do love to taunt us, though only the gods who did make them
do yet know why."

" She be the source of Lyota's invisibility, and when we be near the Sunless Sea, she will yet cover
her with illusions powerful enough to yet fool the Dark Elves," | explained, pleased that Durgrim was
being so reasonable about the situation - and even more pleased Kiriin didn't explain to him the redl
reason pixies enjoy taunting dwarves.

Durgrim stroked his dyed beard. "They be yet the best of the creatures of faerie at illusion, that be
certain. And as ye do not seem a fool to me, it seem likely she do yet know the danger, and will
behave. More, she did hide from me all day without a single peep, and ne'er did | € en have the
dlightest hint she was there." Durgrim was slent along moment, thinking, then finally nodded. " Aye, |
have no objection. Only have a care she does not grow bored and think to play pranks upon meto
while away the time - as we do near the Sunless Sea, such foolishness would yet kill usall.”



"Never would | do that to ye, Noble Berserk," Kiriinreplied very politely. "1 do yet seek to prove
myself to Master Eddas. | wish to yet ask him a favor, should we all yet live at the end of this
adventure. Ye see, many years ago, |..." shesaid, then paused, her eyesflickering to me briefly. "Well,
it bealong tale, and of littleimport. All that mattersisthat | do vow to ye that | will not torment
ye, Noble Berserk."

Durgrim snorted. "Bah. A dwarf-friend do speak for ye, and vouch for ye. That be enough for
anyone, | do think. Come ye here, little one," hesaid, and held out his hand. Kiriin flew over and
landed on hispadm, and Durgrim amiled. "Ye be a pretty one, | do notice.”

"Thankee," Kiriinreplied, smiling.

Durgrim reached to his stew, carefully extracting alarge lump of conjured mest, shaking it off abit into
the bowl, then holding it out to Kiriin. " There. That should be enough to last ye yet awhile.”

"Thankee yet again,” Kiriin replied, taking the food. She flew over to my desk and sat, and began to
tear off smdl piecesand eat. "I did think ye would dislike me the instant ye did see me, Noble
Berserk."

Durgrim grinned. " An ye wer e not vouched for by a dwarf-friend and we did meet in the
surface-lands..." hereplied, glancing at his crossbow, then chuckled. "Let us merely say that it be
lucky for the both of us that ye be the friend of Eddas Ayar, and do leave it at that."

Kiriin saw Durgrim's glance, redlized what he meant, and giggled - a human might have been offended,
but not apixie. "Aye, Noble Durgrim.”

We chatted over dinner thereafter, the three of uslearning abit more about our dwarven companion, and
he learning abit more about us. Asit turned out, Durgrim was a hundred and ninety-two years old, which
was about middle-aged, for adwarf. We didn't pry asto his reason for becoming aBerserk, and he
didn't offer - though | was certain the tale was asad one, asthey al were.

In the early days, near the dawn of even history, the dwarves fought quite a bit both above and below
the earth, and both their magical knowledge and their technology was not as sophisticated asit was
today. Most young dwarven maes died in battle, and the ratio of males to femal es was about one to one.
Astheir technology dowly improved, however, theratio became larger, and thefirst Akmaran appeared
inther culture. To become Akmaran was to publicly announce that one had given up and was no longer
seeking abride, but was, instead, seeking to perfect one's skillsin one's profession. That was, to adwarf,
asad thing - dwarves do not like to admit defest in anything.

| had learned of the Akmaran inmy previouslife, and had often wondered if the dwarvestruly
understood that their very existence only exacerbated the problem. Asthe Akmaran often were smiths
and scholars, dwarven technology dowly out-stripped that of the other races, and was only matched by
that of we Hyperboreans, who had learned of techno-magic golems before the Great War destroyed us.
Y &, a the same time, that very knowledge meant more maes survived in war, and were forced by
circumgtance to join the Akmaran. It seemed to me the dwarves probably aready knew this, however -
and it was probably another reason they preferred not to talk about the Akmaran at al.

Findly, it wastimefor bed. Durgrim wastrue to hisword, and once I'd snuffed the candle, he smply sat
facing away from us while we changed for bed. In truth, al Lyotaand | did was remove our clothes- |
didn't wear anything to deep in other than my rings and other items, and Lyota had nothing to wear
beneeth her robein thefirgt place. Kiriin, gpparently not wanting to annoy Durgrim, Smply popped into
her little bed, pulled the kerchief 1'd given her asablanket over hersdf, and pulled off her little clothes
beneath that. While it was obvious that process could be easily reversed when "morning” came, |



resolved that if we awoke before Durgrim, I'd smply hang a blanket with telekinesi's and wed dress
behind that.

| lay therein the darknessfor along while, thinking. There were still many, many days of travel ahead of
us. Even with Durgrim as our guide, we would still take at least two weeks to reach the Sunless Sea. 'Of
course, without him, I might wander these caverns for decades and never find it," | thought to
mysdf. Still, thetimeinvolved gnawed a me, inaway | Smply couldn't explain to anyone. | so
desperately wanted to know what was happening with the campaign in the Southlands - and even more
desperately wanted to be there, to insure Noril would succeed. Still, | could not. Parid had to be
rescued, and only | could manageit. Or, at least, only | was expendable enough to try.

| sighed, and closed my eyes, trying to deep. Worrying about it wouldn't hel p them, that was certain. |
had done my best to train and prepare them for their destiny, for thiswar - though, at thetime, | did not
know that was what | was doing. | could only hopethat | had prepared them well enough for Y orindar's
plan to succeed.

Chapter Twenty

"My warriors were not pleased with my orders, of course, but | knew Arella wasright. A victory
in a single battle did not mean the war was necessarily over. Thus, | ordered my men to prepare
the usual fortified camp, building the ramparts and battlements as Dame Raven had taught me. |
had intended, come the morn, to advance and seek out what remained of their army again, and
work on driving them from our lands... But that was not to be. For once night fell, they sought us
out, instead."

- King Noril, Autobiography, 1729 NCC
"Here! Here'swhere the scent is strongest!" alittle voice hissed.

| blinked deepily, hdf adeep. The faint voice was little more than awhisper, and it wasn't until another
voicereplied that | realized | hadnt Smply dreamed it. A faint blue light cameinto the sanctuary from the
entrance in the center of thefloor.

"Yes... Here. | smdll it, too. One dwarf... A human... An ef from the surface-lands, definitely...
Much magic in the air... Srange... Smellslike a pixie, aswell,” asecond soprano voice hissed.

| blinked away deep, trying to hold still and listen.

"A pixie? Your brain's gone soft, runt! What would a pixie be doing in the caverns?" athird, tenor
voice hissed.

With agtart, | recognized the language my ring was trandating for me - Goblin-tongue. Slently, | reached
for my gloves and boots. The quiet whispers had not avakened the others, yet - only the sharpness of
the keen half-elven ears 1'd appropriated had alowed me to spot the sounds firs.

"Runt?! Why you..." the second voice hissed, abit loudly and indignantly.

With Dyarzi's gloves and boots on, | slently did the blankets from me. | could not smply st up and step
over Lyota- she would awaken, and might groggily ask what was happening, derting the goblinsto our
position. Though no light escaped a hidden sanctuary, sounds and smellsdid. A clever goblin-mage
would reglize we were above, hidden somehow - and would begin casting. Reaching up to thewall, |
slently pulled mysdlf onto it with the power of the gloves and boots, and spider-like, dipped around
Lyotaand down to the floor. The only sound I'd made was asmall creak when | lifted mysdlf from the



bed - and that hadn't been enough to aert the goblins.
"Yes, runt?"

It had, however, been enough to dert Durgrim. | saw his eyes widen ashelooked a mein the faint light
coming through the entrance from below. Hisface took on alook of stunned astonishment, then
embarrassment, seeing me crawling across the floor in nothing but my gloves and boots. He opened his
mouth to say something, but | clapped a gloved finger across my lips, then pointed down. Durgrim
nodded, blinking away deep and reaching for his crossbow.

"Nothing, sorry."

Durgrim quietly cocked hislight crossbow, dipping one of hislittle sted boltsinto place, then crawled
over tome. Placing hislips againgt my ear, he whispered. " Can they yet hear usin here, aswell?"

"'"Nothing', what, runt?" thethird voice hissed.

| nodded, then put my lipsto hisear. "Sound and smell, but not sight. Light can enter the sanctuary,
but cannot escape,” | whispered, and Durgrim nodded. Smell was enough, however - thelong, sharp
nose of agoblin was quite sengtive.

"Nothing, master, sorry," thefirst voice replied in aresentful little mutter.

Durgrim and | examined our opponents carefully, looking down through the entrance to my sanctuary.
Therewere six goblins, and aMaani-df. The goblinsal bore wicked little knivesin therr fists -
shortswords, for them. The dark-elf had asmdll lantern clipped to aloop on his bdlt, barely half ahand
tal, which contained a tashta- crystal. It was avery tiny one, and the soft blue glow it made would have
been hardly noticeable to the eyes of ahuman - but to the eyes of an df or half-ef, it provided adequate
illumination, and to the eyes of adwarf or goblin, it was enough light to read by.

"That's better, runt. Now... We know they're near, at any rate. Those enormous noses of yours are
good for that much, at least. I'll cast a spell of astral vision, and assense what lies around us.
Perhaps they're concealed by sorcery.”

But the dark-dlf never got achanceto try, for a that moment, Durgrim fired. The ef staggered back,
then collapsed, asmall stedl crossbow bolt buried to its sted fletching in the top of his skull.

"They're here! They're near!" one of the goblins shrieked.
"Find them! Kill them!" screeched another.

My optionswere limited - we werein acavern, and if | wasn't careful, 1'd bring part of the roof down,
and possibly trap us here. Loud noises dso traveled far in the caves, and might draw even more goblins
to us. | raised my hand.

"They can't be far! They-HURK!" agoblin shrieked, thelast cut off as| gripped his spindly little throat
with telekines's, then snapped his neck.

As another goblin fell to Durgrim's crossbow, their leader snarled. "Fie! It'satrap! Wicked Yorindar's
maggoty slave uses sorcery upon us! We need a mage of our own to combat him! Flee, this way!"
he shrieked, and ran. The rest followed, and soon the cavern was silent again.

Durgrim and | looked to each other, and shared asilent grin known to all comradesin arms.



"Master Eddas?’ Lyotacalled.

| looked to her - Lyotawas sitting up, holding her blanket over hersalf. Kiriin was peeking out of her little
box at us, aswdll. "It'saright - there were afew goblins and adark-elf sorceror. Durgrim killed the df,
and together we've driven off the goblins.”

"I must needs recover me bolts, Eddas,” Durgrim said, stting up and fishing asmal pair of
odd-looking pliers out of a pocket. The bolts his crosshow fired were sharply pointed shafts, and
intended to pierce hard armor. They had no broadhead to ruin firing through a bone or armor plate. With
care, he could easily recover them, and use them again.

"Aye, Durgrim. An ye do think it safe to take a moment to do so, could ye fetch the elf's lamp? |
will yet need his lamp to help me pass as one of their people, | do think."

Durgrim nodded. " Aye, and he may yet have enchanted rings or other gewgaws, as they sometimes
do," hereplied, flicking the rope down the hole with a hand, then swinging himself onto it with surprising
agility and scrambling down to the ground, below.

| pushed myself to my feet, then stepped over to my bed beside Lyota. "Come on - get dressed, the both
of you. Well have to move shortly. Those goblinswill be back, and they'll bring help. We won't want to
be here when that happens.”

Lyotanodded, and reached for her robe. "How did they find usin thefirst place?' she asked, quickly
pulling her robe over her head.

| began to dip on Dyarzi's chainmail garmentsas| replied. "They're creatures of faerie, like Kiriin.
They-"

"Not quite likeme!" Kiriin interrupted in ahighly offended little squesak. "They're of the Unsedlie court,
crestures of darknessand evil!"

| smiled. "My gpologies- | only meant that they have powers beyond ordinary mortals.”

"Oh... Wdll, that'strue," Kiriin replied. "They're even better suited to life underground and in darkness
than the dwarves are. They can seeintota darkness aswell asadwarf can, and have very keen noses.
Keen enough to smel magic, in fact.”

"Smell magic?' Lyotaasked, sitting on my bed and reaching for her shoes.

| nodded. "That's what they say of themsalves, and from what I've seen of them, it'strue - they sense
mana-flow asafant scent. Only adragon's nose is more sengtive. A dragon can not only smell magic,
but can even sniff out avirgin by scent done, and smell agold coin aleague avay,” | replied, dipping on
my robe quickly. "Had the dark df that was with them been a bit more competent, the first we'd have
known of their presence was when he started casting spells of fire and lightning through the entrance to
my sanctuary. And more, the goblin'sleader knew my name, and knew | serve Y orindar. Morgar has
been quite thorough in his plan - | imagine Cordo has shared as much as he knows of me with the Dark
Elves, and they, in turn, have shared it with the goblins. Judging by this encounter, I'd say it'slikely there
are patrols combing the cavernsfor us. Safe though this sanctuary may be, welll till need to have
watches throughout the night, gpparently. For now, well have to move away from here as soon aswe
can, dright?"

"Yes, Master Eddas," Lyotareplied, handing me my waist-belt.

"Stupid goblins," Kiriin groused, dipping on her little boots. "I was just having avery nice dream, too.”



"Therewill betime enough for pleasant dreamswhen thisisdl over, Kiriin, if we survive" | replied, and
Kiriin nodded.

Chapter Twenty-One

"...following the War of the Rift, our former brothers, the Malani, took themselves deep below the
earth, deeper than even the dwarves lived, down onto the Sunless Sea, to live in that place of
perpetual chill and perpetual dark forever. Such a fate we would never have wished on them had
we known, but at that time our blood was too hot to have cared. Now, though our blood has
cooled somewhat and time has eased our wounds somewhat, their hate has only grown and
festered, like a sickening disease of the soul made worse by the eternal darkness of their home..."

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

"Thereit be, Eddas Ayar - the Sunless Sea. E'en we dwarves do yet not know the full extent of it,"
Durgrim said, waving ahand. Lyotaand Kiriin smply stared in an awed hush. Nothing we had seeninthe
last two weeks had prepared them for this.

For the last two weeks, Durgrim had led us down seldom-used tunnels and ancient lavatubes that wound
and twisted impaossibly, past slent grottoes of gleaming crystal and over dender natura bridges of
limestone that spanned swift, dangerous underground rivers. We had seen vadt, cathedra-like rooms of
ancient pillars, smal pools of crystal water, and perhaps a hundred other marvels never seen before by
human eyes. The stone of the caverns, carved by the hand of time through dowly dripping water over
countless aeons, was eerily beautiful in amanner that defied description. Even theweird, pae, sghtless
crestures of the caves - crickets, spiders, and even afew mice - were sirangely beautiful in their own
way. Durgrim had explained there were aso troglodytes in these caverns - pasty, pale creatures more
fungus than animd, little humanoid horrors who had lived in the caves since the dawn of time. They were
utterly harmless, however, and fled the gpproach of goblin, ef or dwarf.

Durgrim had led us past the true dangers of the caves, of course. Goblin and dark-elf patrols were out in
force - Durgrim commented that held never seen so many goblinsin al hisdays, and | found | had to
agree about the twentieth time we silently avoided yet another search party. There were more than
merely the goblins and dark-elves to contend with, however. The very caves we passed through were
often dick with dampness, and afal could send one tumbling down awell or other chasm to one's degth.
| wasn't worried for mysdlf or Kiriin, as| had aring of flight and she had wings, but Lyota had no such
protection. Though she knew aspdl of flight, she might not be ableto cast it intime, should shefdl. As
such, | kept aclose eye on her, ready to snatch her up with telekinesis should she dip and fall.

And yet, there were more dangers, still. There was a species of domesticated spidersthe dark-elves

bred long ago, now escaped into the wilds of the caverns. Large and pa e creatures the size of amouse
with legs that spanned hdf acubit, they wove strong, sticky webs that obscured entire passages, and
their bite was deadly poison. The dark-elves bred them ages ago for their silk and their poisons, using
both smple breeding skills and dark sorcery, and the resulting creature was actudly quite dangerous. The
blind spiders could be easily ssomped and were only truly dangerousif they encountered you while
deegping on the cavern floor, however, and asmal flame would clear a passage in amatter of moments as
al their webs caught fire and burned with abright, hot flame. Still, the smoke would aso draw patrols of
goblins, and the spiders often swarmed the unwary who st fire to their webs - thus, Durgrim had led us
around their ominoudy webbed tunndls, down different paths entirely. Now, findly, we stood on the
shores of the Sunless Sea, and stared in awe at its Sllent majesty.

Behind us, where the small tunnel had opened out into the cavern, the walls of this chamber rose nearly
straight up, and vanished from sight. The basalt sands of the beach at our feet were black and



coarse-grained, the waters lapping quietly and endlesdy at them. The other side of the waters could not
be seen, and the silent sea swallowed up al sounds.

"Did... Did the Dark-Elves make this place?"' Lyota asked, her voice hushed.

"No, Lyota. Aeons ago, when the world was young, there was avast volcanic chain at the center of the
Granite Mountains. Astime passed, the volcanoes muttered, and fell silent. Deep beneath the earth, the
great pools of lavawhich formed their hearts receded. Other pools above them were drained by this, and
over aeons, filled with water seeping through the stones above. Time, westher, and the occasional
earthquake has linked these vast chambers by collapse of the stone that separated them, creating the
Sunless Sea," | replied, and smiled. "Or so the dwarves say, at any rate.”

"Where do we go from here?' Kiriin asked, peeking out of Lyota's hood.

| shrugged. "Acrossthe sea, to the city of the Dark Elves, Baileémor'Dorcha,” | replied, then looked to
Durgrim. "And here, me friend, be where we do part. We can yet return by sorcery to me tower,
once we do yet have the prince in our hands. | do thank ye, Noble Durgrim.”

Durgrim nodded. "I will yet wait here awhile, Eddas Ayar, in case ye do need me. Perhaps a few
days, | do think. I'll yet gather a few ears and a few coins from elves and goblins to pass the time -
that may yet make them think ye have not yet crossed the Sunless Sea, and mayhap buy ye a bit of
timein your quest. An ye do need me, come to this spot. | will yet check it daily, and seeif ye did
return.” Durgrim looked out acrossthe dark waters. "Do ye yet intend to conjure one of their dark
craft?" | nodded, and Durgrim shook hishead. "1 will yet take my leave of ye, then, lest the magic
be spoilt by me presence. Farewell, Eddas Ayar - and good luck.” And without afurther word,
Durgrim turned and silently walked back into the tunnd, disgppearing into the darkness.

"What did he mean about the magic being spoiled, Master Eddas?’ Lyota asked. Sheld maintained her
gpell of trandation, of course, and had understood Durgrim essly.

"Have Kiriin cover you with anillusion, and I'll show you," | replied. Therewas abrief sparkle of pixie
magic, and again Lyotaresembled the same Dark EIf she had in Mungim's home. | nodded, dipping out
the amdl tashta-crystd lamp and clipping it to the side of my waist-belt. "He meant this," | replied,
knedling to take ahandful of the black sand at our feet, then casting it over the waters. | rose, brushing
the sand from my robe, and waited. " Say nothing, and remain absolutdly till," | said quietly, and Lyota
nodded.

After many minutes, from out of the darkness, asmal, narrow boat appeared, drifting silently on the
rippling waters of the Sunless Sea. Its design was ancient - millenniaold, in fact, and cobwebs hung from
thetdl, ddicately carved prow and stern. Long and dim, it was perhaps five cubits wide and twenty
cubitslong, with a shallow, inconsequential draught. Its gpproach was dow, cautious, and silent, like that
of awary cat.

Lyotalooked to mein surprise, her visage conceded by theilluson. She started to speak, but | silenced
her by placing my gloved fingertips over her lips. "An age ago, the Malani walked in the light, with
the other elves," | explained in thelanguage of the Dark Elves. "They lived along the crystal rivers of
Valbeana, in the lands of the elves, plying their trades across their laughing waters. Yet, ever were
their hearts drawn to places of shadow and darkness, and it was not long before they first
discovered the Sunless Sea. When the Malani were driven underground by the War of the Rift,
which sundered the Seelie and Unseelie courts, they brought their vessels with them. They cast
twenty-one of these enchanted boats upon the surface of these waters, and here they have drifted
for thousands of yearsin eternal darkness. Each is enchanted with ancient golemic sorcery, an



animated object. And, like any other golem, each is possessed with intelligence, and will not
approach any who are the enemies of the Malani."

The boat nudged into the beach and sat there, unmoving. Lyota gazed in awe at the tall-prowed vessel
whilel smply climbed aboard. After amoment, shefollowed. "But how did you know?" she asked
carefully in the language of the Dark Elves, her voice degpened to amasculine snarl by theillusion.

I smply smiled. "You'd be surprised what | know," | replied asthe boat dipped off the beach easily,
and dowly turned in the waters. | could not tell her the truth, of course - asl'd aready told her, the
enchanted boat was agolem, and was alive. To say aloud where and how | had learned of the Maani
and their history would probably not be wise to say while aboard agolemic vessd of the Dark Elves.

There was no need to command the boat, as there was only one destination on the Sunless Sea -
Baileémor'Dorcha, the shadowed city of the Dark Elves. These boats only existed to ferry boatless
passengers from the beaches to the city itself - for any other purpose, the Malani had other boats of a
more mundane nature, driven by hard muscle upon deek oar rather than ancient sorcery. Thus, we Ssmply
sat quietly asthe ancient, enchanted boat silently drifted over the Sunless Sea, through the perpetua dark
as black asthe hearts of its creators, towards the city of eterna night.

Chapter Twenty-Two

"Sui' Baileémor'Dorchal " - 'For the City of Darkness, Battle-cry of the Malani

Lyotastumbled again, and | took her hand. She leaned close to me, and whispered into my ear. "I'm
sorry, it's sometimes difficult to see here," she hissed, her voice amasculine whisper from theillusion that
covered her.

"Hold my hand, and try to relax. You'll get used toiit,” | whispered back.
"I'm sorry... | expected it to be dark!" shereplied, and | nodded.

Tothe eyesof an ordinary human, Bailemor'Dorcha would, indeed, be a dark and oppressive place.
The dien architecture of the strange, shadowed city loomed menacingly from the eternd darkness here,
deep below the earth, lit only intermittently by the pae bluelight of tashta-crystas hanging here and there
from a streetcorner or two. We had seen the dim blue glow of the city in the distance for hours aswe
approached aboard the ancient boat. Now that we were in the city, however, we saw that for each small
point of light, there were athousand shadows. Y es, to the eyes of a human, Baile'mor'Dorcha would be
little more than an ominous, shadowed maze of nightmarish buildings and gloomy dleys. However, Lyota
was hardly an ordinary human, and her vison included astral sight - and therein lay the problem.

Ontheadrd plane, the city glowed with twelve millennia of sorcery from nearly fifty generations of
Malani casting every possible kind of spell, from vast and deep sorceries that warped the very fabric of
redlity to countless cantrips of everyday existence, igniting hearth-fires, conjuring food, cleaning clothes,
and so on. The tashta-crystalsthat illuminated the Streets only made the problem worse, redlly - each
wasthe sze of ahuman heart, and on the astra plane a bright and powerful beacon of illumination. And
more, each and every building of the city was enchanted with privacy-spdllsto prevent any magica
eavesdropping. Lyotawas, quite literdly, squinting against the vast astrd glare of the city.

Kiriin, whose vision was equa to that of ahuman, had smply used aspell of truesight to see- and withit,
the city was adequatdly lit, asit wasfor me with the haf-elven eyes 1'd gppropriated. Kiriin suggested a
spell of truesight to Lyota, but that didn't help. Indeed, it only made it worse, asthe ordinary illumination
provided by the tashta-crystals became brighter to Lyota. I'd never seen any journeyman cancel a spell
so quickly - I'd have laughed, if the Situation wasn't so serious.



Wewalked slently for awhile, nodding to afew dark-elves we passed in the shadowed streets. My own
appearance, as | had redlized twenty years before once | understood the relevant part of the prophecy,
insured that the dozens of dark-elves we passed on the street would take no notice of me. Those few
passers-by who might have come close enough to perhaps notice that this body wasthat of ahaf ef
instead kept their distance, as Lyotawas at my sde - and theillusion that covered Lyotawasthat of a
aurly, vicious, cataah- addicted mercenary who looked like he was spoiling for afight. Thus, | led Lyota
down the quiet, darkened streets, past huddled rows of ancient buildings with looming, €laborate, aureate
details of door, window and roofline that seemed plucked straight from a nightmare - and we were
entirdly unmolested. Once | thought it safe, | drew Lyota close and put my lipsto her ear again. "Just try
toreax," | whispered again, "Youll get used toit.”

Lyotanodded. "I know," she whispered back. "I am dready, abit." Lyotathen looked to me, her
illusonary visage squinting aswell - which, oddly, only made her illusion look morefierce. " So what
now?'

| pointed to the dark spires of theroya castle, dimly visible in the distance. "Do you think you'll be able
to see, once we're there?”

Lyota gazed at the spires, and shook her head. "No. To me, that castle shineslike the sun.”

"It'sredly black aspitch, Lyota," Kiriin whispered, "with just afaint blue glow from the windows and
suchlightingit.”

| paused, thinking. Aswe stood there, adeep bell tolled dowly in the distance... Four times, then a
pause, then twice.

"What'sthat?' Lyotawhispered.

"Lacking sun, moon or stars here, the Dark Elvesin Baile€mor'Dorcha tell time by bells™ | whisperedin
reply. "It is, by their system of reckoning, four hoursto midnight.”

Lyotasighed. "I'm sorry - | thought 1'd be more of ahelp to you."

"Don't pout, dear, it makes your disguise ook odd,” | said, looking at theillusion Kiriin was till
conceding Lyotawithin. The dark-elf male she was disguised aslooked like afierce warrior - but
pouting, he smply looked ridiculous. "Remember your chatto lessons.”

Lyota smoothed her face with an obvious effort. "Y es, Master Eddas," she whispered back.
"What do we do now?"' Kiriin hissed from beneath theilluson.

| paused thinking, then took Lyotas hand and drew her to anearby dley. Stooping, | lifted the hem of
my robe, and dipped my knife from its sheath in my right boot. | took amoment to dit the hem of the
robe, then tore off along strip. Sheathing the knife, | cast aspell of repairing on my robeto restoreit,
then took the strip of fabric and carefully tied it about Lyotas eyes. "There - how'sthat?

Lyotaturned her head from right to left, looking about, and | watched as her illusionary male visage
dowly grinned. "1.... | can still see!™ she whispered after amoment.

| nodded. "Y our astral sight isn't afunction of your eyes, dear - it'sapower of your mind, focused
through your eyes."

"And the astrd glare hereis bright enough that even with my eyesclosed, | can till see,” Lyotareplied,
nodding.



"Kiriin, can you conced that blindfold within theilluson?’ | whispered.

There was amoment of silence, then Kiriin whispered back. "The discontinuities are high, Master Eddas.
I'm aready concealing an olive-skinned twenty year-old human as a pae-skinned two-hundred year-old
Malani... White robe as black leather armor... Staff as empty hand... Woman asman... | candoit, but |
don't know if theillusion will befoolproof. A perceptive person may piercetheillusion if we add anything
more... And the Dark Elves are masters of illusion. Pixie magic is strong, Master Eddas, but not that
strong.”

| thought about it for amoment. "Make her femal e, advance the age about six centuries, late-stages of
basaich, dter the garb to asmple gray robe, and dlow the staff and blindfold to be seen.”

Lyota shimmered, and the change took place, the face of her illusonary form shifting to become the
wrinkled and lined face of afemae, and the hair lightening and lengthening to a shoulder-length pale
white.

"Stoop, dear. Y ou're old, feeble, near the end of your life, and suffering from basaich,” | sad, pulling off
my right glove. "And lean heavily on your &ff. Y ou need it to walk."

"What's basaich?" Lyotaasked, her voice aged and creaking from theillusion.
"The bane of the dves,” Kiriin whispered.

| nodded, lifting up the jewd on my right thumb ring to reved atiny compartment and dipping my staff
into the enchanted extra-dimensiona space that the ring contained. ™Y ou remember | told you that once
an df reaches physica maturity at about twenty or so, their aging processes dow to acrawl?' | asked,
and Lyotanodded as | pulled my glove back on. "Well, that lasts centuries, Lyota. A two-hundred
year-old ef looks as young as a twenty-year-old human. At six hundred years of age, they till don't ook
aday past thirty. But, in the last two or three decades of their lives, their bodies age rapidly in aprocess
cdled basaich - the Withering. It doesn't ook unusua to ahuman, as by thetime basaich setsin, the df
can be between six to ten centuries old, yet only looks as though they're forty or so. To human eyes, they
smply start to age normaly, and eventualy die of old age. To an df, however, it'saterrible Sght - they
wither and diein what is, to an ef, adreadfully short period of time. Half-elves have the same thing
happen to them - though their lifespans are only about half that of an €lf.”

"Master Eddasiswise - few elveswill look at you closaly enough to piercetheillusion, asthey find the
appearance of basaich repulsve” Kiriin added, and | amiled dightly at the compliment.

"Oh," Lyotareplied, stooping. "How'sthis?'

"Better. That will hdp Kiriin maintain theilluson, aswdll," | replied, then took her hand. "Jugt follow. Oh
- and you can babble and cackle abit, too. Senility isapart of basaich, just asitiswith human old age -
that'swhy the dvesfear it. Elvesfear insanity and dementialike humansfear the plague,” | said, and took
her hand in mine. Shortly, we were strolling down the street again, heading towards the castle - only now,
other pedestrians gave us awide berth, avoiding Lyota.

"Hee-hee-hee! Now I'm the ancient parent and you're the young daughter, it seemd!" Lyota cackled
quietly, and Kiriin vaiantly struggled to suppressagiggle from within theilluson.

"Exactly,” | replied, and again fdt achill asthe word fdl from my lips.
Lyotafdl slent as she saw the brief changein my aura, gazing at me. "It happened again.”

| nodded. "1 know, | feltit. And | now know precisely how to get usinto the palace, aswell,” | replied,



and as we traveled down the shadowy streets of the fabled City of Darkness, | quietly whispered my
plan.

Chapter Twenty-Three

"...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..." - King Gunim 1V,
Commentaries on History, 1348 NCC

Tuagh, the captain of the Queen's Guard, waved aleather-gloved hand at us, and made aface. "My
queen... It iswith some surprise that | must announce that... This is Eddas Ayar, and his
daughter.”

The throne room was as dark as | remembered, lit only by tashta-crystals. The Spider Throne was the
same - alarge, ornate, limestone throne, the back carved to resemble an enormous spider, and the feet
of the throne resembling skulls. The room was draped in the same dark blue and black cloths, with pillars
of limestone carved to resemble stacked skulls. Sycophants and advisorslined the walls of the room,
waiting for their chance to fawn over the queen, and two guards stood by her side. The faces had
changed in seventeen centuries, of course, and probably the names, aswdll - but it was otherwise the
same,

Entering the castle had gone smoothly, and | suspected Y orindar had ahand init. We simply walked up
to the gate, and Lyota cast off her glazed expression, speaking firmly to the guards and announcing us as
'Eddas Ayar and Daughter.' |, meanwhile, affected alook of awed amazement and wonder at the sight of
the castle, relying on the skills1'd gained a years of chatto. The guards, naturally, assumed that | wasthe
daughter, and Lyotamyself. After dl - they knew | wasold, an"Ancient One." Lyotamaintained her
stoop, however, and affected adight tremble of palsy to her limbs - enough that they hardly saw her asa
threat.

The queen was breathtakingly beautiful, her lips painted a deep red, her eyes delicately lined with kohl.
Slim black dipper-like shoes of findy-tanned bat-hide covered her feet, and she wore aspider silk
garment that concealed dmost nothing of her perfect, elven body. | guessed her age at around three of
four centuries - hardly old enough to have known mein my previouslife. Elves smply don' live that long.
At the moment, her perfect face was drawn up in an expression of surprise as she brushed a strand of
ebon hair from her night-black eyes. "You allowed them in unfettered?!" she snapped to Tuagh.

Tuagh shrugged. He was the captain of the Faelias Freiceadan, the Shadow Guard, the queen's
persona bodyguards - and, in truth, the royal assassins. Each was a skilled Shadow-Mage in their own
right, and adeadly warrior. All wore the ebon soft-leather armor common to Dark Elves, enchanted to
be as stout as fine chainmail and embossed with the roya insignia, aspider, over their left breast. When
we had firgt arrived, Tuagh had carefully examined us with the eye of a skilled wizard and warrior, and
yet had failed to penetrate Kiriin'silluson or my own smple skill & chatto. "Have no fear, my queen.
The old one is palsied and blind, and the young one hardly looks experienced enough to forma
threat."

The queen looked directly at me, then leaned back in her throne. Steepling her fingers, she smiled wryly.
"I congratulate you, Eddas Ayar, on an excellent ploy. |, however, know which is which - your
enemy, Cordo, was quite thorough in his description of you. Quite a powerful illusion, to fool even
Tuagh."

Tuagh blinked in surprise. "Illusion?!™ he snapped, hishand flying to the blade a his side.

"Calmyourself, Tuagh. If Eddas Ayar meant to kill me, I'm certain | would already be dead," the



gueen snapped, then smiled at me disarmingly. Tuagh bit back a snarl a me and nodded to the queen,
stepping back to his place by her side like awel-trained hound.

| smiled, extending my hand, and summoning my staff to my grip. "l would hardly destroy the Rose of
the Malani without at least speaking to her for a moment,” | replied in their language, then glanced
to Lyota. "Y ou can drop your illusion, Kiriin, but stay hidden and stay slent,” | saidinmy language. Ina
moment, Lyota flickered and returned to her norma appearance, stlanding a my sdein her white,
hooded robe.

"But my queen-!" Tuagh began, bristling at seeing me summon my staff.

"No, Tuagh. Eddas Ayar is an Ancient One, and hardly a fool. He knows that if | am harmed or
dead, he will hardly have a chance to recover the boy," the queen said, and smiled darkly at me. She
then gazed at Lyotain curiosty, seeing she fill worethe blindfold. " Your daughter is blind?"

"No, but would it matter if she was?" | replied, and smiled. | did not bother to address her formally.
We both knew why | was here.

The queen smiled back. "No, it would not - nor would it matter if she were even your daughter or
not. You are here to speak of things far more important than that," shereplied, and | nodded as she
continued. "I am Queen Duilla, Master Eddas. | still remember the stories my grandmother told of
you," Duillasaid, and waved ahand negligently at Lyota. "Does this girl's presence mean you
discovered the secret you wer e searching for, and brought your love back to you from the Void?"

"I found the secret, yes, Queen Duilla. Unfortunately, due to a quirk of fate, | cannot use the
knowledge | discovered. | am as you see - a half-elf female. This girl's mother is another woman of
my race | raised from the void, and impregnated with sorcery."

"A vast and powerful sorcery, indeed. It is unfortunate we meet under these circumstances, Eddas
Ayar. Another time, | might ask you what you might trade for that spell. It would certainly save
me having to suffer the fawning inanities of the dozen or two noble sycophants who seek my
hand," she said, smiling wryly again.

"If it's simply an heir you seek,” | replied carefully, smiling politely, " give me the boy, and I'll use the
sorcery upon you. A few months later, you will have the heir you wish - and | can guarantee it will
be female and possess a strong and sparkling talent, as well."

"Ah, we finally come to the subject of the boy. You are remarkably civil, Eddas Ayar, despite the
circumstances of our meeting... Much as my grandmother said you were when she met you, nearly
two millenia ago. Of course, | hardly expected you to ssimply barge in here and demand him - you
are an Ancient One, after all, and certainly not like your nemesis, Cordo." Duillapaused, asthough
consdering my offer, and al eyesin the room were upon her.

With an act of will honed through years of chatto-matches and in meeting and dedling with Hyperborean
kings, | kept my facetotaly calm and expressionless. It was my judgement she was Smply toying with
me - her decision regarding the boy had aready been made, weeks before.

Finaly, Duillasmiled, and shook her head. " Tempting though that offer may be, | am afraid | have
to refuse. What your nemesis offersis far more tempting - though he knows it not. An heir can be
produced with a ssimple dalliance, a brief moment of pleasure spent with a willing partner - of
which, there are many. | can even have Tuagh quietly slit the father's throat afterwards, and
avoid much trouble later with royal lineage,” she said, and chuckled darkly as her eyes glanced over
the courtiers, advisors and sycophants who stood aong the walls - they, themselves, quailed a her gaze



for several heartbests before she looked back to me. "No, no. Your nemesis offers me something far
more, Eddas Ayar, and you have yet to match that."

"And what might that be?" | asked camly.

"Power, Eddas Ayar. His plan will establish a kingdom of darkness upon the surface lands again -
though heisfar too mad to ruleit, | think. A bit of careful work in rebuilding old alliances,
perhaps a quiet knifein his dleep... And the Unseelie Court reclaimsits rightful place in the world.
And then, firmly established on the surface lands, we can sweep the lands clean of the so-called
‘Light Elves and all the others of the wretched Seelie Court, and revenge our ancient wounds."

"You will find, Queen Duilla, that Cordo is far harder to kill than that. | ought to know - I've tried,
twice," | replied dryly.

"Perhaps, Eddas Ayar ... But then again, | have centuries to work on the problem, now don't 1?"
shereplied, and smiled.

"If you plan on simply out-living him, as you elves often do humans who oppose you, you should
know Cordo isimmortal."

"Really? How interesting..." the queen replied, idly stroking afinger across her chin. "'l do believe,
however, a few centuries trapped in that form will drive him utterly mad, Eddas Ayar. Of course,
heisfar from sane, now. Perhaps it won't even take that long." Duillagazed a mefor along
moment, then findly shrugged. "No matter. You do not offer me anything better than your nemesis
offers, thus | have no desire to release the boy to you, Eddas Ayar. You may |leave.”

"Oh, but Duilla... We have hardly begun to bargain,” | said, drawing deeply upon my staff, then lifting
my staff abovethefloor. | rattled off the incantation to one of my most powerful spells. Tuagh legped
forward, his sword flashing to hisgrip, but it wastoo late. | rapped my staff lightly upon the floor of the
throneroom.

A dull, echoing BOOM reverberated throughout the courtroom, and the ground shook. Tuagh stumbled
and sprawled across the floor, the othersin the room staggering, some faling. Lyota hersaf staggered,
but managed to remain on her feet, by my side. The queen wasjostled on her throne, and stared at me
wide-eyed.

| gazed at the queen with the coldest glare this body could muster. "You, Queen Duilla, do not hardly
remember your grandmother's stories half as well as you think you do. You have forgotten just
who and what it is you are dealing with. | am a Hyperborean battle-mage, once a Master in my
circle, returned from the void and inhabiting this body you see before you. Yet | remain what | was
- amaster battle-mage. | can smash an army at a gesture, | can level a castle at aword, and | can
summon a roaring demon from the pit of hell at a thought. You will give me the boy, Duilla, or |
will bring your entire palace down about your ears."

Tuagh roseto hisfeet, and stared at me. " You-you wouldn't cast the Spell of Earthquake in here!
Thisisthe Sunless Seal You could crack the Bowl of the Heavens above us, and bring all of the
Granite Mountains crashing down upon us!"

"And exterminate most of the Malani in the process, yes. The resulting flood as the waters from
the Sunless Sea were driven into the caverns would probably kill most of the goblins, and a good
number of the dwarves, aswell," | replied calmly. "But | will do it, Tuagh. If you were more than
simply a sciologist and knew more of sorcery than spells of shadows and darkness, you'd know |
already have cast the spell. All | need do is strike my staff against the floor once more, a bit



harder, and the Sunless Sea and all your people are no more.” | glared a Tuagh, using the most fierce
expression this body could muster, and he wilted beneath my gaze. "I cast my first spell before your
grandmothers wer e weaned, and fought my first battle before your grandfathers drew their first
blade. Trifle with me not only at your peril, but at the peril of your entire race,” | growled, then
looked to Duilla. "Now give me the boy."

Therewas along pause, asall in the court held their breath, waiting to see what would happen.

Findly, Duillasface dowly splitinasmile. "Oh, marvelously, marvelously done, Master Eddas!" she
laughed, and clapped her hands. "For a brief moment, | nearly thought you would do it - or, at
leadt, try. The Sunless Seaisa bit larger than a simple cavern, it has existed since long before the
first elf breathed air, and it has survived countless earthquakes over the aeons. | doubt a single
earthquake spell would bring us all to ruin - though it would certainly frighten many, and possibly
damage much. As for bringing my castle down about my ears..." shesaid, and laughed again. "I'm
quite certain you can, and very easily. But | doubt you will, Master Eddas. Should you do so, |
would be dead - and, almost certainly, so would the boy. You would never recover him, then."

"Not without the aid of an earth elemental and a few years of waiting for it to sift through the
rubble, no. Once | had his corpse, however - or what remained of it - | could restore hislife," |
replied dryly, my face smooth despite the frustration in my heart. | released my will, dlowing the spell to
fade. | had been bluffing, of course - and she had called my bluff.

"Ah, and | do believeit'sjust that ability in mind which brought your nemesis to us, Master

Eddas. He asked us for a simple arrangement - one so terribly simple, in fact, | almost did not
agree, thinking it to be a trick of some kind. He asked that we take the boy, and toss him alive
into the Pit of Shadows, as we might those who are convicted of crimes against the state. Now
that | think upon it, it seems to me what he desired was not to merely kill the boy, but to place him
out of your reach forever. You might need an intact corpse to revive him - or, perhaps, merely a
fragment of bone. No matter - once cast into the vortex at the heart of this castle, all of him
would be gone, consigned to the Plane of Shadows forever. Thus, Eddas Ayar, | shall make you a
counter -offer."

"And what might that be?" | asked, struggling to keep my expression smooth.

"Surrender yourself to me, and you shall be committed to the vortex along with the boy. If you are
truly as powerful as you claim, you should easily be able to recover him, and accomplish your
goal."

| paused, gazing at Duilla. Shewas grinning broadly.
My decision seemed obvious. Therewas, in the end, little choice.

Sowly, | pulled off my right glove, opened the compartment in my thumb-ring, and dipped my saff
ingde. With great care, | dowly removed dl my rings and dipped them insde, tugging off my |eft gloveto
get the ones on my left hand. | then lifted the edge of my robe, drawing my enchanted knife from its
sheath, and dipped it in with my other items. Findly, Dyarzi's silver skull-key benesth my |eft glove joined
therest. When | was done, | pulled my gloves back on, and held the ring out to Lyota. "Lyota, take this
andleave" | said in our language. "Give my rings and things to your mother - she may find them of use.”

Lyota gazed a me from beneath her blindfold, her mouth openinan'O' of surprise. | caught aglimpse of
Kiriin peering a me from inside the hood of Lyotasrobe - shelooked equdly startled. "But-" Lyota

began.



| reached up to her, silencing her words with agentle, gloved finger across her lips. "Do not argue with
me. Just take thering, and go. Use your spdll of returning, and go. Now."

There was along moment of slence as shelooked a me from beneath her blindfold. Could she still see
my auradespite the glare, | wondered? Could she know what was truly in my heart? Did she know that,
despite everything, there wasllittle choice?

Finaly, Lyotanodded. After taking my ring from me, she dipped it upon her finger, incanted briefly while
gesturing with her staff, and vanished.

| looked back to Druilla. "Do as you will, Druilla."

Druillagmiled in triumph for along moment, then looked to her guard-captain. "Tuagh... Fetter her
properly, then toss her in the tower cell with the boy. WE'll rid ourselves of both of them at
midnight, when the rift opens.”

"Yes, my queen,” Tuagh purred, stepping up to me. Then, with asudden, vicious swipe of the pommel
of the sword, he smote me across the temple, and | knew no more.

Chapter Twenty-Four

"Few who become the prisoners of the Malani are ever seen again." - Elven proverb

Darkness... Endless darkness, and chilling cold. Shadows flickered on shapeless surfaces, everything
shifting, rippling... Hashes of pain... | struggle, but the pain beginsagain.

"Reach beyond yourself, Eddas... You are far more than you think, and the limitations you
perceive are only in your mind..."

| looked up, searching for the source of the familiar voice... But there was nothing. "Y orindar?

"Ah, Eddas Ayar ... You have accepted what you are, but you do not yet comprehend what you
are... Thrice now, you have seen your own power, and yet failed to grasp what you have seen...
You have accepted my blessing, you have accepted your name, but you have not yet embraced
your destiny..."

"Yorindar, | don't understand!”
"Exactly..."

Chapter Twenty-Five

"Two weeks later, our happy victory was long forgotten, and it had become simply a struggle to
survive. The enemy only attacked at night, when my warriors were nearly blind, and the
goblin-kin had the advantage. Sowly, we were forced to retreat, each day building new
fortifications to defend ourselves for the coming night. | struggled at the verge of exhaustion - but
Arella, despite everything she was doing, remained awake and alert for the slightest hint of
shadow-magic. She was using herbs to keep herself going... And after awhile, it began to take a
toll on her. And yet, | knew not what to do - without her help, Cordo's spells and the
shadow-magic of his goblin allies would easily overwhelm us. | could not think of anything I might
do to turn the tide of battle - my men were only human, and simply could not fight at night as well
asthe goblins did. Were it not for our fortifications, we would almost certainly have been
destroyed weeks ago - half their troops were mounted on enormous wolves, and those wolves
could do nothing against spiked pits and stout timber walls. | knew | had to do something, and



soon - but what?"
- King Noril, Autobiography, 1729 NCC
"Areyou dright?' ayoung voice asked.

| groaned, blinking, and reached up to rub my aching temple - only to discover that my hands were
chained together. | looked at the manacles, and saw they were engraved with elaborate runes. " Probably
enchanted to negate magic,” | muttered. Experimentally, | tried to cast asimple cantrip of illumination -
and failed.

"I think the least you could do istak to me, since were sharing the same cell,” the young voice said,
somewhat petulantly. "I know you look like one of them, but for al the kicking about they gaveyou, it
doesn't seem likely they're your friends."

| looked through the gloom - beside me, sitting on acot, was ayoung lad of perhapsten years of age. He
was ahandsome lad, and hisbrown hair and blue eyes complimented what was growing to be astrong
and firm jaw. He bore astrong resemblance to his grandfather, and | smiled at thelad. "I beg your
pardon, your highness. Greetings, Prince Parid. I'm terribly sorry if you thought | wasignoring you - |
wasnt. I'vejust had abit of arough day," | said, then paused. | rubbed my head, and noticed | was not
only sporting asoretemple, | was soreal over. "Gah. | couldn't have been out too long... But | fed like
I've been thoroughly beaten.” | looked down at mysdlf - | still had on Dyarzi's gloves and boots and the
elf-chain garments | wore beneath my robes, but my robe and waist-belt was gone. My hair was till held
up in Dyarzi'sslver hair-band, and oddly, the three raven feathers were il there, aswell.

"Y-you know me?" Parid said, surprised.

"Yes, | do. Odd asthis may sound, | was sent to rescue you,” | replied, and looked around. The stone
cdl wewereinwascircular, with asingle door and asingle, barred window for ventilation - and,
naturally, it was pitch black outside. What little illumination there was apparently was provided by a
tashta-crysta hanging in the halway beyond the door, it's dim bluelight coming in through asmdll,
barred opening about head-height on the door. As | examined theroom, | heard thetolling of the low,
deep time-bell outsde the window, far in the distance. Four times, then a pause, then four times again.
"Two hoursto midnight,” | muttered.

Paria |ooked me over inthe gloom. "Wdll, if you were sent to rescue me, | think you're off to a pretty
bad start. They dragged you in here and you were dready unconscious, then every time you started to
wake up, they knocked you out again. | think they were searching you... | don't know. | think they finally
just got annoyed at you congtantly starting to wake up, so they just kicked you alot until you were out
again, and cut off al your clothes. They searched you abit after that, then they |eft. They only left alittle
while ago... Maybeaminute, | think." Paria paused, staring at me. "Are-are you dright, now?' He asked
again, hisvoice gill showing concern. "What were they looking for?

| sretched, and nodded. | could aready fed the aches and painsfading - the knot of mana thet
maintained this body was far too powerful to be negated by the enchanted shackles - if it wasthat easy,
I'd dready have done it myself and restored my body to that of aman. "Y es, your highness - I'll be dright
in afew moments. Asto what they werelooking for... Well, | imaginethat if my fateisthe Pit of
Shadows, they weretrying to insure | did not have a tashta- crystal hidden about me, which might shed a
drop of light where no light has fallen since the dawn of time."

Parid shook his head, not understanding. "I... Y ou know my name, but | don't know yours," Parid said,
nervoudy.



| smiled. "Permit meto introduce myself, then, your highness. In your kingdom, I am known as Dame
Raven, Defender of the Relm.”

Parid's eyeswidened. "Ooo! Dame Raven! | know about you! My father and mother told me all about
you, and so did Lady Arellal They said your real nameis Eddas Ayar, and you're a powerful mage, and
youreamillionyearsold!"

| chuckled as | roseto my feet. "I'm not quite that old, your highness, but yes, | am very old.”

"Then how old are you, redlly?' Parid asked as| peered out the barred opening in the door. All I could
see beyond was aspira stone stair, leading both up and down, and the fist-sized tashta-crysta, hanging
inairon lantern attached to the wal outside the door. There were no guards outside - of course, there
didn't really need to be. With nothing in this cell but awater bucket and a smal guarderobein acorner,
there seemed little opportunity for escape.

"Hmmm..." | consdered Parid's question while | grabbed the bars of the window, and chinned mysdf up
to it to peer outside. We were, gpparently, in atower, and at least ninety cubits above the ground. | let
myself drop to the floor, then turned to face Parid. "Well, your highness, | was born a Hyperborean, a
long, long time ago - though | hardly look it today, | suppose. The caendar was different in my day, ol
don't know exactly how old | am, redlly. Therewas dso quite abit of chaos following the destruction of
Hyperborea, and your calendar was only adopted afew centuries ago, so the starting date of your
cdendar is, apparently, an approximation. Still, my head courtesan, Pelia, has made a study of our
caendars and those of the Larinians, as she'sworking on a history of the Hyperboreans and the people
of the Southlands. Pelia has estimated that I'm about one thousand, eight hundred and fifteen years old,
give or take adecade."

Parid stared at me, boggled, and | chuckled as | stepped over beside him, then sat next to him on the
cot. After amoment, Parid shook hishead. "My mother wastelling me an old story about the
Hyperboreanswhen..." he said, and hisvoicetrailed off. "Can you tell me - | mean, do you know what
happened to her? Thelast | saw of her was... Well, that monster! And then these elvestook me away,
and after awhile, they put me here”

| looked at Parid, judging him. He was remarkably controlled, given the circumstances - hewas
probably avery mature lad, and was an obvious credit to his parents. " The truth?”

Parid nodded. "Thetruth.”
"She's dead, Parid. The monster you saw is Cordo, an enemy of mine. Hekilled her."

Paria held the news very well, and for nearly aminute - quite good, for aboy of ten, | thought.
Eventualy, however, he hung his head, and sobbed.

| shuffled over by hisSde, then sat next to him and carefully looped my arms around him, as my wrigts
were gtill manacled together. | then held him, hugging him gently while he sobbed. He hugged me back,
histearsflowing fredy onto my breasts for many long moments.

"Why? Why?" he sobbed at lagt.

"Toinsurethat you would bethelast, Parid,” | replied softly. "Y our father loved your mother far too
much to even consder marrying again. Therewill never be another in hisline, unlessyou grow up, marry,
and have children of your own."

Parid sniffled. "And now the Dark Elves are going to kill me, too, I'll bet.”



"Not if we get out of here, first,” | replied.

Paria looked a me, his eyeswidening. "WEe're gonna escape?”

| grinned, dipping my armsfrom around him. "Well, were suregoing to try, at any rate.”
"What do we do?"

"Wadl, thefirgt thing isto seeif we can't get these manacles off me. They're enchanted to suppress magic
- | can't cast spellswhen they're on me.”

Paria looked at the manacles about my wrists, then shook his head. "Those aren't gonnafit over your
hands."

"Not without breaking the bones, no - well leavethat asalast resort,” | replied, nodding. "For now, let's
try to snap them - that might break the enchantment. They can't be enchanted to beinvulnerable to harm,
you can't combine any other enchantments with the main one when you're creating an item likethis. It
looksto be merely ordinary iron."

"But..."

"But what?' | asked, raising an eyebrow.

"How could we possibly break those?"

| grinned. "I'm alot stronger than | look, Parid - and so areyou, | imagine, asyou're quarter giant.”
Parid rolled hiseyes. "l amnot! | mean, yes, I'm very strong, but I'm not part giant!”

| grinned. "Oh, yesyou are, your highness. | know your grandmother, personaly, and I'm telling you, she
was and isagiant of Hyperborea - abeit avery smal one, and only as strong asan ogre. Y our father is
half-giant, and when he was your age, he was nearly as strong as afull-grown man. Yourea
quarter-giant, your strength should be comparable.”

"Redly?" Parid asked, amazed. "Isthat why I'm so strong?"
"Yes, itis. Now come - grab the manacles, and pull. Together, we just might bresk them.”
Paria nodded, taking hold of the manacles, and together, we pulled.

Parid, gifted by birth with astrength far beyond hisyears, was nearly as strong as afull-grown man, just
ashisfather was at hisage. Asfor me, 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
amost as strong as King Noril, as| had nearly the strength of three grown men. So, together, we strained
at the manacles as hard as we could with a combined strength nearly equa to four men.

Many long moments passed, the silence broken only by the grunting of the two of us straining at the
manacles...

And finaly Paria stopped, gasping. | stopped, aswell, and looked down at the links, panting. "Well,
your highness... | think we've stretched the links atiny bit. If we keep at it, they might break eventudly.”

"How... How long would that take?" Parial gasped.

"Hmmm..." | studied thelinks carefully. " Probably longer than we have, your highness - well haveto



think of something d<e."

"H-how long do w-we have?' Parid asked nervoudly.
| sghed. "Well, your highness-"

"P-Parid," heinterrupted.

"Mmm?'

"Jjust c-cal me Parid. My father says..."

"y e

"My f-father saysthat 'highness and 'majesty’ a-and all that aren't necessary between friends... And right
now, | redly, really need afriend! It'sdark and I'm scared and..." he replied, and sniffled. "Well, Lady
Ardlasaysthat you were my grandfather's best friend, once, and you're the best friend the crown ever
had. | want you to be my friend, too. So just call meParid, and I'll just call you Raven.”

| smiled. "Alright, Parid. Well be friends, then."

Parid smiled dightly in the gloom, and wiped his nose on hisdeeve. "Thank you. Now... How much time
do you think we have?'

"Honedtly?'

"es"

"Lessthan two hours.”

Parid paed. "Wh-what will they d-do with us?"

| reached my arms around Paria again, and hugged him gently. "Well, Parid... Werein
Bailemor'Dorcha, inthe Castle of Shadows. Deep at the heart of this castle, theré'sadimensiond rift
the Dark Elves cal the Pit of Shadows.”

"What'sthat?'

"Well, the Sunless Seais a place where the sun has never shone, in all the endless ages of our world.
And, like arift to the Plane of Fire might briefly open in the heart of aforest fire, or arift to the Plane of
Water might open deep within the oceans... Well, here, deep within the eternal shadows of the Sunless
Seg, arift to the Plane of Shadows sometimes opens. It's extremely rare - thisis, perhaps, the only place
in the world where that happens. But, because the sun never shines here and the shadows never change,
the rift dways opensin the same spot. The Dark Elves have lived here along, long time, and they know
when the rift will open and when it will close, you see - they built this castle atop it ages and ages ago,
long before | was born. Well... They toss people into the rift they want to dispose of, permanently.”

"And well b-be d-d-dead?" Parial squeaked.
"No, well be consigned to another plane of redlity, the Plane of Shadows.”
"Wh-what'sit like, there?'

"I don't know, redly. I've been a scholar and researcher for along, long time, and | don't know much
about it. | know that no one has ever returned from there - but that doesn't necessarily mean welll die, it



just meansit's quite difficult to get out of there. Fortunatdly, I'm probably the most powerful mage you
could have helping you, Parial. Once we can get these fetters off me, I'm quite confident I'll be able to get
usout of there, and take you home," | replied, though with far more confidence than | actualy felt.

The Plane of Shadows wasn't like the Elemental Planes, which | had visited before. | knew enough about
the Plane of Shadowsto know our chances of surviva were extremely remote. Matter was atrangtory
thing, there, and winked in and out of existence in the blink of an eye - existence being defined by the
extent of countless flickering shadows in countless planes and dimensions. It wasfar morelikely we
would be destroyed within seconds, winking out of existence as our bodies were intersected by an
endless number of conflicting shadows, and reduced to nothingness. One of the most devastating
battle-spells, the Wall of Shadows, conjured a part of the Plane of Shadowsitself. Anything even
touching the wall was destroyed, and even the most powerful of sorceries could not penetrateit, asthe
very substance of mana-energieswere split asunder in theflickering, chaotic redlity of endlesdy shifting
shadow. It was an enormoudy draining spell, and the areaiit covered was usudly far too smdl to be of
any red use, but itsintimidation vaue could not be underestimated.

Parial looked up to me. "C-could you... | mean, could you take me home if we got the fetters off you
now?'

| nodded. "Ingtantly."

Paria squirmed out from my encircling arms. "Then let'stry to bresk them again! Let'stry and try and
keep on trying until they break or our aramsfdl off!"

| grinned. "Alright - let's"

Wetried again, then rested for awhile. There was no food in the cell, only water - Parid explained
between sniffles that they'd fed him once aday until today, and it seemed obviousto methat they were
only feeding him until they could dispose of him in the Pit of Shadows. While we rested, | examined the
floor of the cdll, and found what | thought I'd find - the floor of the cell had been inscribed with acircle of
protection. This had prevented me from smply summoning Parid away when | wasin Stedgate, and
made thiswholetrip necessary. | sighed - if Paria had only known, he could have smply stood on
tip-toe, and held his hand out the window of the cell, or out the little window on the door. With any part
of hisbody beyond the circle of protection, | could have summoned him, and saved both of usalot of
trouble.

Wetried again, then rested again. | looked at Parial, and smiled. "Y ou're abrave lad, Parid."
"What makes you say that?" he asked, rubbing his shoulders.

"I can tell your arms must hurt quite abit, and yet you're il trying as hard as you can.”

Parid made aface. "That's not brave - I'm just too scared to give up.”

| grinned. "Sometimes, Parid, that's precisdy what bravery redly is"

Parid grinned, and started to giggle.

Suddenly, the haf-elven ears 1'd appropriated caught a smal sound. | held up my hand for silence. "What
isthat?" | wondered aloud.

"What iswhat?"' Parid asked, listening.
"Shhh! Ligten... Canyou hear it?"



Parid was slent for along moment. " That buzzing sound?’
| nodded.

"It soundslike abee," Parid replied.

| grinned. "Or apixie."

"A what?' Parid asked, but | did not reply.

Rising to my feet, | hopped up and grabbed the bars of the window, then chinned myself up to the
window. "Kiriin!" | hissed. "Over herel”

Kiriin buzzed invisibly between the bars the moment I'd let myself down, and appeared hovering before
me. "Thereyou are! Thisplaceis huge, | thought I'd never find you!"

| grinned. "It appears you found me anyway, however - aswel as Prince Parid."

"Gregt! You two stay right here- I'll beright back!" she said, and after turning invisible again, sheflew
back out the bars. | chuckled - it wasn't as though we could go anywhere.

"Wh-what wasthat?" Paria said, gaping.
"A friend," | replied, smiling. "We just may be ableto get you out of here, yet."
"Redly?" Parid gasped, his eyeswide with hope.

The bellstolled again - four times, then five. "Y es, and none too soon. Now sSit back and relax, Parial.
We don't want to make too much noise, you know."

Parial nodded, and we waited quietly. Soon, | could hear the sound of awoman struggling, and aclink of
meta on stone. "Hold steady there, girl, | do nearly haveit,” afamiliar voice hissed.

| grinned. "Durgrim!”

"Aye, Eddas Ayar - it be me. Kiriin do keep the three of usinvisible, to spare the Dark Elves a bit
of consternation,” hereplied, and chuckled. " Thy daughter do know a spell of flight, and she do yet
hold me up whilst | do attach me climbing rig to the window of this cage. One moment," Durgrim
replied, and there were afew more metdlic clinking sounds. "There - | do have it, girl. Ye can let go. |
will yet start to work on these bars, and perhaps have the two of them out in an hour or two."

"Durgrim, there be not enough time remaining to cut the bars, they be two fingers thick - do not
bother. I will yet hold the boy up to the window in a moment - do just reach through the bars and
hold him up, that my daughter may yet take his hands," | said, then looked to Parid. "Parid, I'm
going to lift you, now, and hold you up to the window. Poke your hands through, and my daughter will
take your hands and pull you out. You'll beintheair, so be very brave and don't scream or you'll let the
Dark Elves know you're escaping,” | said, then looked to the window. "Lyota, the room is sealed with a
circle of protection. Once Parid's hands are through the window and Durgrim is holding him up, grab
Parid tight, then use your spell of returning and draw yoursalves back afew feet. That will pull him out.”

"What about you?' Lyotaasked, invisbly.

| shook my head. "I'm shackled with enchanted fetters that negate magic, Lyota. Y ou can't draw me out
that way. If | even touch you, your spellswill be negated, and you'l fal,” | replied, and lifted Parial to the
window. "Poke your hands through the window, Paria.”



Paria did so, then goggled. "There's someone there! They have abeard!”

Durgrim chuckled, and I smiled. "Y es, that's Durgrim the dwarf. HE's hel ping us, too. Now be brave, and
hold your tongue.”

Pariad nodded, and | let go of him once | felt Durgrim had him firmly. There was amoment's pause, and
then Parid vanished, to regppear hanging in the air, Lyotas hands about his. Durgrim and Kiriin aso
became visible, Kiriin sanding upon Durgrim's shoulder. Lyota struggled for amoment, trying to lift Parid
up into her arms, and | bit my lip nervoudly - if she dropped him, the fall would smash himto paste. |
needn't have worried, though - Durgrim, seeing what was happening, smply reached behind him and
grabbed the lad by the seat of his pants, and hefted him easily into Lyotas arms. There was a sparkle of
pixie magic, and the four of them vanished, covered by Kiriin's spell.

"And now ye do the same, Eddas Ayar," Durgrim said.

"Impossible, my friend. | be shackled with fetters that negate sorcery - me daughter cannot pull
me out that way."

"Then do yet hold the fetters up to the window, and | will yet work on them awhile."

| did s0, and after a moment, the chain between my wristslifted, and | could hear the sounds of a
hacksaw at work. "Lyota, take Paria to your mother, and keep an eye on him. Tell her helll need to be
kept in acircle of protection and guarded carefully until we've resolved this - we don't want the Dark
Elves summoning him right back into their clutches, or Cordo coming after him."

"But what about you? What about Durgrim and Kiriin?" Lyotaasked, invisbly.

"Leave us. Kiriin can stay and keep Durgrim invisible - and if this doesn't work, her invishility can help
him escape the city. He can stedl arowboat or something - al he hasto do ismakeit to the shores of the
Sunless Sea, and he can walk home from there. Kiriin can go with him, and once she'sback in Iron City,
she can find her way home from there. Asfor me... Well, I'll either escapethis, or | won't. That's not
important - what is important is saving the prince.”

llBut_!ll

"No, Lyota. What'simportant is saving the prince. That'swhy we're here. Kiriin knowsthis, and so
does Durgrim. It'stimefor you to accept it, aswell. Parid isnecessary to Y orindar's plans. We are not.
Save Paid, Lyota”

"Master Eddasisright, Lyota," Kiriin added. " Save the prince - | can get Durgrim out, mysdlf. With abit
of invisibility we can snesk out of the city, and perhaps sted a boat from the docks and dip away. Well
do everything we can to save Master Eddas, don't worry. For now, though, you have to take Paria from
here, and protect him."

"Mmm? What be the trouble?" Durgrim asked, pausing in hiswork on the chain between my wrists.
Kiriin spent amoment explaining in hislanguage, and he nodded. " Aye - Eddas Ayar beright, girl.
Save the prince, that be the important thing," he said, and shortly the sound of his hacksaw working
on the chain resumed.

"Alright..." Lyotareplied, then suddenly | felt her hand pressed into mine. "Take your ring, Master Eddas.
Y ou may needit.”

| dipped my ring from her thumb, and dipped it over my own gloved thumb. | couldn't useit, of course,
asthe fetterswere till unbroken. Still, it was acomfort to have. "Alright, | haveit. Now go, Lyota."



v
"l love you, Father."
"I loveyou, too, Daughter,” | replied, my heart moved. "Now go."

| heard Lyota mutter her incantation softly, and then silence fell, broken only by the sound of Durgrim
gteadily working on the links of the chain.

"It do cut quickly," Kiriin observed in Durgrim'slanguage after along moment of silence.

"Aye, little one,” Durgrim replied. "It be one of several small tools| do carry here and therein
small pockets. It be just a palm's width o' blade and a small oak grip, so it be a bit tricky to use at
times, but it be magicked so asto be invulnerable, aswell. It never will dull, and as such it do cut
quite swiftly, indeed. | would yet try to pick the locks, but it be a mite too dark for that, and yet
too risky to strike a light."

There was slence again, broken only by the quiet sounds of Durgrim's steedy work. | admired his
strength. It was far from easy to saw continuoudy at sted, cramped, one's arms reaching between the
bars of awindow - | was certain my own hands and forearms would have given out long ago, had the
Stuation been reversed. Of course, were the Situation reversed, | could shatter the enchantment on the
fetterseadily, without touching them at al.

"Oh, talk aout something! Anything,” Kiriin hissed quietly.
"Mmm?Why?' | askedinreply.

"I'm nervous. Just talk about something. Anything at al."

| shrugged. "1 can't think of anything, Kiriin, I'm rather nervous mysdif."
"Y ou-you are?'

"Yes, quite”

"Buit... But you look so cam!”

"Kiriin, I'm nearly two thousand years old. Even if you only count the years | have seen passwith my
own eyes, | have seen nearly two hundred winters come and go. | was trained to be a Hyperborean
battle-mage, Kiriin. The nearness of death is not an unusud Situation for me, but one | have been in many,
many times. Fear ismy companion, not my enemy. Fear sharpens my reflexes, and prepares me for
battle," | replied, and smiled. "Or, to put it moresmply... 'mused toit.”

At Durgrim's quiet grunt, Kiriin trandated what had been said, and Durgrim nodded. " Aye, fear be a
life-saver - if ye can yet master it. Let it master ye, howe'er, and it be the ruin of €en the mightiest
berserk," he observed.

Kiriin sghed invigbly. "I wish Durgrim had aring of trandation, like you do. It's sometimes awkward to
have to trandate for him, and my spell of trandation can't be cast on others. | supposeit's very fortunate
you know hislanguage.”

| chuckled. "1 don't - my own ring of trandation iswhat alows me to understand him, and alowsmeto
speak so he can understand me.”



Therewas along moment of silence, then Kiriin spoke again. "But wait... | thought you gave dl your rings
and thingsto Lyota? Y ou mean you'e gtill wearing your trandation ring?"

"No, it'sin my thumb-ring, with dl my other... Items..." | said, my eyeswidening in redization.

A voice whispered to me from my memory... Forgotten, at the time, but now recaled... " Ah, Eddas
Ayar ... You have accepted what you are, but you do not yet comprehend what you are... Thrice
now, you have seen your own power, and yet failed to grasp what you have seen... You have
accepted my blessing, you have accepted your name, but you have not yet embraced your
destiny..."

| understood the speech of the ogres, even though they had stripped me of my ring. | understood
Durgrim now - and more, I'd understood Tuagh and the queen after I'd removed my ring. Lyota had
been right, but I had simply refused to seeit, because | did not want it to be true.

And yet, there was no denying it. The knot of mana which maintained this body had absorbed the
enchantments of my magic items, and echoed them. And more... Within my thumb-ring, | bore my own
grimoire, and the tome | had written on the theories of magic. | was, at heart, aresearcher, ascholar, and
ateacher. And now, all the knowledge | had accumulated regarding magic theories from haf adozen
races and cultureslay safely stored in my thumb-ring, knowledge of that spanned thousands of years of
learning...

And | had conjured afriend from the Afterlife with a song.
"l anthe Raven of Yorindar..." | said quietly, the truth finaly dawning on me.

"Mmm? Of course ye be, everyone do know that,” Durgrim replied. "Do but hold still a moment
more, | do nearly haveit."

| bowed my head. "I accept this, Yorindar. And | now comprehend it. Now and forever, | am the Raven
of Yorindar," | whispered, knowing he could hear.

From deep within my chegt, | felt athrumming. The knot of mana shifted, atered... And blossomed.

| could fed the power of it, merging with my own Talent. | could fed the enchantmentsit had absorbed,
echoing withinme...

...and yet, it was so much more.

'Even the mightiest avalanche do yet begin with but the shifting of a tiny pebble," an old Dwarvish
saying went. Y orindar's manipulations of the future through smdl, subtle influencesin the past had
culminated in that day of chaos, when thisbody received itsfind forging in the heart of a mana-storm.
And now, centuries, perhaps even aeons after Y orindar's plan had been set into motion, it had culminated
in me, in this moment, here, and now.

And forever.

| choked back a sob with an effort of will. There was still much to be done, and my own tears could
walt.

"Eh? What be ye doing?" Durgrim asked when | pulled my hands away, pulling the chain of the
manaclesout of hisgrip.

| shook my head, and just gazed down at the manacles. Using the power of Dyarzi'slittle skeleton key, a



power now mine, | willed the manaclesto open.
With aclick, the shacklesfdl from my wrigtsto clatter on thefloor.

"If ye could do that afore, then why did ye wait 'till now?" Durgrim asked, hisinvisible voice showing
urprise.

| rattled off aspel of truesight, then looked at them through the barred window. Both Kiriin and Durgrim
had expressions of confusion and surprise. | shook my head - | could not possibly explainit to themin
thetimel had remaining. "As ye did yet say, Durgrim - fear can be the ruin of €en the mightiest
berserk. | did let fear cloud my mind for two decades, and did not see the truth because | did fear
it. Now, me mind be clear, and | do yet truly understand...” | said, then shook my head again. " But
enough, for now. | can yet already hear the guards approach on the stairs beyond this cell. There
be no more time to waste, my friend. Either we escape now, or we fight now. Which shall it be?"

Durgrim blinked for amoment, then grinned. " Given a choice, Eddas Ayar, a berserk cannot but
choose to fight. Do but magic usinside past these bars, and we will yet give the guards a wee
surprise.”

| nodded, and reached out to clasp hishand in mine,
Chapter Twenty-Six

"Death with glory, death with honor, death with beauty!"
- Battle-cry of the Berserks

'| don't think | could have asked for a better team, even among the members of my old circle, |
thought idly, sending another blast of lighting flashing down the halway we werefighting into finishthe
last of the guards before the throneroom.

And, indeed, the three of us made an incredible team. When the guards first entered the prison cell,
Durgrim was upon them ingtantly, histwo axesflashing in thedim light as he roared his baitle-cry. We
paused amoment to collect the tatters of my robe and waist-belt from atrash barrel outside the cell, and
| spent afew seconds repairing my robe, dressing, and restoring my itemsto their proper positions.
Theresfter, Kiriin and Durgrim followed me, Kiriin kegping Durgrim invisible as| went down the sairs
from the tower, then progressed through the castle, daying al in my path.

Durgrim, for his part, immediately realized his main duty would be to watch my back - and with the
Faelias Freiceadan, that was necessary. Time and again a shadow would flicker, and a black-garbed
warrior would bound out from it, blade flashing asthey leaped for my back. Durgrim, protected by
Kiriin'sinvighility, would strike them down - often before they could land ablow. After thefirgt ten, they
began to grow wiser, and apparently were using spells of truesight. Still, this only brought the match to
even footing - and Durgrim was afast, powerful and extremely vicious fighter, as his opponents swiftly
learned in the last few moments of their lives.

For my part, | Smply cast aspell of misslereflection upon each of usto guard us againgt ordinary bows,
crossbows and what-not, then proceeded to work through the guards on my way to the throneroom.
Mogt were mundanes, and little prepared for the raw power | could unleash upon them in the form of
explosonsof lightning and fire. A few were mages, and some were even quite skilled - | spent nearly a
minute exchanging blasts with one down along hallway while Durgrim wrestled with yet another of the
Queen's Guard, and for along moment, | was unsure of the outcome. | foiled him with the same flea-spdll
I'd foiled Cordo with years ago, then while he was distracted and unable to cadt, | finished him with a



spell of evisceration. Though Durgrim shouted a blood-curdling battle-cry at the sght and grinned
broadly, Kiriin looked very green about the gills as | tossed my defeated opponent's bloody and
gtill-besting heart aside - with ashudder, she ducked inside the hood of my robe. She remained hidden
there afterwards, clinging to the back of my neck and shivering with fear occasondly - and yet dl the
while, ftill exerting her will to maintain the spdll of invighbility shed cast upon Durgrim.

Findly, the last of the guards before the throneroom lay in a smoking hegp of charred flesh and ruined
armor. After nearly aquarter hour of fighting, | was exhausted - and a quick glance a Durgrim showed
he was, aswdl. Still, there was one last encounter to face. After pausing afew momentsto catch my
breath, | stepped over the bodies of the guards and burst the doorsto flinders with ablast of lightning.

"Now that," Druillasaid dryly from her throne, "is more the entrance | would have expected a
Hyperborean battle-mage to make."

The sycophants and advisors were gone - apparently having fled to someplace where they were
sgnificantly lesslikely to be caught in astray blast of lightning or fire. Thelast of the Queen's Guard stood
before Druillas throne, their wegpons bared in their fists, glowering at me - apparently held in check by
her order, rather than fear of me. Tuagh muttered awordless curse as he gave me awithering gaze, yet
remained by hisqueen'sside.

| smiled disarmingly, again supremely grateful for the half-elven body | had appropriated ages ago - even
wracked with weariness, | was till able to move smoothly and gracefully, concealing the true extent of
my exhaudtion. "I simply wished to speak with you for a moment, Queen Druilla. | wished to thank
you for your hospitality. Oh - and | have recovered the boy, so | will be on my way, now."

Tuagh spat. "Bah! What you have stolen, we will steal back! Shadows are everywhere, Eddas Ayar,
you cannot escape us!”

| gazed a Druilla, ignoring Tuagh. "Druilla, call your dog to heel or I'll kill it."

"Be silent, Tuagh!" Duillasnapped, then smiled a me. "Well, Eddas Ayar ... We are pleased you
enjoyed our hospitality, and hope that you will visit us again, someday."

"It's possible | may, Druilla. For if anything happens to the boy - anything at all - | will be back.
And if I havetoreturn, | will leave this palace a smoking ruin with your bones at the bottom of
therubble,” | replied, and smiled. "1 would prefer, of course, not to have to destroy the Rose of the
Malani at all. Your grandmother and | became quite close, actually, during the eight months|
spent here researching magic..." | said, and chuckled. "Though | think she often toyed with the
notion of having me quietly poisoned, just for amusement's sake."

"So... It was all atrick, then? You only surrendered to us so that you could get close to the boy,"
Tuagh growled. "But if you now intend to slay the queen-"

"Be SLENT you fool! If Eddas Ayar meant to kill me, | would already be dead!" Druillascreamed,
and Tuagh visbly winced. After glaring at Tuagh for along moment, Druillalooked back at me, and
amiledwryly. "l was a fool, | think, Eddas Ayar. You are a true Ancient One. |'d have had better
luck opposing a dragon, | think."

| smply smiled in reply. Tuagh had been right, of course - | only surrendered to them in the hopethat |
could get to the boy. Things didn't work out exactly as| had planned, but he was till right. Asan ancient
elven saying went, 'Hindsight is always far clearer than foresight." Still, Druillawasright, aswell. If |
wanted her dead, I'd smply have leveled the castle and most of the city around it with the Spell of
Earthquake and not bothered fighting any of her guards at al. The whole purpose of the battle, al the



desths and dl the destruction in her palace had been to teach the current occupant of the Spider Throne
just exactly who it was she was dedling with - and why she didn't want to oppose me again in the future.
Alive, shewould respect my power, perhaps even fear me, and could be dealt with again in the future
more peacefully should | ever have need to. Dead, she was Smply acorpse - and her entire race would
hate me until the end of time.

Druillanodded a my sllence. "Still... Your opponent, | think, isyour equal in power, if not in
wisdom and sanity. It remains to be seen which of you shall prevail. If it turns out to be you, | will
respect your request that we leave the boy alone - his usefulness to us would be at an end,
anyway, so interfering with himwould be pointless," she said, and paused meaningfully. "If,
however, your opponent should prevail..."

"Then the Southlands will become a Kingdom of Darkness - and one ruled by someone who is my
equal in power," | replied flatly.

"Yes, but one who is mad... And perhaps, eventually, his madness will be his undoing..."

| shook my head. "No, Druilla. Cordo's madnessis Morgar's madness, and hisdreamis Morgar's
Dream. Twenty years ago, his dream was that the nation of Hyperborea rise fromtheir forgotten
grave of nearly seventeen centuries and conquer the world, ushering in an endless future of
darkness, madness, and death. With Morgar's name on the lips of every sentient being in the entire
world, his power would become absolute, and all the other gods of this universe would sleep until
the end of time. He might even become powerful enough to speak the WORD, and spawn a new
universe of his own liking from the Void. | stopped him twenty years ago, and | will try to stop him
again. Should I fail, however, the shadow cast by Cordo's kingdom of darkness will have no room
init for your people, or the allies of your people. You will all die - aswill anyone else who opposes
Morgar'swill," | said, and gazed at her with the gaze of adragon. "Your dream of establishing a
kingdom on the surface lands, of soothing the ancient wounds done to your people in the War of
the Rift... Thiswill never happen, Queen Druilla. Not in your lifetime, and perhaps not ever. Hear
me, Queen Druilla, Black Rose of the Malani, and listen well. | am nearly two thousand years old,
and one of the greatest lessons | have learned as an Ancient One, | will share with you now," |
sad, and paused meaningfully. " Some pains can never be eased, your majesty. Some wounds never
heal. You simply learn to live with it."

Druillanodded, then smiled wryly. "I shall remember your words, Eddas Ayar - though | doubt | will
be able to heed your advice. The War of the Rift is still fresh in the minds of my people.”

"Tell themto let it go, Queen Druilla. Even to an elf, twelve thousand yearsis along time - nearly
fifty generations. To the elves of the surface lands, the War of the Rift is merely a sad part of a
long history book. In time, it will be the same with you," | replied, and clapped my hand to Durgrim's
invisbleshoulder. "Farewell, Queen Druilla, Black Rose of the Malani. | hope we shall not have
cause to meet again.”

Druillanodded. "Farewell Master Eddas Ayar. It is, perhaps, quite fortunate my grandmother
never did get around to poisoning you," shereplied, then grinned wryly again. " You've brought more
excitement to my court than I've seen in a century."”

A amilelit the corner of my mouth as| cast my spell of returning, carrying Durgrim and Kiriin away with
me. Theworld blurred, and we were gone.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

"That which does not kill me makes me stronger."



- Hyperborean proverb
"And then what happened?’ Paria asked, his eyes gleaming.

| smiled - the boy looked much better for having spent aday in the company of my courtesans, having
been rested, scrubbed clean, well fed, and given a clean change of clothes. At the moment, Lyotaand
Pdliawere watching over him - once Lyota had brought him back and told Peliamy ingtructions, my
courtesans had kept him carefully within the boundaries of acircle of protection insde Pelias small tower
and guarded him closdly. | smiled as| glanced at the little room Pelia had marked off her circle of
protection in - the gloomy little tower chamber had been transformed, to achild's perspective, into a
treasure-trove of toys and games and other interesting things, all donated by our children for the prince's
amusement during hisstay.

Of course, the mogt difficult thing Peliaand my courtesans had to deal with so far was smply our
children's curiosity about the prince. To them, he was something utterly unique - alittle boy. They had
literdly never seen anything like himin their lives, and the younger girlswere terribly fascinated by him -
amogt asfascinated as they were by Kiriin. But, eventualy, al our children had been shooed out of the
room, and | was explaining the rest of the story to Parid.

"Well, | took Durgrim back, and we spent abit in the Hall of the Berserks, treating hiswounds. Dwarves
have avery tough constitution, but the blade-poisons the Queen's Guard use were beginning to take their
toll. | used ahedling spell, and fixed him right up. Then, afterwards, he received his reward from Jhumni
for helping us, and | brought mysdlf and Kiriin to herewith aspdll of returning.”

"Hisreward? What reward?’ Parid asked, intensay curious.

Kiriin grinned as she sat on my shoulder. "A kissfrom Jhumni the Dwarf-maid - it's part of their
traditions.”

Parid made aface. "A kiss? Fromagirl?"

AsKiriin, Peliaand Lyotagiggled, | reached out and touded Parid's hair with agloved hand, grinning.
"Yes, Parid. Someday, when you're abit older, you'll understand.”

Parial made aface again, then looked to me. "So what happens now? When will you take me home?

| looked to Pelia, and she nodded. "He'sfit as ahorse, Eddas - and amost as strong as one," she said,
and winked at Paria while he giggled. "Only... Do be careful," she added, looking & me serioudly.
"Tdiad came through yesterday, and he says from what he has heard, the war goes not well at al inthe
south. The Council of Death has decided to support Cordo, and dready half the goblin clans of the
eastern continent are massing to join forceswith hisarmy.”

| swore. "Then | can't quite take the prince home yet - hisfather may have dready lost the war, and well
need to protect the prince while we think of something else. And welll need to move him, aswell. Cordo
will eventually search herefor him. We need ardatively safe place that Cordo has never been to, and
wouldn't dare go to done.”

Pdlianodded. "We should take him to see his grandmother, then.”

"Ah! A splendididea,” | replied, nodding in agreement. " The giants of Dhobari village can protect him
eedly.”

"And even moreeasly if | gowith him," Peliaadded.



"And me" Lyotasaid suddenly, then looked to her mother and 1. "If... If that'saright, | mean.”
| smiled. "Yes, Lyota- it's perfectly aright.”

"And me!" Kiriin squeaked. "l wannago, too! | can help you guard the prince - you've aready seen what
| can do! Besides, I've never met agiant.”

Lyotagiggled, and | grinned. "Alright, you can go, too, Kiriin."

Parid shook his head. "Wait... | have agrandmother? | mean... She'sill dive?!
| chuckled. "Yes, Parid - and shell be very happy to seeyou, I'm quite certain.”
"But... But my father! Y ou said he might already have lost thewar!™

| nodded. "Yes, Parid. I'll have to go and see what has happened, and determine what needsto be
done," | replied, then raised ahand to tifle an outburst from the prince. "1 know, | know - you want to
come with me. Y ou want to know what's happened with your father and your aunt, and what is going to
happen in the future. | want to know, too. For now, however, we need to keep you safe. Alright?”

Parid nodded, though his face showed enormous reluctance to agree. "Wdll... Alright.”
"Good," | said, then looked to Pelia. "How soon can you get him to Dohbari?"

"Probably a quarter hour, Eddas. Well need to pack afew things, then trand ocate to your tower, since
I've never been to their village before. Afterwards, well smply wak down the road to their village."

"Just follow the king's road eastwards, Pelia. Take the turning at league marker 44. As giant's feet keep
the ruins of the road fairly clear, you redly cant missit,” | replied, and stood, summoning my staff to my
grip. "Lyota, I've dready removed your things from my Hidden Sanctuary and placed them in your
quarters, so if thereésnothing ese...”

"Thereis something else, Eddas," Pdliareplied, and roseto her feet.

My heart skipped a best at the expression on her face. | knew that for some of my courtesans, it had
been thirty years... Had they finally changed their minds? Wasit possible that at long last, | might not
spend my nightsaone?"Yes? What isit?' | asked, trying to keep my voicelevel.

Pdliareached her arms around me, and hugged me tightly for along moment. My heart pounded, and |
reached up to hug her back...

Then, she let me go, and stepped back. "Be safe, and come back to us, Eddas. We were all very
worried when you went off with Lyota on your quest... And we will worry even more until you are safely
back with us. We dl love you very dearly, you know. Please... Be careful,” she said, and smiled.

A platonic hug - that was dll. Lyota gazed at me quietly, her face the mask of a skilled chatto player,
whileKiriin and Parid smiled a me.

| suppressed asigh, and managed asmileinreturn. 'l shdl, Pelia, never fear," | replied, then cast my spell
of returning.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

"The beauty of an elf-maid passes all understanding. Annoyingly, they're well aware of how they
look."



- Vilandian proverb

"Ho, the gatel" | called, shouting up to the guards upon thewadll. | had to call to them - though it was
broad daylight, the drawbridge of Steelgate was up.

| had appeared outside Steegate in the same spot | preferred - far enough away to not draw immediate
attention, but close enough to examine the castle before | approached it. It was, coincidentally, the same
location | had feigned my death in seventy years ago, and the same location | had appeared in
twenty-five years ago when | became Noril'steacher. | am, in truth, a cresture of habit - perhaps afailing
of mine.

| had examined the castle and the surrounding lands before | gpproached, my thoughts grim. Gone were
the pastora flocks of sheep of aquarter century ago - the threat of war had driven the shepherds from
thefields. The castleitsalf looked well-prepared for asiege, and | could see archers stationed along the
walls, carefully watching the surrounding lands. Still, there were no signs of asiege yet, o it was il
possible Noril had not yet lost. Now, | stood before the castle, and called to the guardsto let mein. Of
course, | could smply have trandocated mysdlf insgde - but there was hardly any reason to darm the
guards.

"Ho, there, woman!" aguard in an open-faced helmet called back. "Who are you, and what is your
business here?"

"I am Dame Raven, Defender of the Realm, come to assist the crown in their hour of need! The princeis
safe, | have recovered him from his abductors!™ | shouted back, then paused. "And who are you, might |

The guard's broad grin was easily visible, even from where | stood. "I am Captain Thedrin, my lady, and
| command the King's Guard while Lord Tybdt isaway with the King! And | swear, my lady, you shdl
get afar better reception from me than you did the last time we met!" Thedrin shouted back, then turned
and shouted to the guards below him. "L ower the drawbridge and raise the gate! Pass the word - Dame
Ravenisoutsdethewalld"

A few minuteslater, | waked across the drawbridge to the smiling reception of Thedrin, adozen guards,
another dozen halberdiers acting as the Princess bodyguards, and Princess Dawn herself. | bowed, as
was proper, and Dawn nodded regally in return, the broad grin on her face showing she could barely
repress the urge to hug me. As| tossed back the hood of my robe, the guards gaped a me - Thedrin,
however, gasped. | looked to him. "What isit, Captain?'

Thedrin quickly bowed his head. "Y our pardon, my lady, but you... Y ou areincredibly beautiful. Even
more s0 than | remember from our meeting twenty-five years ago. And you have not aged aday.”

| smiled, aswas polite. For his part, twenty five years had grayed the hair | saw peeking out from
beneath the edges of his open-faced helmet, and hisface had the usual wrinkles one might expect of a
man intheir fourties. "Y ou are too kind, Thedrin."

"No, my lady, only truthful," hereplied, his head still bowed.
"Whereisthe prince, Dame Raven?' Dawn asked.
"Safe, your highness. For now, | must know whet is happening with the campaign.”

Dawn nodded, and looked to Thedrin. "Captain, close the gate and raise the drawbridge again. Seeto it
the lookouts remain sharp - Dame Raven's arriva must not distract them from their duties.” Thedrin



bowed, then began issuing orders as Dawn held out ahand to me. " Shal we go, Dame Raven?”'

With Dawn's bodyguards in tow, we proceeded from the gate, across the courtyard, and into the castle
itsalf. Dawn continued speaking as she walked, her bodyguards opening doors and stepping through
them first, aswas proper for bodyguardsto do. "The newsfrom my brother is not good, Dame Raven.
Initialy, they did quite well. Mage ArdlaTor was able to thwart Cordo on the battlefield, and my
brother managed to destroy nearly dl his undead troops and drive the goblinsfrom the field. Thereefter,
however, Cordo's army switched to night-attacks, when our troops are blind and theirs are not. If it had
not been for your teachings twenty years ago, my brother's entire army might have been destroyed that
firg night.”

"Oh? How s07?"

"He built defensve fortifications, as you said the Hyperboreans once did, each night as he camped.
Ditches, palisades..."

"Ah," | said, quite pleased that he had remembered my lessons. Do go on, your highness.”

"Widl, ancethen, Ardlahas been kept busy amost congtantly, defending Noril and hisarmy from various
shadow-spells cast at night, during the battles. Squads of goblins and hob-goblins who leap from the
flickering shadows cast by acampfire. Hideoudy twisted, shadowy things which legp upon our troops
and rend them limb from limb..."

| nodded. " Shadow Beasts. They can be dain with asmple cantrip of light, but otherwise are quite
dangerous.”

"So Arellahas apparently discovered. The last |etter | received, however, saysthat the greatest problem
issmply Ardlasexhaudtion. Sheishaving to fend off Cordo and the goblin spellcasters each night - and
sheisonly one mage," Dawn said, pausing before the door to her chambers. Her bodyguards opened the
door and strode through before her, and as she and | followed, she continued the conversation.
"Swift-wing deliversthe reports daily, herein my room. He does not stay long, so | write areport of
what is happening here for my brother before Swift-wing arrives. He comes a noon, because the goblins
goparently do deep, and they do not attack during the day. Histroop strength iswaning, and moraeis
quite low - or s0 he said yesterday. What shal wetdl him?"

"Firgt, that the prince is safe, and being guarded by the giants of Dohbari village. Second... Well, how far
away arethey?'

"About three day'sride,"” Dawn replied.
"Or about aweek's march,” | muttered, stroking my chin with agloved hand as| considered what to do.
"Will you go to them?I'm certain Swift-wing can take you."

"No. That would aert Cordo that his plans have run afoul of me. At the moment, he thinks heiswinning.
He's only toying with the king, | think. Word has probably aready reached him that the Council of Death
has decided to back him, and theforces of at |least half the goblin clansare on their way."

"What?" Dawn yel ped, shocked.

| nodded. "It'strue. Cordo isSmply waiting for his reinforcementsto arrive, so he can surround your
brother's forces and crush them with ease. He believes heiswinning, however, and so long ashe
continuesto think so, he can be led into making amistake. If he thinks things have gone wrong, however,
hell be more watchful. He may beinsane, but he's not stupid. Heis still one of the best battle-mages



Hyperborea ever produced.”

"Ardlator cannot hold off both Cordo's efforts and those of hisgoblin dlies forever, Dame Raven.
Sooner or later, shewill collgpse - or perhaps smply bekilled.”

| nodded. "I know. That she'slasted thislong is atrue testament to her power and skill as a battle-mage,”
| replied, then shrugged. "Wdll, basic strategy shows that when troops aretired, you pull them to the rear.
Cordo and the goblins have the edge, both mentally and physicdly, and they will eventudly win if your
brother continuesto try to hold them off, particularly once the goblins receive reinforcements numbering
eadly ahundred thousand or more. So, let's have him retrest to the castle.”

"When?'

"Now. Immediately. During the day, when most of the enemy are ill resting. A forced marchto gain
some distance, and a steady series of forced marchesto get them here ahead of the enemy. Thiswill dso
serve the dual purpose of pulling Cordo's troops out of position, so his reinforcements cannot join with
him asreadily. The goblins use Dire-wolves as cavdry, but they are still wolves, not horses. They cannot
run asfar each day without tiring. With abit of skill and some luck, your brother can arrive herein three
days, probably aday ahead of the enemy, and anywhere from another day to aweek ahead of any
reinforcementsthey may have coming.”

"But Dame Raven! My brother has over fifty thousand troops! They won't al fit in the castle!™

"I know. But whilethey are coming, in the meantime, you can have the peasants build basic fortifications
around the castle for them to use once they arrive. A few hundred cheval -de-fris will hold back their
wolf-cavary, and some smple paisadeswill give histroops adefensve postion to fight from. Some
food, water, and other supplieswill aso help refresh them, and restore their morale. And, hopefully, by
thetimethey arrive, I'll have thought of away to defeat Cordo'sarmy.”

"But how should these defenses be arranged? And exactly where?!

"Don't worry, I'll be here helping you - The largest part of the earthworks, I'll probably summon an
earth-elemental to do for us. Well get it sorted out, and have the best defenses we can make in thetime
we have available”

Dawn nodded, and after Stting hersdf at her table and dipping her quill in the inkwell, began to write.
When she was done, we sat and waited for Swift-wing'sarrival.

Findly, the air above Dawn's table shimmered, and Swift-wing appeared, hovering in the air. He looked
haggard and worn, but brightened visibly the ingtant hislittle black eyeslit on me. "Raven! Raven!" he
squawked, the letter he was carrying in his clawsfluttering to the table as he dropped it.

"Yes, my old friend, it'sme. Thereslittletime, however,” | said, and Dawn held out her letter to the king.
"Quickly, now - take that back with you. The princeis safe, and the king and al histroops areto fall
back to the castle. Now. Immediately.”

Swift-wing nodded, fluttering over to Dawn to snatch up her letter in his claws, then muttered his spell of
returning and vanished.

| turned to Dawn, and smiled. "Now, your highness, let's get to work.”

Chapter Twenty-Nine

"The message from Dame Raven and my sister brought great joy to my soul. My son was safe,



and our greatest ally had returned to aid usin our darkest hour! Yet, as| looked at how weak
Arella had become, and how beaten my warriors had become, | wondered if Dame Raven's
assistance had not arrived too late..."

- King Noril, Autobiography, 1729 NCC

"Thisiswhat's |eft of us, Dame Raven," King Noril said as we waked among histroops behind the
barricades. "Our mordeisvirtualy gone, and we are utterly worn out.”

| nodded. Weeks of constant night-fighting and the last three days of forced marches had taken their toll
ontheking'sarmy. His men were, one and al, completely exhausted and totally demoraized. When they
arrived and saw the earth-works we had prepared as defenses, there was nearly arout - somein the
king's army assumed the earthworks meant the castle was aready besieged, and the war waslost. The
king himsdif looked visibly older, and looked as though the campaign had thinned him by about a stone.
Hisfine auit of articulated plate, once polished to a gleaming finish, was now battered, scratched and dull.
Thevisor of hisgreat-helm was up, and | could see his face was drawn, lined and weary - yet, he looked
little better than his men.

"W, once they've some food in them and have had a chance to rest, your mgjesty, they'll fed
congderably better."

Noril nodded. "What of Ardla? How isshe?"

"Seeping, your maesty. She'd apparently been using her herbsto keep her going, and give her the
strength she needed to carry on againgt monumental odds. That, unfortunately, has taken atoll on her
hedth. Her heart isbadly strained, and she isweak and thin from weeks of ceasaless exertion.” It was
only my skill & chatto which kept my true fedingsfrom my face as| replied to the king. Ardlawas, in
truth, near death. She was not merely afriend, but had once been my lover - and | found | ill cared for
her deeply. The thought of possibly losing her and Swift-wing, whose life wastied to hers, was
heartbreaking. "Sheis quiteill, your mgesty, but she'sin the best possible care.”

Noril nodded - he'd seen the dow deterioration of his court wizardess on the campaign, but asa
mundane with no knowledge of healing other than binding the bloody wounds of battle, he could do
nothing. Noril paused, the sunlight gleaming off his plate armor as he gazed down at me. "1 saw that
woman... That strange, dark-skinned woman you brought to care for her. Who is she?"

| smiled. "That isHigh Mistress Pelia Cyddion, the White Witch of lolo Mountain, your mgesty. Sheis
the greatest hedler in dl of Hyperborea."

"Itis.. Itissometimes difficult to remind myself that there are humans in Hyperborea, now,” the king
sad, nodding.

| smiled again. "There are Hyperboreans in Hyperborea, your mgesty. Thanksto the efforts of your
father and mysdlf, the Hyperborean race has arisen like a phoenix from the ashes of the Great War of
Devadtation. And, like the phoenix, we are born anew, and different from how we once were. Thanksto
Cordo, the Hyperborean race has no males - but we are not doomed. The Hyperborean race now
survives and prospers on the power of sorcery aone, and our numberswill dowly grow over the years.
Y et, despite the changes which have transpired in our race, we remain Hyperboreans, just asthe reborn
and transformed phoenix remains a phoenix.”

"And you say shewill bring more of her people here?!
"Y es, your mgjesty. We of Hyperboreaare your alies, and dways shall be," | said, and as Noril smiled, |



continued. "The task of feeding and healing your army is Smply too grest to manage mysdlf, giventhe
limited time we have left to us. Y our retreat was expertly and skillfully done, and you've bought us an
additiona day before Cordo'sarmy getshere - but it isonly aday, your mgesty. Thereisfar too much
to be done for meto accomplish it done and till have the strength remaining to face Cordo.”

"How will you dedl with Cordo, Dame Raven?"

| shook my head. "I don't know yet. My only plan a the moment isto get your men rested, fed, and
ready to man the defenses | have built. Beyond that, | can counter his spellsin the battle, but..."

"...but we would be on the defensive," Noril finished for me. "And awar cannot be won on the defensive
sSde of abattlement.”

"Correct, your mgesty,” | replied, and smiled. "Y ou have learned the lessons | taught you well, even as
your father did."

Noril started to reply, then turned at the sound of approaching hooves. Commander Tybalt rode up on
hisarmored gray stdlion, leading aarmored black dedtrier for the king. ™Y our horse, my liege.”

Noril grinned. "Ah! Mechior!" he caled, clapping an armored glove to the armor plates over the horse's
neck. The horse nickered in recognition, and the king took a moment to mount, then looked back to me.
"| thought I'd lost him. That last day'sride drove him near to death.”

"It was the Hyperboreans, your mgjesty,” Tybat said with agrin. "The ones Lady Peliabrought back.
They arrived afew minutes ago, about two dozen of them, and dready are spreading out among the
horses and men, healing with their sorcery. Good day, Dame Raven," hereplied, the last said to me with
asmile and abow from the saddle.

"Good day, Commander."

Noril took the reinsin his hand, then held out hisfree hand to me. "Come, Dame Raven. Well continue
on horseback, whereit'sabit easier to see around us."

| gestured negligently, conjuring an invisible steed to my right. The enchantment of Nid'sring was now a
part of thisbody, and required hardly athought. After having the steed form asde-saddle for me, |
mounted easily, and smiled back at the king. "Thank you, your mgesty, but | have my own horse. Shall
we go? Thereis gill much to be done.”

Noril and Tybalt both did adouble-take at me, then Noril chuckled. "Yes, my lady."
Chapter Thirty

"Thewill is everything, the will isall. The Greater Magics cannot be mastered by just anyone who
possesses the Talent, even if they do under stand the underlying mathematics - the will of a Titan is
required. Yet, one must be careful once one has built up the will to master the Greater Magics. If
the will is strong enough, the body weak enough and the caster foolish enough, one can overtax
the body with sorcery, and die. Like the horse who runs to far and collapses, dying, a magewho is
not careful can overtax their flesh, even to their death. Thisiswhy a true Master Mage builds the
strength of their body, not merely the strength of their will."

- Eddas Ayar, The Mathematics of Magic, Chapter 2, Date Unknown, presumed 17+ century NCC

"She can see you now," Peliasaid, her voice soft in the darkened corridor outside the door to Arellas



room. The night air was chill, and the flickering torches which illuminated the passageways of the castle
cast dark and ominous shadows.

"How isshe?" | asked, struggling to keep my voiceleve.

"Very week, Eddas. Lyotaiswatching her, a the moment - sheisweak enough that she must be
constantly watched, so she does not dip away. The herbs she took to give hersdlf the strength she
needed have stretched her life thin... Too thin."

"Will shelive?' | asked, my voicetrembling.

Peliasighed. "I do not know, Eddas. | have done all that herblore and sorcery can do. Now, we can only
wait and see.”

It was an effort not to weep. Pelia saw my expression, and hugged me gently.
"Come, Eddas."

| nodded, following Pdliainto Arella's chambers, and in amoment, | was beside Arella's bed. Lyota sat
beside the bed quietly, watching Ardlaclosely. Pelianodded silently, and as Lyotarelaxed, Peliatook up
achair next to her, and turned her gazeto Arella.

Thefirg thing that struck me was how dreadfully thin Arellahad become. As shelay therein her bed,
the soft blankets covering dl but her arms, shoulders and head, | could seethat she had lost at least a
stone, probably closer to two stonein weight. She looked drawn and pale, and my heart ached as|
gazed upon her. Swift-wing sat on the large pillow that lay beneath her head, adeep. Asher familiar, his
life was linked to hers - and he looked haggard, thin, and near death. | knelt beside the bed, and as|
took Arellasthin, frail hand into my ebon-gloved hands, she opened her eyes.

"Raven..." Arellawhigpered, and smiled weskly.

"Yes, Ardla. It'sme | replied, and smiled back at her, wiping away my tears with my free hand.
"I'm sorry," she said, her voice barely above awhisper.

"It'sdright,” | replied quietly, squeezing her hand. Y ou did what you had to do, to protect the king."
"No... Not for that..."

"What, then?"

Ardladid not reply, but instead closed her eyes, and fell slent. For along moment, | thought she would
smply dip away whilel knélt by her side, holding her hand.

Then, dowly, Swift-wing opened abeady black eye, and looked at me. "She can't say it, you know." he
croaked, hisvoice week. "She smply can't. And she'sfallen adeep again, anyway."

"Can't say what, my friend?'

"Sheleft you forty years ago, because you did not age and she did... She knew it waswrong. Y ou
forgave her, and gave her the secret to eterna youth. She swore to you she would never leave you
again... But she did. She saw you twenty years ago, after your change... And she feared you. To me,
your changeisnothing. All you mammalslook very much dike, to me. But | know her mind... And to
her, the change was dragtic, startling... Awe-inspiring... And fearsome.”



| Ssghed. This, | dready knew.

Swift-wing gazed & me quietly for along moment before he spoke again. " She learned your lessonswell,
Raven. Shewas power... Raw power. I've never seen the like from her since the War of the Twins - and
even then, shewas not like this. The dightest flicker of shadow-magic was met with bolts of lightning. |
think she killed three of the goblin wizards doing that... Hard to tell. | scouted regularly, but as| said -
you mammalsal look much dike to me. And yet, there was more. Cordo's best spells were matched,
countered, thwarted... Days on end, my mistress stayed awake, meditating and sipping at the herbal teas
she made to remain awake and dert, and to give her the strength she needed to counter the Tool of a
God... But to do dl of this, she drew from the very well of her life... And now the waters of that well are
low."

| smply sighed, the tears streaming from my eyes. There was nothing | could say.

"But thisiswhat sheis sorry for, Raven. Sheis sorry sheleft you the second time. Of al the woundsto
her soul, | think that isthe deepest... And it aches dl the more for knowing that you forgive her for that,
aswdl."

"I do, my friend... | do," | replied, sobbing quietly.

"Our timeisshort,” Swift-wing said softly. "I can fed it. Her end nears - and with the passing of her life,
S0 ends mine. But | am not like her, Raven. | have no regrets. | was nothing before the touch of her hand
- amere raven chick shefound that had fallen out of its nest on arooftop and landed in the gutter. | was
nothing - too young to even fly, | could hardly flutter. By nightfdl, | would have been dead. Shetook me
in, shefed me, and eventualy, she cast the spell that made me her familiar. For eighty years, | have
served her aswell as| could. And | have no regrets. | have met giants and dragons. | have fought a
manticore with my mistress. | have watched the Hyperborean people rise anew from the ruins of their
civilization. But of dl this, of al thethings| have done... | am most proud to have met you, and caled you
friend."

"And 1, you, my littlefriend,” | replied, stroking his feathered head softly. Swift-wing made no reply,
instead dowly closing hiseyes, asthough falling adeep.

| looked to Pelia. "There must be something we can do!”

Pdliasmply gazed back slently, her facefull of sadness.

"Sing, Master Eddas,”" Lyota said suddenly.

"Wh-what?" | asked, blinking in surprise.

"Sing to her. Sing from your heart, asyou did for your friend, Dragondayer."
"But... But | have no songto sing!"

"Open your heart, Father. | can see the power within you, bursting, ready to be released... Open your
heart, Father, and sing.”

| paused for amoment, then nodded. | had brought Dragondayer back with his song. Perhaps... If |
could call upon the same power...

It was difficult, at first. | Smply gazed down at Arella, and stroked her hand quietly - if there was asong
within me, it did not cometo my lips easily. After along moment, however, | began to hum softly.



At fird, it was smply tuneless - soft sounds one might sing to ababe as onelaid them in bed. | reached
up, and stroked her hair with my gloved fingers. And dowly, amelody emerged.

And as| hummed the soft melody which had come to me, gazing down at my dearest friend and
one-timelover... My lips parted, and | began to sing.

Perhaps, on another world, in another life,
Perhaps, my friend, you would have been my wife.
Perhaps, in a dream, in a wish,

In a hope,

Perhaps, in a time long gone.

My heart belongs to another,

And this, you know.
Sheislong gone,

And this, you know.

Yet, on another world, in another life...
Perhaps, my friend. Perhaps.

The song came out in my language, that of the Hyperboreans. | knew it meant nothing to her, evenif she
could hear it. To her ears, it would smply be nonsense syllables. And yet, Arellasmiled in her deep...

Andthen, | fdtit. Theknot of mana that maintained this body, the same power which | had accepted
and which had merged with my own Taent...

There was a degp thrumming from within me, and | felt the mana flow...
...and dowly, Arella opened her eyes, and smiled a me.

Hale and whole, Ardlasat up in her bed, drew meinto her arms, and hugged metight. Swift-wing, his
feathers smooth and gleaming with renewed health, gazed at me with abeady black eye, and cackled in
amusement.

"Eddas!" Pdliagasped, astounded. "That was... Incredible!”

"Such isthe power of the Raven of Y orindar, Mother," Lyotasaid quietly. "Such isthe power of the
father of our race.”

| knew not what to say. All I could do was hug Ardlatightly, and weep with both inestimable joy, and
heartbreaking sorrow.

Chapter Thirty-One

"The most difficult part of a battle does not come once the ranks clash. The most difficult part of
a battle is enduring the time between the first sighting of the enemy, and thefirst call of the bugle
to advance."



- Hyperborean proverb

"They look ready,” Arellasaid as she waked with me aong the battlements of the castlewalls. Her blue
dress, apae, pae bluelike the morning sky above us, looked lovely on her, and set off the copper red of
her hair wonderfully. Noril walked beside usin his battered suit of articulated plate, his helmet tucked
under an arm, the sunlight gleaming off hisarmor. Below us, Noril's men were behind the ramparts wed
built, ready and waiting. They, like the king, had been hedled, fed and rested - and their morale was
considerably better, now. It seemed likely they would be able to hold off the first rush of the enemy,
when Cordo's forces arrived later today. Peliaand the rest had already |€ft, their work complete. The
rest was up to me.

"Aye, they do," Swift-wing agreed, fluffing hisfesthers as he sat on Ardlas shoulder. Swift-wing, like his
mistress, had been restored to the peak of hedlth - and his ebon feathers glistened in the sunlight with
flickersof purple. "But will they be able to hold them off? Can wewin?'

Theking shook hishead. "A war cannot be won from the defensive side of a battlement, little friend - or
so my teacher once taught me, long ago,” Noril replied, and smiled at me. "If we dlow themto lay sege,
they will eventudly gain reinforcements, establish supply lines, and smply starve us out - assuming they
don't tunnel benegth the walls, or destroy us with sorcery before then.”

| nodded in agreement. "Just so, your majesty. And Cordo knowsthis, of course - he hasto. Hewas
and is one of the best battle-mages the Dyclonic Circle ever produced. He hasto know that once he lays
gegetothiscastle, hisvictory isnearly assured.”

"So what do you intend to do?' Arellaasked, touching my arm to stop mein my sroll.
| turned to Arella, adight smilelighting my features. "I'll let them lay Sege, of course.”
"Whaaat?" Swift-wing squawked, incredulous. "But you just said-"

"I know. And | aso know how to defeat Cordo, and scatter hisarmy. But | will not speak of it doud. It
isobvious to me that the conflict between Morgar and Y orindar is coming to itsclimax. It is certain that
the attentions of both gods are attuned to this castle - and we have learned from past experience that
Morgar does listen to our words, particularly mine, and responds. Yes, | have aplan for dealing with
Cordo and hisarmy. And Cordo certainly knows | have aplan, and will do his best to be ready for
anything. But | will not risk speaking of it doud, having Morgar warn Cordo of my plans, and having
everything cometo naught.”

"Y ou could conjure your sanctuary, perhaps?' Ardlaasked, but | shook my head.

"No. Not even in my Hidden Sanctuary. | will take no risks. Morgar speaksto Cordo nightly in his
dreams, and expends vast amounts of power directly communicating with him whenever necessary.

Y orindar has barely spoken to me fivetimesin seventy years, preferring to hoard his energies and use
them in other ways, through other individuals. Y et, what he has told me and whet | have learned of mysdlf
isenough. | know how it can be done. Now, al that remainsisto seeif | candoit.”

Noril remained silent, thinking. Finaly, he nodded. "I trust you, Dame Raven. Y ou are a Defender of the
Realm, by my father's hand - and he once told me he trusted you more than he trusted his own heart. I
you say you have a plan but cannot speak of it, | will not pry,” he replied, then looked up, suddenly, his
gaze on the horizon. "There. They come.

| turned to look, and nodded. A low dust cloud hung on the horizon, the sign of Cordo's swiftly
advancing goblin-horde. "They are twenty leagues away, your highness, give or take afew leagues. They



will, most likely, be here within the next two hours. Keegp your men safely behind the battlements, your
majesty, and do not attack. Allow Cordo to lay siege undisturbed, for now. Y ou will know when thetime
has come for you to attack."

Noril nodded, turning hisgazeto Ardlaand I. "Ardla, guard my sster well. Dame Raven, | antrugting in
you to support my troops with your sorcery. Asfor me, | go now to my horse. Farewel." And with that,
Noril dipped his hemet upon his head, then turned and walked away, shouting hisfirst ordersto his

men.

Ardlaand | bowed to the king as he turned and strode away, heading to the stairsthat led down from
the battlements. Arellathen looked to me. "The king wishes me to protect Princess Dawn, but... Areyou
certain you can manage? Alone?'

| smiled dightly. "Intruth, no, | am not. Should Cordo anticipate my plan...” | replied, then shook my
head. "Nevermind. Obey the king. Protect Dawn as best you can. Should | fail and the castlefall, take
her away to my tower, and from there, ask the giantsto lead you to Pelias tower on lolo Mountain. Even
should dl belogt, with the prince and his aunt in safe hands, thereis till a chance that the bright future of
Y orindar's prophecy may till yet come about.”

"Y es, about the same chance asasnowbdl in hell," Swift-wing muttered, and Arellasmiled wryly. Arella
hugged me wordlesdy, then turned, heading for the Sairs.

| turned my gaze to the low cloud of dust on the northern horizon, leaning againgt a nearby merlon and
waiting. There were no preparations | had to make, nothing | needed to do, other than smply wait. If |
was correct in my understanding of the changes within mysdlf, then Cordo would be defeated before
noon. If | waswrong...

| drove that thought from my mind with an effort of will, and returned my gaze to the north.
Chapter Thirty-Two

"Many brave words are shouted from the safety of a parapet that would never be spoken by those
standing in the front ranks - yet, often, those very words are what those in the front ranks need to
hear."

- Hyperborean proverb

"Ho, the castle!" Cordo cadled, hisvoicerolling across the haf league of distance between himsalf and
the castle walls - apparently, he was using the spell of Voice Amplification, acommon battle-spell that
eased communicationinwar. " Surrender now, and | promise that your deaths will be swift, and
moderately painless!" Cordo shouted, and there was arippling cackle of derison from thefifty
thousand or so goblin-kin he had at his back.

| had expected the goblins and hob-goblins to charge the defenses as soon as they arrived, but
apparently Cordo had better control over histroops than that - or, at least, the leaders of the goblin and
hobgoblin warriors did. Instead, they smply encircled the castle, just beyond bowshot, and while their
front ranks kept up an armed watch, their rear ranks began to make camp. It was difficult to tell from this
distance, but judging by the dight disarray in their lines, they were quite tired from the forced march,
themselves. Cordo was no fool - he would give his troops a chance to rest before he attacked. And,
amost certainly, he would attack at night again, when his troops would have the advantage. The day,
gpparently, heintended tofill by aternately threatening the defenders, and blasting the castle and the
earthworks around it with sorcery - certainly, that'swhat | would be doing in his position, and | had to
assume that madness had not dimmed his skills as a battle-mage. Unfortunately for Cordo, there waslittle



else he could do, since | was present to counter him, and with thirty thousand defenders, he would have
to wait for hisreinforcementsto arrive before he stood a serious chance of taking the castle at dll.

The battle-magic of the Dyclonic circle was, perhaps, the best in al Hyperborea. If | were not here,
Cordo could leve the castle with the Spell of Earthquake, or even conjure agreater demon to kill al who
opposed him. But, al the Greater Magics had spellsthat countered them. The Spdll of Earthquake was
eadly nullified by amaster battle-mage, and the most powerful demon he could summon would probably
be dismissed in ameatter of heartbeats by me. My smple presence meant that he could not win that easily
- hewould haveto lay sege. And the sorcery of the goblin-mages who accompanied him was amere
trifleto amaster battle-mage - | doubted they'd even try anything until they could at least augment the
power of their sorcery with the dark of night.

"Give up, you cannot win!" Cordo shouted again, hisarmy jeering the defenders. "1 have
reinforcements numbering three hundred thousand on the way! You cannot possibly win!"

Once, I might have activated the ring which sat on the middle finger of my right hand, and shouted back
to him. Now, | no longer needed to. The knot of manawhich maintained this body had absorbed and
echoed that enchantment, and now that | had joined that to my own talent, it was apart of me. | took a
deep breath, and shouted back down to him from the castle walls, my voice amplified to thelevel of a
thunderclap. "We shall not surrender - however, | offer you all a chance to flee now with your

lives, while you still can!™ 1t wasaweak reply, and | knew it as| said it - and the jeering laughter of the
goblinsonly confirmed it. Y et, honor demanded | at least make the offer.

"Ah, Eddas, it's good to speak with you again!™ Cordo roared back. "It is only sad that this shall
be the last time we meet, old friend, for today is the day you will die!"

"Hardly, Cordo! Your own madness prevents you from seeing the truth - and that shall be your
undoing, whether you win or lose this day! "

Cordo'sreply was smply alaugh.

At last, using the Spell of Farsight, | spotted him among the enemy. Hewas, in truth, amirror tome- a
warped and twisted opposite. We both wore robes of black, but there, the resemblance ended. Just as
the body | wastrapped in was erily, terrifyingly beautiful, hiswas hideoudy, horrifyingly ugly. Hisolive
skin had the appearance of melted wax, and was araw and red fusion with the bone and muscle,
benesth. His beard, what there was of it, was in patches here and there, and the odd tufts of hair were
truly gruesome. His stedl skullcap, fused with the flesh and bone benegath, gleamed from within the hood
of hisrobe, pulled up to shade him from the heat of the sun. His staff was fused to hisleft hand, and
gleamsof slver and gold upon the fused fingers of hisflipper-like right hand showed hisrings had
survived, buried amidst the melted flesh. He was grinning up at the castle, much ashe grinned a mein my
tower twenty years ago - histeeth and eyeswere sill perfect beneath his melted, warped visage, and that
gtill somehow made him al the more horrifying. He had not changed. In twenty years, he had not changed
oneiota He, like me, would remain as he was, forever.

Forever.

Did he know? Did he truly comprehend? Had he, as |, accepted this change, and allowed the power
which maintained his own form to merge with hisown talent? Did he truly comprehend and accept what
had happened to him, as| now did?

| did not know.

If he had, then dll wastruly logt. If his mind was powerful enough to accept what had happened, dlow



histalent to merge with the energies that maintained him... Then in truth, he was more powerful than 1,
for | could not possibly accept abody like hisas my own. Thewill was everything, the will wasdl... And
if hiswill wasthat strong, | could not possbly defest him. He would smply counter my plan the moment
it began, and dl would come to naught - and then, once his reinforcements arrived, he would swarm the
defenses and win the war.

| had to know.

"No, Cordo! You simply do not understand! You, like me, are as you were twenty years ago! You
shall be this way twenty years from now, a century from now, a millennium from now! You shall
remain like this until the end of time, Cordo! Isthat the reward your god has promised you? An
eternal lifeasa horror?"

Cordo laughed again. "Pitiful fool! Once you are gone, | shall have an eternity to discover how to
alter this body in any way | wish! It isnothing!" he shot back, chuckling derisively. "You are merely
delaying the inevitable, Eddas Ayar! Surrender now, while | am still feeling merciful! You cannot
possibly win!"

| gazed down at him, aman who was once my friend, but now was my enemy. Morgar had not told him
the truth, and he had not discerned it himsalf. Part of me wanted to regjoice - but another part of me
smply wanted to weep &t the tragedy and the horror of it al, and the horror that was yet to come.

"No, Cordo! Itisover! Your dreams have ended, as of now! Thiswar is ended, as of now! And
more, the war between Yorindar and Morgar ends, here and now!"

"And what will you do, fool?! | can counter any battle spell you try, and you know it! You're too
distant to threaten my troops with lightning or fire, and cannot possibly use any of the Greater
Magics against them so long as | am here to counter you! How can you possibly win?!" Cordo
shouted, sneering.

"With a song!" | shouted back.

Cordo sputtered, and burst into laughter. In afew moments, al the goblin-kin at his back wereroaring
with laughter along with him. Before their cackling could affect Noril'stroops, | began. Raising my staff to
rap out the rhythm on the parapet, | lifted my voice, and sang.

From the forest deep and dark and green,
Sepped the one and true and rightful King,
At his side was the brave and noble Witch,
At his heels was the horrid Raven.
So began the Long March, the Long March, the Long March,
Gathering the armies of the Dark and the Light,
For the Long March, the Long March, the Long March,
Even the dead would rise up and fight,
On the Long March!

The song was onedl of Noril's men knew - even after seventy years, it was still popular among the



soldiersof Larinia. By thetime | began the second verse, the men on the parapet beside me had joined in
the song. By thetime | began thethird verse, dl of Noril's men were singing dong with me. Soon, al the
lands rang with the song of brave King Darian, leader of the Army of Light, the noble Witch Ardla-Tor,
and the horrid Raven who followed them, bringing the Army of Darknesswith her...

And then, | felt it again. The knot of mana that maintained this body, the same power which | had
accepted and which had merged with my own talent, thrumming indde mewith avast flow of mana
-energy...

And the laughter of Cordo and his army was instantly turned to shouts of surprise and screams of pain as
the earth benegth their feet burst asunder.

| had buried thirty thousand human skeletons beneath these once-quiet fields, the remains of the Army of
Darkness. Atop them were fifty thousand more skeletons of horses, dogs, pigs, birds, squirrels, and
countless other animaswho had also become apart of my army. Asone, they rose from the ground,
their weapons gleaming, seven decades of decay to their bones and equipment repaired by the power
that flowed through me...

And as one, they fdll upon Cordo's army, and began killing.

Cordo'sranksrecoiled, and | saw him casting blasts of lightning and fire to clear away the undead that
tried to cut him down. Unfortunately for him, the same blasts killed many goblinswho were near him -
and in aheartbeat, they rose and joined the ranks of undead, and began killing their fellows.

Seeing what was happening, Noril drew his sword, and raised it above his head. " Sound the attack!"
With athroaty roar, his men rose from behind the ramparts, and charged.

| could fed the power flowing freely, now. Though the singing had stopped, the rhythm of the music was
kept - drums had begun to play, athunder of drums... | looked, and saw my old musicians standing near
the line of battle, mounted atop their skeletd horses, once again playing their insruments ceasdesdly,
tirdedy...

| whispered my ordersto my revived army. Cordo and his goblin commanders could only see what was
immediately around them, and could only give orders through screaming over the din of battle. |, standing
on the parapet of the castlewalls, could see the entire field of battle, and gave al my troops ordersby a
much simpler expedient - | sSmply spoke. A raly here, dispersed. A thrust there, countered. The grassy
fidds grew dick with blood, and the corpses of each sdelay ill only amoment before risng again,
obeying my whispered commands... And the power flowed, my army grew, and my musicians played
on... And on...

Andon...

My mind began to drift. My lips moved dmost of their own valition, giving the ordersto block off an
attempted retreat. Cordo, surrounded, exhausted from the exertion of ceasaless spdllcasting, used his
own ring of flight and tried to escape over the heads of my troops. A flock of skeleta birds brought him
down, far behind the ranks of the goblins.

| could hear Lyota's voice, spesking quietly out of my memory... "You sang from your heart, your
soul... That great knot of mana, there... That knot which maintains this body asit is... Well, it
responded.... It's more than simply a knot of mana-energy forged in the heart of a mana-storm, as
you once thought. | think that it's part of that artifact you told me of years ago, when | was
younger - the Skull of Hyarlanoth. | think the enchantment which first bound you to this body is a
part of it - and you retain some of the powers of that artifact, because of it. And more..."



And as | whispered the commandsto direct my forces, blocking off the enemy's retreet, encircling them,
annihilating them...

| began to weep.

Onthisday, with thisvery battle, | knew | would give hopeto the future. Y et, with this moment, | knew
that my own hopewas gone. As| had redlized in that dark cell Prince Parial had been held in, deep
benesth the earth on the Sunless Sea... | knew that my existence was not subject to change. My hope,
my dream of restoring my old form and perhaps once again having Dyarzi by my side, would never come
true.

Perhaps Morgar had forced Y orindar's hand. Perhaps, in that vast chatto game these two gods played,
Y orindar had been forced to abandon one plan, and go with another to assure victory. Or, perhaps, he
hed smply lied to me, to get meto keep on living, keep on sriving to fulfill hisplans...

| did not know.
But it no longer mattered.

By noon, thelast of the goblins had falen, and the vast mgority of my troops stood silent, awaiting my
next orders. My musicians played on, but there was no longer anyone lft to fight.

While Noril's men cheered and celebrated their victory, | ordered the goblins and hob-goblins who now
served meto dig their own graves, evenly spaced around the castle, and climb in. Nearly three thousand
of Noril'swarriors had died in the battle, and unwittingly joined my own forces. Those, | Smply let go. |
began designating groups of the older undead to help bury the goblin-kin, gazing at my forcesfrom my
vantage point high on thewall of Stedgate...

...and noticed that asmall knot of skeletonswere dtill fighting something. Again and again their swords
rose and fell. Again and again, blood flew. Y et, they did not stop.

At athought, | stepped off the parapet, floating down to the ground beyond the moat with the power of
my ring of flight. | strode through Noril's cheering troops, heedless of those who tried to stop me, to hug
me, to thank me...

Finaly, Noril himsdf rode up next to me, and dismounted, grabbing me by the shoulders. "Dame Raven...
What'swrong? Where are you going?"

"Keep your men back, your majesty,” | replied, and shook off his gauntleted hands. "For the sake of
your lives... And perhaps your very sanity... Kegp your men back."

"Asyou wish, my lady,” Noril replied, and as| sirode away, he mounted his horse again, and began
shouting to hismen.,

It took several minutesto walk through the ranks of dry bone which were the soldiers of my army... But,
eventualy, | reached the spot where the war, apparently, still continued.

And there, adozen of my skeleton warriors were occupied, methodically hacking &t apile of bloody flesh
that constantly writhed and squirmed back together.

| felt the gorge risein my throat as | gazed a what remained of aman | once called ‘friend'.

Therewas no red organization to Cordo's body any longer. Hewas, in truth, merely apile of writhing,
bloody flesh. A mound of dithering gore my warriors had been dashing and chopping at for nearly an



hour. A heap of shredded organs, shattered bones and diced tissue that twisted, squirmed and wriggled
together, congstantly being hacked apart again by the swords of my warriors. Only his staff remained
whole, invulnerable to the relentless, remorsaess attack. It surfaced briefly inthe pile, lifted by abit of
shattered bones fused to the wood of his staff... Fused, broken, twisted bones that once were an arm
and hand raiging the gt&ff into the air in afutile attempt to ward off the blows... Then it sank again,
disappearing benesth the gore.

"Stop,” | whispered, and my warriors paused, their white bones painted red by the ceaseless spray of
blood they had brought with their relentl ess assault.

A mouth formed, briefly surfacing in the pile of gore. It waslittle more than abroken jawbone, shattered
teeth, shredded lips and tongue, and the fractured and bloody bones from the superior maxillae.
"Mercy..." the mouth whispered, then sank beneath the surface again. A single eye gazed at me
unblinkingly.

And, gradudly, the squirming sowed, and stopped. After along moment, the hegp of flesh that was
Cordo smply sat there, pulsing... Alive...

For along moment, | stood there, gazing at the bloody pile of flesh. It might take days for Cordo's body
torepair this- if it ever did. Yet, as| watched, | redized he was not hedling, nor was he regenerating.
Perhaps the damage was too grest, the relentless chopping and dicing of hisflesh too much...

'Or, perhaps, he has now attained histrue form," | redized, my mind reding.
Morgar was, today, agod of Chaos and Death. And Chaos, itsdlf, was atotal lack of order.
And Morgar was insane.

As| gazed at the squirming, bloody hegp of flesh, | redlized that to Morgar, an insane deity, Cordo now
was a perfect avatar, a perfect tool. He would never hedl this. This, in truth, was how Morgar had
intended him to be. Only Cordo'stitanic will had prevented his body from being reduced to this state by
the force of the mana-storm. Now, Morgar's origina intent had come true.

"Now do you understand, Cordo?' | replied, my voice barely more than awhisper of horror. "They don't
intend it to end here... They intend for usto battle for al eternity, until one or the other of usisthefina
victor. Me, trapped in thisform, and you in that... Forever. Y orindar's dream is a golden kingdom, where
| will be nothing more than afootnotein history. Morgar's dream is a Kingdom of Darkness, an empire of
terror and chaos... Ruled by you, aliving horror. All this... Everything we have done... Everyone who has
died... The death of our civilization in the Great War of Destruction... Everything... | thought it wasavast
chatto game between the two of them, with some gods on Y orindar's side, and perhaps even others on
Morgar's. It was not, my old friend..."

"They were simply setting up the board," Cordo replied, hisvoice a series of bubbling burblesand
plopsfrom within hisbody. "The real game has yet to begin."

"Exactly,” | whispered, and fet achill asthe word fell from my lips.
| bowed my head, and sobbed.

"He whispersto me, now, Eddas... Just as Yorindar spoke through you a moment ago, Morgar
whispersto me now... | am perfect, he says... My form, my mind... So close to hisreality, histruth,
he can now whisper to me freely... A part of me feels joy, Eddas... Joy beyond measure, at being
so close to my god..." Cordo bubbled, amouth risng on atentacle of twisted, writhing gobbets of flesh



and broken bone. The eye which had gazed at melifted dso, held aoft by asimilar grotesquerie of flesh.
"And yet... Part of me... Just... Wants... To... Scream.”

And for severd moments, hedid.

Finaly, Cordo fell slent. Eventudly, my own weeping fell to slence, aswdll. | lifted my head, my cheeks
damp with tears, and gazed at Cordo.

"Your amy hereis defeated - but you still have reinforcements coming.”

"No... They are dead... Morgar whispersto me, Eddas... He is happy... Ecstatic... He speaks
freely... He speaks of things which have happened, and things which have not yet happened, but
will... Heismad, even as| am... Even as you said we both were... Yorindar's plan has come
together, as Morgar knew it would... The armies of the elves and dwarves joined forces, and
crushed my reinforcements two days ago... You are an Elf Friend, and a Dwarf Friend... And for
thefirst timein history... The dwarves and elves have put aside their ancient animosities, to come
to the aid of a common friend... You... They were guided by their gods, allied with yours... Just as
the goblins were guided by their gods, allied with mine... Victory isyours, this day, and the game
board is set... If we choose, Eddas, then the real battle... If we choose... Thereal battleisin
perhaps another millennium or two... After the lines have been clearly drawn for all the races of
our world... The lines between Light and Dark... Chaos and Order... You and me... If we choose..."

| nodded in undergtanding, my mind numb with theimplications of it.

"It will be a different world, Eddas... When that final conflict between us comes... A world of
techno-magic... Dwarven science... Elven sorcery... The power of steam... Machines that fly... And
all the while... The lines being drawn between us... The kingdoms... The empires... Each taking
sides... For the final battle..."

For along moment, we stared at each other in silence. Around us, the world trembled. It waslike an
earthquake, but more subtle... Moreterrifying... And utterly silent.

"Canyou fed it, Eddas...? It isthe Arc of Time... It is paradox... Event must always follow
cause... And yet, | speak of events before the cause... Not guessing... Not prophecy, that may or
may not come true... But * Events*... And the Arc of Time trembles... Perhaps... Perhaps it will
crack... If | but speak more..."

Findly, | found my voice again, somehow - and | knew what | had to say. Somehow, | had the fegling
that these were the words | had been born to say, dmost two thousand years ago. All my existence had
been building up to this moment. | took a deep breath, and looked to what remained of aman | once
cdled my friend.

"Bresk your gaff."
Cordo paused, hiseye gazing a me unblinkingly. "What?"
"Do not destroy the world to end the horror of your existence, my old friend. Break your staff."

"Fool! That will do nothing! The blast will not harm me, such is the nature of the enchantment!”
Cordo spat, his gaff lifting from within hisbody on another gory tentacle of bone and flesh. "We are
doomed, fool! You are doomed to spend the rest of eternity like that, and | am doomed to spend
therest of eternity... LIKE THIS"



"No, Cordo. Y our staff fused with your flesh, twenty years ago. It isapart of your body, and your body
isapart of it. Break it - and you will be consumed in its detonation. Y our soul is till tied to your
animuary, and | mysdf sealed your tomb eternally. Break your staff. End your misery, and return to the
Dreamless Seep.”

"You mean..."

| smiled dightly. ™Y es, my old friend. They made amistake. The game can be ended before it even
begins. Asyou said... We choose. And we do not have to choose life.”

Cordo was slent for along moment before he spoke again. When hefindly did, his voice was soft,
trembling. "Will you stay with me?"

"Yes. And | hope and pray that the blast kills me, aswell. Perhapsthen, | will findly see my beloved
Dyaz, inthe afterife..”

"While | sleep eternally in my tomb..." Cordo replied, then hisvoice took on ahorrid hiss of madness.
"No! Either way, | die, you die, but you still win! Even if | shatter the Arc of Time and destroy the
world, you still win! No, Eddas Ayar! You shall NOT die and enjoy a pleasant afterlife! You shall
SUFFER! Just once, just ONCE, Eddas Ayar, | WILL WIN! | have never beaten you at anything!
You beat me at chatto every time we played, you beat me in love by finding the woman of your
dreams while | found no one, and now you have beaten me in war, twice, both now and twenty
years ago! Just once, Eddas Ayar, JUST ONCE, | WILL WIN!"

The gtrike of the spell of the Elementd Blast of Air caught me off-guard, and tossed me adozen pacesto
dam into the earth, stunned. A heartbest later, there was a flash and a thunderous detonation.

Chapter Thirty-Three

"How can one conceive of tens of thousands of undead rising from the ground at a gesture and
yet not see the true heart of their summoner? Such is the true nature of the Ancient One - a cold,
emotionless thing of the grave, twisted to Yorindar's will to serve the needs of prophecy. What
matters it that the blasted wastelands of Hyperborea are populated by giants, dragons, fell beasts
and hideous monsters that can warp one's sanity and steal one's life with a single glance? That the
Ancient One can be found there should be enough of a shadow over those foul wastelands for
anyone."

- Lord Caladis, The Eddasine Chronicles, 1817 NCC

| knew not where | was, savethat | wasin asmooth, featureless room of white, interspersed with blue.
Golden light, diffuse and sourceless, filled the room. A low table sat in the center of the room, and at the
table, two familiar figures sat, gazing at a chatto-board which lay between them. The first hand had been
dedlt, and the pawns were in position. Yet, as| gazed at the board, it seemed... So much more. More
than merely atwo-dimensiond thing, it seemed to stretch into four dimensions...

"Game and Match," the Owl said, gazing at the board between them with hislarge, golden eyes.

"Bah," thewolf replied, gazing at the board with his own golden eyes. "That's hardly fair. My king
self-destructed.”

"Do you say | cheat?"

Thewolf smply growled. Softly, in the background, | began to hear the faint sounds of martial drums.



"You chose his father, and his father before him. You knew what kind of man the grandfather
would raise, and what kind of man the father would raise. You touched his mind with Chaos, to
spark within him the madness you desired. You thought that madness would rob him of hisfree
will. As1 told you before we began, that isimpossible. The very structure of the universe prevents
that, and your king was doomed to self-destruct before you could make your first move - if he had
not, the Arc of Time would have shattered, and all the games would cometo an end. | say again,
do you say | cheat?"

"No, | do not. | say it's damnably unfortunate that my king failed me, and I'll toss his soul in hell
for all eternity to suffer for failing me, but | hardly say you cheat."

"Suchisyour right. He chose to follow you."
"Aye."
"And | say again - Game and Match."

The wolf nodded. "Game and Match, Yorindar," thewolf replied, then grinned wickedly. "You may
have won this game, but the larger game goes on. You will not be so lucky with your next
opponent, | think."

"Perhaps | will, perhaps | will not. We shall see,”" the owl replied, bowing hishead. Gradudly, the
drums grew louder... And louder...

The wolf rose, becoming a shapeless, dark mass of pure chaos that hovered above the table as the game
board faded into nothingness. "I would bid you farewell, but | hardly hope that you fare well,"
Morgar caled, then faded from view.

The owl looked to me, his eyes meeting mine. He said nothing to me, yet | understood. The drums grew

louder ill, and asthelight of the strange room flared to blinding brilliance, the face of the owl faded into

the skeleta visage of one of my undead warriors, gazing down a me. The room was gone, and | redized
| was staring at the blue of the sky, and the white of the clouds above. The golden light was the noonday
sun, and | blinked, struggling to riseto my feet. The drumswere those of my own musicians, ill playing,

gill awaiting their next orders.

"Help meup,” | whispered, and a dozen bony hands reached down to comply.

| stood gazing at the smal crater in the ground for many long moments - all that remained of Cordo. He
had cast mefar enough away that | would survive, but only just.

| gazed down at mysalf. My robe was in tatters, my nose and ears were bloodied, and | was battered
and bruised from the blast. Still, | was hedling rapidly. Theflow of blood from my nose and ears had
stopped before | awoke, and they were already healed. As| gazed down at my skin benegth the tatters
of my robe, | could see the bruises fading to green aready. My ears dtill rang from the blast, but even as|
noticed it, the ringing faded into sllence, and was gone. The knot of manawhich maintained this body ill
was doing itswork, and a detonation that should have killed me instantly had done little more than bloody
my face and tear my robe.

Dazedly, | redized | had nothing to clean my face. Numbly, | took a shred of my tattered robe, and
wiped the blood from my face beforeit could dry.

| spent amoment repairing my robe with aspdl of repairing, then cleaned it with acantrip asan
afterthought. My mind was gill numb, and | gave my ordersto my troops without redlly thinking about it.



"L et those of you who were once my bodyguards and musicians gather by my side,” | whispered. "The
rest, resumethe burias, asordered.” And shortly, the burias resumed, and athousand familiar skeletons
stood by my side - five hundred musicians, and the rest warriors. Quietly, | gave ordersthat al the others
should re-bury themselves, save the ones by my side. | was not ready to part with them, yet. Oddly, |
found having my musicians back only made me remember how much | had missed them over the
decades | had spent in Slent londinessin my tower.

Digtantly, | redlized | wasin shock. The horror of what had happened to Cordo, and thetruth of it all...
My mind smply could not encompassit yet.

| had no ideahow long Tybalt stood there by my side. 1t was an age before | noticed him, Stting astride
hishorse. At awhispered word, my musiciansfindly fell slent.

Tybalt gazed down at me, hisfaceamask. "So... Y ou were her.”

| stared a him numbly for along moment, then finaly remembered our conversation of twenty years ago.
"Yes, Tybdt. | washer."

"Our prophecies said that Y orindar would send three ravens... One amad thing, one asad and lonely
thing, and one ahappy thing. Y ou were the second, and the third. And now, | seethat you were aso the
firg."

"Yes, Tybadlt."
"Why, Dame Raven?'

"Because the soldiers of Dorian's army were still Darian's people, and he did not want them to die. The
only way to savethelr lives was to make them so afraid they would run in fear, rather than fight. And
after, the hatred and fear | had generated with the Army of Darkness had to be buried with that army.
Darian had to ascend to the throne as aredeemer, asavior... Not asahorror.”

"Soitwasadl alie, intended to protect the king."
"Yes, Tybdt."
Tybat wasdlent, gazing a me. In hiseyes, | could see deep sadness. "What? What isit?!

"I loved you once, Dame Raven. Once, twenty years ago, | consdered leaving my post, and riding off
into the wilds of Hyperboreato find you. | could see the sadnessin your eyes. | wanted to take you into
my arms, comfort you... Then, when you came back at the death of the queen, just as prophecy
foretold... Y ou were different. The sadnesswas gone. And yet..."

"And yet?"

"And yet, | loved you Hill. | think | dwayswill," hereplied, and wheeled his horse about, riding back to
the castle without a further word.

| smply stared after Tybalt's retreating form. | knew not what to say.

The last of my warriors whispered that they were securein their graves - even the animd warriors.
"Rest," | whispered, and let them go. Only the thousand | had set aside remained. Numbly, | summoned
an invisible steed with a gesture, and mounted.

"Dame Raven! Where are you going?"



| glanced over my shoulder. It was the king, riding out to meet me. Perhaps to stop me from leaving,
perhapsto ask aquestion... | did not know. And | smply did not care. "Join hands, all of you," |
whispered, and reached out to take the skeletal hand of the musician nearest me.

"Dame Raven!" the king shouted, but it wastoo late. | cast my spdll of returning, and the world blurred.

Chapter Thirty-Four

"We searched for him for weeks after that. Weeks! We knew not what he had seen, we knew not
what had happened. We only knew that something had struck him, and wounded himto the pit of
his soul. We followed rumors, and brief sightings. The Black Tower torn down overnight, and
destroyed - hiswork. Distant drums heard by giants patrolling the ruins of an ancient city - his
drums. But it wasn't until after we finally found him that we |learned what had happened. He had
seen horror beyond measure, and seen the death of his hope. He was mourning. Yes, mourning!
There! So much for your stupid notion that Eddas is some kind of emotionless creature, a
heartless and inhuman tool of a god! He was, and is, a man."

- High Mistress Pelia Cydalion of the Order of the Mountain Healers, Letter of Rebuttal to the
Sage's Guild of Greenhaven, 1820 NCC

"Parade March Number Four," | whispered, and my musicians complied. Five hundred drums thundered,
and the dow music of the Grand Parade rolled out over the desolate, blasted wasteland of the Great
Southern Dead Zone.

| dipped from the saddle of my invisible steed, then sat on the dusty, dead ground. It was noon, and the
sun beat on the anvil of the bare rocks, hammering me with waves of heet - yet | did not fed it, nor did

my musicians or my bodyguards.

| knew not how long | sat there. | was, for adl intents and purposes, immune to the ordinary dangers of
Hyperborea. Even the fiercest ogre did not dare approach the five hundred armed skel etons which made
up my bodyguards, and those predators or scavengers who thought to gnaw upon their bones met a swift
and bloody end. Hest, chill, rain... None of it bothered me. The enchantment of my ring of adaptation
was now a permanent part of me, and activated with hardly athought. Sometimes a drumhead would
break, or aweapon, or adrumstick. My warriors and musicians had been ingtructed to smply bring any
broken equipment to me, and | repaired it without a second thought.

No, I hardly gave much thought to anything around me, anymore. My mind was too occupied with the

past.

Asthe proud music thundered over the barren wastelands around me, the memories of ancient glories
lived again in my mind. Old friends, long gone, lived again in my mind. Glorious battles, proud parades,
the Honor and Fame that were once mine...

| was agreat man, once. Power, prestige and honor were mine. | had more treasure stored in my tomb
than mogt kings have in their treasury. Thelove of my lifewas at my sde. Now, | had nothing - not even
my manhood. The enormous treasure that sat in my tomb was worthless - there wasn't asingle merchant
alivein 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 aMagter battle-mage, now meant nothing. The giants
of Dohbari village guarded Darrak's old lands with far greater strength, and they didn't really need my
assistance. My honor was destroyed when | was cast out of the Dyclonic Circle, a shame deeper than
any | had ever experienced in dl my days. Even my vaunted skill and power at sorcery was meaningless
- | couldn't useit to transform mysdlf and at least have regained my manhood. And because of that, the
love of my lifelay moldering in her tomb, her bright laughter tilled forever.



And all for what? Why had everything been taken from me? What purpose was served? Why did it dl
happen?

Sothat | could, nearly two thousand years after my birth, tell an old friend to kill himself.
"Exactly," afamiliar voice whispered in my mind.

| looked up from the ground, and saw an owl flutter to an dmost slent landing before me. | raised my
hand, and at awhispered command, my musiciansfell silent. The wind moaned softly over the broken,
blasted stones as | gazed at the owl. It was many moments before | found the voice to speak.

"You lied tome! Again!”
"No, | did not," the owl replied, his slent voice echoing in my mind.

"l am trapped inthisbody, eternally! How can | bring Dyarzi back to meif | can never again become a
man? She wasn't asapphite! Y ou told methat the restoration of my race and the restoration of my
beloved were both * Events* you were working towards!"

"They were. That was not a lie. Unfortunately, | could not do both. | had to choose, Eddas. And
Morgar's ninth pawn placement combined with his selection of Cordo as his king and my
subsequent alliance with Vyleah meant | could not have both of those * Events* come to pass, no
matter how the game went. | had to choose - and | chose your race over your beloved.”

"But you could have chosen Dyarzi!"

"Yes. And then what, Eddas? You live happily ever after in your tower, surrounded by the ruins of
your civilization?"

"eg"

"Hardly. Vyleah's rabbit explained it to you before, I'm surprised you didn't think of it your self,
and realize that 1'd already been forced to make a choice. Think, Eddas - you and Dyarz livein
the tower. You have several children. Then what? Who do your children marry? Who do they
themselves couple with, to have children of their own?"

| paused, stunned.

"Exactly, Eddas. It was a choice between your people or your beloved - and | chose your people.
You and Dyarz could never have had children. Had this been allowed in your former life, you
never would have gained the skills and knowl edges you needed to defeat Vayanar and Cordo.
Had this happened in your second life, your race would be doomed to a future of albinism,
hemophilia and congenital idiocy, or even insanity - all as Vyleah's rabbit told you."

For along moment, the implications of what Y orindar had said | eft me speechless. Finally, however, |
shook my head. "No, that'stoo easy. That choice you were forced to make, perhaps - but only because
you chose to destroy my peoplein thefirst place! Y ou were agod of the Invaders, Y orindar! You
brought your people to our shores, and that sparked the Great War of Destruction!™

"I had little choice there, aswell. Morgar's selection of Cordo as his king left mein a position
where | needed a king who could match him. So, | reached into the past about two billion years,
and shifted a stone deep beneath the earth, to change the course of a lava flow that would form a
few aeons later. The result of that, two billion years later, was a series of earthquakes and
volcanic eruptions which caused the people you call the Invadersto realize they could no longer



live on the island they had called home. A small suggestion planted in the dreams of their emperor
as to which direction to go, and they headed towards your lands. Meanwhile, | reached back to a
few decades before your time again, and selected a different father for someone who | knew
would be influential in the formation of my king - Vayanar."

"Vayanar was your pavn?"

"Not in regards to the game, no. He was merely a tool | used to forge you. Instead of a father who
would teach honor and respect, | selected a father who had clawed his way to the top of hisfield
through cunning and deceit - attributes he passed on to his son, and which Vayanar chose to act
upon, using his power of Free Will. Morgar knew that Vayanar's actions would eventually result
in the death of your beloved, which would spur you to an eternal quest to recover her, which
would give you the skills and knowledges necessary to be a proper king for me. Morgar did not
oppose either of my two manipulations, as he knew that eventually this would result in the
formation of this very Dead Zone which lies around us, and allow him the chance to forge his own
tool in the manner he wished. And yet, there was more."

"More? What more?"

"The form you have now was necessary - as you should understand, now. Yet, to forgeit, you
needed a bit more than your will alone. And, you also needed a way to help forge, in turn, the
First King of Tulan - Darian. He was an important part of my own future goals and plans - and
without him, the very tool | had used to forge you, Vayanar, would eventually have destroyed you
millennia later, before your own forging was complete. Thus, | reached into the past again, and
whispered into the dreams of the Great Mage Hyarlanoth, telling him how to forge the Skull
which you eventually bore - whose enchantment, millennia later, would allow you to survive your
own forging, and lock you in a form which could not curse the revived Hyperborean race with
congenital idiocy or any number of other problems. Of course, we haven't even touched upon the
various alliances | was forced to make among the gods of the giants, the elves and the dwarves,
nor have we even mentioned the alliances Morgar made with the gods of the goblins, hob-goblins,
ogresand trolls- all to bring you and Cordo together, at that moment in time, under those
conditions.”

My mind boggled. Y orindar discussed layers upon layers of intricately woven plans with an ease that
suggested he was only brushing the surface of it dl. Truly, no mortal mind could completely comprehend
the process by which the gods waged war acrossthe Arc of Time - there was Smply too much, al of it
related in intricate and often obscure ways.

"Exactly," Yorindar replied, reading my thoughts.

| Sghed. "Alright, I'm sorry. You didn't lieto me... And | agree with your choice. But..."
"Yes?"

"Well... Now what? What happens now?'

"Now, you build your race and your civilization anew. As you said yourself, your people are like a
phoenix, arisen from the ashes. Build your race and your civilization, Eddas - for someday, my
next match will begin, and you will be needed.”

"But... But the children... They will still haveto cometo me! | am like afather to them!”

"Yes, you are. And yet, you are not. But that result will not happen, either, Eddas - you will s mply



have to trust me on this, as paradox prevents me fromtelling you why. More importantly,
however, you must cease your moralizing about them, Eddas. You said yourself that like the
reborn phoenix, your race arises different than it was before. Do not curse your race with guilt
over the very method they use to reproduce, Eddas. You will curse your race with eternal
unhappiness and misery, and eventual extinction."

| nodded. | redlized mysdlf two decades ago that, in athousand years, Hyperboreans would probably be
known and respected throughout the world as powerful and skilled sorceresses, more powerful than
even the dves, and rivaling the skill and knowledge of even the elder dragons. They would probably no
longer even be considered human, but would, instead, appear to be some eldritch race... Akinto the
elves, perhaps, but without males, like dryads, naiads, gorgons or lamias. Vyleah would have her
followers, arace of heders, and would dowly recover her strength as the centuries passed. In time, with
the Hyperboreans astheir dlies, the Larinianswould, eventudly, establish the" Golden Kingdom" of

Y orindar's prophecy.

"Exactly,” Yorindar sad, sensng my thoughts.

| gazed at Y orindar. Despite everything he had said, | till could not shake afeding of anger. ™Y ou could
un-do dl this. Y ou'vewon. Y ou could go back, change back al the things you changed before, restore
my race, my civilization, my beloved-"

"No, | cannot, Eddas. Paradox prevents me from restoring that which | have once changed. All
the gods are similarly limited. Any act we take is, in that regard, like the act of a mortal. Once
done, it cannot be un-done. Just as you cannot take back the arrow you have fired or the words
you have spoken, we cannot take back the movement of even the smallest grain of sand. It would
be a paradox, and would crack the Arc of Time and bring the universe to an end.”

llBut_ll

"No, Eddas. | can see in your mind that you conceive of my initially reaching back into the past as
being paradox. But, to a god, it is not. We exist beyond the mortal considerations of time. But, as|
told you seven decades ago, we are merely gods, we are not the Creator. We are limited. What |
have done, | cannot un-do. All | can do istry to make the best choices | can, just as any mortal
might in their life."

"But why?! To what end? What isthe purpose of dl this?"

"You already know the answer to that. My goal is Tulan. In that kingdom, all raceswill live in
happiness, peace and prosperity,” Yorindar replied, then tipped his owl-head, asthough smiling. "But
that future is not assured quite yet. Thereis still an enormous amount of work to be done, Eddas -
and both you and your people are a part of it."

"Thereistill one promise you made to me you have not fulfilled. Y ou said | would see my beloved again.
All your plans... Everything... It dl requiresme. And if you don't a |east fulfill that promise, you can
damn well bet I'm not going through with any of it!"

"Think carefully, Eddas... Are you certain thisis what you want?"
"Very certan,” | replied firmly.

"So beit," theowl replied, blinking dowly. " Go home, Eddas. Return to your tower. Then, when you
have had your wish, end your mourning. We've a great deal of work ahead, starting sooner than
you think. You'll need to be prepared for it." Andwith that, Y orindar took off with aflap of



nearly-silent wings, rising higher and higher into the sky, until he vanished.

| roseto my feet, my heart bursting with joy. To see my beloved again! "Join hands,” | called, and took
the hand of the nearest warrior. Casting my spdll of returning, | transported the lot of usinto my tomb.

For many minutes theregfter, it wasincredibly crowded. Eventualy, however, | got thelot of my minions
to pile themsaves adong the northern wall in agreat heap of bone. | reasoned | might need them
someday, and they would be safe in my tomb until the time cameto cal upon them again.

Findly, they weredl settled. | nearly stuttered in casting my spdll of returning again to take meto my
tower, as| wasliteraly trembling with excitement and hope.

A moment later, | stood in my room at the top of my tower. | looked around, but | was done. The
sunlight streaming in through the windows gave the room a golden glow, but | could take no comfort iniit.
"Dyarzi?' | cdled.

"Yes?' awoman'svoice called back.
My heart skipped a beat. "Dyarzi, where are you?"
"Mmm?I'm over here, why?"

| turned to the sound of the voice, and saw my mirror - the same floor-length mirror | had received from
Tdiad, agesago. Y «t, instead of seeing my own reflection insde the mirror...

... saw Dyarzi, wearing her red dress, and gazing back out at me with an expresson of curiogity.

Chapter Thirty-Five

" As distance makes even the harshest mountain seem more beautiful, time makes our memories
mor e pleasant, dimming the harshest agonies to half-remembered discomforts.”

- Hyperborean proverb

| leapt to the mirror, and caressed its cool surface with an ebon-gloved hand. "Dyarzi! My lovel” |
shouted, and wept. Shewas incredibly beautiful, just as| remembered. Her olive skin was smooth, her
ebon hair long and soft, her dark eyeslarge and warm, her lips perfectly formed and inviting...

"Ummm... Who areyou?' Dyarzi asked, staring a mein confusion. Then, after along moment, her eyes
narrowed. "And why are you wearing my gloves and boots?'

"Dyarzi, |-

"Don't try to deny it! | had those gloves and boots specidly made for me, and | recogni ze the ftitching!™
"But, Dyarzi-"

"And what € se have you stolen of mine?*

"Dyaz,it's me! Eddag!"

Dyarzi blinked, and stepped back a pace from her side of the mirror. "Wh-what?"

"| came back, Dyarzi! | spent therest of my lifetrying to find away to bring you back to me, and... Well,
I'll just make along story short and say | died, and when | came back, | found | wasin thisbody."



Dyarzi peered at me, looking me up and down. "Ummm... From your animuary, right?"
"Yes love"
"And you came back... Asawoman?' she said, then peered at me again. "A half-ef woman?"

"Yes, love. She was one of severa grave-robbers. She was the one who came closest, so | possessed

her body."
"And you couldn't just...?" she asked, waving her handsin imitation of amagical gesture.

"No, my love. It'salong story, but... No, | couldn't use sorcery to fix it. I've been in this body for seventy
years, now."

Dyarzi looked at me, then snorted. After amoment, she burst into giggles. Soon, she was roaring with
laughter.

"It'snot that funny,” | replied, unable to keep the sourness out of my voice.

"Oh, Eddad Yes, itid It'shilarious! Y ou aways played the part of this virile, manly-man, and now
you're stuck in the body of awoman!™ she replied, screaming with laughter.

"l was not 'playing apart', | waswho | was," | replied, offended.

"Eddas, you're wearing a woman's waist-belt!" shelaughed, pointing. "And my gloves and boots! What
€lse are you wearing under that?"

"Comeon, show mel"

| knew Dyarzi. If shedidn't get her way with me, shewaslikely to throw a snit. | wanted our meeting to
go wdll, not poorly, so | obeyed. Loosening my waist-belt and tossing it atop the table, | dipped off my
robe and cast it aside.

Dyarzi gazed at mefor along moment, then burst into roaring laughter again. "Y ou... Y ou're wearing my
dancing outfit!"

"Yes. When | awoke, there was nothing else for me to wear. Later, | decided to continue wearing it, to
honor you. | even used your depilatory-stone, just as you had, to honor you. Y ou were and are the focus
of my life, and | hold every memory of you near and dear to my heart.”

Dyarzi struggled to stifle her laughter. "Wdll... Eddas... | mean... Well, ummm... I'm sure | appreciate the
honor, and I'm sure you had to wear something, yes..."

"I loved you, Dyarzi. | dill do. | dwayswill. Vayanar hired the Flame-Knives to murder me, Dyarzi, but
they killed you, instead. | spent the rest of my life searching for away to bring you back to me, my love. |
went among al thelibraries of dl the circleswho would spesk 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
elemental planes, and I've even traded spells and theories with adragon. | felt my end nearing, and | did
not want to live the life of alichefor therest of eternity, puttering about in my tomb and waiting for the
circléscdl whilel mourned you eterndly. So | seded mysdf in my sarcophagus and suffocated mysdf.”

"Oh, Eddas, I'm so sorry..." Dyarzi replied sadly.



"l awokein the body of thisfemale, centurieslater. Our civilization was destroyed in an ancient war, and
everything we once had was gone. Y &, my quest to bring you back to me drove me on. | learned even
more of the sorceries of the dwarves and the elves, and eventudly, | did find the way. But, even though |
now have the spell that can restore your life, | cannot useit to bring you back to me. | am trgpped in this
body, my love, and will beforever - and | knew you were not a sgpphite.”

"Not hardly," Dyarzi replied, shaking her head.

"l have lost everything, my love. Our civilization isgone - dl the vast wedlth | ever accumulated is
meaningless, now. My fame and prestige are buried in history, my honor has been destroyed... And yet,
my lovefor you drove me onwards," | said, and stepped over to the mirror, touching it lightly with my
gloved fingertips. "Oh, Dyarzi... I've missed you s0..."

Dyarzi smiled, placing her fingertips atop mine on her side of the mirror. "1 missed you, too, Eddas. Are
you happy, now? | mean... In your life, now?"

| Sghed. "For the most part, I'm incredibly londy, my love. I..."
"y e

"l took alover, years ago, but..."

Dyarzi gaped & me. "Y ou took a man asa lover?!"

"No, no! I'm not asodomite!™ | snapped, lowering my hand. "My lover was awoman - asapphite
woman."

Dyarzi made aface and quickly drew her hand away from the mirror. "BEww!"

"You'l be pleased to know it didn't work out,” | replied sourly. "I've spent the mgjority of the last seventy
years utterly done, smply sitting in my tower in the middle of aruined civilization, mourning you."

Dyarzi sighed. "No, Eddas, I'm hardly pleased to know that. | don't know al the details of what's
happened with you but... Well, | imagine that woman you found as alover didn't smply crawl out from
under arock. Somewhere, out there, is another land, with people. Y ou should go there, meet them, and
find another lover. Y ou should get on with your life, Eddas. I'm dead - find another woman to love.”

"I could never love ancther. Y ou were the only love of my life"
Dyarzi rolled her eyes. "And I'll bet you told your sapphite lover that, didn't you?"
"Yes, of course."

"Gah! If | could dap you, | would!" Dyarzi snapped. "Of course your relationship with her didn't work
out! What woman could possibly compete with memories of the dead?”

llBth_ll

"No, Eddas. You listento me. I'm dead - and | know I'm dead. I'm in the Afterlife - and in case you're
wondering, it's beautiful, here. Large, lovely fidds of flowers, gentle hills, smooth paths that lead hither
and yon, even lovely, beautiful cities where some gather who prefer quiet streets to flower-decked fields.
We do not hunger or thirst, here - food and drink are plentiful and available a athought if wewishit, but
we have no calling of the body for it. In fact, we have no need for anything, here, and everything we
might want isonly athought away. Some new arrivals spend afew days thinking up huge piles of money



or food and enjoying themsalves, but that swiftly fades as earthly desires dip away. For the most part, we
chat, meet old friends, and explore the endless green fields and lovely forests. Wdll, thismorning, as|
wandered down a path I'd not seen before through aforest I'd never been to before, | saw atower. A
lovely white tower, like | dwayswanted you to make, Eddas. | thought it was very beautiful, so | went

in. And when | reached the top, | heard avoice - and the voice came from thismirror, here. And now
I'm looking a you and | can seein your face that you love me still even after all these many, many
centuries... I'mlooking at your face and | can see you want to return meto life so | can bewith you... But
I'm sorry, Eddas, | don't want that."

llBut_ll

"No, Eddas. I'm happy here. It feelslike I've been here forever... Y ou say centuries have passed, and |
have to agree. I've been here centuries, at least. And | am happy here. There€'s no hunger, no thirst, no
pain, no menstrua cramps, no toothaches, nothing. With you, I'd have to experience adl the day-to-day
travallsof being alive again... And I'd be unhappy, because..."

"Because you'e still not a sapphite,” | replied, and she nodded.

"Well, yes, that too. But I'd dso be miserableliving in aruined civilization, Eddas. | need people around
me. I'd grow deathly bored sitting with you in your tower for the rest of eternity, without even servants
toamuseme! Y es, we planned on getting married, and having children. And | thought | might enjoy the
life of being your wife, the wife of awedthy, prominent and influentid battle-mage. But now, as| think
about it... Well, honestly, | think 1'd have probably sat around your tower, gained ten stone over afew
years eating sweet-mesats and trifles from that fabulous cook you had, just to stave off my boredom, and
eventualy ended up afat, unhappy shrew.” Dyarzi Sghed. "Oh, Eddas... If | could hug you tight, | would.
Yes | fill loveyou. But | didn't loveyou at first."

| blinked. "Y ou didn't?" | decided to Sit - my kneesfelt wesk. | pulled achair from the table over to near
the mirror, and sat beforeit.

"No, Eddas. | wasalowly commoner, asmple rogue. Well, okay, maybe more than just asmple
rogue,” she said, and winked. | chuckled as she continued. "Well, | was just acommoner, Eddas. A
commoner whom you fdl in love with one dark night when you and | met in an dley. Y ou were after that
cup | nicked from that dragon, and | wastrying to hock it. Y ou looked at me, and | could see you had
falen head-over-hedlsfor me. Not surprising, | waswearing my black silk cat-suit. You'd lived alife
amogt like a cloistered monk for years, teaching those students and going off to various bettles. | was
certain your eyes were about to pop out of your head," she said, and laughed.

"l was not amonk," | replied sourly, but Dyarzi only laughed again.

"Oh, Eddas! | planned on letting you woo me, wine me, dine me, take me to your home, then rob you
blind the moment your back was turned!" she said, and laughed again. "1 didnt, at first, smply because |
redized that you were powerful. Y ou weren't just some mage who'd been hired to try to find me, you
were a battle-mage of the Dyclonic Circle - the most powerful and respected circlein al theland. |
figured if | annoyed you by robbing you, I'd be dead! So, | just sat back and enjoyed theride for the first
few weeks, and let you wine me and dine me and woo me... And that was very nice, | must say," Dyarzi
said, and grinned. "Well, later, as| got to know you, | realized what a sweet, gentle and wonderful man
you were indde, benegth that cool exterior you liked to show to the world. And dowly, | fel in love with
you."

"While | loved you from the moment | saw you, and my love only grew from then on,” | replied quietly.

"Yes, | know. But you were still extremey suffy.”



"l wasnot!" | retorted hotly.

Dyarzi grinned. "Oh, yes, you were. Alwaysworried about your image. | said we could just live together
- who cared, redly? Y et, you said that we would have to get married, it was expected of aman of your
socid rank. Which, because | was a commoner and you were arespected and high-ranking member of a
battle-circle, meant I'd have to become your courtesan, and behave properly before your friends and
associates for severa months before | could be socidly considered an "acceptable wife. And let metell
you, that was a pain, Eddas. Having to be a proper courtesan and obey the rules of the ‘upper crust’' of
society, all that bowing and scraping and proper table manners and proper speech and...” Dyarzi shook
her head, and snorted.

"Bah! I'm acity girl, Eddas. My father was a poor tailor, and | wasthelast of eight children. | was cast
out on the street when | was ten to beg for my food because my family couldn't afford to feed me. | grew
up on the streets, eventudly joined the thieve's guild, and started building areputation as one of the finest
thievesin Wilanda City. Y ou thought you werelifting me up from alowly life on the streets, Eddas... But
you weren't. Those boots and chain and dl my other things didn't come from nowhere, you know. | paid
for them. | was hardly a poor street urchin any longer, Eddas. | was one of the wedlthiest thievesin the
city, because | was one of thebest. Yet, indl that time, | did my best to live by the same rules my mother
taught me. | never killed anyone, | never stole from anyone who couldn't affordit... | suppose that's why

| ended up here. | did the best | could to live agood life, and my crowning achievement wasthat | stole
the heart of agood man."

"And as you said many times, my love, what you sted stays stolen,” | replied softly. "My heart has been
yoursfor over seventeen centuries.”

"So | see..." Dyarzi replied softly, and Sighed. "But now, Eddas... Dearest love... Itistime | gave what |
stole back to you.”

"| don't want it back, Dyarzi. | loveyou..."

"I know. But I'm dead, Eddas. Our timeispast,”" shereplied, and smiled wryly. "We had agood run at
life, Eddas. We laughed and loved and shared something specid. But now, it'stime for you to move on.”

"I could never do that,” | replied, my heart breaking.

"Oh, yes, you can. I'm agood judge of character, Eddas- and as| ook at you, | think that you've grown
even stronger than you ever were when we were together. | won't ask you to forget me - | know you,
and you never will. But if you ever loved me, Eddas, then | ask you now to let me go. | anreturning to
you that which | stole, Eddas. | give you back your heart. Takeit, and be happy, my love," she said, and
turned away from the mirror.

"Dyarzi, wait!" | called, lesping to my feet. But she did not walk far - only over to thefireplace that was
on her sde of the mirror. Picking up a poker, she strode back towards the mirror. "Dyarzi! Noooo!"

"Goodbye, my love," shereplied, and smashed the mirror.

| leapt back, expecting aflying shower of glass. Y et, there was none. Instead, Dyarzi was ssimply gone,
leaving only the reflection of a strange, half-elven woman behind. | knew who shewas, of course. I'd
gazed a her dien, terrifyingly beautiful features for decades, now. Shewas, of course, the Raven of
Yorindar.

And as| gazed a her, the Raven of Y orindar began to sob.



Chapter Thirty-Six

"The Law of Tantivity: Whenever oneis designing a new spell formula, one must always keep the
limitations 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 univer se 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 accomplishesthe 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 flameisfar 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'srooster, is possible, though difficult. It iseasier 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

| went out to my parapet and sat in my chair, gazing out over my plantation of byallar-trees. A gentle

breezerippled their leaveslike waves on agreen ocean. | had seen this sight countless times before, of
course. The quiet beauty of the trees, asight | had gazed upon decade after decade, had aways been

familiar and reassuring. Y e, today, they brought no comfort to me.

| had wept until | sSmply had no more tearsto weep. My soul felt empty, and hollow. Thusit was that
though | heard the buzzing of littlewings, | did not look to the source of the sound, nor did | redly care
when | noticed alittle friend sitting nearby me, on the edge of the parapet.

Kiriin gazed a me slently for along moment, her blue hair gently wafting in the breeze. | did not return
her gaze, | smply continued staring out over the trees of my land. Findly, she spoke, her tiny voice
hushed as she gazed a me.

"Thank you," shesaid, and fdl silent again.
| looked to her. "For what?'

"| was here, on the parapet. | saw it al, through the windows. | heard every word. | didn't know if you
intended for meto seeit, but | did. And then | remembered that you were the Raven of Y orindar. Even if
you did not intend meto seeit, Y orindar probably did. And now | have seenit. And now | know... That

heishappy."
"Who ishappy?'

But Kiriin did not reply, she smply turned her gaze to the horizon. | thought about pressing her for an
answer, but found | smply did not have the energy to do so. She would tell me, when she was ready.

"They are searching for you, you know."

| nodded silently.



"Y our courtesans... Y our daughters... All the giantsin Hyperborea... There are even parties of elvesand
dwarves scouring the lands for you. Longtooth says he hastried to speak to you using hismagic ring

many times."
"l know. I've beenignoring it.”

"Lyotaasked meto remain here, and | agreed. | knew that eventudly, if you lived, you would return
here."

| raised an eyebrow. "Oh? And how did you know that?"

Kiriin gazed a me, her tiny sgpphire eyes smiling dightly. "Y ou are an Ancient One, Master Eddas Ayar,
even as| am. Thisisyour home. Despite the war, despite centuries of ruin and decay, despite
everything... Thisisyour home. Y ou, like me, have nowhere dseto go.”

| nodded, gazing at Kiriin. She knew me well, despite having known me for such ashort time. "Y ou said
once you had afavor to ask me, Kiriin. A favor you wanted to ask once you had proven yourself to me.
Wiéll, | would say that what you did in the Sunless Seato help rescue the prince... More than proves
yoursdlf to me. So ask.”

Kiriin was slent for along moment, smply gazing a me. Findly, she nodded. "I told you once, Master
Eddas, that | learned of you through the tales spun by the trader, Taiad?' she asked, and | nodded.
"Wadll... Tdiad and | have spoken many times over the years. He enjoys my company... And | his. He
would never understand, of course, but..."

"YS?'

Kiriin sighed. "Many centuries ago, | lived in that monastery with my mate. We were happy, Master
Eddas, very happy. Y es, the death of the Hyperboreans was sad... But asde from that, we were happy.
The monastery was dowly crumbling as the centuries went by, of course, but we did not worry. Then,
oneday, abit of gonefél..." Kiriin explained, and sighed.

| nodded in understanding. "And today, you findly learned that your mateis, in al likelihood, very happy
inthe afterlife- just asmineis.”

"YS."
"Do go on, Kiriin."

"Wédll... | have been done since then, Master Eddas. | have not gone anywhere else, because | have
nowhere eseto go. The monastery ismy home, and | have many happy memoriesthere... Just asyou, |
suppose, have many happy memories here. Then, one day, about a century ago, Taliad began coming by.
| find hefillsavoid in my heart, Master Eddas, in away | cannot properly describe. | wishto be his
mate... But I am too small for him to even take such anotion serioudy, | think."

| smiled. "Y ou migudge Taliad. He would be deeply honored if he knew that was your desire.”
"Perhaps... But... If | werejust..."
"Y ou mean to say that if youwerejust alittle larger, hewould be lesslikely to rgect you.”

Kiriin hung her little head. "But | am merely apixie, Magter Eddas. | know little of spells of
transformation - our forte' is spells of illuson and nature. | would need a master mage to help me derive
the formulafor aspell that | could cast, and perhaps maintain...”



"Aninteresting chalenge...”" | replied, stroking my chin. "Maost growth spells cannot be maintained for
long, and certainly not by apixie. Thedrainissimply too much.”

Kiriindghed. "So it isimpossible, then.”
| smiled. "Hardly. Come, Kiriin. Let'sseewhat | can come up with."

After perusing my book of theory for awhile, | pulled out my magic quill and my writing desk, and had it
work on afew formulas. The quill saved me an enormous amount of time, and as the sun dipped lower
on the horizon towards late afternoon, | paused in redization. "Y ou know, dl the growth formulas here
modify your dimensions - and dimensiond aterations have specific upper and lower limits, and definite
points of diminishing returns. | wonder..."

"Yes2" Kirinn asked, hopein her voice.

"I wonder what would happen if we smply dtered mass, with dengity as a congtant, and just alowed the
dimensions and tissue structures to self-adjust?’ | asked aloud. And with that, | returned to my work. An
hour later, | grinned. | had it. "There. That's the formulayou want, Kiriin. The transformation can only be
cast on the caster themselves, and it only lasts an hour, but it's easily within your capabilities.” | gazed at
the formula, considering it. "Hmmm... In anitem, it could smply be activated, and it would last
indefinitely. However, | doubt you have the strength to imbue it. And you wouldn't want to, anyway."

"Oh?Why not?'

"Because you couldn't possibly fly, Kiriin. Y our flight is not a power of levitation, but true winged flight. If
you were permanently enlarged, you would beforced to walk dl the time-"

"Likeabrownie?!" Kiriin squeaked.

"Or ahuman, yes - but aside from that, your feet and legs are probably not used to that at all, | doubt
youd enjoy it."

Kiriin stared at the formula, her little eyeswide. "That... That is extremely complex, Master Eddas. And

| do not understand your notes on the reagents.”

"Wel, I'll have the quill write out the full spdll for you so you can understand it. It's redlly not that difficult
- theillusons you were casting on the Sunless Sea are, in truth, far more complex. Thisissmply an area
of sorcery you are unfamiliar with - but once | have the full details of the somatic and verba components
written out for you, you'll be able to understand it. And asfor the reagent,” | replied, and shrugged. "An
acornwould do."

"Anacorn? That'sal?2"

I smiled. "Yes, Kiriin. That'sdl. And youll only need it when reading the spell from agrimoire, or if you
wanted to imbueit into an item. If you can manage to master the spell asaskill, you'll be ableto cagt it
effortlesdy, without worrying about reagents.”

"| can get an acorn! | can get one now!" Kiriin squeaked excitedly.

"Alright - why don't you go get an acorn, while | write out the full details of the spell for you so you can
try it out?"

"Okay!" Kiriin squealed, and zipped out the open door to my parapet, and flew away. By thetime she
returned afew minutes later, the magic quill had finished itswork. Kiriin dumped what wasfor her a



double arm-load of acorns onto my table - three, to be exact. "Alright, what do | do?" she asked
excitedly.

"Apply your will, reading the verba components off from these pages, while following the ingtructions
about the somatic components. Hold the acorn in one hand while you gesture. If you do not dip, the spell
will be cagt.”

Kiriin nodded, then looked at the acorns. "Ummm... Isit dright if | hold it under an arm?"
"It should be, yes. Try it."
"Ummm... How big will thismake me?'

"You should end up two orders of magnitude larger in mass... I'd say you'll probably end up about my
height, or perhaps abit shorter.”

"Ooo0!" Kirin squeded.

"Cam yoursdf - you need to concentrate while reading the spell, or you'll fail and waste an acorn. Take
your time."

"Yes, Master Eddas," Kiriin replied, and turned her attention to the pages1'd laid out before her.

Kiriin spent afull minute carefully reading and incanting the spdll 1'd written out for her, gesturing as
precisaly as she could. When she was done, the acorn disappeared in a puff of smoke...

...and suddenly, Kiriin wasten times her usua Sze, and teetering on the edge of my table.
"Aaah!" she squeded, fluttering her enormous wings.

| legpt to my feet, grabbing her gloved hand to steady her. "Careful, Kiriin. Y ou're not used to walking
about at thissize. Bones can break in afal at thissize"

| helped Kiriin down from the table, then looked her over. She was, perhaps, only a hand shorter than
myself. Magnified to my sze, her face looked... Odd. Her eyes were positively enormous. Her face was
long, with an extremely narrow nose that, from bridge to nostril, was perhaps haf again astdl asahuman
or ef'snose. Her blue hair looked quite odd, and her trand ucent wings shimmered in the light with the
colors of the rainbow. Her body was incredibly sensud, however, with large, full breasts. Overall, she
was gtill beautiful, yes - but very odd looking, to my eyes.

Once shewas steady on her feet, Kiriin quickly went over to look at hersdf in my mirror. "Yedl" she
squealed, bouncing with joy. "Now | can hug him and kisshim and even-" she said, then suddenly looked
to me, and blushed deeply.

| smiled. "The spdl's effect isn't permanent, Kiriin. Y ou can will it to end at any time, and you'll haveto
exert your will to maintainit if you wishit to last longer than an hour. And you should not exert yoursdlf
with sorcery a thissizein any way. If you do, you'll hardly noticethe drain of pixie-magic at thissize-
but once you return to your normal size, thetotal drain of dl your exertions might kill you."

Kiriin nodded, then returned to gazing at hersdf in the mirror. "I'll be very careful. One casting, no other
pdls, and | won't maintainit, I'll just let it wear off onit'sown," she said, then gasped. "Oh!"

"What?'
"What if I..."



"What?'
"What if heand I... | mean, what if | got pregnant? | mean... I'd explode!™

| burgt out laughing. "That'simpossible, Kiriin, don't worry! The spell hasn't changed your germ-plasm.
You aredtill apixie- and pixiesand elves aren't closely enough related for that to happen. Look -
compare your faceto mine" | said, standing next to her and smiling at her reflection in the mirror. " See?
We'reredly completdly different people.”

Kiriin gazed at hersdf, and frowned. "Aaaah! I'll look odd to him! Look a my nose! And look at my
eyes! They'retwice the Sze of yourd™

"Of coursethey are- youreapixie."
"But they'll look odd to him!"

"Hardly. They'll look beautiful - particularly when you tell him the story of how you got the spell, and Al
the danger you had to go through to get it, just because you wanted to hug him properly, and tell himyou
loved him," | replied, and smiled. "And you forget, Kiriin - Taliad is Sylvani. Wood-elves know precisely
what pixieslook like... And they adore you, and think you are very beautiful.” Kiriin smiled dightly, and |
hugged her. "And more, I'velooked at you, and | think you're very beautiful, Kiriin. Y es, perhaps your
features are abit odd by the standards of the larger races - but they are hardly ugly,” | said, and smiled.
"Now, go on and will the spell to end, and well work on copying it to some smdler pages you can fold
up and take with you when you go home. Practice it carefully, and you should be able to master it asa
skill inafew weeks. I'll make aquill from awood-diver, and help you with dipping it in theink."

Kiriin hugged me back, her enormous wings fluttering. " Thank you, Magster Eddas. Thank you for this...
Thank you for everything!" she cried, then poofed back to her norma size of ahand and ahaf in height.

After | spent afew minutes with my knife cutting some smaler sheetsfor her, we spent two hours
copying the spell. We paused at sunset so | could spark afirein my fireplace, and | took amoment to
hang apot of byallar to warm while weworked. | checked the copy extremely carefully - my own magic
quill couldn't possibly form lettersthat small, and if there was an error in copying, the spell would fail.

Findly we were done, and | was satisfied the copy was true and accurate. | dipped thetiny sheetsinto
an empty reagent bag | had lying about in my supplies, and she dipped the little leather pouch over her
shoulder. "Well, now that you've helped me, it'stimefor meto help you again.”

| smiled, pouring acup of byallar for mysdlf, then leaning back in my chair. "Hardly, Kiriin. Y ou've
worked hard enough in recovering Prince Parid - we're even, | say."

"Perhaps - but there's one more thing | need to do for you. It's night, now. They've probably returned to
thevillage again. | will tell them you are here, then head home."

| sghed. "Kiriin, don't. I'm not sureif I'm ready-"

"Master Eddas Ayar, you are an Ancient One, just as| am. Perhaps| am merdly apixie, whileyou are
something far greater... Y ou are one of the Great Mages, like those of legend and song... The equd of a
dragon... The servant of agod. Yet, | have learned something in my two thousand years of life, something
you gpparently have not. And, | will tdll it to you now, asafriend, to afriend.”

"What?'

"Y ou cannot mourn forever, Eddas Ayar. At some point, you must let them go, and get on with your life.



Y our mate told you this, too - and you should listen to her, and to me. Let her go, Eddas Ayar. End your
mourning, pick up your life again... And be happy."

| Sghed. "I will try, Kiriin. | will try."

"That'sdl anyone can ask," Kiriin replied, risng into the air on aflutter of tiny wings, then vanishingina
gparkle of pixie magic as sheturned invisble. "Farewedll, Eddas Ayar..." she called, and | heard the
sounds of her tiny wings buzzing out the open door onto my parapet, then away, into the moonlit night.

| sat therein my chair after that, gazing after her. Kiriin'svist had been like a sudden splash of coal rain,
and now that shewas gone, | found | could actualy think about what had happened to me.

Thelove of my life, Dyarz, still loved me. But shewas dead. It wastime for meto let her go.

| knew in my heart Dyarzi was probably right. Had she lived, she would have been terribly bored,
abandoning the exciting life of amaster rogue to become my wife. Had shelived, she probably would
have fattened herself on the delicious sweet-mests my cook, Kylinae, made for us. | remember Dyarzi
loved to snack on them... And as | considered it, | realized she had probably been bored aready, even
then. | was ascholar - and, in truth, an enormous bookworm. | could entertain myself easily by reading
the latest theoretical work on magic, or working on my next lesson for my students. Dyarzi could not -
though she could read, and | once had bought severd works of fiction for her entertainment, she found
reading to be a chore, and abore. She was, quite smply, awoman of action. Certainly, | could have
taken her with me when the circle called meto help fight various battles, but there was, in truth, littlea
lone rogue might have been ableto do there - eveniif | could have overcome the horrid thought of her
being killed in battle, and somehow managed to take her with me. Besides... In the end, bringing her
aong would have been aclear violation of the rules of my order. No, living with me asmy wife, she
would have eventualy become quite bored. And, being bored and unhappy, would have eventualy
become shrewish - and both of us would have ended up miserable.

Asl| thought about it, | redized that my memories of her had been colored by my own perceptions...
And, intruth, by my age. They were the recollections of an old, old man, who had met and lost hisone
truelovein the prime of hislife. | had, in my mind, ideglized her asthe decades of my life had rolled by ...
| had transformed her into the perfect woman; flawless, exciting, and sensud. And while she was exciting
and sensual, she was hardly flawless. Shewas, inthe end, amorta... A human woman, not a perfect
goddess. She had her good moments and bad, as al mortal men and women did. She had her moments
of kindness and love, and her moments of spite and tantrums.

| chuckled, remembering her little snits. | had stripped my robe off before her to avoid just such alittle
tantrum - but until that moment where she demanded | do so, | had hardly remembered her moments of
anger. Now, those memories came back to me easily. In truth, back then, she probably could have made
me do anything, even legp through flaming hoops, just to keep her happy.

| chuckled again. Dyarzi had been afiery woman - and, as| thought about it, | redlized she'd probably
devel oped her temper and her ability to push me around from her life as a street urchin. On the streets,
only the strong survived. Sheld had to learn to be assertive and strong before she had even reached
puberty. And when she'd reached puberty, she had to learn to fight with ferocity, to keep the other
dreet-dwedlersfrom smply raping her a will.

| sighed, shaking my head at mysdlf. In truth, time had atered my own memories of Dyarzi, until she had
become a cherished and idedlized part of an old-man's heart. Time and my own love had polished away
her flaws, leaving only a perfect, sparkling jewel of memory behind. | had forgotten what shetruly was
like... And that hardly did justice to her. She was not a perfect, pristine goddess. She was a morta



woman. And | loved her. | knew in my heart that | ways would.
But now, it wastimeto let her go.

| leaned back in my chair, sipping at my cup of byallar, thinking about Dyarzi, and remembering our time
together. Findly, as| drained the cup and set it aside, | smiled.

Thear shimmered, and Pelig, Lyota, and five of my courtesans appeared - Kylag, Y oria, Haa, Pylota
and Fylass. Behind them and towering over them was Joy - and she did not ook amused.

"Eddagl" Pdiashrieked, dashing over to me and hugging metight.

"Father!" Lyota cried, weeping as she struggled to hug me among al the other armsthat tried to surround
me.

"Old Man, where the hdll have you been?" Joy roared, her clear ato voice trembling with emotion.
"Weveadl been worried sick about you!™

"Mourning, Joy," | replied.
"Mourning who?!" Joy snapped.

"My old friends. My people. My civilization. Millions and millions of ordinary people who once laughed
and sang and quarreled and warred and lived and loved and died, and who are now long gone to dust
and forgotten. My friends, my teachers... High Master Frarim, who once was my teacher, and in many
ways like a second father to me. Grand Master Dyclon, who never could have foreseen the tragic and
shameful end the circle he founded would come to. Master Kardak and Master Barad, whose finest
work and grandest achievement was in repairing the war-machines of the Invaders... Work | had to
destroy. Master Natchok, who voted against me, his best friend, and regretted it to the end. Master
Gorol, who wrote of the lat, frightening, shameful days of the Dyclonic circlein hisdiary, and who only
wished to one day sit with me and sip acup of byallar again in peace. Master Cordo, who became
Morgar'stool... | never knew how hetruly felt about me, until the very end. He always saw me asarivd,
and his deepest wish was, just once, to defeat me... And his end was horrifying, Joy. A fate | would not
have wished on him, had | been given achoice... A fatel would not even have wished on Vayanar,
whom | hated from the very depths of my soul. And Dyarzi..." | replied, and sighed. "I have mourned
Dyarzi, Joy. | have mourned her sincetheday | lost her, al those many centuries ago. | have wept an
ocean of tearsover her. And, finaly, | mourned mysdf."

"Yourself?* Joy asked, gazing a mein confusion.
"Yes, Joy."

Sowly, Pdlia, Lyotaand the otherslet me go, and sat beside me on the floor in a semi-circle, surrounding
me. | reached out and caressed their hands and faces, one a atime. "Eddas," Pdliasaid, squeezing my
hand as | clasped hers, "why would you mourn yoursaf?

"Because my old lifeisgone, and shall never return. | am the Raven of Y orindar,” | replied, and stroked
her hair softly. "For the rest of eternity, | shall reach out to each of the last women of Hyperborea,
bringing life into your wombs and pleasure into your life, restoring our race as some strange race of
immortal sorceresses... Y et, forever remaining apart from you. Loved, but untouched... Revered, yet
never caressed. It gppears my fateisto deep donefor therest of eternity.”

Pdliablanched, her gazeflickering to Lyota. Lyotagazed back at her coldly for amoment before her
expression smoothed. | smply smiled, and caressed Lyotas face for amoment. "Do not worry. | have



cometo accept this. | have cometo accept al of this. The desth of my people and my civilization, my
friends, and even my beloved Dyarzi... All of it. | have cometo accept it."

Joy gazed a me for along moment, then dowly crossed her arms and glowered at me. "Oh, you have,
have you?Y ou've come to accept your fate in some typically noble and honorable and stupid
Hyperborean md e fashion, where you will Smply st there and alow theweight of it dl to dowly grind
down your soul over the course of afew millennia, isthat it?"

| rolled my eyes. "Hardly, Joy. It'sjust that |-"

"Bah!" Joy snapped, interrupting me. Joy waggled afinger a Pdiaand the others. "Do you know what
these women have been talking about for the last three weeks? Do you have any idea?"

| sighed. It was obvious my long absence, my extended mourning, had only worried Peliaand her women
nearly to death. "Probably me. I'm sorry, but-"

"Shut up!" Joy roared. "Just once inyour life, Old Man, you aregoing to sit thereand listen!™ Joy
looked to Lyota, stabbing athick forefinger a her. "Tell him, Lyotal Tell him about the argument you had
with your mother last week!"

Lyotapaed."l..."
"Tell him! Tell himall of it!"

Lyota nodded, gazing at the floor for amoment as she attempted to collect herself. Finally, she spoke.
"When you first vanished, we knew not what had happened. It wastwo days later before Arellaarrived
to fetch the prince... They had been expecting you to bring him. When you did not, she went to fetch him
hersdf. The king had wanted to thank you, but you l€eft. Y ou took that army of skeletonswith you, and
just... Left. That wasthe first we knew that something waswrong.”

"Wewent first into the Southlands, to ask the soldiers who might have been near enough to see what had
happened... But the Larinians had no ideawhat had happened to you. They heard the blast, they saw you
leave with your skeletons, but that was dl. Some believed that you, aholy warrior of Y orindar, had
samply returned from whence you came - the Halls of the Gods. Otherswho knew you better, like King
Noril and Arella, believed you had smply gone home to Hyperborea. Arella had not seen the moment
you left. When we told her what the others had seen, she nodded, and said something dire had probably
happened. We knew there was a crater in the ground, and the astral residue | could see showed me
clearly that a mage had blasted themselves to vapor in that spot. It was obvious, to me. Y ou had not
killed Cordo. He had killed himself. The astra plane sill held traces of degp horror, even severd days
after the event, when | findlly was able to examine the crater. Ardlasfamiliar, Swift-wing, ismore skilled
at reading astral emanationsthan |, asheis easily four times my age. He smply looked &t it, and
shuddered. We knew something dire had happened... Something terrible, that had wounded you deeply.
But we knew not what."

"S0, we began to search. The giantsimmediately offered their help, and we accepted, of course. A week
later, word that you were missing had reached the elves and dwarves. Y ou are an df-friend, and a
dwarf-friend. King Durin of the Dwarves sent a hundred thousand warriors, including eight thousand
berserks, to destroy the goblin's reinforcements. Not to be outdone, the Queen of the Elves sent a
hundred and twenty-five thousand warriors, ranging from plate-mailed Katani knights on their proud
war-gteeds to green-garbed Sylvani archerswho dipped through the forests like emerald ghodts. It wasa
historic battle, or so Mungim said. Never before had ef and dwarf met on the battlefield as dlies - and
both Queen Eliande and King Durin redlized it was not a moment that should be alowed to smply fade
into the history-books. Thus, both the elves and dwarves sent search parties throughout the lands of



Hyperborea, looking for you, their friend. Findly, last week, mother went to see Karg the Terrible, the
great dragon whose territory our lands on lolo Mountain fal within."

| raised an eyebrow at this, looking to Pelia, but at Joy's glower, remained silent.

"She meant to ask for hishdlp in finding you. We had nothing to offer, unfortunately. Mother only hoped
he might help out of hisancient friendship with you. But Karg smply yawned, and said "Hewill returnto
histower eventudly. Simply set someone to watch for him." Then, herolled over and went to deep.”
Lyotasighed, her gaze still on thefloor.

"Mother was very upset by this, aswere dl the others. But | remembered you had told me that dragons
never speak idly, and they gain much of their knowledge through their dreams. If Karg said you would
return to your tower eventualy, then eventualy, you would do so. So | asked Kiriin to watch your tower
day and night. Mother said thiswas foolish, asthey checked your tower once aday or so, and that
would be enough. And then..."

"Goon, Lyota," Joy said.
"l exploded & her," Lyotasaid, and fell slent.

"Tdl himwhy. Thewhole village heard that screaming fight. We al know what happened - everyone
savehim. Sotel him."

"Becauseit didn't matter!" Lyota snapped, glaring a Pelia. "Even if you returned, she would il bethe
same! Oh, shelovesyou and respectsyou - | can see it in her aural But shewill never touch you! You
will give her pleasure and companionship, and al the women of the First Generation, but none of them
will ever touch you in return! They hold some stupid, stupid notion in their mind that someday, perhaps,
you'll be aman again and they can liewith you but you won't, ever! All of us of the Second Generation
can seeit, even thelittletoddlers! We seeit when welook at you! That great knot of mana that
maintains your body can never be broken! And now, looking at you, | seeit has even merged with your
talent, your very soul! It'sa part of you! It's never going to go away, and nothing isever going to
removeit! So you will sit here and belonely and they will Sit there and hope forever becausethey are
stupid! And meanwhile, all of us of the Second Generation will forever be alone at night, just like
you, because you are stupid, too!"

| blinked. "What?2"
"Tdl him, Lyotal" Joy snapped.

"Youwont ever touch ud Yes, maybein afew centuries, you might consider giving us children - but that
isal! Toyou, we arelike your daughters! " Lyota snapped, and shook an accusing finger at Peliaand
the others of my courtesansthat sat near her. " They will never touch you! They love you deeply but they
are stupid and all they want to do iswait and hope for something that will never happen! | want to be
with you, but | know you will never do that! Who elseam | to bewith? My sisters? The others of the
Second Generation? | am not interested in men, as my mother and the others of the First Generation
are! None of us of the Second Generation areinterested in men! How could we be? We have been
raised to think of you astheided mate, and we have al been told that it's only through you that our race
can survivel" Lyota shrieked, and leapt to her feet.

"Yes, welook to you asafather! But you are not afather of the blood! And yet your stupid, stupid,
stupid morality will never ever let you touch any of us! You will never touch me! All you want is
her and the others, and they will never touch you!" Lyota screamed, and suddenly burst into tears.



| sat, stunned, for many moments. Lyota stood there, sobbing, and Peliaand my other courtesans
sniffled. Even Joy seemed moved.

Gently, | reached out, and pulled Lyotainto my lap, hugging her. For along moment, | knew not what to
say. | Imply sat there, stroking her hair, and thinking. Findly, I lifted her chin with agloved finger, and
gently wiped away her tears. "There, there, Lyota... It'sdright..." | whispered, and hugged her again,
patting her back. "It is as your mother said, once... Before you were born... We are voyagers through
time, who have awakened to see our civilization in ruinsaround us. We cannot rebuild it the way it was.
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. It isdead, and its
ruinsliearound us. Y et we can plant anew oak. We can water it and nurture it, fertilizing its roots with
the shards of wood and dead |eaves of the previoustree. It will never be the same asthe old oak. It will
grow differently, and mature differently. Yet it will still be an oak, and with care, it will regain some of the
aspects that made our past civilization noble, proud, and strong.”

| took Lyota's shoulders, and leaned her back in my lap, gazing into her eyes. "Lyota, dl thispain and
anguish you've felt is because at the moment, | am the only way our people can reproduce, and you've
grown up with asmall group of other children who are, in your eyes, like sstersto you. Like abirth, the
early stagesof our new civilization'slifewill be painful. Yet, it will get better.”

"How?' Lyotaasked, drying her eyes.

"In acentury, there will be nearly two thousand of usin theworld. And, by then, each of you will be using
aspdl | congtructed ten years ago - aspell you can useto give yourself children. With our people ableto
produce their own children, instead of everyone growing up looking to me astheir father and to their
fdlowsasther sgters, you will be ableto live and love each other normaly. You will dl beabletolivein
happiness, as arace with asingle gender.”

Pdliaand the others gasped, and Lyotas eyes widened. "But how, Father? Mother said the Law of
Tantivity prevents any enchantment of that nature from being useful! The drain would be impossibly
high!"

| smiled. "Impossibly high for them, yes. They are healers, Lyota, and they do not have the vast will and
enormous reserves of endurance that a battle-mage must learn to develop by the time they reach the rank
of Master - whichiswhat you are learning to become, and what al those of your generation and dl the
generaionsto follow will learn to become. The drainis difficult, yes. About astaxing as summoning a
greater demon, in fact, and hardly something you'll be doing on aregular basis. Still, it will work, Lyota. |
realized ten years ago that it would be necessary, as s mple mathematics showed that even at our
infinitesmally dow rate of growth, in afew centuries, there will be thousands of us, and | smply will no
longer be able to act asthe 'bee for all the 'flowers of our people.”

Lyotasmiled for amoment, then her face took on a serious expression. "It is like abee to the flowers,
you know - it's not copulation! It's not intercourse, it's sorcery! | am more my mother's twin than your
daughter, and | carry none of your germ plasm within me!”

| smiled. "1 know, Lyota."
"Sowill you... | mean..."

| smiled again, brushing astray lock of hair from her eyes. "Lyota, nothing pleases me more that you have
asked. | am deeply honored. But no, | will not."

"But-"



"No, Lyota. Y ou are not adaughter of my flesh, no. But you are adaughter of my heart. In twenty or
thirty years, when you have attained the rank of Master, there will be probably over athousand inthe
Second Generation. Most of them will hardly seem like sistersto you, but will be more like friends and
acquaintances,” | replied, and sighed. "And now, as| seethe paininyour heart, | know that my only
courseisto only use your mother's gift on her and the others of the First Generation. For the rest of you,
once you attain the rank of Master, you will be taught the spell which will alow you to reproduce by
yourselves. Intime, you will sdlect life-partners from among each other. And you will bear your own
children, without me being involved in any way," | said, and smiled. "We are, in the end, humans, Lyota
Bees and flowers are bees and flowers, Lyota, not humans. Thereisno copulation involved, but thereis
adsonolove. And | do loveyou, my daughter. Thus, | cannot lie with you."

"But why?!" Lyotawailed.

"Because of the principle of Absolute Ethics, Lyota," Peliasaid quietly. "Eddasisright to refuse you...
And | waswrong to argue with you that night. It was something you needed to talk to him about, not me,
and..." Pdiasighed. "Wéll, when you started screaming, | became angry, mysdlf. I'm sorry for that, but...
Well, we aren't just building afamily here, my daughter - we are rebuilding our civilization. We must stay
true to the principles of Absolute Ethics, or the very civilization we build will belike abent tree. It will
never grow straight and strong, but will be flawed from the art. Y ou are learning to be a battle-mage.
Absolute Ethics are required, and you should know why, by now. The powersyou are learning to wield
arefar greater than anything | or those of my circle can ever teach you. We are smple hedlers, and our
spelsaretrivia in comparison to the raw power wielded by your father."

Lyotasat slently in my Iap, hanging her head and sighing. Finally, she nodded. "Alright... | can seeyou're
right. Father has taught me enough that | understand it. | don't like it, but | understand it, and | accept it.
Y our plan will work, Father. If you teach each of us the spell we need to reproduce by oursalves...
Well... Eventudly, yes, we will choose life-partners from among our number," she said, then looked up
suddenly and glared at Pelia. "But you, mother, | cannot understand! How can you and all the others et
him deep doneat night? Y ou cannot see hisaura, but | can! Heis miserable! How can you leave him
like this?!"

"Because I'm afraid!" Peliasnapped, then suddenly covered her mouth with her hand. After amoment,
she began to weep.

"Afraid of what?' Lyota asked, surprised.

"I.... I don't want to give up my hope, Lyota. None of usdo. That's al we have, is hope that someday ...
Someday, perhaps... Thingswill be better,” Peliareplied, and sobbed. The other women with her
nodded, some sighing, some weeping.

"I.... | don't understand, mother," Lyota said softly.

Pdliagghed, sniffling. "Do you remember he said... Like abirth, the early stages of our new civilization's
lifewill be painful?"

"Yes, Mother."

"For us, these birthing pains are literal. We discussed this years ago, when | was pregnant with you, and
we discussed it even before then... When there were still men among us. Thereislittle choice - each of us
of the White Mountain Healers must give birth to one child about every five yearsfor the next severa
centuries. Thisis necessary just to give the new Hyperborean race alarge enough population to be able
to survive on it'sown. We refused the men, because we did not like the idea of becoming merely
millstones they used to grind out the next generation. Lyota, we... We were ill trying to cometo terms



with the shock of it all... Everything we knew was gone, destroyed, and crumbled to dust. The men grew
desperate, and tried to abduct some of us, to Ssmply rape us over and over to produce the next
generation. Eddas saved usfrom that... And we are eternally grateful. Y et... Perhaps... Perhapsif we had
not refused them that firgt time... Perhaps they might not have become Eddas enemies. Perhaps they
might have eventualy adjusted to the shock of the devastation... Perhaps they might not have become
desperate... Perhaps... Perhaps..." she said, her voice trailing off into sobs.

Kylae nodded. "Lyota, you live here, and accept the lands of Hyperborea you see around you as being
normal. Y our mother, your father and al the rest of us remember it differently. Y ou've seen Wilanda
city... It wasonce avast and beautiful city teeming with aquarter of amillion people, not just afew
stones poking out from among the grass of the forest. The village of Dohbari was a quaint and beautiful
little place, not just afew scattered stones surrounded by the huts of giants. There wasawhole
civilization, Lyota, not merely afew hundred humansliving among ruins™

Y oriaand Hala nodded, while Pylota comforted Pelia. Fylasslooked up to Lyota, and sighed. "
supposeweve dl been afraid, Lyota. Afraid that if we truly acknowledged your father's change was
permanent... That we would have to admit everything was gone. It's as your mother said, we've al been
living on the hope that somehow... If we could just hold on... Things would be better, someday. Y es, we
refused the men. And | till think we were right to refuse them. And when | think about how | was taken
away by force, stripped and geased to remain silent, and then tossed in acell to be used at their whim
once they had figured out how to capture the rest of us..." Fylass shook her head. "No, we made the
right decison. And yet..." Fylass said, and sighed.

Pdiasiffled, and wiped her eyes. "And that ishow it isfor dl of us, my daughter. We wait and hope and
pray that perhaps, someday, your father's rightful form will be restored. Perhaps, someday, if we can just
hold on long enough, thingswill bedright again.”

Lyotasghed. "Things will be dright again, someday, mother. Someday, we of the Second Generation
and dl those who follow will build acivilization again. Wetak abouit it, you know."

"You do?' Pdliaasked.

"Yes. Wetdk about it alot. We have many plans. Nice, comfortable houses, raised with the power of
sorcery, cooled in summer and warmed in winter with sorcery... Gardens tended by cute little golems -
Myota can't wait until she is able to make golems, you know. She wants to make a scarecrow that can
run around the fields and scare off the birds properly. She'sonly eight, but she has ahead full of dreams,”
Lyotasaid, and smiled. "Weadl do, redlly. Your dreams, your hopes, givento us."

"That would be wonderful,” Peliasaid, smiling, and the others nodded.

"Yes, but... Mother, Father will never change back into aman. Ever. Thisishisform, from now until the
end of time. Without him, al of you would be dead, deeping in your tombs. Without him, | and dl of us
of the Second Generation would never have been born. Without him, our people would be nothing more
than abrief note in ahistory book, and a quiet song sung by Auntie Joy's people over silent, broken
stones. Don't leave him aone, and miserable. We owe him better than that. I..." Lyotasaid, her voice
trailing off into slence.

| sighed. "Enough. Go now, all of you. Go back to lolo Mountain, and tell the others|1 am aright. Spread
theword to dl that | am aright, so dl the giants and e ves and dwarves and gods-know-who-else you
got to help you find me will stop worrying. Therest of thisdiscussion is probably one you should have
among yourselves, without being embarrassed by having me listen in on every word. Tell the children
what I've decided - when each of them achievesthe rank of Magter, | will teach them the spell they need



to know to produce their own children. Y ou'll have to explain it to them, and judging by Lyotasfedings
you'vealot of explaining to do. Go. Now."

"Yes, Eddas" Pdliasaid, bowing her head.

"Farewd, Father," Lyotasaid, hugging metight. | gave each of my courtesans ahug, and after afew
more brief farewells, they joined hands, and Peliacast her spdll of returning. In amoment, only Joy and |
remained.

| sat down with asigh, pouring mysdlf another cup of byallar, then looked to Joy. "Would you likea
cup?'

"Yes, please,” Joy replied. After taking amoment to fetch a cup from the cupboard, she sat next to me at
thetable. | poured acup for her, and we sat together in silence, Sipping at our cups.

"By the gods, Joy," | said, and sighed. "My heart fedslikeit's been wrung dry with al that's happened
thisevening."

Joy nodded. "I know. Kiriin told me a bit about what had happened while we waited for your courtesans
to ready themselves. They wanted to be perfect for you, you know."

"| suppose they would.”

Joy amiled. "Since you seem to be giving birth to anew race of people, I'm glad | was ableto midwifea
bit, and help it go abit smoother. I've had afeding for years your original ideawouldn't work, you know
- and | told you that before. To the children, you are their father, whether you wish it or not.”

"Y ou wereright, Joy - and | thank you for your help, thisevening. Things were said that needed to be
sad. | thank you."

Joy smiled from behind her cup. ™Y ou are welcome. Tl me, though..." Joy said, pausing to Sip at her
byallar. "What happened with the mirror, exactly?"

| Sghed, and told Joy what had happened, including what | realized about my relationship with Dyarzi
afterward.

"She'sright, you know, Old Man. Y ou should let her go, and move on with your life. And you were
right, too. Y our memories of her were colored by time and love. She probably wouldn't have been
happy as your wife, had shelived.”

| nodded. "I'm surprised you've been able to tolerate being my companion these last twenty years, Joy."

Joy laughed. "l am hardly Dyarzi, Old Man. I'm no little rogue who was used to alife of excitement and
danger. | am agiantess, and we prefer amore quiet and sedate life. Besides... It was my destiny to help
you, Old Man. Y ou told me so, yoursalf. And you needed me, too. When | first came here, you were so
miserable at your fate, | wasafraid if | took my eye off you for longer than ten seconds, you'd legp from

your pargpet.”

| nodded. "I might have - though that probably wouldn't have killed me. I'd just have lain there, smashed
and broken, until thisbody finally healed. I've been shot from a distance of apace by ablunderbuss, I've
even been eaten by ogres - | don't think ordinary meanswill kill me."

Joy shuddered. "Kiriin and Lyotatold me about thet... It must have been horrible."



| nodded. "It was."

Wefdl slent at that point, | lost in my own thoughts, and Joy apparently lost in hers. | poured us both
another cup of byallar, and we sat and Spped in Slencefor along while after. Findly, | looked to Joy,
and saw the expression on her face. "Joy? What isit?’

"Hmm?Nothing, Old Man."

| smiled. "Joy, I'velived with you for twenty years, and | think | know you fairly well, by now.
Something's bothering you. What isit?!

Joy shook her head. "It's nothing, Old Man. Don't worry about it."

| grinned. "Joy, I've dso been a woman for over seventy years, | know that when you say ‘it's nothing,
thenit's something,” | said, and Joy laughed. "Tell me - what's the matter?"

Joy giggled. "Only in body, Old Man - you are till aman at heart, and this everyone knows."

"Don't avoid the question, either! Dyarzi used to be quite skilled at dodging adirect question, and though
| might have let her get away withit, I'm hardly going to let you do the same," | said, and grinned again.
"Now tell me - what's the matter?"

Joy shook her head. "Ah, the dreams of alittle giantess, Eddas, nothing more. Don't worry about it.”
"Whét dreams?"

Joy sghed. "Oh, | suppose| might aswell tell you. You'll pester me for yearsuntil | do, I'm certain.”
| grinned. "Youreright - | will."

"Wel..."

"y e

"I've always wanted to be a proper giant-wife, asyou know. | was, with Darian, but... Well, that's
ended. And yet..."

IIYSI?I

"Andyet... | find my heart has been taken by another,” Joy replied, and sighed deeply. "Oh, Eddas! I'm
inlove again!"

| blinked, surprised. "W-with me?!"
Joy did adouble-take, then burst out laughing. "No, no! Not with you!"

| didn't know whether to be relieved or offended - | decided to smply smile. "Well, that's good. Who
haveyou fdlenfor, then?'

"Softhand,” Joy replied, and smiled dreamily. "He is so wonderful, Eddas... So swest, so gentle, so
handsome... And he asked me to marry him."

| shrugged. "So marry him, then.”

Joy glowered a me. "Don't toy with me, Old Man, you know that'simpossible! I'm only five cubitstdl!
How can | possibly marry him?"



And then it struck me - the very spell | had so casually and easily researched for Kiriin was dso the very
spell that would alow Joy to live her dream of being areal giant-wife. Y orindar's work, amost certainly.
Probably arepayment for the gods of the giants giving him Joy to be Darian'swifein thefirst place. And
Darian had needed Joy when they met - there were no other femalesin Hyperborea his size that we
knew of except for Ardlaand |, and neither of uswas ever going to liewith him. And, a the sametime,
Darian needed progeny for his kingdom to come - and more, his son had needed the enormous strength
he inherited from his mother to help him stay divein the war he would fight against Cordo. Planswithin
plans, whealswithin wheedls... | shook my head. "Joy, you forget who you are talking to. I've had seven
decades to work on your problem,” | replied, and smiled.

Of course, | hadn't bothered to work on it until just today because | hadn't realy thought about it, but |
saw no need to tell Joy that - she was aready whooping with happiness. Then again, that's probably one
of severa reasons Y orindar had when he arranged it so | would meet Kiriin - and those arrangements
had probably been made millenniaago.

Suddenly, Joy paused, and looked a me serioudy. "Wait! | gtill can't marry Softhand!™
"Why not?'
"Well... Who will look after you?"

| smiled. "Joy, I'm sure Y orindar has aready made arrangementsin that regard.” 'Or, at least, | hope he
has," | thought to mysdlf. Spending the next few centuries donein my tower did not sound gppedling.

"And adowry! I'll need adowry!"

"Joy, you will be bringing the same dowry to Softhand that you brought to Darian - your incredible wit
and intelligence. Longtooth knowsthe story, hell hardly insst on acommon dowry of stedl knives and

"And adress! I'll need aproper wedding dress!™

| shrugged. "Y our wedding dress and dl the things you and Darian left behind | packed in atrunk when |
returned to my tower, seven decades ago. It should bein my closet, just there.”

Joy whooped and leapt to her feet, dashing over to my closet. In amoment, sheld dragged out the small
trunk 1'd gotten from Taliad decades ago, tossed aside various oddments that lay atop the dressand
pulled it out. Shethen let out apitiful wall. "It's ruined!" she cried, and began to sob.

| looked at the cowhide dress she held in her hands. Seven decades had not been kind to it, and
apparently, moths had been at it, aswell. The leather of the dress, once soft and supple white cowhide
pounded thin by Felicity's hand, was now dry and cracking - bits of it were flaking off as Joy turned it
around. Most of the fur was till there, but large chunks of it had been nibbled by moths over the years,
and it looked terrible. Joy brought the dress over to me carefully, then knelt before me, holding it out to
me as she wept. "Please, Eddas... Please fix my dress. Arellas stitching was perfect... | cannot ask her to
doit again. It was my fault for not remembering to bring it along, al those years ago. Please... Pleasefix it
for me, Old Man."

"The second is that there is another * Event* coming, one which Joy must be present for. You will
know it is near when you are asked to repair a wedding-dress for the bride of Dragonslayer's
grandson.’

The voice was from my memory - Y orindar's words to me, twenty years ago. A chill went down my



spine for amoment, but findly, | smiled. Casting aspell of repairing, | tapped the dressamost idly with
an ebon-gloved finger. In amoment, it was pristine and new again. | then leaned back in my chair and
grinned as Joy danced around the room, whooping with the very emotion of her name.

Chapter Thirty-Seven

"Byallar does not ease pain by itself. The most it does is keep one awake when oneis sleepy. And
yet the sharing of a cup of byallar between friends can often ease more pain than the most
profound of healing magic."

- Hyperborean proverb
"You look tired, Old Man," Joy sad, in thelanguage of the giants.

| nodded as| sat in my chair in the shade of the tree at the base of my tower. " A bit, yes, but I'm
improving slomly," | replied, pouring mysdf acup of byallar. Joy paused in her work at the millstone,
gazing at me, and the other giantesses who were working around her also gazed at me curioudy. Joy, of
course, spoke in their language in deference to the others around her.

"0o000, you'reright, she looks very tired. Will she be alright?" Charity asked, gazing down a mefor
amoment before pouring another pan of roasted seeds into the center of the millstonesto be ground.

"He," Joy corrected, smiling, and gripped each side of the two-ton millstone in her hands, then began
turning it dowly, grinding the seeds. The task would have been impaossible for her three months ago - but
now, it was quite easy. Of course, thiswas because she was the same size as any other giantess Sitting
nearby, helping with the yearly harvest.

Making the enchanted bracel et Joy now wore had been smple - I'd simply picked up a stone, and used
the Spell of Stone Shaping 1'd discovered researching dwarven magic years ago, and shaped it into
something that would essily fit over her wrist. Enchanting the bracelet, however, had been far more
difficult. Any permanent enchantment causes a permanent drain to both body and soul, and for her
bracelet, | needed three separate enchantments - invulnerability, so it would never break, asizing
enchantment so she could shrink it down to her wrist and never loseit, and of course the growth
enchantment itself. | so added a fourth enchantment - the same age-restoring spell the Mountain
Hedlersused to maintain their eterna youth, and the one | would eventualy use on thisbody in afew
centurieswhen it finaly began to age. | told mysdlf a the time it was because | knew it would make her
happy. At night, however, as| lay there donein the darkness, | redlized it was Smply because | couldn't
stand the thought that someday, she would be gone. 1t would probably be another sx months of
meditation and strict physical regimen before | was back at my former strength - but the results were
more than worth it.

Now, at asmple thought, Joy could alter her sizeto that of agiant - and, because the enchantment came
from an item, the effect lasted indefinitely. | warned Joy about the dangers of shrinking herself down to
her norma size whiletired or wounded - she could die - but she smply laughed, and said it was highly
unlikely she would ever reduce hersdf down to the size of aL.ittle Person again. 'It feels right to be this
size, Old Man... As though this was how | was always intended to be - and | will always be grateful
to you.' | had shaped the stone in more of an ova than asimple circle so it would fit her wrist better, and
Joy wore it snugged down with less than afinger's width of room between it and her skin - the only way
it could come off wasif her hand came off, first. Naturdly, the growth enchantment atered the size of the
bracelet, aswdll as anything else she was wearing - her wedding dress was now tremendousin size, and
lovingly stored and cared for in her new homein Dohbari Village.

"Oh! I'mterribly sorry, Eddas Ayar! We've all heard your story countless times, | should have



remembered!"

"It's nothing, Charity. | am not offended. And yes, I'll be alright in a few months," | replied, amiling
up a her.

Charity smiled. "Alright. Thank you," she caled, and dowly rose to her feet to get more raw seedsto
roast.

Joy smiled, her gaze upon her mate as he worked with the other giants, harvesting the seeds from my
byallar trees. "Old Man," sherumbled, "you will never know how happy you made me. Softhand
is... Everything, to me."

"S0, he's that much like Darian?" | asked, smiling.

Joy paused, looking down a me, and sighed. "No, Old Man. Darian was... Darian wasa warrior,
and a King of the Little People. He had the same gentle touch, with me, but... Other than that, he
was a different man. | loved him, aswell - | always will. But Softhand is not Darian, nor would |
ever want himto be. | love himasheis, just as| loved Darian as he was," shereplied, then smiled
a me. "No, no... | can see by your face you think you've offended me, and you haven't. I've known
you too many years, Old Man. | know you didn't mean to offend, you were trying to be nice.”

"Thank you - | was, aswell."

Joy grinned. "Besides... To Darian, | was a blonde goddess, as you and he often put it. But to
Softhand and the rest of my people, | am quite ugly,” shesaid, and laughed. "1 have the face of a
Little Person, really - long, not round, and my nose sticks out too much. If it were not for my hair
and the color of my eyes, | doubt Softhand would ever have noticed me."

| smiled, shaking my head. Blonde hair was extremely rare among the giants, as were blue eyes, and
both were considered marks of high beauty. "You are hardly ugly, Joy, but | won't argue with you,
today. I'm a bit too tired for that."

Joy frowned. "I am sorry for that, Old Man. Are you sure you'll be alright?"

"Yes, Joy. It's nothing - merely the rigors of imbuing an item. | should be back to my old self again
sometime this spring.”

Joy smiled again, and resumed turning the millstone. "Well, that's good. And | have a surprise for you
that may make you smile."

"Oh? What?"
Joy grinned broadly. "1 am carrying Softhand's child.”

"Joy, that'sincredible! | yelped, leaping to my feet. | took a moment to assense her mana-flow, and
grinned. She was pregnant. | was elated.

"Are you looking at my baby now with that wizard's eye of yours?"

| nodded, widening my perception and examining her astral aura, and the smaler aurawithin her that was
the unborn child.

"Good, because | want you to tell me..." shesaid, then paused. "1 want you to tell meif it will be
dright, Old Man," she said in thelanguage of the Larinians, because many of Dhobari village could now



speak Hyperborean, thanksto Joy's patient tutelage over the twenty years she had been my companion.
"Mmm?What do you mean?' | replied, in the same language.

"Y ou said once my ability to bear children was due moreto aquirk of my own germ plasm than it was
any relaionship to humansthat giants may have. | am worried, Eddas... What will my baby be like? Will
it be ahuman, or agiant? Or perhaps hdf-giant, like my son? Or even-"

| smiled, my gaze <till upon the auras | was examining. "Joy, don't worry. You areagiant, not aLittle
Person, and what | said wastrue. That'swhy it took you so many years of trying with Darian before you
finally conceived your first child, yet you've conceived easly with Softhand. The child isagiant, and
nothing else. And it does not carry that quirk that made you smdll, either. 1t will beanormally sized
giant-child..." | said, then paused, and chuckled. "Which meansyou had definitely better not take off
your bracelet, my dear, or you will bein trouble. You are enlarged by its enchantment, but the child is
not!"

Joy threw back her head and laughed for along moment. "Never fear, Old Man, that will never
happen,” shesaid, returning to the language of the giants.

| grinned. "Would you like to know the baby's gender?"

Joy laughed again, and shook her head. "No, Old Man. | think I'd rather be surprised in a few
months. But thank you anyway - once again, you have made me very happy."

| smiled again, and sat down again in my chair beneath the shade of the large tree at the base of my
tower. "l am glad that you are happy, Joy."

"And what about you? Are you happy, now? | mean... It's been three months... They haven't just
left you alone, have they?"

"I'malright, Joy. Don't worry about it."
Joy peered at me. "They did leave you alone, didn't they?"

| sghed. "Joy, it'salright, really. There's an enormous difference between knowing something in
your mind, accepting it in your heart, and being able to act on what your mind and your heart
have understood. Yes, my courtesans have finally understood what | have known for twenty years,
and what Lyota discovered as she grew up just looking at me. | will never be a man again. | amas
you see, and always will be. And they have finally come to accept in their hearts that our
civilization istruly gone. They will never touch a man of Hyperborea again, nor will they ever see
the familiar sights of our homeland again. It took me thirty yearsto really accept that our
civilization was gone, Joy - and that's about the length of time they've had, as well. It's not easy
giving up hope, Joy. | should know," | said, and managed asmileas| continued.

"Sill, they now have a new hope, Joy. The children. They will grow up and create a new
civilization, in a few centuries. Each and every one of them has the Talent, Joy, and it's quite
strong. The civilization they will build will be unlike any other in the history of the world. A
civilization built entirely upon sorcery, by an immortal race who survives and prospers on the
power of sorcery alone. In a millennium or two, the civilization they will have built will be
wonderful to behold. And all of Pelia's women will be able to watch it grow and mature, and
enjoy the wonder and beauty of it all asit slowly unfolds over the centuries.”

Joy gazed & me as she dowly and gently turned the four-ton millstone back and forth. "Meanwhile, you



sit here in your tower, alone. That's hardly fair, Old Man."

"Perhaps,” | replied, Sghing. "But it'sas| said, Joy... There's an enormous difference between
knowing something in your mind, accepting it in your heart, and being able to act on what your
mind and heart have understood. They know in their minds our civilization is gone. They have,
because of your help that night, finally accepted in their hearts that they will never touch a man of
Hyperborea again. But being able to act on that..." | said, and shrugged. "I don't know, Joy. They
may never be ableto. Snce that night, | have met with them and talked several times, both with
all of themin a large meeting two months ago, and with each of them individually over the last
three months. And they are still talking among each other. Lyota's |essons have come to a halt
while my courtesans discuss themselves and their future with the older children - and while they
discuss me, | suppose,” | said, and Joy nodded while | continued.

"They love me dearly and respect me deeply, yes, but... Their feelings towards me have changed.
They know their hope is gone. They will never touch a man of Hyperborea again. | can seeitin
their eyes, Joy. They do not desire me. They love me, they respect me, but they have no desire for
me. What they desired was the hope, the dream that one day, my original form might be restored,
and they might once again caress a man of Hyperborea. And that will never happen,” | said, and
sghed again. "Do you remember, once... You said that you thought they looked at me, and they did
not see me as | was, but had an idealized vision of me in their minds?"

Joy nodded. "They did not see you as you are, a pale-skinned, dark-haired half-elf woman. You
are, in their hearts, an idealized, perfect man - a kind, gentle, respectful, attentive, patient, and
loving man, a man of their dreams. Each of them, | think, has an idealized image of what you
might really look like, inside their minds - even as| do, to some extent.”

"Well, no longer. With the loss of their hope, that illusion has been shattered. Now, they ook at
me... And they see me as | am. And they are, in the end, women of Hyperborea. Even if they were
sapphites, this body still holds little attraction for them."

"I don't understand - why not? Do they not find you beautiful ?"

"They find me quite beautiful... But, in truth, as| have seen in my own mirror, the Raven of
Yorindar has a terrifying, awe-inspiring beauty. This body received its final forging in the very
heart of a mana-storm, Joy. It's beauty, in truth, borders on the surreal. My gaze isintimidating...
And bereft of their little illusions of me, somewhat frightening,” | replied, and shrugged. "Combine
that with the fact that they in truth are not sapphites, but ordinary women caught in an
extraordinary situation, and the fact that at the time they died, the culture of my people had yet to
really interact much with other races aside from the giants, and we hadn't even met other humans
atall..."

"And you become like the rose Taliad often says you are - beautiful, but not human to their eyes,"
Joy finished, understanding.

| nodded silently.

Joy sghed, and sat there sllently, thinking. The byallar in my cup had gone cold. | gazed at it for a
moment, then set it down on the little table beside me benesth my shade tree. For along moment, the
only sounds were the quiet conversations of the giants as they worked the harvest, and the dow grinding
sounds of Joy working my millstone. Finally, Joy looked to me, and spoke softly. "Old Man, | have
something to tdll you, and it isimportant,” she said, in the language of the Larinians.

"What?" | asked gazing a my cold cup asit sat besde me.



"Old Man, | intend to spend the next few decades with Softhand, bearing his children, and leading the life
| might have had, had things been different. Y ou say the gods stepped in, and changed my life beforel
was even born, to fulfill adestiny | did not even know. Perhapsthey did. But | think they did thiswith
you, aswell. Thus, | do thisfor me... But | dso do thisfor you."

| blinked, looking up at her. "For me?"

"Yes, Old Man. For you. | will live thelife with Softhand you never were ableto live with Dyarzi. | will
dancefor him. I will sng for him. I will love him in the darkness of awinter night. | will bear hischildren,
and raisethem into proper adults who will make their father proud. And when he dies, | will mourn him,
asaproper giant-wife should. And al thewhile, | will bevisting you, and telling you what happens, each
and every day. Inthisway, you can sharein the life you were not able to have... A lifeyou have given to
metwice, out of Smple friendship and the nobility of your heart,” she said, and paused in her turning of
the millstone to reach down to me, and gently stroke my cheek with an enormousfinger. "And when heis
gone, | will come back to you, Old Man, and be your companion again, and we shal st and sharethe
quiet evenings aswe once did."

My eyes misted with tears. "Would you?'

"Yes, Old Man. And gladly.”

"Thank you," | replied, and dried my damp cheeks with an ebon-gloved hand.
Chapter Thirty-Eight

"Women have true power, regardless of whether or not they possess the Talent. Every woman
who gives birth receives the power to curse her children with the ancient mother's curse - ‘May
your own children bejust like you!" And even if the mother is a mundane and incapable of sorcery
at all, the curse always works."

- Hyperborean proverb

Mungim came by two days after the harvest was finished. | bartered for the usua supplies|'d need until
next spring - amuch grester amount than it was years ago, since now the children and my courtesans
stayed with me over the winter months. Y e, Lyotadid not return to resume her lessons. | did not know
what to do - | wanted to ask whether or not the lessons would resume, but | was afraid that my smple
presence might disturb whatever discussonsthey might be having. So, | smply bartered for what | might
need, and bid Mungim afond farewell.

Tdiad arrived aweek after that - and to my surprise, Kiriin waswith him, riding on his shoulder. They
both seemed truly happy, and | chatted with them for well over an hour before | got down to the serious
business of bartering for the vellum, ink, books, and other supplies | would need for my children when
they camefor their lessons - if they ever came at dl. The days of fall came and went, however, and none
but Joy cameto vist me. Her daily visits became atrue pleasure - though | told her that once winter
came, | expected her to stay home. | hardly expected her to risk walking to my tower through the snow,
dip, fal, and die. Joy agreed, though very reluctantly, that when the first winter snows came, she would
stop coming until the following spring, once al the snows had melted. Our parting that day was very
tearful - yet, sheknew | wasright. A fdl, for agiant, was usualy fatal, and most giants stayed indoors
during winter.

| took aday expanding my tomb with the help of an earth eementd, giving my warriors and musicians
enough room to stand comfortably. The notion wasridiculous, | knew - they were undead, and felt no
discomfort. They werejust as happy lying in an enormous pile of bone asthey were sanding quietly



insde my tomb in parade formation. Y et, | felt that they deserved it. They had served me honorably in
war, twice, and their services had carried me through a difficult time of mourning. They deserved better
than to smply be cast into apile, or |eft to rot with the others I'd buried and released at Steelgate. My
tomb looked truly ominous, now, as| waked among the pillars, gazing a my warriorsin the darkness.
After satisfying mysdlf that al of them, even the horses the bass-drum playersrode, were dl placed
properly and honorably, | then turned to the small chamber that was Dyarzi'stomb, and seded it with a
dwarven spell of sone-joining. In amoment, the stones were fused together, smooth, and
indistinguishable from the wall itself. She, too, deserved to be treated honorably.

Sowly, thelast days of fal faded into the early days of winter, and to my surprise, the children arrived, as
they dways had. | wastotally unprepared for them - | had not cleaned out the rooms that my courtesans
and their children would stay in, nor had | prepared lessons for the older children. Suddenly, my lifewas
abustle of activity while| tried to get everything ready as soon as | had finished greeting them all.

"Father, | don't understand,” Lyota said, pausing in her industrious sweeping of the room on the bottom
floor of my tower where she and the apprentices would be staying - though she was technicaly learning
her journeyman'slessons, | hardly had the room in my tower to separate them, nor the desire. It seemed
obvious that this year was the last the gpprentices and the journeyman would be together, anyway - there
were now ahundred and six gpprentices deeping in bunk-beds stacked three high, and next year there
would be even more. | would haveto build a separate building for them to dl livein before next year
arrived. "Y ou're never this unprepared. Didn't you know we were coming back?' The other children also
paused, gazing a me, waiting for my answer.

| paused in my own effortsto clean, and sghed. "Well... Honestly, no. After that night... Well, it's been
sx months, Lyota. | knew you were talking among yoursalves, and had been for awhile... | thought that
you had smply come up with another plan for your future... One that wouldn't involve me.”

Lyotadropped her broom, dashed over to me, and hugged me tight. In amoment, all the girlswere
hugging me and sniffling. "Oh, you sy, Slly goosal™ Lyotawept. "Wewould never do that! You are
everything to usl What you will teach uswill make everything possible, and we love you!™

| could not reply for the longest moment - my voice was smply choked, and my body wracked with
sobs as | hugged each one of them.

Finally, Lyotapulled hersdlf free, and looked to the others. "Lassa, Koria, Mélia, Jolie, you start work on
the beds. Falia, Y oria, you two are the oldet, so you'rein charge. The rest of you keep sweeping and
dudting - there's il alot of work to be done. Asfor me, I'm going to talk to mother again.”

"Yéel a her some more, you mean,” Meliasaid, and she and the others giggled.

"That, t00," Lyotareplied, and snatched open the door, dashing out into the chill of the early winter
afternoon. "Motheeerrrr!™

Thegirlsdl burgt into giggles asthey picked up their broomsagain, and | couldn't help but smile at their
laughter as| dried my eyes. " So, theré'sbeen alot of yelling?'

"Quitealot,"” Mdiasaid, to more chorused giggles.

"WEell, not all yelling," Foliainterjected. She wasthe oldest, and would likely start her journeyman's
lessons this spring - which under our previous plan had meant she would stay with me, but now | had no
idea. "Theresbeen alot of calm discussion, too, among the older ones. The babies and the little ones get
upset if wefight dl thetime. But yes, there's been quitealot of ydling.”



"Redly?" | asked, surprised. | pulled up astool, set aside my broom, and sat down. "What about?
What's dl the fuss been about?"

"Wdl, mostly you," Foliareplied. "Not all you, of course. We have our own plans and our own dreams
and we want to see them come true. We like the idea of being able to have babies oursalves, and we
can't wait until we've al reached the rank of master. Well, of course, the First Generation thinksthat'sa
smashing idea, because they hardly like the notion of having to have babiesdl thetime. So alot of that
discussion was about the how and the why of it, and the rate of growth we'd have to have, and all sorts
of things like that. We can't grow too fast, we'd crowd out the giants, and there would be trouble. Well,
the First Generation has settled on producing one baby each every five years - or about one thousand,
seven hundred and eighty acentury for thefirst five centuries. After thet, they're donewithit - it'sal up to
us. Wedl agreed that any babies the Second Generation might produce in that time would come from
that total, and once we're at about eight thousand nine hundred or so, that's that, they're done. And we
likethat ideafine, but we don't like what they want to do after that, not a al!"

"What isit they want to do?"

"They want to go back to their old lifel They want to just wander the countryside, healing and birthing
babies and doing what they did before the Great War blew everything up!”

"So what'swrong with that?" | asked, confused. "The giants would probably appreciate their services,
and it would certainly strengthen the alliance between their people and ours.”

"What's wrong with it isthere's no place for you in that! Y ou make everything possible, we all love
you very much, even the First Generation, but they just want to finish the job and wander off and leave
you aone? If we couldn't seeit in their auras, wed hardly believe they cared for you at all!™

| sighed. "Folia, they're not like you of the Second Generation. When they were dive, it was adifferent
world. Our people hadn't even met other humans, and aside from the giants, we had little contact among
the other races, like the elves and the dwarves. Y ou see-"

Foliarolled her eyes. "Yes, yes, Father, we know all about that! We've talked and talked and talked
about dl thisfor months! They literaly don't see you the way we do! We see who you redly are, inside!
We seewhat you really look like! They only seethe surface, like being able to see clothes, and not the
person beneath!"

| smiled. "It's the same with every other racein the world, my dear, even the dragons. Dragons and some
other creatures see auras, but no race can see everything that you can see. Only you will have this power
- and the new Hyperborean race that will spring from your loinswill be dl the more powerful for that."

"Yes, Father, but it'sgill very slly! All they wantisamale! They can't seethat youreamaleingde, they
can't see that what they're doing hurts you, none of it! All they can seeisthis” Foliareplied, and poked
my shoulder with adender forefinger. "And that, Father, islike clothes. It's nothing!™

"Oh, but they don't want just any male, either!” Mdiachirped, and the girlsfel to giggling.

"No, they don't," Foliaagreed. "They want a Hyperborean mae. Brown skin, black hair, brown eyes.
We suggested they might try a Curse of Infertility for awhile and just visit the Southlands and oh! The
row that caused"

"Their auras got dl shot full of ickiesjust thinking about it!" Meiagiggled.

"Almogt as many ickies asthey got when we suggested they smply take turns each night and lie with you



and make you happy because it was the right thing to do," Folia added, to more chorused giggles.

| could dready hear the shouting outside, and | Sighed as| roseto my feet. "Alright, girls. Kegp working
onthis- | expect the room to be fully cleaned by dinnertime, or I'll be very disappointed in you.
Alright?'

"Yes, father!" the girls chorused.

"Alright. I'm going out to put a stop to these arguments, once and for al,” | said, and strode out through
the open door, pulling it shut behind me.

| didn't have far to walk. Lyota and Peliawere screaming at each other in the middle of the road that ran
past my tower and the little houses my courtesans and their children lived in during the winter months. A
few flakes of snow were drifting down from the skies - in an hour or two, it would likely be snowing and
bitterly cold. A handful of my other courtesans stood nearby, watching, visbly upset, and nearly two
hundred children of various ages gazed on with expressions that ranged from amusement to weeping
fear.

| was struck for amoment, looking at Peliaand Lyota, just how much dike they looked - Pdliapreferred
to keep her physical age at about thirty-five, but the relationship between the two was plainly obvious,
despite Lyota only being twenty. They were very much like twins - and, indeed, both were fiery women
who were not afraid to raise their voice when angry.

"Sx months, mother! You meanto tell mein al that time not one of the First Generation thought to
comevigt him and at least hold hishand and chat for awhile?”

"No, wedidnt! Wevedl been extremely busy! Aside from having to work out everything with you,
we've had to work on the gardens, keep watch on those who were pregnant, tan hides, chop wood and
do dl themillion little thingswe al need done every day! He's been done before, Lyota, we hardly ever
vidited him during the year before! HEs not achild, it won't kill him!™

And a those words, my heart went cold. Despite everything she'd been told, despite hearing my own tae
countlesstimes from mysdlf and Aredlla, Pdiadid not understand me. No, | was not achild. But being
alone for decades on end would kill me. | would literally go mad with loneliness, and destroy mysdif. |
hed died of londinessin my firgt life, and | had nearly died of londinessfifty years ago, when Ardlla
abandoned methefirst time. Had it not been for Joy's companionship these last twenty years, | might
have died again. It was my own dark nature, a nature Joy helped me understand and dleviate through her
companionship.

"Thisisdifferent! You knew hewaslondly, we told you hewas|onely, we told you what Kiriin told us
happened to him, and-"

"Enough!™ | shouted, but the screaming went on. | took a deep breath, then screamed, the force of my
scream backed up by the enchantment that now was a part of me, amplifying my voiceto thelevel of a
thunderclap. " ENOUGH !"

| could hear the echoes of my voice returning from the edges of the small valey of my landsas|
glowered at Peliaand Lyota. Shocked into silence, the two of them gazed at me wide-eyed. So did
everyone - doors opened, and in afew moments, al my courtesansand al my children were looking on.

"Lyota, you have forgotten something,” | said quietly, glowering at her.
"Wh-what, Father?'



"Y our parents deserve at least amodicum of respect. | never want to see you raise your voice to your
mother again,” | replied, and looked to dl the others who gazed at us. "And that goesfor all of you! You
will dl giveyour mothers, and all those of the First Generation respect. You are alowed to disagree
with them, even disagree strongly with them, but you are not allowed to scream at them. Ever. Isthat
perfectly clear?'

"Yes, Father," camethereply, chorused by the children. The toddlers gazed on in confusion and fear,
and some wept. They hardly understood what was happening, but there was time enough for them to
understand, later.

Peliawas smirking, and | glowered a her. Her smirk ingtantly disappeared. "And asfor you..."
"Y -yes, Eddas?'

"Therdationship of courtesan to man is based on the notion that someday, the courtesan will marry the
man. Itisatria period, taken so that the courtesan can prove hersdf. It is normally done when the
woman isof aggnificantly lower socia status than the man, giving her achance to prove her worth and
ability to assumeahigher gationin life

Pdiasniffed. "I an hardly of alower socia statusthan you, Eddas. | am High Mistress of my circle.”

"And | amthe Raven of Yorindar," | replied, glaring at Pelia. Pelialooked at me, then wilted before the
fierce and terrible gaze thisbody gave me. "I am the servant of a god. | have leveled castles with a
word, and | destroyed an army with a song," | said, raising the volume of my wordswith my own
enchantments.

"I-I'm sorry, Eddas, | didn't mean it like that, | only meant-"

"Beneath your feet are a thousand undead - my warriors, awaiting my call,”" | said, and whispered
abrief command. A heartbest |ater, the drums began to play from within my tomb. The muffled sound
chilled the women more than the cool winter breeze that began to pick up, and many shivered. "1 have
walked the Elemental Planes. | have summoned greater demons. | have sailed the Sunless Sea. |
raised each and every one of you from the Void. It was | who allowed you to give birth to these
children, and my power is such that | no longer even need your bracelet to do it. Do you claimto
be my equal, Pelia?"

"N-no, Master Eddas," Pdliareplied, bowing her head.
| raised my hand and whispered, and the drumsfdl| silent.

"Each of you agreed to become my courtesan in the hope that someday, | might perhaps become aman
agan. Thiswill never hgppen. | am the Raven of Yorindar, now and forever, until the Arc of Time
collapses and the univer se dissolves into the chaos of the Elder Days, and finally fades back into
the Void from whence it came. As per the Third Vow of Acceptance, | have never asked any of you to
liewith me. And, it is plainly obviousthat none of you want to. And yet, arelationship cannot be
maintained between husband and wife without conjugal relaions. Y ou have taken pleasure from me each
time | have touched you to give each of you achild, yet you have no intent of ever returning that pleasure
to me. You know that | receive no pleasure from this- | do thisbecauseit is necessary, and because |
carefor each and every one of you, and hope to build anew civilization among the ruins of our old. And
now | discover that your plan for the future, once that civilization isbegun, isto smply wak away from
me, and return to your old life."

"But, Eddas, we-"



"Slence!” | roared, hating that it came out as awoman's angry shriek. "It is obviousto methat thiswill
not work. Y ou will never become my wives, because | will never become aman, and you will never be
ableto liewith me, for the same reason. Thus, | release you from your vow."

"Eddas, no!" Pdiawailed, and severd othersjoined her.

"Yes. Itisdone. You may stay or go asyou wish, but you and al the rest of your circle are no longer
members of my household, and are no longer entitled to a place at my hearth. Y ou may stay asmy
guests, if you wish, but you are nothing more than that. By the Fourth VVow of Acceptance, our children
remain apart of my household, and they retain the right to a place at my hearth. Y ou, however, do not.” |
said, and turned my back on Pdlia, striding quickly to my tower.

"Now look what you've done, Mother!" Lyotagrowled as| waked away.
But Peliadid not reply, she ssimply fell to her knees and wept.

As| stepped back into my tower, the girlsthere all reached out to me. "Father! Please say we don't have
to go away!" Foliawailed.

| reached down and hugged each of them, drying their tears. "No, no. None of you ever haveto leave.
You are dl my daughters, by Hyperborean law and tradition. Y our mothers don't have to leave either -
though they probably will," | said, and sighed. "If they choose to take you with them, then you must go
with them. Such are our ways - it isthe mother's right to choose where the child shdl live. Still, those of
you who are sixteen years old can remain here if you wish, despite what your mothers may want. This
asoisour way. But no, none of you haveto go avay unlessthat iswhat your motherswish. Y ou will
aways be my daughters, and | love each and every one of you."

"Wall, I'm seventeen, and I'm staying with you!" Foliasaid firmly.
"But I'm only fourteen!" Mdiawailed.
"Go and talk to your mothers, al of you. Go on - I'll ill be here after. Go."

Eventualy, | shooed the last of them out of my tower, and closed the door. | could dready hear the
babble of hundreds of conversations - and much weeping. As | waked up the stairs to the top of my
tower, | found that | smply didn't care anymore. It wastime Peliaand her women redlized that | was
Yorindar's tool, not theirs. They could not Smply use me asit pleased them, and then leave me doneto
rot in afew centuries when my task was done.

| reached the top of the stairs, and began to walk into my room - then paused, surprised. Sitting atop my
table was asmal white rabbit, which gazed at me quietly with bright, golden eyes.

"Vyleah, | presume.”
'Yes, Eddas Ayar.' the rabbit replied, it's words a soft woman's voice echoing in my mind.

Chapter Thirty-Nine

"There have been, perhaps, six Great Magesin all of the history of Hyperborea prior to the Great
War of Devastation. To that number, the elves add four more, and the dwarves five. The defining
element of what makes a Great Mage is the ability to make Artifacts - a knowledge lost to all the
races of today. Yet, apparently, the possession of this knowledge brings with it an under standing
of the Deep Magics which underlie the universe itself, for all the Great Mages are characterized
by the possession of power even greater than that of the most powerful of the Hyperborean



battle-mages. Knowledge of the Deep Magic goes beyond anything discussed in this humble tome -
and, perhaps, beyond anything that could be explained in any book of this nature, anyway. Yet,
the secret is out there, somewhere. And, someday, | shall find it."

- Eddas Ayar, The Mathematics of Magic, Afterword, Date Unknown, presumed 17+ century NCC

| bowed. It wasn't every day an ancient fertility goddess of my people decided to grace my home with
her avatar's presence, and it seemed the appropriate thing to do. "Welcome to my tower, Vyleah."

"‘Thank you, Eddas Ayar. Though you are not mine, Yorindar has allowed me to speak with you.'

"With respect, Vylesh, | hardly have anything to say to you. As| understand it, your deal with Y orindar
was worshippersin exchange for assstance in giving birth to the Hyperborean race again. So far as| can
see, that dedl is complete. The White Mountain Healers worship you. They areimmortal. Their children
worship you. They areimmortd. Y ou have what you wanted.”

‘It was hardly that simple, Eddas Ayar. Please... This particular manifestation is extremely tiring -
| hardly have time to argue. Just take back your words, and take my children back into your
household again.’

"So that they can Smply use meto procresate, then abandon mein afew centuries? | hardly think so.”
Vyleah looked upwards. "Yorindar! Please!’

Theair shimmered above my table, and an owl appeared by the rabbit. "Alright, I'll talk to him - but |
doubt it will do any good. He has a point, you know.'

‘It was her choice, her freewill... | erred when | chose her .

'‘Hardly. She was a perfect choice, given your board position. Your err was in not speaking to
Eddas sooner '

'I wasn't sure he'd listen.'

'‘Don't judge Eddas just by his relationship with me. Yes, he argues - he always argues. But he
always listens. That's why | chose him. | wanted someone who was strong, and who would think,
and who would do the right thing because he could see it was the right thing to do. He always
listens, Vyleah. He may not agree with me all the time, but eventually, he does come to under stand
my choices once he thinks about it long enough. Even now, he understands why | was reluctant to
allow himto even see hisbeloved Dyarz '

"Because | might havelost hope," | said, Sitting down at my table and looking the two of them over. "And
| did. My dream to recover Dyarzi has driven mefor years. Now, | have nothing. Yet, | am till here. |
know what Y orindar'sgod is, and | am willing to work towards it. Not in the manner of adonkey
following the carrot Y orindar dangles on the end of astick, but in the manner | was born and trained -
that of a Hyperborean battle-mage. However:" | said, and poked and accusing finger at Y orindar. "If
you think | am going to sit herein my tower likealichein histomb, gathering dust while| sit doneand
wait for the call to your next bettle, you've another think coming, Y orindar!™

Y orindar tipped his owl's head, asthough smiling. 'Have | ever failed you before?'

| crossed my arms. "No, but you've let merot for adecade or two from timeto time."



'Only when necessary, as you should know by now. And that was another reason | chose you - you
are strong enough to take it. Few other mortals are, Eddas.'

| nodded. "Alright, | can accept that."
"You see, Vyleah? Just talk to him. Tell himwhy.'
‘Alright... Eddas Ayar, do you know the Law of Tantivity?"

| rolled my eyes. "Of course. '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.""

'Heisa Master Mage, Vyleah," Y orindar said, his voice sounding amused. 'In fact, he's one of the
Great Mages - atruly rare birth. | expect he'll be puttering about and making artifactsin a few
centuries, once he figures out how to get around the limitations of Tantivity.'

‘Ah, sorry, I'm nervous. Well, Tantivity is a subset of the Law of Karmic Balance-'
"Itisnot! It'san absolute, not asub-law!™ | sngpped, rolling my eyes.
'Or perhaps sooner," Y orindar observed, chuckling.

| blinked, then peered at Y orindar for amoment. "What's the Law of Karmic Balance?' | asked, then
suddenly looked back to Vyleah. "And how can a goddess be nervous?'

Yorindar chuckled. "The law of Karmic Balance is one that affects us, Eddas.’

Vyleah nodded. 'And a goddess can be nervous when her existence depends on a single move in the
game.'

"Wait... I'm threatening your existence?"

'No. My sixth move will determine whether or not | win. But | cannot make the move if my pawn
isno longer there. My pawn will not be there for that move if it does not exist. My pawn will not
exist if it is not born. My pawn will not be born if you alter the situation to remove yourself as the
Karmic Balance. The pieces on my board depend on the pieces on Yorindar's board.’

'And, to a lesser extent, mine on hers, and on several other gods, including the gods of the giants,
the elves, the dwarves, the-'

"Enough, enough, | get theidea. It'sthat... 'Greater Game' that Morgar mentioned.”
'Heisvery astute,' Vyleah commented.
'Another reason | chose him," Y orindar replied, dmost smugly.

‘Unfortunately, | had to choose for strong leadership, wide hips and a fiery temper - such was the
board position.’

"*You play the hand you're dealt,” as we Hyperboreans used to say,” | remarked dryly.
‘Exactly," Y orindar replied.



"Alright, so what isthe Law of Karmic Balance? Exactly?"

"You remember when you asked me why the Invaders had to come to your shores?' Y orindar asked
inreturn.

"Y es, you gave me an incredibly convoluted explanation where ahundred things were linked to another
hundred things both forwards and backwards in time and it ended up making my head hurt,” | replied,
making aface.

‘All the laws which affect us are like that, Eddas. It isnot 'If A, then B', as the laws which affect
you are. It isalways'If A, then B. Meawhile, C and D are E, which must derive from a function of
B. Also, Fisalways G, but Hisnever | unlessJand K areequal to L, at whichtimel isequal toH
and E isequal to M, which is also equal to a function of G', and so on, to infinity. And | mean to
infinity, Eddas. If | tried to explain how the Law of Karmic Balance affects us using words your
mind can comprehend, we would be sitting here until the end of time.'

| grinned wryly. "It's quite tempting to take you up on that offer, Y orindar. Listening to agod explain
multiversal laws until | fainted with exhaustion? The scholar and researcher in meisintrigued by just what
I'd learn even trying to listen to afew hours of it," | said, then paused. "Wait, though - you said that the
Law of Tantivity was asub-set of the Law of Karmic Baance. So that meansthereisaverson of it
which affects me. So explain that to me."

Vylesgh shrugged. ‘It won't make much sense in this context, but to you, the Law of Karmic Balance
is; The effect of any given application of mana is directly limited by the degree of causally-related
selflessness relative to the caster, with the absolute degree of universal resistance being
logarithmically proportional to an inverse of the causally-related selflessness of the caster's
desire

"Ah! Of course!" | said, dapping my forehead. "Why didn't | seethat mysdlf? 1 could have made Joy's
bracelet with hardly any effort at dl, if I'd just- Ah! And palliations! Why, | could easily-"

Y orindar nudged Vyleah with awingtip, nodding to me. ‘Watch this," he muttered. 'So, Eddas, can you
see how that applies to you and the White Mountain Healers?"

| paused, considering what had been said, and what had been happening to both mysdlf and the White
Mountain Hedlers. After along moment, | nodded. "I'm the balance. | give them respect and affection, |
care for them deeply, and | even give them my child - and they can return very little of it, because of their
gtuation, and the way they see mein their hearts and minds. Y et none of it'stheir fault - Peliaand her
women cannot help being the way they are. They want to make it up to me, but they just can't - neither
they nor their daughters can really do anything about it. Thus, they suffer enormous guilt and anguish over
this, but cannot do anything about it... Yes... It setsup adebt... A debt of suffering, infact. This debt of
suffering balances againgt any that they may owe, themselves. Thus, | suffer so asto produce the guilt
they suffer that they may live aliferdatively free of suffering. Which, given that their numbersare so smdll
right now, makes sense. There's not much they can take and survive, either asagroup, or apeople.
Therésjust too few of them at the moment to handle anything more serious happening to them than
smple communa guilt over one man'slondiness and concupiscence.”

Vylesh nodded, flicking her ears towards me respectfully. "Truly one of the Great Mages, Yorindar.
How did you ever manage to get him away from Morgar?'

Y orindar chuckled. 'l bluffed himinto thinking that if Dyarz died, Eddas would marry another.
Morgar realized that would have stabilized Eddas  life, he'd eventually have become the High
Master after Frarim, and his tomb would fall within the ninth Dead Zone. Morgar chose Cordo,



leaving me free to choose Eddas.’

"You bluffed Morgar?™ | said, and burst out laughing.

'Of course. It's the nature of the game.'

| waggled an ebon-gloved finger at the golden-eyed owl. "I am beginning to like you, Y orindar.”

'l would hope so, Eddas. We'll be working together for along, long time," Y orindar replied,
chuckling.

| looked to Vyleah. "Alright - you get what you want, Vyleah. Now, you and Y orindar have both said
that these kinds of physical manifestations are tiring. So shoo, little goddess - save your energy for your
opponent.”

Vyleah boggled for amoment, giggled, then burst out laughing. 'Oh, Eddas Ayar - | see again why
Yorindar selected you! Farewell, Great Mage.'

Y orindar dso waslaughing. 'Ah, Eddas! What a prize you are! Yes, you'reright - it's quitetiring. But
my game with Morgar isover, and my next game has yet to begin, so | have the energy to spare.
Vyleah does not, as her gameis till on - and she was asleep, Eddas. One of the Dead Gods, until
you spoke her name aloud for thefirst timein centuries. | needed you to speak her name. | needed
her as an ally. And, I'm grateful you came through, once again. But, she awoke to a board where
the majority of the opening positions of her pawns and her first hand were already played - by

"A terrible position to Sart, in chatto. Probably worse in the game you play,” | replied, nodding.

'Yes, it is. She could hardly spare the energy to speak to you - but I'm sure that the laugh you gave
her was well worth it," Y orindar replied, and chuckled again. " Shoo, little goddess!' Hah!'

| considered what 1'd learned. For Vyleah to lose, that meant al her worshippers would have to die. My
courtesans, my children - dl of them. And what might prevent that is one woman, yet to be born?
Meanwhile, Y orindar needed my peopleto help bring Tulan about, sometime in the future. Almost
certainly, | would be involved. And that meant that sometime before this woman was born, Y orindar's
next gamewould begin.

"Exactly," Yorindar replied, reading my thoughts, and vanished in the same shimmer in which heldd
appeared.

| sat a my table, stroking my chin and thinking for along while. Findly, | roseto spark afirein my
fireplace and make mysdlf apot of byallar. | understood Y orindar far better now than | ever did before

- intruth, | understood all the gods better than | had before. | doubted | completely understood them, of
course. They were gods, and the very nature of their existence was infinite. There was probably an
endless number of facets of their existence | had not been exposed to. As| considered it, | redlized that
even the 'games they played were probably not even as | understood them to be - some kind of vagt,
four-dimensond chatto game. That was, in dl likelihood, merely the way my mind interpreted them. An
ant gazes up at the boot of aman, and seesamountain - yet aman is more than a mountain, and far more
than the ant can ever truly grasp.

| was s0 engrossed in thought, Sitting and sipping at my cup of byallar, that | didn't notice when Pelia
finally came up the sairs. | only noticed her when shefinally spoke, her voice trembling, her words
interrupted by sniffles.



"Eddas... Please... I'm sorry. | know this has been difficult for you... | know you carefor us... Perhaps
you even love us, aswe love you... But wejust can't. We want to, yes... But we can't. Yes, we have... |
mean... It's been thirty years, Eddas... And sometimes, in the dark of night, when the memories of what
we once had become too much... Y es, some of us have... Have even..." she said, and sobbed. "Y es, you
are beautiful... But not... Not in... Not in a human sense, Eddas, I'm sorry! Y ou are so beautiful and
powerful it'samost asthough you were agoddess, yourself! And yet, we know you are not, Eddas...
Eddas, please... Forgive us... Take us back, Eddas... Please... You are all we haveleft..." she said, and
sobbed again. "You are dl we have l€ft..."

| turned my head and gazed at Peliasilently. She was knedling before me, her head to the floor, sobbing
and sniffling. | considered carefully what | would say. | couldn't smply say ‘it's alright, | talked to the
gods, all thisis necessary so you'll feel guilty over me and suffer that instead of perhaps suffering
something else that might be worse, it's all a part of the games the gods play.’ Aside from the fact
that she'd probably not understand that, if she did understand what was happening, truly understand, she
wouldn't fed asquilty over it, and the whole baancing effect that VVyleah needed to insure their safety and
happiness would evaporate. No, it was al apart of the game - and the game was not merely a game of
physica dimensions, but emotiond, spiritud, and tempora dimensions. Perhaps Vyleah would sdlect
another 'king' for her second game - one more powerful, whom she could invest greater effort into, as

Y orindar had done with me. Perhaps, as time passed, Pelia hersaf would grow and become more
powerful. Perhapsthiswas dl apart of Pelia's own forging. Perhaps not. No matter - | knew there was
only onething | could say.

"Forglamma, Pelia. Forglamma,” | replied, Spping a my cup of byallar. "It never happened.”
Pdlialooked up suddenly, her tear-streaked face lighting up with joy. "Redlly, Eddas? Y ou would-"

"Forglamma, Pdlia. It isforgiven, and forgotten. | take you and dl the rest back into my hearth. We
shall never speak of this again after thismoment. It never happened. Now leave me, and tell the others.™

"Thank you, Eddasl Thank you!" Pdliawept, legping to her feet and hugging metightly for amoment. She
then turned and dashed down the airs.

| gazed after Peliafor amoment, then resumed sipping a my cup. Yes, | understood the gods and their
conflictsfar better now than | ever had before - though | was certain my own comprehension was limited
by my own mortal mind. The Greater Game was both war and peace, existence and nonexistence, a
struggle for domination, and yet a struggle to bring about in the world each god's vision of how theworld
should be. Perhaps the reason Y orindar was able to make the alliances he made was smply that his
vison of theworld, thevision of the future he was struggling to bring about, was aworld where there
would still be more than one deity - but the games, themsalves, would no longer matter, asthe war
between the gods would be ended, just as the conflicts between the races would end.

| smiled. It wasaworthy goal - and | didn't need Y orindar's enigmatic 'exactly’ to know | wasright.

Chapter Forty

"The true measure of a man lies not in his fame or achievements, but in the horse he rides. Any
churl canride an ordinary nag, but a horse of true fire, spirit and intelligence givesitsrider the
greatest measure of fame and honor. Likewise for his wife, the woman who agrees to stand by his
side and share hislife - but without the bit and bridle, as they usually find that objectionable.”

- Mysantian proverb

"Ah, Eddas!" Tdiadsad, grinning. "Now my joy is truly complete. Not only have you given me the



most beautiful and sparkling little wife | could ever possibly have asked for, but for once, | have
finally beaten the hairy one to your door!"

Kiriin giggled as she sat on Tdiad's shoulder, pausing in toying with hislong, blonde hair in the spring
sunlight. "'You only needed a bit of pixie-magic to help you do it, dear,” shereplied, in Elvish, in
deference to her new hushand. Whether she had learned the language in just afew months or whether
shewasusing aspdll of trandation, | did not know - | suspected the | atter.

| smiled as we sat together beneath my shade tree, and poured another cup of byallar for Tdiad.
Winter's snows had come and gone, and the first days of pring were upon us - and so far, this spring
promised to bewarm and lovely. "1 only regret | was not able to attend your wedding. It must have
been beautiful ."

Tdiad smply smiled and nodded, but Kiriin sghed and smiled bestificdly. "Oh, Eddas... It was. A
beautiful symphony of crystal magic and woodland sorcery, the likes of which no pixie has ever
seen. It was so lovely... Like the petals of a daffodil, slowly opening to the morning sun."

"Such are the weddings of the Sylvani," Tdiad replied, smiling.

"I've seen a Katani wedding, ages ago,” | said, pouring mysdlf acup of byallar. "That was lovely,
too. Never in all my days had | seen a larger collection of more beautiful, more elegantly crafted
enchanted armor. Everyone gleamed like the sun, and the bride's mithril dress was so finely made,
the chainmail rings so small and delicate, it looked like shimmering samite.”

Tdiad nodded again. " Aye, Eddas, I've seen that, too. The rings are each the size of a small bead,
and enchanted silver threads are woven through them to lend opacity and silence to it. Very lovely
- of course, even with the enchantments upon it, it also weighs about two stone," hereplied, and
laughed.

"Isit clothes, or armor?" Kiriin wondered aoud.

Tdiad grinned. "To our noble and beloved cousins, the Katani, there is no difference between the
two, my love."

| nodded. "1 sometimes wish | had more of their work. | have a set of..." | sad, and found myself
blushing. "Well, Kiriin's seen it, | wear it beneath my robe. I1t's women's undergarments, | suppose,
but made of fine elven chain. Once you get used to it, it's actually quite comfortable.
Unfortunately, it's hardly armor. It only covers my..." | said, and blushed again.

"Mmm? What doesit look like?" Tdiad asked. Kiriin, seeing my embarrassment, whispered in hisear.
"Ah! A nephni. Thank you, Kiriin," Tdiad said, nodding to histiny little wife.

"Isthat what it's called?" | asked, struggling to regain my composure. "1've worn it for over seven
decades and never known - in fact, | don't think Dyarz knew what it was when she owned it. It
was just... Her 'dancing outfit'," | said, and found mysdlf blushing again.

Tdiad grinned. "Well, my friend, if she wore it to dance for you, | hardly think those dances were a
simple pavane,” he said, and winked. "But yes, it's called a nephni - literally, 'nothing', or 'atrifl€’.
It's actually a rather common undergarment worn by Katani females, please don't be
embarrassed.”

"And you say you like it, and might want more?" Kiriin asked.

"Well, yes. As we discovered during my encounter with those ogres, Kiriin, my own enchantments



may give me protection equal to that of the finest articulated plate, but that, sometimes, is not
enough.”

Kiriin blanched, but Tdiad leaned forward dightly, sensing abusiness opportunity. "Ah, | see. So a fine
suit of light armor would be of some use?"

"Perhaps - but light in weight, not protection, Taliad. | would want the best possible
enchantments."”

Tdiad reached to hisside, picking up his portable writing desk and laying it across hislap. In amoment,
he had quill and ink ready to write on a sheet before him. "Alright, my friend - exactly what might you
be interested in seeing, when | return this fall?"

| considered the question. "Well... I'm hardly used to wearing armor, so it would have to be as light
in weight as possible, and as comfortable as possible. A good sizing enchantment would be a must
on each piece."

"Naturally,"” Tdiad replied, taking notes.

"And | hardly have the time to care for a hundred thousand links of chain or polish up plates, so
I'd want a proper invulnerability enchantment on each piece, as with the nephni | wear."

Tdiad nodded. "That's not a problem, my friend, nearly all their armor is enchanted like that, save
that worn by the poorest or youngest of warriors."

"Hmm... A full suit of chain, | think, to start. Not chain like the Larinians wear, Taliad, | mean
Katani chain - proper elf-chain, preferably mithril."

Tdliad nodded, writing down what | wanted, but Kiriin scratched her head. "What does that ook
like?"

"It covers from the top of the neck all the way down to the toes, my dear,” Tdiad replied. "It's
much like a glove for the entire body, made of light, silvery metal. It'sin two pieces, you see. You
dlip on the top like a tunic, then the bottom like a pair of breeches, then you adjust the sizing
enchantment and it's much like a second skin. It's quite airy, not hot and sweaty, and properly
enchanted it provides excellent protection.”

"A Katani short cuirass, aswell... Ah, I've forgotten what they're called. You know, the rib-length
ones? Arced in front so you can bend over, and coming to just below the ribs?"

"Ah, yes, a nodash."
"It has a special name?" Kiriin asked.

"Yes, love. | am Sylvani, a wood elf, as you know. Nodash is a name used by our noble and
beloved cousins, the Katani. They are the best of us at the Art of War - and as with any other art,
there are many special terms the artists have developed for their work," Taiad explained, and
grinned.

"It'sintended for defendersin a siege, standing at the battlements of a castle,” | explaned. "Elven
castles use crenelated walls combined with permanent roofs, called hoardings, above. For a
defender standing behind a crenellated wall with a stout hoarding above, only their upper body is
ever exposed. So, the abbreviated design allows the defenders to duck quickly.”



"And ducking quickly is somewhat important when a shower of arrows come by to interrupt one's
enjoyment of an otherwise pleasant afternoon,” Taliad said, and chuckled asKiriin giggled.

"And | want it myself because ducking and dodging are half of the defensive techniques | was
taught. A full cuirass would probably make me feel like a turtle in a shell - inflexible, and unable
to really move.”

"Ah, | see," Kiriinreplied, amiling.
"What else, Eddas?" Taliad asked.

"Well, pauldrons, of course. And not those insanely flared ones the Katani love so much, just a
simple set of pauldrons - you know, like the Larinians wear."

"One plate here, front to back and across the top, then a second plate beneath, curved to cover
the rest of the shoulder, yes?" Tdiad asked, indicating from base of his neck to thetip of his shoulder,
then cupping ahand over his upper arm at the shoulder.

"Yes. And a set of articulated plate sleeves and gauntlets. It's difficult to cast if my arms are
broken. And | want the pauldrons to attach to the cuirass, the sleeves to the pauldrons, and the
gloves to the sleeves. Oh - and a set of full greaves. Ankle to knee."

Tdliad scribbled more notes. " And a hel met?"

"No. My own enchantments already protect me enough from blows to the head. | could increase
it, but it's hardly worth bothering. No matter how much protection | may have on my head, a
strong enough blow will break my neck, anyway. Oh! And | expect the cuirassto be..." | said, and
glanced down at my bugt. "Err... Properly shaped.”

Kiriin burgt into giggles, but Tdiad merely amiled. "Don't worry, Eddas. It will have the proper basic
shape, and the sizing enchantment will do the rest," hereplied, and looked thelist over. "All in
mithril, and with only the best protection enchantments, yes?"

"Yes."

Tdiad nodded, taking afew more notes, then smiled as he put away hiswriting kit and examined thelist
again. "It will be an impressive suit of armor, my friend - but I'm afraid the price will be
impressive, aswell."

| nodded. "Easily two years worth of my crop, if not more. However, as | know you collect
interesting things, | had something else in mind," | replied, and reached to my side, pulling out a
small, brown leather sack from beneath my waist-belt. | laid it across Taiad's lap, then steepled my
ebon-gloved fingersagaing my chin.

Kiriin peered at the pouch as Taliad picked it up and examined it. " An empty sack?" she asked,
scratching her head in confusion.

"Hardly, my little love..." Tdiad replied, his eyes widening as he assensed its mana-flow. "It is...
There are a few like myself who collect interesting things... And of all the artifacts we search for,
thisisone of therarest. It isa Bag of Holding, and it's worth a king's ransom.”

| smiled. "The opening of the bag is a circle approximately three hands wide, though of courseit's
flexible within those limits so that you could slip a flat painting or similar object in that was up to
a cubit wide. Anything that can fit inside the opening will be stored in stasis until called forth or



the bag is dumped out. The bag has a capacity of two tons, and full or empty weighs but a few
ounces - though you can tell when it's getting full, because it will begin to bulge as you place
objectsinside it and it nearsits capacity. You'll have to carry it with you for about a day before
it's attuned to you, and until then you can't even open the drawstring. Afterwards, however, you
can easily retrieve objects from the bag by merely placing your hand inside the opening and
thinking of the item to be withdrawn. The bag can also be turned over and dumped out, and
everything inside will simply pour out in a rapid stream of paraphernalia until the bag is empty.
Oh - the bag is magicked in such a way as to prevent the entry of liquids not contained within a
sealed container, thus the bag is also waterproof. And, of course, it'sinvulnerable to harm, so
there's no worry about sticking sharp objectsinto it.”

Tdiad stroked the bag gently with hisfingertips. "It's lovely... The leather is soft and supple... Kidskin,
it looks like... The stitching is excellently done, looks like dwarven work... It's in perfect condition,
not a single stain or a speck of dirt onit..." Taliad looked to me. "My friend... | will be honest with
you. | cannot accept this."

| smply smiled, but Kiriin blinked in surprise. "What?! Why not?"

"I would be robbing him blind, Kiriin, and Eddas and | have known each other far too long for me
to take advantage of him like that. This bag is extremely rare... | know of perhaps four in
existence. Eddas could take this to the lands of the elves, knock on the gates of the queen's castle,
and easily fetch fifty thousand gold for it."

"Whaaaaat?!" Kiriin yelped, shocked.
"Yes, my love... It'sincredibly rare, and millennia old."

"Oh, hardly, Taliad," I replied. "I finished the enchantment on it last week, and the bag isone
got from Mungim last year. The leather in it can't be more than two years old.”

| basked in the stunned silence that fell over my two friendsfor many long moments thereafter.

"But-but how?!" Taliad sputtered when hefindly found hisvoice again. "No enchantment of
extradimensional space can possibly be made that large! The drain to create an artifact like this
would be tremendous... Insane! The palliations you would need to bring it down to something even
a dragon could survive would violate the Law of Tantivity! The Law of Tantivity-"

"Is not an absolute,” | interrupted, and smiled again.

"Yes, it is!" Taliad shot back, then paused, and gazed at the bag in his hand while Kiriin giggled. "Well...
No, | supposeitisn't,” hesaid, then snorted. After amoment, he burst out laughing.

| smiled as my two friends laughed, Spping a my cup of byallar. It was quite awhile before Taiad
managed to catch his breath, but when he did, he flashed abroad grin at me. "Oh, Eddas! You area
fine and marvelous friend, and obviously one of the Great Mages of history - for only a Great
Mage could possibly make an artifact. Even though the joke was on me, it's till a lovely and
wonderful thing! | thank you," hereplied, and held the bag back out to me.

| smiled. "It was hardly a joke, Taliad."

"But Eddas! | can't possibly take thisin trade! It's worth twenty times what that armor you want is
worth, easily! You're afriend, Eddas, | couldn't possibly cheat you like that!"

| shrugged. "Keep it then, as a gift."



Tdiad blinked, astonished. "You're kidding."

"No. Keep it. Your companionship has meant a lot to me over the decades, Taliad. There have
been times..." | said, and smiled wanly. " There have been times when only the expectation of the
next arrival of you and Mungim have kept me from tossing myself from the top of my tower in
despair and loneliness. Keep it, Taliad. As a gift, from me, to you."

Tdiad rose from his chair, and we hugged for along moment. Afterwards, Tdiad and | sat again, and he
gazed at thelittle leasther sack. " The prize of my collection, Eddas. Easily the crowning jewel. And
worth all the more because it's the first new artifact created in the world in perhaps three
thousand years, by the first Great Mage to appear in our world in easily aslong. Literally
priceless, in fact."

"I'm still experimenting with the technique | used to make it, Taliad. Though I've discovered how
to circumvent the Law of Tantivity, 1've yet to completely map out all the details of the law above
it which supercedesit. That work may take me several decades, perhaps another century. Once
I'mdone, I'll probably revise the book of magic theory I've written to include what 1've learned.”

Tdiad eyed me sharply. "You've written a book of magic theory?"

| smiled, Spping my cup of byallar. "Yes. | call it 'The Mathematics of Magic'. It includes all the
knowl edge of the Hyperboreans, the elves, the dwarves, and the Larinians, and several other
notes on magic theory, both ancient and modern. Oh, and I've a few chapters on draconic magic
theory, which | learned talking to Karg the Terrible ages ago. Lyota and Folia are studying a copy
of it now, in my roomin the tower - they have a test coming up this afternoon. As| said, however,
it does not include my most recent discoveries, which allowed me to make that bag - I'm still
experimenting and learning about that. Would you like to see it?"

Tdiad controlled himsdf wdl. " Ah, Eddas - as |'ve said before, much to my regret, your language
has been all but lost to living memory among our people, and only a handful of scholars know it.
And, as|'ve yet to add a translation spell to my grimoire..." hesad, and Sghed. "Much as | would
love to read your work, | literally can't.”

Kiriin perked up. "I could trandate it for you, dear! | know a trandation spell! | could just read it
to you!"

"Yes, my little love, but the true value of something like that would be in copying it, not simply
keeping it to myself - though | would keep a copy myself, of course, asit would be quite valuable
to me. Still, I've no plans on becoming a scholar and giving up my trading for the interesting
things | seek quite yet - and to gain the interesting things | seek, | trade. Certainly a single copy of
that work in elvish, once | copied it myself, | could trade for the very armor Eddas wants, easily.
However, the only Magic Quill I've come across in four decades | traded to Eddas himself, years
ago. Sncel can't read it, copying it by hand would take years, and | would easily lose out to the
hairy ones on these trading routes if | took a few years off to do the work. And, with it writtenin
Hyper borean anyway, the value would be much less, asit would require sorcery to even read it."

| smiled, reaching behind my chair. "As it turns out, Taliad, | anticipated that about twenty years
ago, and made a copy of it for you in elvish with that very quill you traded me - and I've onein
dwarvish for Mungim, as well. I've been saving it for a day when | might need something that |
couldn't trade for with my yearly crop. That day appearsto be today," | said, and held the book out
to him.

Tdiad produced akerchief from a pocket, carefully wiping hisfingers, then took the book from my



hands. As he paged through the work, he grinned. "I love your opening statement. Spoken like a true
Great Mage. 'Mathematics is the soul of the universe. Anyone who tells you otherwise is a fool .’
Hah! | loveit!"

"That copy is for you to keep," | said, reaching behind my chair again. " This copy is for you to trade.
If you need more copies, you'll have to hire a copyist, or buy a copying spell.”

Tdiad took the second book, and placed both of them in hislap, thinking. Finally he looked up at me.
"Do you need that armor by thisfall, my friend?"

| shook my head. "No. | know I'll need it, but | don't know precisely when. It's my guess | will need
it sometime in the next fifteen to twenty years - perhaps longer, but no sooner than fifteen years,"
| replied. It was only aguess, of course - | knew that VVyleah's pawn had yet to be born, but | did not
know how old she would be before Vyleah would need her, nor did | know precisely when Y orindar
would need me. Fifteen years was a guess, assuming that one of the eighteen women | impregnated this
winter gave birth to Vyleah's pawn, and assuming Vylesh would want someone who would at least be
old enough to have learned an apprentice'slessons. | could be wrong, of course. Vyleah's pawn might
not be born for centuries. Still, no matter when her pawn was born, | doubted Vyleah would trust her
very exisence into the hands of achild. As| understood it, the Situation was far too criticd, for her -
though, in the end, shejust might. | didn't know everything, after dl, and a child might be the only
possible pawn to do whatever it was she needed done. Still, fifteen years was probably areasonable
guess, and probably the soonest it would happen.

Tdiad nodded. "Good. There's a Katani armorer in Thall-Aibhne'. He's quite good, possibly the
best, and his enchantments are legendary - but he works one piece at a time. | can take your list to
him, and offer him this second copy in payment. If he accepts - and I'm certain | can get himto,"
Tdiad said, and winked, "he'll be the one to make it. But it won't be done by the fall, my friend. It
may take him a good five years just to finish the chain.”

"So long asit has the very best enchantments, and can be delivered within fifteen years - no
later."

Tdiad grinned. "I'll tell himfive, just to tweak his nose, then wave this book before his face a bit
and seeif we can't get himto agree to ten or twelve." Kiriin giggled a her husband, and | chuckled.
Tdiad took amoment to carefully affix the bag to hisbelt so it would attune to him by tomorrow, then
carefully put away the booksin one of the enchanted boxes on hiswagon. "Well, now, my friend," he
sad, amiling, "we get down to the business of haggling for your byallar. For once, | have beaten
the hairy one here, and | am certainly not going to leave here without at |east taking advantage of
that!"

| smiled. "There'slittle | need at the moment, my friend, aside from a ream of vellum and another
quart of ink. Thisfall I'll need my usual supplies for the children's education, but aside from that,
what | received from you last fall has quite nicely met my needs to now."

"Ah, but you haven't seen what | found for you yet, have you?"
"Show him the robe! Show him the robe!" Kiriin squeaked.
"What robe?" | asked, curious.

"Thisrobe, my friend,” Tdiad replied, and with asweeping gesture, lifted the robe in question from his
wagon. " The finest black velvet. Soft on the skin, a true delight. The hood is stiffened with a
slender wire, just here, so that when you draw it up it does not drape into your eyes, but formsa



proper shade from the sun. It's enchanted, as well, with a sizing enchantment and an enchantment
of invulnerability. It will never wear, tear or fade, and will fit you perfectly.”

| stroked my chin, thinking. It was very eegant, and afitting and proper garment for me to wear when it
cametimeto finish Paria's education in seven years. Arellahad dready visited methiswinter to tell me
Noril gtill wanted meto come, and | had dready told her I'd agreed. | affected indifference. "It's alright,
| suppose, but my own robe is comfortable and adequate for my needs. Four barrels.”

Tdiad grinned. "Nay, greatest of mages - examine the stitching! The seams are virtually invisible.
Imagine the impression you will make when next you must meet royalty - and first impressions are
quite important, you know. And look here - the shoulders have a slight pad to allow the sleeves to
drape more smoothly, and to give your overall bearing even more strength. Twelve barrels.”

| smiled. The haggling session had begun.
Chapter Forty-One

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

The years dowly passed, and the number of students| had grew. After ten years, | was nearing the point
where | dreaded the approach of winter. Five hundred and thirty-four children smply could not be taught
by one man - even if they were the Raven of Y orindar.

Thus, | wasn't surprised when Lyotaand Foliafinaly attained the rank of Master, after only eight years of
work. No, far fromit - | was enormoudy relieved, and immediately put them to work teaching the others.
Thiswas doubly necessary, as| had to take two years off to teach Parid the same lessons | had taught
hisfather, and hisfather before him. And, as more and more of my children finally reached Master levd, |
put them to work teaching the others, aswell. By the end of another five years, we had a proper and
standardized course of education worked out.

Y et, my lifetill did not become any less hectic. We now had six hundred and twenty-three children, and
just cleaning the rooms and preparing everything for them took me weeks. More, | redized that | was
smply running out of room. | had aready re-built the bridge acrosstheriver that went through my lands,
and built more houses for my children and courtesansto livein on the other side of theriver. | had built
them aong the short lane the giants had made for their own use when harvesting the byallar on the other
sde of theriver (the giants had smply built the lane as an extension of the dready-existing road and
hadn't worried about a bridge, astheriver's deepest point was hardly past their ankles). Still, | worried
that eventudly, 1'd have afull village here - avillage of thousands. That smply wouldn't fit on my lands
without chopping down the very trees| needed to trade for the materia s they used in their winter
schooling. | till had aforest on the other sde of my river, beyond my plantation, which was amixture of
byallar trees1'd left in their wild state with oaks and afew other hardwoods that grew there. Yet, |
needed that areaas a source of wood - | couldn't smply cut it down, either.

| was struggling to find asolution, but after another five years, the Stuation changed. Lyotaand dl the
others of the Second Generation finally had enough master-ranks among them (or ‘mistress, asthey
caled themselves, which | supposed was more appropriate) to begin to take over more and more of the
teaching themsealves, and the problem began to evaporate. Sowly, over the course of another ten years,
less and less of the children began to come as they reached the age where they would begin apprentice
training, Smply remaining behind on l1olo Mountain, and continuing their education there. Only the ones
bel ow age twelve were brought, where their mothers could easily handle their care during the winter, as
there were only two or three children for each woman to have to dedl with.



Pelids women trested me well during the winter months, spending time with me, chatting, and generally
doing al that they dways had done, which was pleasant. Still, of course, nearly the only time we touched
waswhen | caressed their abdomens with a gloved hand, and gave them children. The enchantment of
thelittle band Pelia had given me was now echoed within me, but its effect was till the same - they
experienced intense pleasure, while | felt nothing. | reached out to them anyway, touching each of them
with respect, care and compassion. | reasoned that though | could not share their pleasure, that was
hardly any reason to lessen what they felt by reaching to them with fedlings of sadness. Their love,
respect and admiration for me was till strong, and each time | touched them, it was renewed again. Each
timethey lay on my bed, fully clothed, and | would gently stroke their abdomen over their wombs - and
each timeit was, for them, asthough | was making love to them from the depths of my heart, my soul.
Many still wept afterwards, as the experience was powerful and moving to them, and | would hug them
quietly afterwards until their tears finally stopped. Y et, each time, their eyeswere closed as | touched
them. They did not look into the face of the Raven of Y orindar, but closed their eyes and dreamed of
Eddas Ayar - whatever it was each of them conceived meto bein their imaginations. They till could not
liewith me as| was, touching the fearsome beauty of the Raven of Y orindar intimately. Asthe years
passed, | eventudly grew resigned to it. After dl, | knew the reason.

Happiness and sadness visited as the years dowly rolled by. Joy gave birth to a strapping son, and later,
adaughter - just as she had with Darian. Noril, of course, wasintroduced to his haf-brother and
haf-gster, aswas Parid to hisnew aunt and uncle. Y et, Longtooth'sfunerd afew weekslater wasa
deeply sad moment. His son, Strider, took his place as the village het-man, and | presented Longtooth's
ring to him in apublic ceremony in Dohbari village to renew the long-standing friendship between the
giantsand mysdf.

Happiness visited again when Mungim, after an age of work, had finaly accumulated the money he
needed for his bride-price. | met Lumri, the lovely little bride hed chosen - shewas very cute by the
standards of my people, with flame-red hair, sparkling eyes and awarm and friendly face. To adwarf,
however, thelittle flame-haired dwarf-maid was astonishingly beautiful - it was no wonder Mungim had
to work so long to accumulate alarge enough bride price to afford her. | could not watch the wedding
ceremony, of course. The dwarves considered me a Dwarf-Friend, but | was not adwarf, and their
religion was ill avery persond and private thing to them. So instead, | visited Durgrim while the
ceremony was taking place, and renewed my friendship with him during the two hours the ceremony
actually took. The reception afterwards, however, was marvelous - dmost as fabulous as the one for
Jhumni‘'swedding to her beloved, afew years|ater.

It was ajoyful day when Lyota selected Foliaas her mate years later. The ceremony they came up with
was quiet, yet eegant, and | found it quite beautiful. The guest list, however, read morelike list of every
living person who was important to the Hyperboreans. King Noril, still astrong and regal-looking man at
the age of sixty-eight, brought his son, Paria, now thirty-five. Prince Paria himsdf was dready married,
and brought his blushing wife for the occasion. Parid was overjoyed to see me again, and exacted from
me the same promise hisfather had - that | would cometo train his heir when he came of agein afew
years. Dawn and her husband of twenty years, Lord Vasadin, werethere, Ardlatransporting the lot of
them with her spell of returning. Arellaenjoyed the ceremony immensdly, and wept profoundly all
throughout it.

Joy wasthere, of course, aswas Strider, Mungim, and even Tdiad and Kiriin (Mungim and Tdiad
remained remarkably civil to each other throughout the whole day). Indeed, everyone who was anyone
tomearrived to seeit - and | was certain that Y orindar and Vyleah gazed on invisibly, somewhere. And
happiness again visted when Strider's son married Joy's daughter, aceremony well-attended by all.

Our dliances with the other races about us went well, dso. The dwarves, elves and giantswere dl quite



pleased to have the 'Witch-Women of Hyperborea (as our revived race had become known over the
years) asther friends. Lyota and the others of the Second Generation decided to establish their own
circle of mages, naming it the Eddasic Circlein my honor, and basing it on my teachings - asdefromthe
usua function of athamaturgicd circle, it would aso serve asthe de-facto government for the revived
Hyperborean race. | was deeply honored and enormoudy proud, and was even more proud when |
learned that the establishment of this de-facto government by Lyotaand the rest of the Second
Generation had caused the elvesto decide to ask the 'Witch-Women of Hyperbored! if they might wish
to join the Sedlie court, and fulfill an ancient dream of theirs. Wisely, however, Lyotaand the rest
demurred, saying that they would like to take at least another few centuriesto build their numbers and
their civilization before they became moreinvolved in externd politics - anotion the eves completely
understood and agreed with. They had waited over two millenniaaready, another few centuriesto a
millenia sounded quite reasonable to them. | was certain that when the Second Generation wasfindly
ready, the elves would welcome them with open arms.

Our only difficulty in our relations with the other races came with the people of the Southlands. They
were till somewhat apprehensive of us, asthey feared usabit - or, more precisely, they feared
Hyperboreain genera (though that was what | wanted, as| hardly wanted tomb-robbers and
adventurers skulking about our lands). All that changed one year, however, when a plague broke out in
Rivervae, one of the larger citiesin Larinia. Once Ardlahad let us know what the problem was, my
courtesans and dl my daughters who were old enough to be of use came with me to the Southlands, and
we al worked night and day for two weeksto hed and cure the victims - and, in the end, the death toll
was only afew dozen, rather than ten or twenty thousand. This built agreat dedl of love and friendship
between the people of the Southlands and ours, and we were al quite pleased. The people of the
Southlands still feared the hideous beasts, shadowed forests and blasted wastelands of Hyperborea, but
they no longer feared the Witch-Women of Hyperborea, themselves.

Y e, despite these happy moments, there were still the sad moments, aswell. Asthe yearswore on, Joy
was ableto vist lessand less, smply because she was growing older. She did not use the youth
enchantment | had given her to restore her youth, but merely to retard her aging dightly by reverang a
few years of age every oncein awhile. Shedid not wish to darm her fellow giants by constantly
remaining youthful and vigorous, nor did shewish along string of giantsto beat apath to my door,
begging meto give the secret of eterna youth to them. Everyone believed that | had smply cured
whatever it was that made Joy amidget, and as such, she now aged normdly. Unfortunately, this meant
that eventudly, she grew too old to visit me every single day, and had to reduce her visits to once aweek
- and, eventually, once amonth. But, there were still more sad moments.

Noril died at the age of eighty-six, and Joy was miserable that she could not attend the funerd - even if
shewent at the size of ahuman, the regppearance of Queen Joy would have caused enormous
congternation in Larinia, as most assumed she was long dead. Parial’'s ascension to the throne went
smoothly, a which point Dawn died afew yearslater. Arellahad become Parial's most trusted advisor,
even as she had been for hisfather and hisfather before him - even more o, redly, as she now was
nearly two hundred years old. She was considered the wisest and most powerful mage in the Southlands
(which, redlly, shewas), and her advice on matters of herblore and sorcery were sought out by
individuas from many lands. Unfortunately, al this meant that she still only had timeto vist once ayear.
Then, the saddest blow of al came - Softhand died in his deep at the age of ninety.

And | was not asked to attend the funerd.

| wasn't offended, of course. | knew Softhand, yes, and | was quite close to Joy, but | smply didn't
know enough about him to actually be able to contribute to his deed-song. We were friends, yes, but we
were hardly close, as his grandfather and | had been. The regular visits the giants made to me had, for the



most part, been assumed by Joy, and | smply had never built aclose relationship with Dragondayer's
grandson. Asthefuneras of giantswere extremdy small affairs, often with only haf adozen participants,
it waslikely the mgority of hisimmediate family was not invited. So, no, | was not offended. | was
merely deeply saddened that he had died.

Softhand died in the fall, about a month before Peliaand her children arrived - and, of course, Joy
entered the traditional year-long period of mourning for giant-wives, and stopped visiting me. Lyotaand
the others of the Second Generation were now just as busy raising and educating the next generations as

| had been with them - their visits dowed to perhaps twice ayear. Pdiaand the rest of my courtesans
only vigted in the winter, and both Mungim and Taliad only camein the soring and fdl. Thus, by theend
of summer, one hundred and forty years after | had first awakened in this body, | found | had been utterly
aonefor four months, smply puttering about in my tower, working on my research into the Law of
Karmic Baance.

And then, on that day, | stopped my research, because | was done.

| gazed at my work. | had the secret to making the great Artifacts before me. A secret mages had sought
for thousands of years, asecret thought lost to the ages... The secret of the True Power the Great Mages
of legend and song had wielded. Knowing this, nearly al my spells could be cast with far less effort - or
even cast to colossal effect with the same effort 1'd expended before. 1t was a true accomplishment.
Power on thelevel of an elder dragon, in fact.

And yet, somehow...
| felt no satifactioninit.

As| gazed at the completed formulas, theorems and notes, | found | was smply disappointed that the
work had only taken me seventy yearsto complete.

As| copied thelast of my notesinto arevised work on magic theory, | consdered my future. | literally
was not needed yet. The children would need mein the winter, certainly - but eventualy, even that would
come to an end, as the Second Generation and dl those who followed began to produce more and more
of their own children. Indeed, the houses | had built on the other side of theriver, and most of the houses
at the base of my tower were no longer needed.

"W, perhapsit'stime | cleaned up ahbit, then," | said aloud, more just to hear avoice in my own tower
than anything dse. After placing my revised work of theory into my magic thumb-ring with my other
worksand my grimoire, | rose to my feet, and got to work.

It took weeksto complete, moving thelogs mysdlf with telekiness, carefully storing them in the barn that
the giants had built ages ago. The yearly harvest came and went during thistime, and | greetly enjoyed
chatting with the giants as the harvest was brought in. Taliad and Mungim came and went, aswell, and
their vistswere atrue joy - and, unfortunately, over al too soon. Once the annua visitswere over, |
returned to work, tearing the unneeded houses down and storing the wood.

Findly, even that task was done, with still amonth and ahaf yet before my courtesans and the younger
children would arrive to be with me for the winter. | waked to the top of my tower, tired from the day's
exertions, and walked out to my parapet to take a seat. | considered rising again to make a pot of
byallar, but... Somehow, | found | just wanted to Sit, and gaze out over my lands.

| watched the sun dowly sink to the horizon, then watched the lovely colors of the sunset spread across
the darkening sky. It was beautiful. It was inspiring. It was asymphony of soft light, gradudly fading into
the silent, twinkling stars. And yet, as| gazed on, | could see the stars themselves contained an elegance



and grace of their own. The moon dowly drifted acrossthe sky, and | gazed &t it Slently, awed by its
smple beauty - abeauty | had, perhaps, smply never taken the time to notice before.

The night dowly passed, and eventudly, | could see the sky was lightening behind me. Still, | continued
watching until the last of the stars had faded into the brightness of the morning sky. | considered rising,
then... But redlized | had nothing to get up for. There was nothing for meto do, | was smply not needed
yet. S0, | returned to gazing to the west, towards Wilanda city, and watched the golden brown autumn
leaves on my treesrippling in the morning sun as asiray breeze passed over them.

| smiled, watching the trees of my lands. Birdsflittered from branch to branch, while far above, an eagle
soared. Quietly dipping among my trees was a young doe, headed for the forest on the other sde of the
river. Squirrdls chittered among the branches below, and | chuckled at mysdif. | wondered whét it ever
was that had made me so unhappy, at times.

What did it matter if no onetouched me? Intruth, | did a least have something. | received ahug oncein
awhilefrom my older children, the young ones il lavished attention on me during the winter months, and
occasionally my courtesans even held my hand as we chatted. Did | redlly need more? Was the caress of
alover truly that important?

| shook my head. No, my own research had filled the empty days and nights adequatdly. Yes, | had been
aonefor months on end - sometimes decades, in truth. Yet, | had spent thistime wisgly. Indeed, | had
spent the mgority of time over the last one hundred and forty years researching the mysteries of the
universe - and yet, therewas still so much more.

What made the sun rise and set? What made the moon dowly drift across the sky? What made the stars
dowly turnin their annua whed about the world? Their positions could be predicted with the utmost
precision - mathematics was, indeed, the soul of the universe. But what wasiit that caused them to move?
Why did the moon change phases? What caused each leaf to form whereit did on each of the trees of
my land? No, despite al the research | had done, there was till so much more to learn, so much moreto
know. Aninfinity of knowledge lay before me, undiscovered.

It was as we Hyperboreans used to say - 'The more you learn, the less you know." Yes, | waslondly.
My heart ached, at times, for true love, and the soft caress of alover at night... Even now, the thought of
returning to my cold, silent room and deegping in my bed done drew asigh from my lips. But it didn't
matter - there were far more important things. Before melay an infinity of knowledge to be explored and
discovered. | was at heart aresearcher, and a scholar, and dways had been. | would smply fill my days
and nightsfor the rest of eternity exploring the endless secrets of the universe, waiting for Y orindar's call
to fight hisnext battle. | didn't really need anything more, did 1?

| pondered these questions as the sun dowly rose again, sailed across the sky like ablazing boat adrift on
apae seq, then sank again to present me with the glorious colors of sunset and the beauty of night. The
gibbous moon dowly became afull moon as | watched its nightly voyage across the glittering sea of sars.
It al was s0 beautiful...

Andyet, asl sat in my chair, gazing out over my lands and pondering which of the endless questionsthe
universe posed that | might research next, watching the sun rise and set again, and then again... |
discovered there was only one question | truly wanted to know the answer to. Despite the beauty of the
trees and the animd's, despite the glorious wonder of the heavens above, none of it held the answer |
sought. Y et, perhapsin my gazing at them... Perhaps the answer would cometo me, intime,

"Eddas?' awoman'svoice caled as| waited. The sun had risen again, concedling the stars from my eyes.
But, they would be back shortly, once night fell again.



"Old Man, where areyou?"

| thought about replying, but decided not to. It wasn't asthough | was hiding, after dl. If they truly
needed to talk to me, they could make the effort of finding me.

A quiet cresk, the door to my parapet opening. Footsteps behind me, then someone standing beside me.
"Eddas? Areyou dright? You... Y ou've got spiderwebs between your arms and the chair..."

A gentle hand drew back the hood of my robe. It was Joy, and she was again the beautiful blonde
goddess that had captured Darian's heart, one hundred and forty years ago. She had restored her youth
and returned to human-size - gpparently, the traditiona period of mourning had ended, and she was now
prepared to resume her life as my platonic companion. However, Joy's lovely face |ooked shocked as
she gazed upon me. "Eddas! How long have you been dtting here?"

"I don't know," | replied, my voice a soft croak. "A week... Nearly two, | think."
"What? Why 2"

"I wasn't needed, Joy. | won't be needed for perhaps another month, when the children come... So while
| waited... | thought | would search for the answer to aquetion...”

"Y ou haven't eaten or drunk anything, have you?"
"No... | wasahit hungry and thirsty at first, but that passed...”
"Old Man, you are dying! Why are you doing this?!"

| paused. | knew the answer to that. | knew the answer to that when | sat down, even though | hadn't
thought about it at thetime. | turned my head dowly, and gazed up at Joy. "Do you think..."

"What?'

"Do you think... Someday... When dl thisisover, and Y orindar no longer needs me... Do you think... In
the Afterlife... Do you think perhaps someone will touch me, there?"

Joy burst into tears, reaching down to me. After brushing away the spiderwebs that had formed on and
around me, she reached below meto lift me from the chair and cradle mein her arms.

"I have delved the secrets of the universe, Joy... Probed the powers of the Gods... And yet what | know
is perhagps only asmadl fraction of what can be known... Aninfinity of knowledge lies before me,
undiscovered... What makes the sun and the moon rise and set? What makes the stars turn in the night

Ky?’

Joy carried meinto my tower, still weeping, and gently laid me upon my bed. "Shhh... Save your strength,
Old Man. I'm going to go through those supplies you buy for the children, and seeif | can't come up with
the basics of some soup for you. Y ou can take dl the time you want to research the sun and the moon
and the stars, and discover al the secrets of the universe - but later, Old Man. For now, let'stry and get
some soup inyou.”

"Joy... You don't understand...”
"Understand what, Old Man?'

"I havelearned... Theselast few days... That of al the knowledge | could explore and discover... Of dl
the questions | could answer... Thereisonly one question | want to know the answer to..."



"What isit, Old Man?'

"Theonly thing I truly wonder... Isif | will ever embrace alover again... If | will ever hold someonein the
dark of night, and hear them whisper their love to mein the shadows of the evening... That isdl, Joy..."

Joy took my hand, squeezing it gently. "Y ou will, Old Man."
"Only inthe afterlife, | think... And perhaps... Perhaps, not even then..."

"No, Old Man. You will. Inthislife. And soon. Now lie there, and save your strength. I'll make you
some soup.”

Chapter Forty-Two

"Aye, to yet under stand the Hyperboreans be to understand Honor - true Honor, that noble and
delicate flower which many do claim but few do yet truly possess. It be my one fervent hope that
me own people will yet read this small work, and just as the Hyperboreans did once learn the Art
of War at the edge of our axes, we may yet learn the lessons of Honor the Hyperboreans do yet
teach usin return with the full of their history."

- King Gunim IV, Commentaries on History (Conclusion), 1348 NCC

Joy worried that it would take me monthsto recover. | wasthin, emaciated... My skin even paler than
thisbody usudly is. But, | knew it would not. In truth, | was 'Y orindar'stool, and | would live until he had
no further usefor me. Evenif | could kill mysdf, it was unlikely Y orindar would alow thet to cometo
pass until he was through with me. Which he might never be. Y orindar's enemies might be able to kill me,
but it was unlikely | could ever kill mysdif.

So, though Joy was worried it would take me months to recover, once | had eaten and rested, | smply
began conjuring food and drink, and eating again. By the evening of the second day, | wasfully
recovered - much to Joy's astonishment. Two days later, Joy had changed into one of her old dresses
(which I had to use aspell of repairing on, asin seventy years, the moths had nearly destroyed it), and
we were stting together at my table in my room at the top of my tower.

"Y ou were very foolish, Old Man," Joy said as she poured each of usacup of byallar. "What if Lyotaor
the others of your older children had cometo visit? Y ou'd have made them terribly upset and unhappy.”

"Perhaps, Joy," | replied, Spping a my cup. "But I'd have recovered shortly, and they'd have left, happy
agan."
"I don't understand why you did it a al," Joy said, Sitting acrossfrom me.

"l was at the brink of my soul, as we Hyperboreans used to say. | knew that when | sat down, Joy. |
wasn't thinking about it at the time, but that's the reason.”

"But why, Old Man?What could have driven you to the brink of your soul again?"

| gazed into my cup for along moment. “1.... | don't know if | can even explainit to you, Joy. Itis...
Somewhat shameful to admit.”

Joy looked at me serioudy, then reached out and took my hand in hers. "Old Man, | swear that what you
say is between you and I, and none other - living, dead, or undead, as you Hyperboreans used to say,"
she sad, then squeezed my hand gently.



| sghed. "Wdl... dright,” | replied, and paused amoment, thinking. "Did | ever tell you the story of King
Darrak's menagerie?'

"No, | don't think so. Do tell," Joy replied, Spping at her cup.

"Darrak was agood and honest king. Quite brave in battle, aswell. | liked him enormoudy - it was he
who granted me these very lands, in fact, on the edge of histerritory. Of course, he did it because he
knew that | would, asthe owner of the lands, defend them far better than any feuda baron could... But,
no matter. Of al the dozen or so warring kings who wanted to be Emperor... Well, he wasthe onel
thought should succeed.”

"| think you've mentioned him from timeto time. Go on, Old Man."

"Wdll, King Darrak had amenagerie. He collected many beasts from al across our lands - and from far
off lands, aswell. The eves and dwarves sometimes brought him incredible beasts we had never seen
before... In hismenageriewaswhere first saw an oiliphant, in fact.”

"Ah! We giants know of that beast through our legends of your people. Very large, asbig asagiant, with
alarge nose, yes?'

"Yes. Itsearswere huge, like sails.. 1t'slegs much like tree-trunks, with the forelegs longer than the
hind-legs. Its nose waslong, like arope, and thick... It could pick thingsup with it. It fed itself withits
nosg, in fact. Grasses and such it picked up and stuffed in its mouth, and when thirsty, it would suck up
water into itsnose and squirt it into its mouth.”

Joy burst out laughing. Y ou're teesng me!™

"No, redly! Quite afascinating beast. The dwarves brought it when it was only the size of adraft horse.
Quite young, they said, and from aland far, far away. It grew over the years until it was quite
enormous.”

Joy smiled. "Alright, | believe you. Go on with your story, Old Man."

"Well, asl said, he had quite alarge collection of animas, many of which were from far off lands.
Monkeys who chittered and jabbered, parrots who could speak... Many interesting beasts. Most were
ordinary beasts, but some werefell beasts. For instance, he had the sole manticore I'd ever seenin

captivity-"
"What? How? They'reincredibly vicioud"

| shrugged. "Darrak had awizard who cared for his menagerie. The wizard knew spells of
communication that let him speak with the beasts... Soothe them, calm them, and get them to understand
that no harm would come to them - and, a the same time, learn from them what would keep them
content in the cages. The ailiphant, for example, eventualy got alarge leather bdl filled with feathers that
it could kick about its cage. Quite enormous - it wastaler than | am, in fact. It grestly enjoyed bouncing
the ball off the bars. The ball never broke, as Darrek paid to have it enchanted with invulnerability. That,
too, the beast enjoyed, asit discovered on those rare moments it became frustrated or upset that it could
squash the ball or somp it or pretty much do anything to it, and the ball would come to no harm. Most of
thetime, though, it played with it happily."

"So how did they keep the manticore content? What was it the beast enjoyed?”’

"Mealsthat squirmed and shrieked beforeit killed them,” | replied, and Joy shuddered. "It redly wasa
viciousthing, but Darrak's keeper kept it happy with alamb or two from timeto time."



Joy shook her head, and smiled. "I keep interrupting you. Go on with your story.”

"WEell... One day, some hunters brought in amaost unusud catch, and Darrak immediately bought it and
added it to hismenagerie. It wasaunicorn.”

"A unicorn?" Joy yelped, surprised.

"Yes. It wasamare, and wasincredibly beautiful, aswell. A spirdled, fluted horn that gleamed like
mother-of-pearl... Flawless, snow-white hide... Eyeslike the blue of the ocean... Incredibly beautiful,” |
sad, and smiled, remembering. "Wdl, anyway... The cage was placed within an enormous circle of
protection - the beast could not use its powers to escape. So, unfortunately, she smply lay down, and
stopped eating. Darrak’s keeper tried everything to keep the beast happy. They are not dumb brutes, as
are horses - they're asintelligent as ahuman, redlly. But nothing could satisfy her. She only wanted one
thing... Freedom.”

"Ah, how sad," Joy said, sighing. "Still, Old Man, | don't see how that relates to why you would starve
yoursdf."

"Wéll... You have to understand... Darrak's keeper was no fool. He was skilled at caring for al
crestures, both beasts and fell beasts. He tried everything that might keep the unicorn happy - soft, fine
grasses gathered by hand, sparkling clear water gathered in buckets from the purest mountain stream,
gentle maidensto brush its coat lovingly and sing soft, sweet music toiit... In truth, it was pampered to a
degree more befitting an emperor's cat. It's every possible need was catered to, and it was far more
comfortable in Darrak’'s menagerie than it would have been in thewild. And it knew it, aswell - as| sad,
they are not dumb beasts. But, despite dl this, the unicorn refused to eet, lay itself down, and waited to
die. Despite everything, it only wanted onething... Freedom,” | said, and sighed.

"l am like the unicorn, Joy. | have children who love me, and whom | am proud of. Lyota, in fact, has
established anew circle of battle-mages, founded on my teachings. It will be the largest battle-circlein
history, becauseit will include al of the Second Generation and thoseto follow. It will dso function asa
de-facto government for the new Hyperboreans, astime goes by. She has called it the Eddasic circle -
and | am deeply honored by that, as well astremendoudy pleased and proud. | have better research
texts than the Dyclonic circle ever possessed, and my own researches have dlowed meto learn the
deepest secrets of magic, secretslost for thousands of years. | am honored by kingsand dragons. | am
respected by the giants, elves, dwarves... And yet..."

"YS?'

"Andyet... Despitedl of that... | find that dl | redlly want isto hold alover in my armsin the dark of
night, and hear them whisper their love to me as we exchange atender moment in the moonlight. That is
al," | said, and turned my face from her. "There. Now I've said it - and by saying it, I've shamed myself
even more by admitting how truly smal athing it was"

Joy rose, setting down her cup, and stepped around the table. Kneeling beside my chair, she reached her
arms around me, and hugged metight. "No, Old Man. Y ou have not shamed yourself. It isnot asmall
thing. It isavast, wonderful and specia thing. | think..." she said, then looked a me. "I think you were
lonely even when you met Dyarzi, were you not?"

| thought about it for along moment, then finally nodded. "Wall... Yes, | was. | was a battle-mage, Joy.
We were respected in those days, yes. Highly respected. But, we were also feared. It was..." | said, and
sighed. "It was sometimes difficult to meet anyone, because of that. | suppose... | supposel'd had ahole
inmy heart for years, redly..."



"So you fdl inlovewith her - and the holein your heart wasfilled. And then, when she died, you spent
the rest of your lifetrying to bring her back to you, to fill the holein your heart again.”

| nodded silently.

"Peliaand her women love you deeply, but their loveisthe love of respect, admiration... And dreams. If
you could somehow transform yoursdlf into aman, they would be miserable, | think."

"What? Why?" | asked, confused.

Joy smply smiled. "Who would you deep with, Eddas? There are eighty-nine of them, and they al want
you to themselves. Choosing one would make the others miserable. Sleeping with each in rotation would
be elghty-nine nights... Three months before each could touch you again. And that would make each
fed... Lessened, somehow," Joy said, and shook her head. "No, Old Man. With you asthey are, they
gill canimagine... And dream... And love you for that dream.” Joy smiled again. ™Y ou once said they had
lost their hope, and now only see you as you are. Perhaps that's so, Old Man, but they have not lost their
dreams.”

"Perhaps... But | have lost mine. My dreams died two thousand years ago, when the Flame-Knives stole
thelife of my beloved,” | replied quietly, setting my cup down on thetable.

Joy smiled at me from where she knelt at my side, and softly stroked my cheek. "And what if | wereto
tell you there is another who loves you deeply and dearly?'

| nodded. "Ardla. But..." | said, and sighed. "Her destiny isin the Southlands, Joy. For Tulan to come
about, continuity of thought in the government is needed. There must be asingle voice, whispering the
same dream into each king's ear throughout al the centuriesit will take for that dream to come abot...
And that voiceishers,” | said, and sighed again. "'l suppose Y orindar chose her because as a sapphite, it
was unlikely sheld have any complications like children or husbands drawing her away from that duty.
He'savery practical god, Joy. He hasalovely sense of artistry and balance and humor, but in the end,
he'savery practica god.”

Joy laughed. "No, Old Man, | did not mean Arella. Y ou do not understand Ardlla half aswell asyou
think you do," Joy said, and winked. "Y es, Arellalovesyou - but sheisaso in awe of you, and fears
you, alittle. She cannot see who you redlly areinsde, and never could - nor does she redlly want to.
That iswhy, even after well over acentury, she till calsyou 'Raven’. Shehasno interest in Eddas Ayar,
the man. She has only ever been interested in Raven, the woman. Such is her nature, Old Man. She sees
the outside. She cannot see who you are, inside, and does not truly wish to - becauseinsde, you are,
despite everything, aman.”

| nodded - | knew Joy wasright. " So who, then?"
"Me, of course," Joy replied, and grinned.
| blinked, surprised and stunned. "Y -you? How can you love me?"

"Old Man, when | waslittle, | had adream to one day be atrue giant-wife, and be with ahusband |
loved with al my heart and soul. Y ou gave me that dream - twice, in fact. How could | not love you for
that? 1 am not like Peliaand the others. | can see who you are, without fantasy-images getting in the way.
| am not like Ardlla, who sees you as some awe-inspiring tool of the gods. Nor am | like your children
and grand-children, who will always see you as the noble and powerful father of their race. No, | am not
like them, and | do not see any of that. Do you know what | seewhen | look at you, Old Man?"



"What?" | replied, not redlly knowing what to think or say.

"l see aman who has been my friend for one hundred and forty years. A man of nobility, honor, and
purpose. A man who can commit his heart to one woman, and stay true to her for centuries. A man who,
when he opens his heart, experiences the true depths of love, without reservation. | see aman who twice
gave methelife and the love | had dreamed of since | was achild - and both times did it not smply
becauseit was destiny, or he was required to by the gods, but who did it smply out of the compassionin
his heart. | see aman who has waited nearly two thousand years for awoman who will stand beside him,
love him unreservedly, hold him when he needs to be held, push him when he needs to be pushed, and
box hisearsfrom time to time when he'sbeing silly. | see aman who needs me, aman who has always
needed me, and aman who deserves me"

| felt my face heat in adeep blush - | didn't know what to say. Joy smply hugged me for amoment, then
rose to her feat and resumed her seet at the table. "Tell me, Old Man - whatever became of King
Darrak'sunicorn?"

"Wdll... Themarewasdying, as| said... But Darrak had falen in love with the beast - as had many
thousands of people who had cometo seeit, paying the admission feeto vigt hismenagerie. Darrak's
keeper was at hiswit'send - he could do nothing. So, Darrak himsalf made adea with the beast.”

"A ded?What kind of dedl ?'

"Darrak told the unicorn that he would have his keegper remove the cage, removethe circle, and dlow her
to leave a any time she wished. She would stay only so long as she liked, but while she stayed, she
would be treated with love. And al under one condition - if she choseto leave, she had to promiseto
return. She did not have to promise when she would return - unicorns areimmortal, and if she chose, she
could take all of eternity before she came back. She only had to promiseto return.”

"And what happened?'

"Well, the unicorn promised she would return, of course. And as soon as Darrak’s keeper broke the sedl
of thecircle, shevanished.”

"Ah, how sad."

"Wadl, no - eventudly, she did return. About amonth later, she came back, and stayed for an hour. Then,
afew months|ater, she came back, and stayed for aday. Each time, she was treated with love and
kindness, and eventualy, she decided she would smply return once amonth, on the full of the moon, and
stay for aday. Darrak himself fed the beast the finest grains when she was there, to show his gratitude
and love, and she would eat them from his bare, cupped hands. At the Battle of White Creek, he had his
court wizard bring him back briefly so he could feed her for afew moments, renewing hisvow with her.
And even today, she still returns. I've seen the mare and spoken to her once, when | visited the ruins of
Darrak's castle, afew leagues up the road from the ruins of Wilandacity.”

"You have?!" Joy said, surprised. " She ill returns?”

| nodded. " She said she could do no less for his memory. He was a good king, and agood man, she
sid.”

Joy smiled dreamily. "Ah, Old Man..." she said, then grinned a me. "How can you tell abeautiful story
like that and wonder why | love you?"

| sighed deeply. "Joy... I'm sorry. I've always thought of you asafriend, and | love you asafriend...



But... I'm sorry, Joy, that isdl.”

"And, in truth, you can't believe that | would truly love you, much lessliewith you," Joy said, gazing a
me, then nodded. "Alright, Old Man. If that'swhat it takes, then | shdl make aded with you, aswel,"
shesaid, and rose to her feet, stepping over to my closet.

"Whét ded 7'

"I know you, Old Man," Joy replied, going through the thingsin my closat. "Y ou have spent the last
seventy yearstrying to come to termswith never having another true lovein your life, never being
touched again... It'sthe way you are. Now, you look at me, and because in your heart you are a man,
not awoman, you can't understand how | could fall in love with you out of friendship, gratitude, respect,
and appreciation for who you are and dl that you have done for me. So, | will make adea withyou - |
will prove mysdf to you, Old Man, just as| proved mysdlf to Darian, and to Softhand. And al you have
todo, inturn, islet medoit. Ah, hereit id" she said, and pocketed something small. "And what's this?"
she asked, opening abox and lifting out the suit of magic chain I'd ordered, decades ago.

"It'spart of asuit of armor | ordered from Tdiad, about seventy years ago. The whole suit took about
ten yearsto complete, though the armor-smith misunderstood Tdiad's explanation and threw in another
nephni that | didn't really need dlong withiit. Y ou see, I-"

"Ah! Splendid, Old Man. I'll need armor if I'm to be by your side from now on. I've afeding the next
time Y orindar cals, it will probably be just as dangerous asthe lagt, if not more s0."

| rolled my eyes. "Joy, it'sas| told you seventy years ago - you till don't know how to fight!™

"Of course not," Joy replied, looking at the rest of the armor. "Y ou'll have to teach me, Old Man. It will
be difficult, of course, and I'll probably get many bumps and bruises while you teach me al thelittle tricks
| would need to know, and I'll probably end many aday fedling utterly wretched. B, it's necessary,” she
said, and put the armor away again. "Besides - onceI'velearned, I'll be afar more useful companion to
you. Particularly since I'm no longer limited to smply five cubits of height, thanksto you," she said, then
grinned & me. "And you just try to tell me it wouldn't be useful to have an armored and battle-trained
giantess by your side when next you need to fight Y orindar's enemies, Old Man!"

| started to object, then paused. "Well, no, you're right. But there would be far more, of course. We
would have to work on your fear of ghosts and the undead, Joy. An enemy could turn that against you -
the wars the gods wage are not merely physica conflicts, but conflicts of time, space, spirit, and
emotion.”

Joy shuddered for amoment, then steeled herself and gazed back a mefirmly. "I will do it, Old Man."

"And you'll need adecent wegpon... Y ou can't face everything with just your fists. And it will probably
need several enchantments, as you're not aspellcagter, and | can dready envision severad Stuations
where you'd be utterly helpless despite everything | might train you to be able to do. That might take
yearsto complete.”

"I canwait, Old Man. Besides, | can think of afew things mysdf, aswell," Joy replied, and smiled. "And
yes, | can seethe question on your face, Old Man. Yes, | have been giving thisalot of thought over the
years. | made my decision asto what | would do seventy years ago, when | first told you that | would
return, and be your companion. | heard your voice, | looked at your face, and as my heart melted with
lovefor you, | knew what my destiny was."

| paused, gazing at her. Y ou'reredly serious about this."



"Very, Old Man. It'sas| said - | know you. I've been your friend for one hundred and forty years. If the
godsarewilling, I'll be your companion for the rest of eternity. And if you arewilling, I'll be morethan
that, aswell," Joy replied, and placed her hands on her hips. "So, isit adeal? Will you let me prove
mysdf to you?"

| wasn't surewhat Joy had in mind, but just having her back in my life again was like a breath of fresh air,
blowing away the dark clouds that had overshadowed my soul for decades. | smiled. "Alright, Joy."

Joy grinned. "Good! Now | know you haven't been caring for my garden for the last seventy years, Old
Man, so | sincerely doubt there's any vegetables for our dinner. So, conjure us some food, Old Man -
and not that gruel you usualy conjure, either! Make it a nice dinner, for once! Take your time about it,
too, Old Man, I'm going to go get ready.” And with that, Joy turned and waked down the stairs,
apparently heading for what used to be her room.

| chuckled and did as she asked. My own discoveries of the Degp Magics now alowed meto cast the
spell dmogt effortlesdy - | took my time, however, weaving the spell carefully so asto conjure afine
feast for the two of us. No mere grudl, or even abowl! of soup - no, afine dinner of roast pheasant was
my god. And when | findly released the spdll after half an hour of careful incanting and gesturing, the
results were perfect.

"Ah, that smells heavenly, Old Man!" Joy called, coming back up the stairs. | gazed at her in curiogity -
she was gill wearing the same clothes she had been when she went downgtairs. All | could tell that she
had done was brushed her hair abit. Joy caught my expression, and smiled as she turned to my closet.
After pulling something small out of her pocket and putting it into the closet, she closed it back up again.
"Now - let'sseeif that dinner tastes as good asit smells, Old Man."

It did - but the conversation we had over dinner was far morefilling to my soul than the food could ever
have been. We talked over many things, shared many thoughts and memories... Darian, Ardlla,
Dragondayer, Softhand... All the people who had, in one way or another, touched our lives. It wasa
specia, magical moment, truly... And before | knew it, the dinner waslong gone, the pot of byallar long
empty, and the moon high in the evening sky. | had dready lit afirein my fireplace, and it's cheery
crackling and Joy's pleasant conversation lent awarm atmosphere to my room at the top of my tower, a
warmith that truly had been absent for decades.

"l haveto usethe garderobe, Old Man," Joy said at last, rising to her feet with asmile.

"Well, | should probably be getting to bed, mysdlf,” | replied, yawning. | roseto my feet and gave Joy a
hug. "Goodnight, Joy."

Joy smply smiled, hugging me back, and turned to go down the stairs. | thought | caught something in
that smile... But then chuckled at mysdf, shaking my head. "Impossble” | muttered, pulling off my
waist-bdt and laying it aside, then dipping off my robe. It was aridiculous thought, | knew, and |
chuckled again a mysdf as| pulled off my boots, gloves and nephni and laid them aside. Joy waswho
shewas, and expecting more from her was meaninglessfantasy. Besides, | hadn't lain with another in
nearly acentury - truly, it wastime | got used to that. ‘No, there's far more important things coming,
and soon,’ | thought to mysdlf, pulling my hair-band free and setting it and the three raven feathers aside.
Y orindar would need me someday - and perhaps, someday soon. If Joy wastruly to be my companion,
there would be a great deal of work ahead. She would have to be trained to fight, at least, and that
would take years.

After extinguishing thefirein thefireplace with abrief spell, | lay back in my bed, gazing a the Sars
through the window. No, just having Joy back in my life again was more than enough.



| was half-ad egp when the sounds of bare feet padding across the dwarven carpet in my room awoke
me. | blinked deepily, turning my head to look...

...and gazed in open astonishment.

Joy stood near the bed in the moonlight that streamed into my room through the windows, glorioudly,
beautifully, rapturoudy nude. Tal and powerfully built, Joy's giantish heritage was gpparent in the feminine
curve of the well-devel oped muscles of her body. And more, apparently she had used Dyarzi'slittle
depilatory stone, as her skin wastotally smooth. Sheraised her arms above her head, and turned dowly.
Even the skin beneath her arms was smooth, just as Dyarzi's had been. When Joy faced me again, she
ran her fingers over her smooth hips, up her perfectly curved sides, over her magnificent breasts, down
across her taut belly, then across her bald sex. "Thisfedlsdelicioudy wicked, Eddas" shesaid witha
amile. "Doesit meet with your gpprova ?*

| gaped openly. "I... 1..."

Joy grinned wryly. "l seethat it does. | remembered that conversation you, | and Peliahad al those years
ago when you first gave her the makeup kit." Joy looked the bed over for amoment, then shook her
head. "Y our bed isquite smal, Old Man, but | think well manage for now. When next we see Mungim,
well seeif we can't get alarger one. Joy then lifted the blanket from me, and carefully got into bed
beside me.

My heart pounded, and | was struck utterly mute,

Slipping her arms around me, Joy smiled at me in the darkness. "I fear I've no ideahow to... | mean... |
don't redly know whereto begin," she said, and giggled. "It seemsit's another thing you'll apparently
have to teach me, Old Man," she said, then leaned in and kissed me passionatdly.

| reached my arms around her, and kissed her back with equal passion.

* % %

In the warm afterglow thet followed, Joy softly stroked my face with her fingertips, while | caressed hers
inreturn. "l love you, Old Man," shewhispered. "You have given me everything | ever desired.
Every hope, every dream | ever had, you made come true. Now, | shall give you your hopes, and
your dreamsin return. | love you, Old Man. Now and forever."

My heart was singing as| drew her close, and kissed her softly. "1 love you, too, Joy," | whisperedin
reply, because | did.

Chapter Forty-Three

"My dearest lady Pelia: Much as | appreciate your ardor in protecting what you see as the Honor
of Eddas Ayar, please be aware of something: I, Lord Caladis, did not write that book which has
made you so wroth. | was asked to take the credit for it by someone you know, as| amvery old,
have no children, | have been sick for many years and will probably not live much longer, anyway
- which is good, because there are some in the religious community who are strongly in favor of
having me stoned for having the temerity to assault the honor of the Raven of Yorindar in the first
place. In any event, the individual in question asked me to do this because they wished to keep
your lands free of those treasure-seekers who might be too impious to respect the Priests of
Yorindar, too brave to fear the King's Men at the Great Wall, and too stupid to fear the Giants of
Hyperborea. You see, your people are our dearest allies, and we have nothing but love for you.
Sill, there remain those in our society, low, craven and greedy individuals who, despite the



ancient law against grave-robbing passed by King Darian, still may think to try to sneak into your
lands and oot the ancient tombs, possibly releasing some unknown danger upon the world. Thus,

| was asked to present this work as being the definitive secular study of Eddas Ayar, that the word
might spread, and those who did not love your people and had no respect for our faith would at
least fear the founder of your race. So who asked me to do this? Who gave me the manuscript
which was published under my name? Why, Eddas Ayar himself. Or isit herself? I'm sorry, I've
never been exactly clear on that point. No matter - | hope this puts your mind at ease. We, the
people of Larinia, love and respect the Witch-Women of Hyperborea as our friends and allies,

both in peace and in war. Those who do not will, | hope, at least fear the wrath of Eddas himself
(herself?) enough to where they will leave you in peace. Sncerely, Lord Caladis of Greenhaven.”

- Lord Caladis, Private letter to High Mistress Pelia Cydalion, 1820 NCC
"Grampa!" alittle voice squeaked.

| grinned, turning my head from where | sat upon the parapet to see Lyota and her daughter, Kyrie,
standing in the doorway to my room at the top of my tower. Behind them was Pdlia, Lyota's mother. It
was the middle of summer, and | was utterly surprised to seethem. "Hello, littleone!” | caled, holding
out my arms.

Kyrie dashed across the parapet, hopping into my lap for ahug. "Grampal" she crowed, hugging me
tight.

| hugged her back, chuckling as| patted her little back with an eébon-gloved hand. ™Y ou know, someday
your mummy redlly must explain thingsto you," | said, looking to Lyota as she sat besde mein anearby
chair. "Otherwise, my little flower, you're likely to grow up with some very strange notions about what
condtitutes our family relaionships.”

Lyotagiggled as Pdiapulled up achair and sat beside her. "'l have, Father - sheisten, after al, andisold
enough to understand. She just knows that you enjoy having her cal you'Grampa.™

"Isthat true, my little flower?" | asked, looking a Kyrie and smiling.

"Yes, | understand,” Kyriereplied, grinning. "It'smagic - indde, you'reaboy. Y ou look likeagirl
because you got stuck inside thisbody, and can't fix it. And you're not really my Grampa, Mummy
Lyota used aspell on Mummy Horiaand made me with sorcery. Mummy Lyotaand Mummy Horia
explained that you got the ideafor the spdll from the band Gramma Pdiamade. GrammaPdiaand al my
aunties got together and made amagic band for you, and it lets you help them have babies because there
aren't any more men of our peoplein al the whole wide world. Well, there's one, but he doesn't count,
because he'swith Rhane the Dryad and he loves her very much and mummy says even if he wanted to be
my daddy he couldn't because there's only one of him and we'd al end up inbred and dumb as chickens!
Buk-buk-bukasawk!" Kyrie replied, flapping her arms like a chicken.

| burst out laughing for severa long moments, and Lyotaand Pdiajoined me. "Wdll, yes, my little flower,
that's about right. Y our germ plasm isredlly that of Floria, hersdlf - you're redly more like her twin than
her daughter.”

"I know! Mummy Foriaand Mummy Lyotaand Gramma Pylotaexplained it to me! At first | wasvery
sad because | thought that meant | didn't have ared mummy. Then mummy explained that she gave birth
to me, she suckled me at her breasts, and that makes her my mummy! Well, | thought about it, and |
asked mummy if Gramma Pelia could have had Mummy Lyota without you helping her, and she said no,
the magic didn't work that way. Well, if she couldn't have Mummy Lyotawithout you, then that makes
you my grampal So therel™



| laughed again as Lyota and then Peliatook turns hugging the precociouslittle child. Kyrie's explanation,
though smpligtic, was accurate - and very telling of her trueintellectua potentid.

"Begdes," Kyrie sad, turning to me and continuing our conversation as soon as her grandmother had let
her go, "I have better eyesthan Gramma Peliaor any of my grand-aunties, anyway! | can see what you
really look like, you know, just like Mummy Lyotaand Mummy Florial™

| nodded, smiling as | gazed at Kyrie's grinning little face. "Y es, that was another side-effect of the spell.
Y our lifewas sparked by sorcery, and that attunes you to magica things and lets you see things that the
other races cannot. It'savery specia and wonderful gift - and one that someday will serve you well,
once you begin your studies of sorcery,” | replied, and fuzzled her hair. Kyrie stuck her tongue out at me,
and giggled.

"Tel meagain what Eddasredlly lookslike, Kyrie" Peliasaid, smiling.

Kyrielooked a me for amoment, her gaze unfocused. "Well, Grampaisvery tal, maybe four cubits and
two handstall. Y ou can't tdl in this body becauseit's only three cubits and three handstal, but he is.
Very tdl. He has abeard that comes down to here, too," she said, poking a chubby finger a my breasts
as shegazed at me. "His head issmooth... No hair. Shaved, | think. Lots of muscles, not likeagirl. Very
broad shoulders. And he doesn't have pasty-white skin like this body. It's brown, like ours. Bushy
eyebrows, too - very large and bushy,” Kyrie said, then blinked, looked at me, and grinned. "And he has
abig nosa!" she added with agiggle.

"I do not!" | snorted, and Peliaand Lyotagiggled along with Kyrie.
"You do, too! A huuuuuuuge nose! Enormous! Like abeak!™

| knew she wasteasing me, of course - but | pretended to be highly insulted. "I do not have abig nose.
My nose was perfectly normal for aman of my people. Many women called it handsome, in fact.”

"I could hide my shoeinit!"

"Bah. Lyota, your daughter isinsufferably rude. | shal haveto tickle her to death,” | said, and began
tickling Kyrieslittleribs.

Kyrie squeded and giggled and struggled in my lap. After along moment, shefindly gasped " Okay!
Okay! | lied! It'snot that big!" | let her go and she hopped off my Iap, then dashed over to hide behind
her mother. Peering around her, Kyrie stuck her tongue out at me. "But it's still pretty big.”

For along, happy moment, Pelia, Lyotaand | laughed, and Kyrie giggled. | looked up, and Joy was
stepping out onto the parapet. "Ah, | thought | heard laughter up here. Hello, Kyriel"

"Hello, Auntie Joy! Mummy and | are visiting because she wanted to come visit Grampaand | wanted to
come, too, S0 she brought me dong with her spell and herewe arel™

Joy smiled. "How wonderful! How are you doing in your studies?'

"l am at thetop of my class! | can name every bird and plant and animal on lolo Mountain, now, and |
am good a mathematics and | can read and write, too! Mummy and Auntie Kylae are teaching me! They
traded herbsto Taliad and got many booksin elvish, and Grampafinished trandating them into our
language and they are dl neat and havelots of pictures!”

Joy nodded. "Well, your grampa has amagic quill to help him with that - that's why the pictures come out
so good. | don't think he could draw to save hislife," Joy replied, and winked a me.



| rolled my eyes. "I should have checked my calendar thismorning, and noticed it was ‘taunt Eddas
day.

"Itis?" Pdiareplied, pretending to be surprised. "1 thought when | drew up our new caendars, | set that
for the middle of the week! Bah! All those years of researching those obscure elven and Larinian history
books you trandated for us, al to line our calendars up perfectly, and I'm off by aday. Humph. Next
you'l tell me| got the year-count wrong, and it'snot 1784 NCC, either."

For along moment, | was the center of laughter. Though | pretended to be annoyed, in truth, | was quite
happy with dl of them.

Oncethelaughter had settled abit, Joy grinned. "Come, Kyrie. Let'sgo visit my garden, and let your
mummy and grammactalk to Eddasin peace. Would you like that?'

"Surel”

| smiled as Joy led Kyrie back into my room at the top of my tower, then down the stairs. Joy wasa
perfect companion for me - she knew that Lyota hadn't just come for an idle chat without me having to
tell her, smply because she'd been a queen for nearly five decades, and my companion for twenty years
after that, and now my mate for the last ten years. We kept the true nature of our relationship to
oursalves, of course. Peliaand my courtesans would be utterly miserable if they knew that Joy was able
to give mewhat they could not. The giants, knew, however. There was some obscure prophecy of theirs
that apparently was about Joy - and our relationship had been predicted by that prophecy thousands of
years ago (though the true nature of it was hardly what any prophet could have foreseen - the prophecy
didn't mention Joy would love a man trapped in the body of awoman). Now, | had spent the last ten
yearstraining and equipping Joy, as we agreed, and she was perhaps one of the most dangerous warriors
in Hyperborea, because of that.

Still, Joy could see that Lyota had something on her mind other than a smple conversation just from
looking at her - for that matter, so could |. Once Kyrie was well down the stairs and out of earshot, |
turned to Lyota. "So what isit that's brought you and your mother to me today, Lyota?"

"This, Father," Lyotareplied, reaching into her pocket for amoment. When she held her hand back out,
she was holding abrass key in the palm of her hand. It was smdll, barely reaching across her pam. Yet, it
gleamed asthough it was made only yesterday. It looked like akey one might expect to seefitting the
lock to asmadll chest.

"A key?' | said doud, gazing at it. "Why would any of us make akey? We've no locksin Hyperborea, as
weve no thieves."

"Wedid not makeit. Look again, Father. Assenseit - itisno ordinary key," Lyotareplied, and continued
gpesking as | examined the astral auraof the key. "It isan artifact of some kind, though the nature of its
enchantments are concedled by afina enchantment none of us can see through. It was found by one of
our children - and to that child, it islittle more than atoy. Yet, when | hold thiskey, | get adark sense of
foreboding... Much as | want to keep it from her, | cannot. The child who found it can summon it to their
hand any time they wish to play with it, and she says she can fed, just by holding it, the direction she
would need to walk in to find the lock that the key fits. She wantsto follow the key, Father, but all we
know isit leads east. We have forbidden her from doing so, for now, until we could at least talk to you."

"But this cannot wait forever," Peliasaid, nodding. "1 myself have had adream, Eddas... Inspired by
Vyleah, | think. The key must be taken to the Utter East, and used. The longer we delay... The more
likely it will betoo late.”



"Too latefor what?' | asked, looking to Pelia.

Pdliashrugged helplesdly. "I do not know. | only know that the dream showed our fate rested upon its
use - perhaps, even, our very surviva."

"l see..." | replied, nodding. "And which child found the key?"
"My own, Father. Kyrie," Lyotareplied quietly.

| stroked my chin, thinking, and idly missed my beard again. It was an enormous risk Vylesh wastaking
- it was obvious that Kyrie was the pawn whose birth she had been waiting for. Y et, this meant that
Vyleah's very surviva would be placed in the hands of aten-year-old girl - and, by extension, the surviva
of al Hyperboreans, save perhapsfor me.

"And here we are, back again,” Joy called.

"Grampal Grampal Look what | found!" Kyrie caled, dancing over to me.

Andin her little fingers, she held out along, black raven's feether.

"It wasjust lying in the garden, Grampa! It'sjust like the feathers you wear! Would you likeit?"

| smiled, reaching out my hand to take the feather from her pudgy fingers. "Thank you, Kyrie," | replied,
and smiled again. | then looked meaningfully to Joy.

Joy looked back to me, and nodded. "I'll go put on my armor and begin packing for the trip. Don't forget
to let the giants know well be gone for awhile, Old Man."

"I won't," | replied, nodding.

"You'releaving? Where are you going, Grampa?' Kyrie asked, upst.

"Y ou should ask 'where are we going), little one. Y ou'll be coming adong with us™

Kyrie clapped excitedly, hopping up and down. "1 will 2"

"Y es. We're going to follow that little key you found, Kyrie, and see whereit leads us."
"Yippee!" Kyrie squeded, and spent the next several moments dancing about the parapet.

"Lyota," | said, looking to my daughter, "go home and pack for Kyrie. Shell need extra clothes, blankets,
and al that. Y ou've traveled with me before, you should know what to pack."

"Yes, Father," Lyotareplied, bowing her head. Sheroseto her feet, setting the key down in her chair,
and her mother stood beside her. | rose, and hugged both of them in turn. Lyota then reached out, and
took her mother's hand.

"Farewell, Eddas - and thank you," Pelia caled, then cast her spell of returning, and Lyotaand Pelia
vanished.

AsKyrie skipped insde my room at the top of my tower, babbling questions at Joy, | lowered my hood,
and dipped the ebon feather into place beneath my hair-band, a ongside the other three that were already
there. | gazed up into the blue sky of the clear summer's day, but the drifting wisps of cloudsthere
offered no hint a& what might bein store.



| nodded. 'Alright, Yorindar. It beginsagain.’ | then rose to my feet, and strode into my tower.
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